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    Dear Reader Letter

  


  Dear Reader,


  When I was twenty-four years old, my first real job out of graduate school was to be an academic librarian for a small college in rural Knox County, Ohio. Knox County is right next to Holmes County, which has the largest Amish population in the world, and Knox County has a small Amish population of its own. It was common for me to see Amish buggies when I drove to and from work or to shop beside Amish families in the local grocery store. That experience inspired me to write A Plain Death and the future novels in the Appleseed Creek Mystery Series.


  There are so many wonderful Amish novels in bookstores and libraries right now, but I hope you find A Plain Death to be a little different. First and foremost, it is a mystery novel. The novel centers around the death of an Amish bishop, who is killed in an auto-buggy collision. The protagonist, Chloe Humphrey, and her new former-Amish friends, Becky and Timothy Troyer, decide to investigate the case because Becky was the driver of the car. They must decide if the crash was an accident or perhaps murder.


  Also, the novel may reveal something new about the Amish to you. In my series, I hope to show you how different the Amish are from order to order and district to district. There are many different Amish groups, and each group has its own rules. However, the heart of their culture is keeping their communities together. Most Amish don’t drive cars because they think it’s wrong to do so. They are afraid that if they were able to own their own cars, the community would splinter because motor vehicles make it easier for community members to move away from each other. It’s a difficult and sometimes peculiar balance that the Amish have with the modern world. I hope I captured the essence of that in my writing.


  Above all, I hope you enjoy the story—that the characters make you smile, the mystery raises your suspicions, and the romance touches your heart.


  Blessings & Happy Reading!

  



  Amanda Flower


  
    


    


    Chapter One

  


  A gust of wind rocked my car and the U-Haul trailer hitched to the back. I yelped, my knuckles white as they gripped the steering wheel.


  “Did you fall into a hole or something?” Tanisha’s voice rang in my ear.


  I lowered the volume on my wireless earpiece. Although my best friend sat in her apartment in Milan, Italy, it sounded like she was right next to me. I wished she were. “No, I’m fine.” The wind made its way across the opposing cornfield, its force bowing the stalks in a green wave.


  “When can you come visit me?”


  “I told you I don’t know. I haven’t even started my job yet. I don’t think it’s a good idea to ask for a vacation the very first day.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” Tanisha gave a dramatic sigh. “I want you to meet Marcos. He’s perfect for you. I’ve been telling him all about you.”


  I rolled my eyes. Ever since my boy-crazy friend had become engaged, she thought matchmaking was her new mission in life. Unfortunately, I was the one she thought needed her help.


  “Maybe you will meet someone in Appleseed Creek.” Her tone brightened. “I know! You will find a nice buggy boy while you’re playing country girl.”


  “Buggy boy?”


  “A nice Amish lad. He can make you a computer desk. It will be a match made in heaven.” Laughter buoyed Tanisha’s voice.


  I groaned.


  “You can’t hide behind a computer forever. It’s not healthy.”


  Before I could think of a decent comeback, my cat, Gigabyte, meowed. He wasn’t fond of car rides. He’d yowled his way through the last four counties as I made my way from Cleveland into the middle of nowhere. “Don’t worry, Gig. It can’t be much longer now.” I paused. “I hope.”


  “Buggy boy or no buggy boy, this move will be great for you,” Tanisha insisted. “A fresh start! You’ll see. And think about Gig. He’s going to have all the mice he can eat.”


  “He’s never even seen a mouse, let alone eaten one.”


  “You’re hopeless.” My friend sighed. “By the way, Mom and Dad are sorry they couldn’t help you move.”


  “I know.” I forced a smile into my voice. “But I’m happy your parents have a chance to visit you.”


  “I’m so excited to see them. I can’t believe it’s been three months.”


  Tanisha moved to Milan in April to teach English as a second language. Yet I was afraid to move within the same state. I bit the inside of my lip. She didn’t remind me of her parents’ visit to upset me, but I couldn’t imagine my father traveling to the other side of the world to see me. He hadn’t even attended my graduate school ceremony. My stepmother, Sabrina, said they couldn’t make it because of “scheduling problems.” Whatever that meant. “And besides,” Sabrina said, “we were just there for your college graduation.” I didn’t remind her that my college graduation had been three years before.


  “I wish you could have come with them. Poor Marcos.” Tanisha’s voice turned sullen.


  “I’m sure Marcos will survive.” I checked my side mirror for oncoming traffic. There was none. Another gust of wind rocked the car. “Tee, I have to go.” My hands ached from gripping the steering wheel.


  “Call me tomorrow. Ciao.”


  I removed the earpiece and tossed it on the dashboard.


  A low growl came from the carrier in the backseat of my RAV4. Gig’s plastic cat carrier sat between my bedding and two small suitcases, one stacked on top of the other. The suitcases didn’t hold clothes. My clothing was back in the trailer along with my few pieces of furniture. Instead, the suitcases held what I really cared about: my computer graveyard.


  It’s not a true graveyard, of course, but the remnants of computers past: motherboards, old VGA cables, USB connectors, hard drives, and obsolete floppy disk drives, all carefully packed inside of those two suitcases. I couldn’t bear to part with them. I’d owned some of the hardware since I was a young child and discovered my love of all things tech.


  That love of technology led me to this very spot in the middle of Ohio’s rural countryside, although this detour—and I did consider it a detour—was never part of the plan. “Okay, God,” I whispered. “Two years. Get me out of here in two years.”


  “Recalculating!” My GPS squawked again. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who thought we were headed for the middle of nowhere. My GPS, the one I had affectionately named “Pepper”—since she had such a peppery attitude—had recalculated every ten minutes since I’d exited Interstate 71 South.


  “Recalculating!”


  Gig yowled his disgust. He and Pepper were not friends. In fact, Gig wasn’t a fan of any of my high-tech toys. It was not unusual for me to return to my apartment after a long night of studying at the university’s library to find Gig had chewed through a wire or two. The most recent victim had been the AC adapter to my netbook.


  “I should really turn her off,” I told Gig. “She’s not much help to us out here.”


  Gig growled in agreement.


  I reached to hit the power button and my hand froze. A small rise came into view. “Uh-oh, another hill, Gig. Hold onto your tail!” I pressed down hard on the gas pedal to give us the extra boost to pull the trailer up the small hill. The car shook with the effort. My stomach clenched.


  As the car crested the hill, I slowed. About a mile ahead of me, a beat-up, green pickup crawled along the edge line. A slim woman wearing an ankle-length skirt and a long blonde braid walked beside the pickup. Something about the way she pointedly ignored the truck set off warning bells in my head.


  I sped up.


  Then, I slowed down. Is she in trouble? What if I’m misreading this? Oh Lord, what should I do?


  As my car drew closer, it appeared neither the girl nor the driver knew of my presence.


  I looked down the highway. No one for miles. I checked my side mirrors. Not a car in sight. The girl and the passengers of that pickup were the only ones on the road besides me.


  What would Tanisha do in this situation? She would run in headfirst, that’s what. But that was Tanisha, not me. I could be misjudging the entire scene.


  The pickup stopped, but the girl kept walking.


  The passenger door opened and a huge man got out. He stepped into the girl’s path and grabbed her arm. She jerked it away from him.


  I lowered my passenger side window as I approached the pickup. Male laughter sent a chill down my spine. A voice from inside the pickup called, “Come on, honey, we’ll give you a ride back home!”


  The girl tightened her grip around the handle of her canvas tote bag.


  Beep! Beep! My car’s horn sounded friendlier than I would have liked. Would anyone in that pickup be frightened by that honk? I pulled alongside the truck. A clear view inside the cabin illuminated the driver. He and the huge man were young, probably somewhere close to my own age of twenty-four. I checked my side mirrors for other cars. Seeing none, I stopped. “Something wrong? Do you guys need help?”


  The driver, a thin, wiry guy with a scruffy goatee, turned to me. A set of Army dog tags hung from his neck. “Hello, there.” He grinned at me, tobacco juice trailing down his lower lip. “Why would you think we needed help?”


  The girl watched me from the other side of the truck, her large eyes the size of dessert plates. A lump formed in my throat. “You were driving so slowly I thought something must be wrong with your truck. I have a cell phone and can call for help.” I held up my cell to illustrate only to find the phone had no service. So much for calling the cavalry.


  Lord, help me to know what to do.


  The driver’s eyes narrowed into slits. “We don’t need any help from you.”


  The ogre standing in the girl’s way peered through the truck’s open windows at me. Unlike the driver, the passenger was clean shaven and had a baby face. He was, however, enormous. “We were giving our friend a lift.” His mouth twisted into a scowl. “It’s not safe for a little Amish girl out on the road all by herself. She doesn’t know how the real world works.” He tried to grab her arm again.


  I glanced back at the girl and found her staring at me, those eyes even wider. Despite the warm summer breeze through my open windows, I shivered. Please help, Lord.


  “I can give her a lift. I have more room in my car than you have in the truck.” I hoped my voice wasn’t shaking.


  The girl pursed her lips and furrowed her brow.


  The ogre lunged for her, and she jumped out of the way. Unable to stop his momentum, he fell to the ground with a grunt. His friend laughed. The girl ran around the pickup, threw open my passenger side door, and jumped into the car. As soon as I heard the door slam shut, I hit the power locks.


  The ogre struggled to his feet.


  “What are you trying to prove, Red?” the driver growled. Tobacco juice flecked onto his cheek.


  I glared at him. I hated being called “Red.” I suspected most redheads hated it, too. I shifted the car into drive.


  His passenger climbed back into the truck, his dark expression making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.


  “Nice U-haul.” The driver spat. “Are you moving? It’d be a shame to start off in a new place on the wrong foot.”


  I didn’t reply, but stepped on the gas and pulled my car around the truck. As we drove away, I raised the power windows.


  The pickup followed us for a couple of miles, and I gripped the steering wheel hard the entire time. All I could think about was the “no service” warning of my cell phone. The girl and I were silent until the driver of the truck finally gunned his engine and sped around us. Within seconds, we were the only ones on the road.


  I let out a breath that I hadn’t known I’d been holding, and glanced over at the girl. She clenched her small hands folded on top of the tote bag in her lap. “Are you okay?”


  “Yes.” She tapped her feet on the floorboard. “Thank you for helping.”


  “Don’t mention it,” I said. “I’m Chloe Humphrey. What’s your name?”


  “Becky Troyer.”


  “Can I take you home?”


  A cloud settled on her pretty face, and she shook her head. “No.”


  I took my eyes off the road and glanced at her. “No? Where can I take you?”


  She gave me a bright smile. “Wherever you’re headed.”


  I blinked at her. “I . . . well . . .”


  “Recalculating!” Pepper sounded more irritated than ever.


  Gig hissed.


  Becky jumped in her seat and hit her head on the car’s ceiling. She rubbed her head. “What was that?”


  “The hiss? That was my cat Gigabyte.” I paused. “He’s not in the best mood. He’s been in his carrier for a while.”


  She turned for a glimpse of Gig. In the rearview mirror, I saw his blue eyes reflect light from the back of the cage. “He doesn’t look like any cat I’ve ever seen.”


  “He’s a Siamese.”


  “Oh,” Becky said, as if that was explanation enough, though I suspected it wasn’t. “Where did that voice come from? Whoever it was sounded angry.”


  “It’s my GPS.” I pointed to the unit on the windshield. “It’s trying to direct me, but it’s lost. I guess that means I’m lost, too.”


  Becky’s smile lit up her heart-shaped face. Without a speck of makeup on she was beautiful, and her complexion would be the envy of any skin care campaign. “Where are you going?”


  I picked up a piece of computer paper from my lap and handed it to her. “Appleseed Creek. There’s the address.” I pointed to the top of the page.


  “Grover Lane? I know where this is. I can show you. You don’t need the GSP thing.”


  “It’s GPS.” I smiled. “And if you can get me there, I’d appreciate it.”


  Becky turned around in her seat, straining against the seatbelt across her chest as she looked behind us.


  “Don’t worry. They’re gone.” I said it, but did I believe it? My eyes flicked to the rearview mirror every few seconds too, searching for the green pickup.


  “I know.” She took in the luggage crammed into my car, and the U-haul hitched to the back. “Are you moving?”


  I nodded and took a deep breath. “Yes.”


  “Me, too.” The ache in her response reminded me of my own.


  
    


    


    Chapter Two

  


  As we approached Appleseed Creek, the farmhouses moved closer and closer together and finally gave way to gas stations, storefronts, and townhomes.


  “Turn left here,” Becky said.


  I followed her directions, the RAV4 and trailer jostling from blacktop to exposed brick.


  “We’re going to have to drive around the square to get to your house,” Becky said. “Do you think you will be able to make it with the trailer?”


  I tapped a rhythm on the steering wheel with my fingers. “I guess I don’t have any other choice.”


  The brick road widened as we approached the square. I took in the flat-faced storefronts, a cheese shop, a bakery, and a yarn store. I wasn’t in Cleveland anymore. It was the last full week of July, and tourists strolled along the sidewalk from shop to shop, tasting the free cheese samples and buying yarn. A large tour bus dominated the corner ahead of me. The driver stood outside the bus smoking a cigarette, as if he wasn’t planning to move any time soon.


  My fingers continued to drill the steering wheel. “Do you think I have room to get around that bus?”


  Becky tapped the glass. “Can you put the window down?”


  I did as she asked, and Becky stuck her head out the window. “I think you can make it. It’ll be tight.”


  Slowly, I maneuvered the car and trailer around the bus. In my head, I heard the grating sound of metal-on-metal as we inched by. The driver glared at me but stepped out of the way. Clear of the bus, I turned onto the square, a brick-paved circle in the center of Appleseed Creek. Century-old oak trees dotted the park in the middle of the square. On the bright, green grass, Amish families sold baked goods and homemade preserves from wooden booths to tourists in Bermuda shorts and T-shirts.


  Becky scooted down in her seat until her head sank below the window.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine.” She continued with her instructions. “You want to take Quaker Street. Grover is off Quaker.”


  I turned onto Quaker.


  “Grover is the third street on the right.”


  I leaned over the steering wheel anxious to see the street where I would spend the next two years of my life. Only two years. Right, God? Surely God was unfazed by my Appleseed Creek timeline. However, it didn’t hurt to be specific.


  With the square behind us, Becky sat up straight again. “Turn here.”


  The car and trailer rocked onto Grover, a brick one-way street barely wide enough to host a motorcycle, or so it seemed.


  “There’s your house,” Becky said.


  She pointed at a white two-story house. At least what was left of the paint was white. Most of it was cracked and had flaked onto the overgrown bushes below the first-story windows. The wraparound porch, a big selling point for me when I discovered the house online, appeared dangerous. Rusted nails held the warped, untreated boards in place. Now I knew why the rent was so low.


  I put a brave smile on my face and pulled into the short driveway. “Home sweet home.”


  Becky hopped out of the car, and I followed. The back end of the trailer hung over the sidewalk. Hopefully I wasn’t breaking any town ordinances. Next time I’d hire movers.


  I glanced at Becky’s outfit, a long, gray canvas skirt and blouse covered with tiny blue flowers. Her dress wasn’t Amish per se, more like Amish-ish. Growing up in Ohio, I’d seen many Amish people. The women wore plain navy dresses and bonnets on their heads. Becky’s head was uncovered. When I was a little girl, a trip to Holmes County was an annual pilgrimage with my parents. We’d visit the shops to buy homemade trinkets and stop at a local restaurant to eat too much Amish food.


  That was before the accident, and before Dad met Sabrina and created a new family without me.


  I shook thoughts of Sabrina from my head. She couldn’t be farther away, sitting in some California spa drinking sparkling water while getting a pedicure.


  Becky could be Mennonite, I decided.


  After some pushing and pulling, I pried Gigabyte’s cage from the back of the RAV4. He yowled at a pitch and volume that only a true Siamese could achieve. “We’re home, Gig.”


  Another yowl came from the carrier.


  Becky, who stood at the base of the front steps, glanced back at me. “Is your cat hurt?”


  “He’s fine,” I said. “It must be all the clean country air. He’s not used to it. He’s a city cat.”


  She cocked her head and her braid fell off her shoulder. It was as if she were trying to decide something about me.


  The porch’s first step groaned under my weight. The second step gave ever so slightly. Speed was the safest option, so I skipped up the final three steps and gave a sigh of relief when the porch floor, although uneven, felt firm under my flip-flops.


  Becky skipped up the steps, too. The landlord told me the key would be under a flowerpot, and a large terracotta pot sat beside the front door. Something brown and withered languished beyond recognition inside the vessel. I tipped the pot on its side and found the silver key lying underneath. “I guess security’s not a big concern around here.” I couldn’t imagine anyone in my old neighborhood in University Circle hiding their house key in such an obvious place. At least, not if they wanted their television and computer to be there when they got home from work.


  I inserted the key into the lock and turned the doorknob. As I did, it broke off in my hand. A thunk sounded inside the house as the second half of the doorknob fell to the floor. I stared at the half doorknob in my hand and peered through the gaping hole its absence left. “Now what am I supposed to do?” My voice jumped an octave. Small town or not, no way would I be able to sleep in a house with a hole in the front door.


  Becky nudged the door with her foot and swung it open. The interior was dark. In front of us, the stairs—if I could believe anything the real estate website told me—led to three bedrooms on the second floor. To our left was the living room, and in the dim light, I made out a fireplace.


  Becky stepped into the house and threw open the drapes that covered the living room’s huge picture window. “Call someone on your little phone to fix the door.”


  Mr. Green, Tanisha’s father, came to mind, but he was in Italy. Then I thought of Tanisha’s fiancé, Cole, but he was in Florida. I was on my own.


  “There’s no one I can call.” Panic began to rise within me. “The owner of the house lives in Cincinnati. He’s not going to come all the way here to fix the doorknob.”


  What was I doing here? Who was I to think I could move away from everything and everyone? My hand, now clenched into a fist around Gig’s cat carrier handle, began to ache. And what about Gig? He could get outside with the door open like that. He could get eaten by wolves or something. Okay, not wolves. There hadn’t been any wolves in Ohio since the nineteenth century, but he could get hit by a car.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll call my bruder.” Becky stared at me with blue eyes. “He’s a carpenter and will fix the door for us.”


  I blinked at her. “Your bruder?”


  She blushed, her pink cheeks making her even prettier. She must be popular on the square dance circuit or wherever young Amish went to meet each other in Appleseed Creek. “I’m sorry. My brother.” She pronounced “brother” carefully and drew out the two syllables.


  “That would be wonderful, Becky.” I tried not to worry about the “for us” part. I chewed the inside of my lip. Did Becky think she was moving in?


  I handed her my smartphone. She stared at the screen and handed it back to me. “I’ll tell you the number and you dial.”


  I left Becky talking to her brother on the porch and stepped into the living room, its wooden floors beautifully worn. I imagined generations pacing across those floorboards. The fireplace was marble, and dark wood crown molding surrounded the ceiling. The house had been a showpiece once. Could I make it one again? I shook my head. Why did I allow myself to think like that? I was renting. I would only be in Appleseed Creek for two years. Two years was not worth the work. Restoring this house would take a lifetime.


  Becky entered the room. “He will be here later this afternoon. It’s on his way home from work.” She had a peculiar pinched look on her face, as if she’d just bitten into a lemon.


  “You said he was a carpenter.” Becky followed me into the kitchen where I opened and shut all the cabinets. Every one of them needed a good scrub down before I would put any of my dishes in them.


  “He has his own workshop, but is working on a project at the college this summer.”


  “Do you mean Harshberger College?”


  She ran her hand along the Formica counter. “Do you know it?”


  “It’s the reason I’m here.”


  “You’re a student?” Becky opened and closed a kitchen drawer.


  I shook my head. I suspected Becky wouldn’t be the last person in Appleseed Creek to assume I was a college student. “I start working there tomorrow as the Director of Computer Services.”


  “That sounds important.”


  It was important, but I pushed worries of the next day out of my head. Today’s worries were sufficient. A larger concern came to mind. “Becky, who were those two men on the side of the road?”


  “They were only Englischers, who think they are tough by teasing an Amish girl. They were joyriding.” She said “joyriding” as if testing out the word.


  I glanced at her. “So, you are Amish?”


  A determined expression settled over her face “I was. I’m not anymore.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Three

  


  Three hours later, I knelt on the floor in my new bedroom putting my bed frame together. Taking the bed apart had been easy. Putting it back together was a bit more difficult. As I worked, my thoughts wandered to the two men in the pickup. Who were they? What did they want with Becky? Would I see them again? I hoped not.


  I slid the bolt into the eye socket, but it wouldn’t move into a locked position. I gave the metal frame three good yanks, and finally, the bolt slid into place, nicking the index finger on my right hand in the process. “Ow!” I popped the pinched finger into my mouth.


  “Chloe? My brother is here.”


  I turned my head and found myself staring at jean-clad legs and work boots. I scrambled into a standing position, my face coming within inches of a man’s. Startled, I took one huge step backward and stumbled over the bed frame, but righted myself before falling to the dusty hardwood floor below.


  Both Becky and her brother jumped forward to help me. My hands fluttered in front of me as heat raced up the back of my neck. I wrapped my arms around my waist to still myself.


  Becky wore a huge grin on her face. “Chloe, this is my brother, Timothy.” She tugged her brother’s sleeve. “Chloe starts working at the college tomorrow. You should stop in and see her while you’re there.”


  Timothy smiled, and his eyes lit up.


  My knees weakened, but I told myself it was from the humiliation of the near fall. Becky’s brother was as handsome as she was beautiful. He had the same white-blond hair and blue eyes. His muscles flexed under his shirt as he put an arm around his sister’s shoulder.


  Buggy boy! Tanisha’s teasing voice played in my head. She’d be thrilled with this latest development. My face grew warm. Lord, why did You have to make me blush so easily?


  Timothy broke into my thoughts. “Which building will you be working in?”


  “I don’t know. I haven’t seen the campus yet. The college interviewed me over the phone.” My words tumbled out in a rush. Pull it together, Chloe.


  Timothy examined the half-assembled bed frame. “Do you need help?”


  “No, no, I got it.” I tucked the injured hand behind my back.


  His blue eyes twinkled. “If you say so.”


  My gaze flicked over to his left hand. No ring. My face grew even warmer. Why did I do that? Had Becky and Timothy noticed my glance? How embarrassing! Tanisha would get an earful for putting that buggy boy idea into my head.


  “Th-thank you for coming to fix the door. I don’t know what I would have done otherwise.”


  “It’s no trouble.” He frowned at his sister. “I was glad to know my sister is safe.”


  Becky didn’t look at him, but that peculiar pinched expression crossed her pretty face again.


  Timothy sighed. “I’d better get to work. It was nice to meet you, Chloe.”


  “You too.” Out of habit, I held out my hand for a handshake.


  After staring at my extended hand for what felt like a decade, he shook it. I pulled my hand away as if I had been shocked.


  I had only been in Appleseed Creek for a few hours, and already I’d made a fool of myself in front of the first attractive man I’d met. As I sat on the floor for round two with the bed frame, I tried to shake off my embarrassment.


  Thirty minutes later, the bed frame was together with my box springs and mattress on top of it. As I struggled with the fitted sheet, angry voices floated through the open window. I gave up the battle and tiptoed over to the window. Becky and Timothy were in a heated argument below. I could not understand a word, as they spoke Pennsylvania Dutch.


  Becky crossed her arms. “I’ve made up my mind.”


  Her brother sighed, as if in defeat.


  I stepped away from the window, guilty for eavesdropping. But was it really eavesdropping if I didn’t understand most of the conversation?


  Becky entered my bedroom. “Timothy finished fixing the doorknob. Would you like to see it?”


  I nodded, then followed her down the stairs while running my fingers through my hair.


  Timothy stood by the closed front door. A new shiny doorknob took the place of the gaping hole. “Give it a try.”


  I turned the knob, relieved that it felt sturdy in my grasp. As I pulled the door open, an enormous brown and black dog rushed in and jumped up on my shoulders. I screamed and stumbled back into Timothy, who caught me before I hit the floor.


  Gigabyte hissed; the sound of his nails scratching the wood floors as he made his escape echoed throughout the house.


  Timothy extended his free arm toward the animal. “Bad dog, Mabel! Down!”


  The dog fell on all fours.


  I caught my breath.


  Timothy let go of me and took hold of Mabel’s collar. “I’m sorry. She usually doesn’t behave like that.”


  Mabel whimpered. The dog had a short ruff that resembled a collie, but the pointed ears and disposition of a German shepherd.


  Timothy pointed to the floor. “Lay down.”


  She obeyed.


  Becky’s eyes grew wide . “Are you afraid of dogs, Chloe?”


  I shook my head. “I was taken off guard. I didn’t expect her to be there.”


  “I didn’t expect her to be there either. She was supposed to wait in the truck.” Timothy’s face turned red all the way to the hairline. If anything, his embarrassment made him even more handsome.


  He cleared his throat, and in the awkward silence that followed, Timothy began demonstrating his handiwork by opening and closing the door. “I added a deadbolt because you didn’t have one.” His voice turned softer. “Appleseed Creek is a safe town, but you can never be too careful.”


  “Thank you. How much do I owe you for the parts and the labor too? I’d like to pay you for your trouble.” I moved toward my purse on the lone armchair in my living room. The measly collection of furniture from my one-bedroom apartment back home seemed pathetic in such a large house.


  His jaw twitched. “Not necessary. I should go. It’s my turn to cook dinner tonight at home.”


  At home? Was he married? I swallowed. Maybe Amish men didn’t wear wedding rings. “I hope we didn’t keep you from your family.”


  Becky stepped forward. “Timothy doesn’t live on the farm any- more. He lives with freinden in a house in town. It’s a street or two over from here.”


  “Oh.” I tried to keep a ridiculous smile from forming on my face.


  Timothy glanced outside. “Is that your U-Haul in the driveway?”


  I nodded.


  “If you’re finished with it, I can return it on my way home.”


  “Thank you!” After driving for three hours, I wasn’t looking forward to climbing back into my little SUV again to return the trailer.


  He smiled. “Mind keeping an eye on Mabel as I hitch it up to the truck?”


  I reached for the dog.


  A few minutes later, the U-Haul was hitched to Timothy’s pickup. Becky and I sat on the crooked front porch steps, Mabel laying across our laps.


  Timothy laughed as he approached us. “She thinks she’s a lapdog.”


  I scratched under her ruff. “I don’t mind. She’s a good girl.”


  He wiped his hands. “Schweschder,” he said to Becky. “Think about what I have said.”


  She pushed Mabel off our laps and stood.


  Mabel gave a little woof of displeasure.


  Becky raised her chin a fraction. “You made your decision, and I have a right to make mine.”


  Timothy sighed and slapped his hand to his thigh. “Come, Mabel. Good-bye, Chloe. Take care of my sister. She can be a handful.” The pair jumped into the pickup and drove away with the U-Haul hitched to the back.


  Later that evening, Becky and I ate fast food on the hard floor of my nearly empty living room. Gig rubbed my leg, and I broke off a little piece of hamburger to give him. I popped a french fry into my mouth, wondering if I should ask Becky about the argument I’d overheard between her and Timothy, and if she planned to stay the night. She’d didn’t appear to have plans to leave.


  “I saw your Bible and books in one of the boxes,” Becky said. “I hope you don’t mind me looking at them.”


  “I don’t.”


  “You are a Christian, then?”


  I nodded.


  She smiled. “Gut. That’s what I thought and told my brother so. He wasn’t happy when I said I met you on the side of the highway.”


  I felt my face flush again. I hated to guess what Timothy thought of me. “Did you tell him about the two men?”


  She put her strawberry milkshake on the floor. “No, he would worry. My brother forgets I am nineteen years old. I am an adult.” She took a big bite out of her hamburger. Ketchup ran down her chin.


  I handed her a napkin. “What do you mean?” I gave Gig another piece of hamburger. He deserved it after his harrowing journey in the car.


  “He thinks I should go home, back to the farm. My family wants me to give up my rumspringa and marry Bishop Glick’s son.”


  “But you don’t want to.”


  “No. Isaac is a gut man and will make someone a gut husband, but I want to study art. I won’t be able to do that if I marry him. I’ve been taking classes the last year.” She twisted the napkin in her hands. “I haven’t told my parents about the lessons, but I can’t give them up, not yet.” She stood and retrieved her canvas bag from where she’d left it beside the stairs. “I have something to show you.” She removed a black portfolio from her bag, opened it, and took out several sheets of watercolor paper. The first painting was of an Amish girl and a brown horse.


  “The girl is my schweschder, my sister, Ruth. She’s twelve.”


  The painting looked lifelike, as if I could reach through the paper and pet the mare’s head. Becky had captured the special twinkle in her younger sister’s eyes, too, a twinkle much like her own. “Becky, this is beautiful.”


  She smiled and showed me another painting, this one of a young man leaning against an Amish buggy. He had dark hair, brown eyes, and a patient expression on his face. “This is Isaac.”


  “He’s handsome.”


  She blushed. “He doesn’t understand what I want to be.” She put the paintings away.


  “You can’t paint if you are Amish?”


  “I can paint, but not like I want to.” Her eyes lit up. “I want to study art—Picasso, Monet, all the masters. I want to learn about their work. I want to learn about light, reflection, and depth and how to be a true artist. I could never do that at home. Education is discouraged there. If I married, I would immediately have to think about raising a family. I’m not ready for that.”


  “Where have you been living?”


  “At home. I left today. I had an argument with my parents about Isaac. I’m glad we saw my eldest bruder. He will tell my mamm and daed I’m safe. I don’t want them to worry.” She tucked her portfolio back into her canvas bag. “Is that your mamm?” She pointed to the lone photograph on the mantle.


  I nodded. It was a picture of my mother not long before the accident. In it, she stood on a pebble-covered Lake Erie beach. It was a rare sunny day on the lake, and the golden highlights in her red hair reflected the bright sunlight. My hair was the same shade of red, but I doubted it was ever as beautiful.


  “You must miss her.”


  “I do.”


  “Will she visit you?”


  I bit the inside of my lip. The accident happened ten years ago, but it never got any easier to explain. “She passed away.”


  Becky paled. “I’m so sorry.”


  “It was a long time ago.” I waited for the next question. It was always the same one. “What happened?” Then I would say, “It was a car accident.” And then they would ask for more details. Details I didn’t want to share.


  To my surprise, Becky asked something different. “Where is the rest of your family?”


  Her question caught me off guard. Where was my family? Was it in Italy with Tanisha and her parents? Or was it in California with my father, Sabrina, and their children?


  Becky knitted her brows. “Did I say something that upset you?”


  I shook my head. “I’m tired. That’s all.” I tossed the remains of our dinner into the garbage. “You’re welcome to stay here for the night. You were a huge help to me today.” I didn’t add that we would be talking about her permanent housing plans tomorrow.


  “And you to me.” She gave me her beautiful smile. “We will be good frienden. That means friends.”


  “I’d like that. There is a box of blankets and sheets in the second bedroom.”


  She thanked me, and I picked up Gigabyte and climbed up the creaky stairs to bed.


  Alone in my new bedroom, I tried to put Timothy Troyer out of mind. Married or not, no way should I consider any kind of attachment to him. He was Amish. I was a computer geek. It would never work. I blamed matchmaking Tanisha for my lapse in judgment. Besides, I planned to be in Appleseed Creek for a short time, two years max. I was here to get the real-life work experience that every other institution and company said I lacked. In two years, I’d find a job in civilization.


  I changed into my pajamas and sat on the edge of my newly made bed to call my father. It was only a little after seven in the evening in San Diego.


  As usual I got his voicemail. I swallowed. “Hi, Dad. I’m in Appleseed Creek now. I moved into my new house today. It’s nice enough. I start working at the college tomorrow—”


  Beep! A female automated-voice much like Pepper’s came over the line. The mailbox you are trying to reach is full. Please hang up and try again.


  I tapped my smartphone’s screen and hung up, then moved to the window and peered out onto my narrow one-way street. The lights in the homes along the street were out, their owners safely tucked away in bed. Large oak trees lining the tree lawn blocked the streetlamps’ dim glow. Cicadas hummed their nightly songs, and birds twittered in the tree branches, waiting for sleep. I’d imagined country life would be like this—quiet, serene, safe.


  The jarring sounds of a car backfiring broke the evening’s tranquility. A pickup roared up the street, and I watched as its red taillights disappeared around the corner. Although I hoped it was my imagination, there was no doubt in my mind that the pickup was green.


  
    


    


    Chapter Four

  


  The next morning, the smell of fresh bacon wafted up the stairs. I found Becky in the kitchen, flipping pancakes on the stovetop. Gig purred as he wove in and around her bare feet. Undoubtedly, he hoped she’d drop a piece of bacon onto the floor for his breakfast. If Becky lived here much longer and kept cooking like this, I would be replaced in his feline affections.


  “Sit, sit,” Becky said. “I made you breakfast.” She had tied a white apron over her skirt and flower-printed blouse. It was the same outfit she’d worn the day before.


  I sat at the small dinette table in the corner of the kitchen. Usually, the most I had for breakfast was a piece of toast and a glass of orange juice. Becky had made enough food for a five-course meal: eggs, pancakes, toast, bacon, and sausage. “Where did this come from?” I asked. She set a heaping plate in front of me. I swallowed. I’d never be able to eat so much food, especially when I was already nervous about my first day at Harshberger College.


  “Timothy brought it this morning. He noticed we didn’t have any food in the house and didn’t want us to starve.”


  My stomach did a little flip. Now I really wouldn’t be able to eat. “That was nice,” I managed to squeak.


  She set a plate for herself across from me. “My bruder is thoughtful.” She straightened her shoulders. “Chloe, I need to talk to you about something.”


  I set my fork on the edge of my plate.


  “I want to live here. I can pay rent.”


  “How? Do you have a job?”


  She shook her head. “No, but I can get one.”


  I picked up my fork. “I don’t know, Becky. I just got here. I don’t know anyone, or anything about Appleseed Creek.” The green pickup came to mind again, but I shoved the thought aside. I needed to get a grip. Nothing bad could happen in a town like Appleseed Creek.


  “That’s why you need freinden like me.”


  “You’re welcome to stay for a few days, but any longer than that, I’ll have to think about it.” I forked a bite of pancake. It melted in my mouth.


  “I’ll get a job today, Chloe. I know it. Meet me downtown after you are through at the college. I plan to be there all day knocking on doors, looking for work.”


  I wasn’t sure that was the best way to find employment. I’d search online for job postings. However, I could see why that wouldn’t work for Becky.


  “I’ll meet you,” I said. “But I still have to think about you living here full time.”


  Becky frowned. “I understand.” She rose and started clearing the kitchen counter. “Meet me outside Amish Bread Bakery. It’s right on the square.”


  I drove to Harshberger still wondering what to do about Becky. It seemed cruel to ask her to leave when she had nowhere else to go. Tanisha’s family took me in when I needed a home. Could I do the same for someone else?


  I pushed Becky from my mind. I had a meeting with the college dean at nine o’clock. From half a block away, a large stone sign announced Harshberger College. I drove onto the campus’s main road, which divided the grounds in two. All the buildings matched in a tan brick façade, except for one that looked like it had once been a horse barn. The thwack, thwack of hammers split the silence as I passed the barn building. I leaned out of my open driver’s side window and looked up to find the silhouettes of Amish men moving back and forth across the roof.


  I parked in the small lot in front of the administrative building. A little courage would be great right now, Lord. I stood a little straighter and prepared myself to join the professional world.


  In front of the glass door, I adjusted my blazer in my reflection. Straight red hair fell to my shoulders, freckles ran across the bridge of my nose, and anxious hazel eyes stared back at me. Tanisha’s mom always said I was as “cute as a button.” But did anyone actually want to look like a button? I wasn’t beautiful, not like Becky. Instead, I resembled Little Orphan Annie playing dress up.


  I followed the signs pointing to the dean’s office. In the reception area, two men stood in front of the secretary’s desk. One was more than six feet tall with a dark JFK Jr. pompadour, polished good looks, and the physique of a serious athlete. The second was a small round man wearing glasses and a big smile.


  “I couldn’t be happier with the college’s reception to my idea,” the taller man said. He smacked the shorter man on the back.


  The smaller man stumbled forward and caught himself on the edge of the desk. “You’ve been so generous, Grayson. Harshberger and Appleseed Creek are in your debt.”


  “I know how much my father loved this place. It only seemed right I would come to Harshberger first.”


  “He was an institution here and is still greatly missed.”


  A smile worthy of a toothpaste commercial spread across the taller man’s face. He spotted me standing in the doorway. “Charlie, you have a student here to see you.”


  I felt my face turn the color of my hair. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I’m Chloe Humphrey. I’m here to meet with Dean Klink.”


  “Chloe!” The shorter man hurried over and gave me a brisk handshake. “I’m Dean Charlie Klink. This is Grayson Mathews, an Appleseed Creek legend. He’s the only one to leave our little town, play football for Ohio State, and turn pro.”


  “Oh, nice to meet you,” I said. I might have been more impressed if I knew anything about football.


  Mathews laughed. “I only played pro for five years. It wasn’t exactly a long career.”


  “Grayson, Chloe isn’t a student. She’s our new Director of Computer Services. Chloe, welcome, welcome. We are so glad you’re finally here!”


  Mathews examined me. “Did you graduate college when you were fourteen?” His sparkling white smile took the bite out of his words.


  “Chloe is a whiz, Grayson. Trust me. I knew the moment I received her credentials she was the person to turn computer services around. So many great things are in store for the college this year.”


  My face grew hot.


  “Well, I’ll let the two of you do your business.” Mathews turned to Dean Klink. “It was nice talking to you, Charlie. We’ll be in touch.”


  As Mathews left the office, a curvy woman with a bouffant hairstyle sauntered into the room carrying a file. Dean Klink nodded in her direction. “This is my secretary, Irene. Irene, this is Chloe.”


  Irene gave me one brisk nod and sat behind her computer.


  “I’m so glad you are here, Chloe,” the dean said a second time.


  “Thank you so much for this opportunity—”


  He waved away the little thank-you speech I’d prepared with a flick of his chubby wrist. “No, thank you. You will take technology on campus to the next level. I just know it! Did you find a nice place to live?”


  I nodded. More or less that was true. The house needed a lot of work, though. Perhaps Timothy could help with that . . .


  He grinned. “Excellent! Did you have trouble settling into your new home?”


  “No, everything went fine.” If you discounted my run-in with the locals in a green pickup, my unwitting adoption of a runaway Amish girl, and embarrassing myself in front of her attractive brother, everything had gone fine.


  He clapped his hands together. “Now, right to business.” He handed me a piece of paper. “This is our agenda for the day. The first day is always the most overwhelming. You will do exciting things like get your parking pass and meet with the computer services department to set up your e-mail. What am I thinking? You are the computer services department. You’ll be up and running in that respect in no time.” He laughed as if he’d just told the funniest joke ever.


  “Your office is in Dennis, one of our academic buildings. It holds faculty offices and classrooms. Since we are in summer, it’s all but empty now. We’ll head there now and give you a chance to settle in.” He tucked a pen into the pocket of his short-sleeve white button-down shirt. “Irene, I’ll be back in a jiffy.”


  Irene nodded. Unlike her boss, she wasn’t the talkative sort. Perhaps she’d given up trying.


  The dean continued. “You may have noticed some workmen on the barn when you arrived on campus. They’re fixing the barn’s roof and making other general repairs to all the buildings. We want everything to be shipshape when the students arrive at the end of next month.”


  “When do classes start?”


  “The last Wednesday of August. That may be only a little over a month from now, but the days will pass quickly. That’s why we are so anxious for you to start. We want topnotch technology for our students.” He jiggled with excitement. “I’m thrilled about the expertise you bring to campus. I know the students and faculty will benefit from it.”


  “Thank you, Dean Klink.”


  He waved a hand. “Please call me Charlie. I don’t stand by fancy titles. We are all people who should be treated equally. It’s a value that Harshberger was founded on.”


  Despite his height, Dean Klink—I mean, Charlie—set a brisk pace across the main green, and I increased my own stride to keep up.


  The closer we came to the barn, the more deafening the sound of pounding nails. The noise didn’t discourage the dean’s enthusiasm as he shouted out the names of buildings. Two Amish men sorted through a wooden toolbox. Mabel lay on the ground next to them. I tucked my hair behind my ears. Timothy must be close by, but I wasn’t prepared to see him today.


  “How is it coming along this morning?” Dean Klink asked the men.


  The one with the full gray beard smiled at us. “Very gut. We should be finished with the roof today.”


  “Excellent. Excellent.”


  The younger man closed the toolbox’s lid and stood up. I drew in a sharp breath. Isaac Glick. In her painting, Becky had captured him perfectly. He smiled shyly at me, his brown eyes kind. I suspected he’d have no trouble finding any number of Amish girls ready and willing to take Becky’s place in his affections.


  Dean Klink peered at me, his forehead wrinkled. “Are you all right, Chloe?”


  I mumbled something about breathing in all the fresh country air.


  “Yes, it is a change for you.” He smiled at the men. “Chloe is new to Harshberger. She’s our Director of Computer Services.”


  The man with the gray beard smiled.


  “This is Bishop Glick, Chloe, and his son.”


  “Nice to meet you.” Does Becky know Isaac and his father are working with Timothy?


  A familiar voice called from the side of the barn. “I found the nails you wanted, Bishop.” Timothy pulled up short. Unlike his friends, who wore plain dark trousers, white shirts, and suspenders, he wore blue jeans and a plaid work shirt.


  Mabel jumped up and ran to Timothy, who bent and scratched her between the ears. Her long plume of a tail wagged back and forth with such force I was afraid her back end might take off like a helicopter.


  If he worked with other Amish men, why had he left the district? Was he like Becky? Was there something he’d like to learn from the outside world, but couldn’t with his own people?


  Dean Klink clapped, startling me out of my thoughts. “There’s our expert carpenter now. Timothy, I’d like to introduce you to Chloe Humphrey.”


  He stared at me. “We’ve already met.” From his neutral tone I couldn’t tell if he was happy or disappointed by our acquaintance.


  
    


    


    Chapter Five

  


  The computer services department was housed in the back corner of Dennis’s main floor, closest to the emergency stairwell. The department consisted of a main workroom divided into three staff cubicles and a small conference area. My office was tucked into a small area in the back.


  When Dean Klink and I entered the department, we found the conference table covered with a computer graveyard worthy of my collection. Two men sat hunched over a table sorting through the pieces.


  “Clark, Miller, look who I brought.” Charlie’s jovial voice cut the silence. “This is Chloe Humphrey.”


  Jonathan Clark shook my hand. “Nice to meet you.” The tall African-American man spoke in a baritone voice. He was the first nonwhite person I had seen since arriving in Appleseed Creek. I was surprised I hadn’t noticed this before, considering I had lived with Tanisha’s African-American family throughout high school.


  Darren Miller was as short as Clark was tall. He tugged at spiky, dark blond hair and fidgeted in his desk chair until I extended my hand to him. He shook it, and when he did, nervous energy reverberated through his fingertips. Would he be patient enough for computer programming?


  “You have one more member of your staff. His name is Joel Schrock.” Charlie’s eyes darted around the room. “Joel must have stepped away from his desk.”


  Clark and Miller shared a look.


  Charlie opened my office door, then placed the key ring on my desk. “Those are for you. They include keys to Dennis, the two campus computer labs—they are down the hall—your office, the server room, and a few other places I can’t remember. Just ask Joel. He’s worked for Harshberger a long time. He knows the ins and outs of the entire campus. He’ll be your go-to man.”


  “Thank you.”


  “We are so happy to have you on board, Chloe. Harshberger is small but mighty.”


  He considered his watch. “Oh dear, I have an academic review meeting in twenty minutes. I’m sure you won’t have too much trouble, and if you do, they’ll come around, you’ll see.” He wiggled his fingers in farewell.


  Trouble? What kind of trouble?


  Clark scrunched his nose. “Do you think Klink realized he just compared Harshberger to dog food? Small but mighty?”


  “Naw. He probably thought he made that up,” Miller said. He held up his hand, and Clark gave him a high five.


  I broke into their gab session. “How small is Harshberger?”


  “We have around seven hundred students,” Clark said.


  “That’s tiny.”


  “You didn’t research the college before moving here?” Clark asked.


  “Well, I was interviewed last Wednesday. Dean Klink offered me the job over the phone and asked me to start as soon as possible. I didn’t have enough time to research the college as much as I normally would have.” I didn’t tell them how desperate I was for a job—any job—and that this one seemed tailor-made for me. At least it did over the phone. Maybe I should have asked more questions before accepting.


  Miller turned a wireless mouse over and over again in his hands. “Joel was right.”


  Clark widened his eyes at Miller.


  Miller shrugged and said it again. “Joel was right about what?” I asked.


  Clark laughed. “Just ignore Miller. Sometimes what he says doesn’t make sense. Programmer talk. If you hear him muttering to himself throughout the day, don’t be alarmed.”


  Yeah, right. I reminded myself to breathe. “What are your positions here?”


  Clark spoke for both of them. “I’m the media guy. Video, audio, stuff like that. I set up for campus events. Miller is a programmer, as if you couldn’t tell from his mole-like squint.”


  Miller ignored the comment.


  I hid a smile. “Do either of you want to show me around?”


  Miller and Clark shared another look. “Joel will want to do that.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “Okay.”


  I skirted around the enormous desk and sat in my captain’s chair. Although small, the office had a nice window that overlooked a pond. Charlie had called the pond Archer Lake, but it wasn’t large enough to hold a rowboat, and the dozen or so mallards wading in it jostled for space. Compared to Lake Erie where I grew up, Archer was a puddle.


  I opened my briefcase and pulled out the two frames that held my master’s degrees, and a third, a photo of Tanisha and me. I set all three on the desk for the time being and logged onto my new work e-mail account. Nothing of any importance there yet—mostly generic campus announcements and a few welcome e-mails. One welcome e-mail was from Clark, which made me feel a little better. I wasn’t sure what was going on in the computer services department, but I was surprised by how nervous the dean became when we stepped into the office. What could possibly make the man so nervous? And what was Joel right about?


  I shook away my thoughts, making way for new ones. I typed “rumspringa Amish” into Google and thousands of hits came back. I leaned toward the screen. Rumspringa was loosely translated as “running around.” It was a time of freedom for Amish youth, a time for them to consider whether or not to join the church. The website said that after joining the church, the young men and women were expected to get married and raise families.


  I typed “Amish Ohio” into my search engine and received even more hits. Holmes County was the largest concentration of Amish in the state and country with a population more than twenty thousand. Although a smaller population than Holmes, Amish have lived in Knox County for generations.


  A male voice spoke up behind me. “Researching the locals, I see.”


  I jumped and closed the browser, then spun my chair to find a man in about his early fifties standing over me. His pale complexion looked nearly translucent against his neatly parted brown hair. A roll of fat hung over his waistband.


  I stood. “I’m Chloe Humphrey.”


  “I know who you are. I’m Joel Shrock.” He held out his hand, and I shook it, his palm damp. I fought the urge to wipe my hand on my pant leg.


  “It’s nice to meet you. You’re the assistant director of our department, correct?”


  His lip curled when I said “assistant,” and he didn’t respond.


  “I know we will be working closely together. I’m sure we will get along just great.” I found myself babbling, and the more I did, the more Joel scowled.


  He glared at the two master’s degrees on my desk, one in computer programming, the other in information technology. “I know those fancy degrees from those lofty schools are the reason you got this job.” He examined me. “But by the looks of you, you won’t be here long.”


  I recoiled. True, it wasn’t my plan to be in Appleseed Creek long, but that was my choice, not some employee’s. I laughed as if he’d told a joke. “It’s only my first day, but I’m excited to get to work.”


  He scowled. “I thought you’d like to see the server room.”


  I set my jaw. “I would.”


  I waved to Clark and Miller as we passed through the workroom, but both stayed hunched over their computers with their heads down. Something was going on, and I made a mental note to ask Dean Klink about it at the first opportunity. What had I gotten myself into?


  I followed Joel down the employee stairs and through a labyrinth of dark hallways to reach a far corner of the building with a locked door. Since summer classes were over and the faculty wasn’t on campus, the classrooms, offices, and hallways sat empty.


  Joel unlocked the door, and inside loomed a seven-foot tall rack of ten servers. The hum of them at work soothed my nerves. This was my strength. This is what I knew. Here, I was the expert.


  I stepped closer to the rack and examined the machines, black rectangles, one stacked on top of the other. My shoulders tensed. “These models are at least nine years old.” Usually a server was replaced every five years, max. Keeping one any longer than that was gambling with your network. I zeroed my sights on Joel. “What’s the server replacement plan?”


  He smirked. “I suppose that’s your decision as director.”


  I blew out a breath and slipped out of the room, the closed space far too tight. Especially with Joel snarling over my shoulder.


  Joel closed and locked the door behind us. “I guess you have your work cut out for you, Miss Director.” He turned and stomped away, leaving me alone to find my own way back to my office.


  
    


    


    Chapter Six

  


  I returned from my new employee orientation by midafternoon. My mind had wandered to Joel during most of the meeting. What was his problem with me? I couldn’t expect all of my employees to like me, but I hadn’t expected them to be antagonistic toward me either.


  Lord, help me to understand Joel and get this department on the right track. If that doesn’t work, You might have to shorten my time here from two years. I couldn’t imagine working with Joel and his awful attitude for long.


  I pulled the sack lunch of a ham sandwich, pickles, crackers, and chocolate chip cookies from my tote bag. If Becky kept feeding me like this, it would be hard to ask her to leave my house. It would also be hard to avoid gaining fifteen pounds like Harshberger’s freshmen. Becky’s food was delicious, but it packed more calories into one meal than I usually ate in three days.


  As I ate lunch, I read the employee manual. A tap, tap on my doorframe caught my attention. Timothy smiled at me. “I see Becky’s made good use of the groceries I brought you.”


  I gathered up the remnants of my lunch, tucked the sack under my desk, and stood. “Yes, she has. Thank you so much for the food. It was very kind of you.” As I sat on the corner of my desk, I knocked over the metal cup filled with pens and pencils. The cup rolled off the desk, its contents flying every direction. I stifled a groan. Between this and the bed frame incident, Timothy was bound to consider me a complete klutz.


  Timothy started to pick up the writing utensils from the floor.


  “You don’t have to do that,” I said. “I can get it.”


  He ignored me and finished gathering up all the fallen pieces.


  I peeked out the door, happy to see the computer guys had left for lunch. At least my clumsiness was limited to Timothy’s inspection . . . again.


  He placed the last pencil in the cup. “Becky tells me she’s living with you.”


  I swallowed. “I said she could stay with me for a few days. We haven’t discussed anything permanent. She’s a nice girl and has been a big help as I get settled here.” I cracked a smile. “And my cat likes her. That’s no small feat.”


  He didn’t smile back. “My sister needs to go back home. My parents are worried.”


  “I can understand their worry. Maybe it would help if Becky explains how she’s feeling to your parents.”


  Timothy shook his head. “It’s time for her go home, join the church, and marry a nice man.”


  “You mean Bishop Glick’s son.”


  “She told you, then?”


  I nodded. The ham sandwich felt like a rock in my stomach.


  His blue eyes narrowed. “This is none of your concern. It’s a private business. The church is important.”


  “I agree. The church is very important. Becky told you I was a Christian.”


  Timothy’s brows shot up and he took a tiny step back. “That’s what she said.” He spoke slowly, as if unconvinced.


  His doubt stung. “You decided not to join the church, isn’t that right?”


  He paused, as if weighing my question. “It is a decision you could never understand.” Then he turned on the heel of his boots and marched from the room.


  He was right. I couldn’t understand. Not at all.


  I was exhausted by the time I left Harshberger that afternoon to meet Becky downtown. When I pulled the RAV4 into a parking space in front of the bakery, it was after five, and many of the shops along the square were closed for the day. Buggies waited by the curbs ready to take shopkeepers home. I kept an eye out for any who may come along and roll up the sidewalks. Within two minutes Becky stumbled out of the bakery.


  She jumped into my car, tears rolling down her cheeks.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Just go.”


  “Becky—”


  “Please!”


  “All right.” I shifted the car into reverse. Through the display window, a girl in a bright white apron and dark blonde hair watched us drive away.


  When we reached the house, I pulled into the driveway, but Becky ran into the house before the car came to a complete stop.


  Upstairs, I stood in her doorway. “Do you want to talk about it?” She was lying across her bed.


  Becky mumbled into her pillow.


  “I can’t understand you when you talk into your pillow like that.”


  She flipped over. “No one will give me a job.”


  I sat on the edge of her bed. “No one?


  “I went to every shop in Appleseed Creek and no one would hire me.” She rolled over and clutched the pillow to her chest. “They wouldn’t even talk to me,” Becky added in a whisper.


  “Maybe they didn’t have any openings.”


  “It wasn’t that.” Tears threatened to fall again. “They wouldn’t talk to me because I left home, because I’m no longer Amish.”


  “I’m sorry, Becky.” I didn’t know what else to say.


  “And now you are going to kick me out. Where am I going to go? I can’t go home. I can’t.” Her huge blue eyes swam with tears.


  Ten years earlier, when I was fourteen, I’d lain across Tanisha’s bed in tears, begging Mr. and Mrs. Green to take me in. They had. How could I turn her away now? Becky was five years older than I was at the time, but in many ways I had been older than she. I certainly knew the kind of pain that the outside world could cause.


  “Listen,” I said, smoothing the wrinkles away from the comforter, “you can stay here as long as you need to.”


  Her face lit up, and she sat up and wrapped me in a hug. “Thank you, Chloe! You’re like a big sister to me now.”


  My cell phone rang, and I jumped off the bed to answer it. I fished through my purse, checked the readout, and grimaced.


  Becky clutched that pillow to her chest again. “Who is it?”


  My shoulders drooped. “My evil stepmother.” I took the phone into my bedroom. “Hello, Sabrina.”


  My stepmother sniffed into the phone. “Chloe, your father’s sorry he couldn’t speak to you himself, but you know how busy he is.”


  “I do.” I stood by my bedroom window.


  “I’m glad,” Sabrina replied. “He’s pleased you found gainful employment. We were worried that all the money spent on your education would go to waste.”


  I gripped the cell phone. “Please tell him thank you.”


  Gigabyte jumped on the windowsill and bumped his head on my hip. The sound of a truck backfiring tore through the quiet, and I shivered. The green pickup rolled by on the street below.


  Sabrina continued. “I’m glad I have you on the line. I wanted to talk to you about Thanksgiving.”


  “That’s four months away.”


  The truck’s taillights disappeared around the corner.


  Sabrina sniffed. “Yes, I know, but you can’t know how difficult it is to coordinate everyone’s schedules. Your father and I have decided to go on a cruise Thanksgiving week, so we won’t be having our usual get-together. It will be good for him to get away. He works far too hard. I told him you’d understand.”


  “Are you taking the kids?” I barely knew my eight-year-old half sister Brin and six-year-old half brother Blake. I only saw them when my father flew me out to California for Thanksgiving once a year. I flew in on Wednesday night and out on Friday morning. That’s how it had always been since he’d met Sabrina.


  “Of course, they are too young to leave behind.” She said this as if I should have known better. “This must come as a relief for you. I know you’d much rather visit with your friend Tamara than come see us.”


  “It’s Tanisha,” I said. “She’s in Italy.”


  “Oh, well, Thanksgiving in the country will be nice for you.” Her voice trilled. “It will be a learning experience.”


  I inhaled a deep breath, listening to her chatter on about all that Brin and Blake had accomplished since we’d last talked. Then she hung up. As I set down the phone, the green pickup cruised down the street for the second time that evening.


  
    


    


    Chapter Seven

  


  For the next week, I watched for signs of the green pickup. The nights I didn’t see it cruise up and down Grover were the worst, because I lay awake half the night waiting to hear the familiar backfire. When it would finally split the night air, it almost came as a relief.


  On Friday morning, I tried to put the green pickup out of my head as I walked to Harshberger. As I stepped onto campus, a silver sedan turned onto the college’s private road and sped past me, dangerously close. I stumbled onto the grass, my heel sinking into the damp earth. I stood there until my heart slowed, then slipped my foot out of the shoe and headed to work.


  That morning I had scheduled a meeting with my staff, knowing I would need to be alert. In the week I’d known him, Joel had been, at best, passive-aggressive toward me; at worst, openly hostile. I was pleased to see all were there when I entered the workroom. Maybe there was hope for our little department yet.


  Clark smiled at me when I took my seat at the head of the table; Miller fidgeted with his laptop cord, wrapping it around and around his index finger; and Joel glared at me. I repressed a sigh.


  “Good morning, everyone,” I said. “I—”


  “How’s your shoe, boss.” Joel smirked.


  My chest constricted. “My shoe?”


  “I saw you almost take a tumble. You should be more careful.”


  “Seriously, dude,” Clark mumbled.


  I gritted my teeth. “I want to begin this meeting today by saying I’m so glad to be here at Harshberger. I’m looking forward to offering new services to our students. For one, we need to investigate a course management system so that professors can more easily communicate with their students online, and—”


  My cell phone played the “Star Spangled Banner.” The Fourth of July was long over, but I’d yet to change my ringtone.


  Joel glowered at me. “Most of us don’t carry our personal phones while on campus. It interferes with college business.”


  I ignored Joel’s comment and fumbled to reach the phone in my pocket. I didn’t recognize the number, but it was an Appleseed Creek area code. I silenced the phone and placed it on the table next to my laptop computer. “I’m excited about working with all of you. Together, we can bring Harshberger up to speed in the twenty-first century.”


  Joel scowled. “Are you saying we aren’t in the twenty-first century?”


  “No, no, of course, I’m not saying that at all. However, there are things we can do to improve.”


  “I’m sure the college thinks having you here is a big improvement.” Joel muttered just loud enough for me to overhear.


  Clark leaned back in his chair. “Joel, give it a rest, man.”


  I shot him a grateful smile, but he didn’t meet my gaze.


  Joel glared at Clark but shut his mouth.


  I straightened the stack of files on the table. “As I was saying—”


  My phone played the “Star Spangled Banner” again. I checked the readout. It was the same number as before.


  “How patriotic of you,” Joel quipped.


  I stood up. “I think I better take this. It’s a local number. It could be related to the college.”


  Joel rolled his eyes. “If it was college related, whoever it was would call your office phone.”


  “I’ll be right back.” I stepped inside my office and shut the door. “Hello?”


  From the other end of the line came a muffled sob. “Chloe?”


  “Becky? I can’t understand you.”


  Another sob came over the phone.


  “Becky? What’s wrong? Are you okay? Do you need me to come get you?” I peered through the small window in my office door. Joel said something to Clark and Miller. They both laughed. Whatever he said, I knew it was at my expense.


  “Chloe?” Becky whispered.


  “Yes, I’m here.”


  “Bishop Glick is dead.” She took a shuddered breath. “And I killed him.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Eight

  


  My throat clenched. “What do you mean you killed Bishop Glick?” Please God, no.


  An incoherent sob came from the other end of the call.


  “Becky! Listen to me! Tell me what happened.” The computer guys watched me. They must have heard me yell at Becky. I lowered my voice. “I can’t help if you don’t tell me.”


  Her voice shook. “I borrowed your car, and—”


  “You borrowed my car?” Disbelief filled me.


  “I’m sorry!” She was wailing now.


  “No, no, it’s fine.” It was nothing close to fine, but I couldn’t let Becky get sidetracked. “Keep talking.”


  “I took your car because I had a job interview.”


  “An interview?”


  “Close to Mount Vernon.”


  Mount Vernon was twice the size of Appleseed Creek, and only seven miles away from our little town.


  Her voice shook. “I know it was wrong. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I knew you’d be proud of me if I had a job by the time you got home today.”


  “What happened?”


  “I—I don’t know. I was driving up the big hill on Butler Road, and everything was fine. Then when I came over the crest of the hill the brakes stopped working. I flew down the hill.” She took a deep breath. “A buggy was at the bottom. I couldn’t slow down. I tried to move the car away from the buggy, but the road was too narrow. The impact pushed the buggy into the trees.”


  Dear God, not again! The prayer flew through my mind. Images from my mother’s accident started to play in my head: the police photos I wasn’t supposed to have seen, her lying in a hospital bed under a sheet, my father shutting down. Don’t think about it. Focus on Becky.


  “Are you okay?” My tone sounded sharper than I’d wanted.


  “I’m not hurt—not really. The officer said the car’s airbag and seatbelt saved me.”


  A loud voice reverberated on the other end. “Miss, time’s up.”


  “I have to go,” Becky said. “Please come.”


  “I will. Where are you now?”


  “I’m still at the bottom of the hill on Butler Road. I’m in the back of an ambulance.”


  “Miss.” The loud voice warned again.


  I pulled my purse out of my desk drawer. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  Before she hung up, she whispered, “Thank you, Chloe. You are a gut friend.”


  I don’t remember what I said to the computer guys when I cancelled our meeting. Whatever it was, I’m sure Joel hadn’t believed it anyway. I stumbled into the staff parking lot looking for my car. My car, my car. I need to get to her. What was I doing? My car wasn’t here.


  Lord, help me. Tell me what to do.


  Find Timothy.


  The familiar sound of hammering came from the barn area. I ran around the building and found Timothy alone, mending the barn doors.


  “Timothy!”


  His whole face lit up when he saw me running toward him. Just as suddenly, his expression fell. “What’s wrong?”


  I tried to catch my breath. “It’s Becky. There’s been an accident. We need to go to her.” My sentences came in short spurts.


  “My truck is right over here.” He pointed at his pickup parked on the grass behind the barn. “You can tell me the rest on the way.”


  On the drive over to Butler Road, I related to Timothy everything Becky had told me over the phone. He wrung his hands over and over on top of the steering wheel. Did he think this was my fault? That if I’d made Becky go home to her family and Isaac Glick this would never have happened? Did I think that?


  I leaned out of the passenger side window. Please Lord, let Becky be okay. Let us all be okay.


  Timothy drove the pickup to the top of the big hill on Butler Road. As we crested the top, I saw a bird’s-eye view of the accident. Bishop Glick’s buggy was wrapped around a large sycamore tree. The RAV4 lay on its right side wedged behind the buggy, the hood crunched into an accordion shape. No question the car was totaled. Miraculously, the bishop’s horse stood on the side of the road and didn’t appear hurt. My mind wandered back to my first day at Harshberger when I met the bishop with his fluffy gray beard and welcoming smile.


  I felt light-headed, images from my mother’s accident in my mind.


  Slowly, Timothy drove down the hill, where four county police cars and two ambulances were parked along the road. A little further away, four Amish buggies had also pulled to the side. Somehow the Amish district already knew about the accident. Timothy parked behind the last buggy. He reached across the front seat and squeezed my elbow. “I’m glad you came.”


  I started to say that I was glad he was there too when he added, “My sister will be happy to see you.” He climbed out of the car.


  With a heavy heart, I got out of the pickup. The sight before me was too much—the buggy wrapped around the tree, the RAV4 on its side. I pulled my gaze away and focused on the tops of my heels instead, the worst possible footwear choice for visiting the scene of an accident. I’d never wear them again.


  Timothy took my elbow and guided me around the cop cars and Amish buggies. “Are you all right?”


  I nodded, unable to speak.


  Timothy stopped, and I lifted my gaze to see the coroner wheeling a gurney with a body bag on it toward a waiting van. Beyond a bevy of paramedics, a line of Amish men stood along the road, glaring at us. Timothy dropped his hand from my elbow.


  A wave of nausea washed over me. It was my mother all over again. Focus, Chloe, focus. Where is Becky? Find Becky.


  I hurried over to a young police officer, not much older than Becky. He wore a sober expression, as if he’d seen many accidents like this before. Maybe he had.


  “We’re here for Becky Troyer,” I said. “Can we see her?”


  “Are you family?”


  Timothy joined me. “I’m her brother.”


  “You’ll need to talk to the sheriff.” The young deputy pointed to a tall, lean man, probably in his sixties, with gray hair growing in tufts on top of his head. He looked more like someone’s grandfather than a seasoned lawman.


  He squinted up at us from his clipboard. “Can I help you?”


  “We’d like to see my sister, Becky Troyer. I’m Timothy Troyer.”


  The sheriff eyed me. “Who’s this?”


  “I’m Chloe Humphrey. Becky called me after the accident.”


  “Ah, yes, Chloe. Becky has been asking for you. I’m glad you came. Please, follow me.” He stepped around an officer collecting shards of glass and other evidence.


  “How is she?” I asked the sheriff while maneuvering around the officer.


  “She’s in a whole mess of trouble.”


  I shivered.


  Becky stood outside the ambulance’s bay with a silver insulation blanket wrapped around her. Seeing us, she dropped the blanket and ran into her brother’s arms. I glanced back at the Amish men lined up along the road, their bodies rigid, their faces radiating anger.


  Timothy walked Becky back to the ambulance’s bay, and together they sat on the edge. Powerlessness overwhelmed me. My thoughts flashed back to Isaac Glick’s friendly eyes. Did he know? How would he deal with this? More than anyone, I knew how an accident like this tore lives apart. I said a silent prayer for him and the entire Glick family.


  I prayed for Becky, Timothy, and their family, too. Then I whispered one for myself. I moved to the country for a professional experience and the chance to live the simple life. Right from the beginning, however, my life in Appleseed Creek had been anything but simple.


  Timothy said something to his sister. The sheriff’s eyes narrowed. “You’re going to have to speak English, or I’m not going to let you talk to her at all.”


  Timothy met the sheriff’s eyes with a steady blue gaze. “I told her everything would be all right and that God would protect her.”


  Becky gazed at me with tearful eyes. A bandage bisected her right eyebrow and her left arm hung in a sling.


  Timothy glared at me. “She’s hurt. You said she was fine.”


  I took a step back. “She told me she wasn’t hurt.”


  “Considering what could have happened, she’s in good shape.” The sheriff’s voice was calm. “She’s lucky to be alive.”


  “It was not luck.” Timothy studied me. “You bought an unsafe car.”


  My face grew hot. He had no idea how his words cut me. I had been obsessed with car safety ever since my mother’s accident. “No, I had the car checked before I bought it.” I clenched my hand. “I drove it all the way to Appleseed Creek from Cleveland. There was nothing wrong with the car.”


  Timothy frowned.


  “The county forensic mechanic will inspect it in his lab, and he will determine how safe the car was before the accident,” the sheriff said.


  Did Timothy blame me for what happened? Would this be like my father all over again? My father blamed me for my mother’s accident. I couldn’t bear to have another life on my conscience.


  Becky. Focus on Becky. She needs you.


  I bit the inside of my lip. “Sheriff, what’s going to happen to Becky?”


  “She drove without a license. She will be charged with that. There will be a fine and community service, and her chances of earning a driver’s license in the foreseeable future are slim.”


  “What about the crash?” I asked.


  He sighed and ran a hand along the side of his face. “If it’s proven that she was at fault, she’ll be charged with vehicular homicide, which is a first degree felony. If she’s lucky, vehicular manslaughter, which is a first degree misdemeanor. There would be a trial, and she could do prison time.”


  Dizziness threatened to overtake me. “Even if it was an accident?”


  “Accident or no accident. A human life was taken and that’s a crime.” The sheriff scrutinized the Amish men along the road.


  Becky buried her head in her brother’s chest and cried deep, body-wracking sobs. Despite the humid summer air, my body shivered.


  “Miss Troyer, it’s time to go,” the sheriff said. He put his hand on her arm.


  Timothy eyed him. “Where are you taking her?”


  “The paramedics checked her out here, but we’ll take her to the hospital for a more thorough exam.”


  “Then what?” I asked.


  “I’ll have to take her to the station to be booked.”


  “You mean arrest her?” Timothy’s mouth fell open and he pulled Becky closer to him.


  Becky clung to her brother.


  The sheriff nodded, his face grim. “I suggest you get your sister a good lawyer.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Nine

  


  After advising Timothy to find Becky a lawyer, the sheriff left us to return to the accident scene. So many unanswered questions. Did the bishop die immediately? Did his family know? Did Becky’s parents know? Would they send an Amish girl to prison? The line of accusatory Amish men remained on the side of the road, their dour expressions and scowls focused on us.


  My hand brushed against Timothy, making me hyper-aware of his presence. I sidestepped, placing a foot of black pavement between us.


  An EMT approached Becky, but looked at Timothy. “Your sister’s not in any danger, but we need to take her to the hospital to set that arm.”


  Becky winced.


  A van pulled up behind Timothy’s truck, and Isaac Glick jumped out of the passenger seat. I glanced at Timothy. Isaac wove through the police to the line of Amish men.


  Timothy cracked the knuckles in his left hand, the same hand that had touched mine. “I need to talk to Isaac.”


  “That’s probably not the best idea right now. He’s not going to want to see anyone from your family.” I kept my voice a whisper, hoping Becky didn’t overhear. I needn’t have bothered. Becky’s face paled when she spotted Isaac.


  Despite the heavy shade from an enormous oak tree, Timothy squinted, holding back tears. “He’s my friend.”


  My heart sank. “I know.”


  Isaac reached the line of Amish men, and they huddled around him like a black wool blanket. He stumbled out of their protective circle, but a man placed his hand on Isaac’s shoulder and spoke. He jerked away from the man and shook his head, his gaze darting around. Then the man at Isaac’s side pointed at Becky.


  My stomach clenched. I forced my gaze to the EMT. “Shouldn’t you be going? She needs to get to the hospital.”


  He looked up from his clipboard. “Just as soon as I finish my paperwork. I’m almost done.”


  I stole a glance over my shoulder to find Isaac marching toward us. I turned back to the EMT. “Can’t you do that when you get to the hospital?”


  Too late.


  “Becky?” Isaac’s voice shook.


  Tears ran down her cheeks.


  Isaac’s jaw twitched. “Look what you did. Is this what you wanted?”


  Becky opened her mouth, then snapped it shut.


  I tilted my head and stared at the EMT.


  He nodded. “Come on, Miss Troyer. It’s time to go.” He reached for Becky, and she allowed him to help her climb into the ambulance’s bay.


  “Run away!” Isaac cried. “It’s what you’re good at.” He added something else in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  The paramedic closed the ambulance’s bay doors. Through the square rear window, Becky’s red-rimmed eyes stared at Timothy and me. She cradled her arm, and tears fell onto her cheeks. I prayed I was wrong, but I knew this nightmare could only get worse. Timothy squeezed my hand. The driver turned on his flashing lights and whooped the siren as he drove up the hill in the direction of Mount Vernon, the largest town in Knox County and the only one with a hospital.


  Isaac’s chest heaved.


  Timothy reached out to touch his friend, but Isaac jerked away.


  “It was an accident,” I said.


  Timothy scowled, and Isaac gaped at me as if he’d never seen me before. I couldn’t blame him for not remembering me. “Who are you?”


  “Chloe. I met you at Harshberger last week.” My throat constricted under his intense glare.


  “I remember. You are the computer person, and you’re the reason she left the district.”


  “No, no,” I stammered. “That’s not it at all.”


  He frowned, his eyes boring into me. “This is what leaving the Amish has done. My father is dead. This never would have happened if Becky had known her place. Never.”


  The older Amish man Isaac had been talking to earlier strode up to us, his presence formidable. Thin and more than six feet tall, he had a long dark beard and eyes narrowed into slits. He placed his hand on Isaac’s shoulder again. “Son, you are angry now, but you must forgive.”


  Good advice, although was he able to follow it himself?


  Isaac’s eyes welled with tears. “What about my mother? My brothers and sisters? What will they do without my father?”


  “Son.” The man’s voice grew stern. “You are the eldest. You must be strong for them. You are the man of the house now.”


  Isaac bowed his head and staggered back to the waiting van. The driver backed it up until it had a clear place to turn around. And then he was gone.


  “Timothy,” the Honest Abe doppelganger said, “you should think of your family now too.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched.


  The man brushed the bottom of his beard with the back of his hand. “You can’t always expect someone else to carry your burden.”


  What did that mean? Carry your burden?


  “Deacon.” Timothy’s tone sounded sharper than I’d ever heard it. He added something in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  The deacon’s beard twitched, and the corners of his mouth turned up in a tiny smile. “The district must find a new bishop. A position your father would have wanted. I know some were hoping to put him up for the lot of preacher. Many will change their minds.”


  “My father is not ambitious.”


  “That’s where you differ?”


  Timothy clenched his jaw and again spoke in Pennsylvania Dutch. The deacon glanced at me but gave me no acknowledgment.


  The sheriff stood off to the side, fiddling with a cell phone. This could be my only opportunity to ask him my unanswered questions, so I left Timothy speaking to the deacon. He didn’t appear to notice that I had gone.


  As I approached the sheriff, a female officer jogged up to his side. “Got here as soon as I could, sheriff. Deputy Gertz briefed me.” Petite with short curly brown hair, she wore a dark blue uniform, which stood out against the sea of tan uniforms at the scene. Aviator sunglasses gave her a tough cop image despite her small frame.


  He poked at his phone. “Stupid gadget.”


  “Sheriff.”


  “Oh, Greta. Nice of you to finally make it.”


  She adjusted the sunglasses on her nose. “I was on another case.”


  “Good to know. I’ve got another one for you.”


  Her eyes sparkled. “This is my case?”


  “Yup. If you want it.”


  “I want it.”


  He tucked the cell phone into the breast pocket of his uniform. “You can start by questioning Miss Humphrey.” He pointed a thumb at me. “I have another call-out.” He ambled away.


  She peered at me and held out her hand. “Miss Humphrey?”


  I nodded and shook her hand.


  “I’m Appleseed Creek’s Chief of Police, Greta Rose. You can call me Chief Rose. Can I ask you a few questions?”


  I glanced back at Timothy and the deacon, still deep in conversation. “Will it take long? Timothy, Becky’s brother, and I need to get to the hospital to see her. Becky was the driver of the car.”


  “I know who the driver was, and I know Timothy is her brother too. My questions will only take a few minutes. Let’s walk over here.” With a manicured nail, she pointed at a huge briar bush on the side of the road, far from where the Amish men stood.


  “You are Chloe Humphrey, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  She pulled a printout from her pocket and scanned it. “The vehicle in the accident is registered to you.”


  I nodded.


  “And the car is insured.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “I’m going to need to see proof of that.”


  I bristled. “Is my insurance responsible for the accident?”


  Her eyebrows peeked out over those huge glasses. “Someone will have to pay for the damage and injuries.”


  My throat tightened.


  “Amish don’t take out insurance policies on their buggies, and Miss Troyer was an uninsured motorist. Since it was your vehicle involved . . .”


  My chest constricted. “I’m not responsible for the accident.”


  “It’s your vehicle. I’d advise you to contact your insurance company.”


  “I wasn’t driving the car,” I insisted. “Becky was.”


  “Are you saying she stole your car?” She removed her sunglasses, revealing peridot-colored eyes highlighted by black eye liner and heavy mascara. She trained her gaze on me like a green laser beam.


  I jerked back. “No . . . she borrowed it.”


  Chief Rose ran her hand through her brown curls, her tone all business. “An unlicensed driver doesn’t borrow a car. Did you allow her to take it?”


  “No! I had no idea. I wouldn’t let her drive my car without a license.”


  She folded the printout and stuck it back in the pocket of her navy uniform. “If she drove it without your permission, that’s stealing. There may be an additional charge against Becky.”


  “If I say she stole the car, which I don’t.”


  Chief Rose shrugged as if it made no difference to her. “I need to see that insurance card now.”


  “It’s in my purse inside Timothy’s truck.”


  “I’ll wait for you to get it.”


  I nodded.


  “I’d like to see your registration too,” she called out.


  My back stiffened as I wove through the crowd to Timothy’s truck. Many of the Amish men had left. Three stood around the bishop’s horse, trying to convince the frightened animal to step into the back of a trailer. At first I thought the horse unharmed, but now that I had a clear view of the animal, I saw a long gash on her left shoulder. I knew nothing about caring for farm animals, but I prayed the animal would make it. One tragic loss was more than enough.


  “Miss Humphrey! The insurance card, please.”


  I glanced back at Chief Rose, who stood in the middle of the road, tapping her foot.


  The truck was unlocked, and my purse lay on the passenger side. I grabbed it.


  Chief Rose took the registration and insurance card from my hand. “I’ll give them back to you in a minute, then you will be free to go. Do you plan to go to the hospital to see your friend?”


  “Yes.”


  She ambled to her cruiser parked on the side of the road. Leaving the cruiser door open, Chief Rose logged onto the computer between the driver and passenger seats. Fear trickled through me. How would I pay for the accident if I was held financially responsible? Would Bishop Glick’s family sue me? Do the Amish sue? My stomach roiled. Would I have to ask my father and Sabrina for help? They had the money, although Sabrina would deny it. My stepmother would let me go to jail first.


  Becky, the nineteen-year-old would-be artist, was in much more trouble than I. Nearby, Timothy and the deacon continued to argue in their own language. What did the deacon mean about Timothy’s father being a preacher?


  Chief Rose returned and handed me my insurance card and registration. “You know, Miss Humphrey, you might want to rethink the company you keep.”


  “What does that mean?”


  She cocked her head at Timothy before slipping her sunglasses back on. “Your insurance company will know what to do about the accident. Sadly, this is not the first time we’ve had a buggy and auto collision in Appleseed Creek—and it won’t be the last.”


  Timothy jogged toward them. “Chloe, are you ready to go to the hospital now?” It was the first time I’d heard Timothy say my name, and despite the tragic circumstances, I liked the sound of it.


  “Yes, I’m ready.” I adjusted my purse strap on my shoulder.


  “Hello, Timothy,” Chief Rose said. “Staying out of trouble?”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “Nice to see you, Greta.”


  “You can call me Chief Rose.”


  “Do you two know each other?” I don’t know why I was surprised. Knox County was so small.


  Greta nodded. “We have mutual friends.”


  Timothy winced.


  My stomach tightened again. What did I walk into when I moved to Appleseed Creek?


  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven

  


  Becky stepped out of the hospital, hugging her right arm to her chest. The doctors had set the arm in a hot pink cast. My breath caught as the deputy led her away from Timothy’s side to his cruiser, her eyes wide.


  I slipped the screwdriver back into Timothy’s tool belt and slid to the passenger’s side as he opened the driver’s door. “How is she?”


  He shook his head.


  The cruiser pulled out of the parking lot.


  “Shouldn’t we follow him?”


  Timothy started the truck. “I know where the sheriff’s department is.”


  My brow knit together. First a confrontation with Becky’s harassers, and now Timothy’s surly demeanor. I was relieved that the sheriff’s department was a short drive away.


  At the station, the deputy and Becky waited in a hallway before they entered the department. Tears rolled down Becky’s cheeks. I wanted to reach over and give her a hug, but I wasn’t sure that was allowed.


  “What’s going to happen now?” Timothy asked.


  “We’re waiting for the desk sergeant to be ready for us. Another case came in just before we got here. When he’s ready, Becky will be fingerprinted.”


  Becky started to shiver.


  “It won’t hurt, Becky,” I said. “They are just going to put ink on your fingertips and make a copy on a card.”


  Becky looked at the fingertips on her left hand like she’d never seen them before.


  The deputy smiled. “That’s basically it, but now it’s all electronic. Takes half the time and no mess.”


  A crash followed by scuffling sounds and a string of swear words bellowed from a nearby room. I suspected Becky had never heard words like that before.


  The deputy peeked into the room but appeared unconcerned. “This may be a while.”


  Becky stared at her shoes and continued to shiver. Timothy reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out his truck keys. “Chloe, why don’t you go home?”


  I cocked my head. “How will you get home? Will you call me to pick you up?”


  He shook his head. “I’ll have my housemate Danny pick us up. He knows where the sheriff’s office is. I don’t want you to get lost trying to find your way back here.”


  “But Becky—”


  “I’ll take care of Becky,” he said. “She’s my sister.”


  I glanced at Becky, her head leaning against Timothy’s shoulder. Although his dismissal stung, I took the keys from Timothy’s hand. “Okay.”


  While exiting the parking lot, I took a wrong turn and found myself on a road behind the hospital. How would I find Appleseed Creek? Timothy’s truck wasn’t equipped with GPS—not that Pepper would be much help to me on the tiny roads in Mount Vernon. I winced. The last time I saw Pepper had been in my car, which was now totaled.


  I checked the rearview mirror, keeping an eye out for the green pickup, then shook my head. Rapping Brock on the knuckles with a screwdriver might not have been the best idea I’d ever had. I hoped I wouldn’t come to regret it.


  I continued down a narrow county road, hoping my sense of direction would kick in soon. The oak trees lining the edge reached across the road like an overhead bridge to the opposing trees. Hot air blew through the truck’s open window, and the back of my bare legs stuck to the leather seats.


  I approached a street sign that read Butler Road, and slowed down. How did I end up back here? I continued forward. Men in white jumpsuits picked up debris from the road. A tow truck driver hitched chains onto my car and rolled it back onto its tires. This must have been the same corner that Bishop Glick had rounded.


  The Amish men were gone, as was the horse. The mangled buggy lay on its side in the back of a flatbed truck. One of its taillights hung over the side of the flatbed. Sunlight broke through the trees and reflected a red circle onto the spot where the buggy had once been. It was easy to see why the bishop had not survived. That the horse could still stand upright was a miracle.


  One of the white-suited men approached me. “Sorry, Miss, this road is closed. You’re going to have to turn around.”


  I swallowed. “Can you direct me to Appleseed Creek?”


  “Sure thing.” He rattled off the directions.


  As I turned the truck around, I spotted Chief Rose leaning against the hood of her cruiser, arms crossed in front of her chest. She waved, her expression somewhere between a grin and a grimace.


  GIGABYTE YOWLED A GREETING when I entered the house. His dark brown tail swished back and forth on the hardwood floor. I bent to pick him up, but he slipped out of my hands and jumped onto the back of the only chair in the house. I’d give him a few minutes. Eventually, he’d forgive me for the audacity of leaving him.


  The tap of my heels on the hardwood echoed through the unfurnished home. The large house didn’t feel safe to me. Becky had left the front window open, and the curtains rolled in and out with the breeze. I kicked off my shoes and hurried over, shutting and locking the window in one movement.


  Gig paced the arm of the lone chair. I picked him up and carried him around as I checked the rest of the house. When I was satisfied that I was truly alone, I pulled out my cell phone and called my insurance company.


  “You ran into a horse trailer?” He asked the same question three times. Apparently the insurance agent could not wrap his mind around an auto and buggy collision.


  A half hour later, I hung up with no firm answers to my questions, then debated calling my father for help. Chances were he wouldn’t answer the phone, and I’d end up more upset than I already was. Usually I would turn to Mr. and Mrs. Green for advice, but since they were in Italy, there was no point in worrying them or Tanisha until I had all the facts.


  There was a knock on my front door. Gig jumped straight up in the air and fled up the stairs, his claws scratching the wooden steps. Would my landlord notice? Since he rented me a house without a working front door, we’d call it a draw.


  Through the peephole I saw a young Amish girl, so I opened the door. “Hi.” The girl wore a navy dress with pleated skirt, and a full-body black apron. Dirt marred the bottom of her skirt. Over her white-blonde hair she wore a black bonnet, its ribbons untied. I recognized her as the girl from Becky’s painting.


  She blinked at me with huge blue eyes the same color as her siblings’.


  “Are you Ruth?” I asked.


  She dropped her gaze to her black sneakers. “Is my sister here?”


  I stalled. “You’re looking for Becky?” Does she know about the accident? “I’m Chloe,” I said. “Becky’s friend.”


  “I know. Timothy told Daed about you. He said you were a good Englisch girl and Becky lived with you. Daed was upset. He wants Becky to come home. We all do. We miss her.”


  My cheeks warmed. A good English girl? What does that mean? I stopped myself from asking Becky what else her brother had said.


  “I want to see my sister.” She stamped her foot.


  “She’s not here.”


  Ruth peered up at me, fighting tears. “Because she is in jail?”


  I swallowed, avoiding her questions. “How did you know to come here? Did Timothy tell you where Becky lived?”


  “Timothy wouldn’t tell me, but I know he told Mamm and Daed. Becky sent me a letter from this address, and I found it on my own.” She put her hands on her hips. “Now, where is my sister?”


  “She’s with Timothy. Do you want to come inside?”


  “No, I want to get my sister and go home.” She pointed at her brother’s blue truck. “Isn’t Timothy here?”


  I shook my head. The door’s hinges creaked as I pushed against it.


  “Is Becky in jail?” She tugged at her bonnet’s black ribbon.


  I glanced up and down the street. No buggy. No Amish in sight. No one at all. “Are you here alone?”


  “Our Englisch driver drove me in from the farm to take eggs to Amish Bread Bakery in town. That nosy Esther Yoder told me about the buggy accident. I didn’t believe her at first, but when her mother came out and didn’t say hello to me, I knew something was wrong.” Her eyes welled up with tears. “Is it true? Is Bishop Glick dead?” She took a shaky breath. “Did Becky kill him?”


  I steeled myself. “There was an accident, and the bishop was killed.”


  Ruth’s small white hand flew to her mouth. “Is Becky safe?”


  I nodded. “She has a broken arm and a few cuts and bruises. She was lucky.”


  “Daed say there is no such thing as luck, just providence.” She put the end of her ribbon in her mouth and bit on it. “Where’s my sister? I want to see her.”


  “As I said, she’s with Timothy.”


  “Where are they? Are they coming here?” The wet end of the ribbon clung to her cheek, and she flicked it away with her hand.


  “I don’t know.” I hadn’t asked Timothy where he would take his sister after the police station—if he was allowed to leave with her. Part of me had expected them to come back here, but why would they? I let out a sigh. “I left them at the sheriff’s department in Mount Vernon.”


  “I want to go there.”


  “That’s not a good idea. Your parents wouldn’t like it.” I peered over her shoulder again. “Is your driver waiting for you at the bakery?”


  “He’s not.” She shook her head. “I told him I had another ride home.”


  I looked at her, brow furrowed. “And do you?”


  “No.” Her face flushed. “I know I shouldn’t lie, but he wouldn’t leave unless I told him that. He would never bring me here. He knew Daed would be angry.”


  “I don’t know if Becky’s coming here, and if she does how long it will be. Your parents will be worried.” I stepped back into the house. “Let me grab the truck keys. I’ll take you home.”


  This time she didn’t argue.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve

  


  Ruth directed me onto an unnamed gravel road. The old truck jostled over every pebble, shaking loose my vertebrae. When was the last time Timothy had the shocks checked? How much worse the ride must feel in an Amish buggy. Are the buggies’ ceilings padded? For that matter, are the seats?


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ruth’s hands folded neatly in her lap. Her knuckles were milk white, the black ribbon back in her mouth.


  “Do you start school soon?” I asked.


  The ribbon fell out of her mouth. “What?”


  “School? Are you starting soon? I work at the college, and we’re getting ready for a new school year there. It starts in a few weeks.”


  “In her letter, Becky told me you worked at the college. She said you are in charge of the computers.”


  I smiled. “Among other things, but yes, that’s basically my job.”


  “I used a computer once,” she whispered, as if confessing.


  “Where?”


  “At the library. My friend Alex took me there. Alex is a girl,” she added quickly. “Her father is a dairy farmer too. Their farm is a few miles from ours. She doesn’t have any brothers or sisters.”


  I suppressed a smile at her serious tone.


  “It’s my last year,” Ruth said.


  “Your last year of school?” I knew the Amish didn’t go to high school, but Ruth looked to be no more than eleven.


  Ruth wiggled in her seat. “I’m almost thirteen,” she said as if she read my mind. “About the computer, we didn’t do anything really. I was just looking at Alex’s pictures from her family’s vacation. They went to the Grand Canyon. Have you ever been there?”


  “I have.” As a teen, I drove across the country with the Greens on their family vacation, stopping at the St. Louis Arch, the Rocky Mountains, the Grand Canyon, and California. We’d hoped Sabrina and my father would meet us in San Diego when we arrived, but according to Sabrina, “It was a bad time.”


  “Is my sister going to prison?”


  As she asked the question, a white utility truck barreled around the curve in front of me. I pulled to the side to let the driver pass, and as I did, Timothy’s truck rolled through a crater-sized pothole. “Uff,” I said, wincing from the impact. Ruth’s bonnet bounced off of the truck’s ceiling.


  “Becky will be fine,” I assured her. In the rearview mirror, I caught a glimpse of the words MATHEWS REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT stamped on the back door of the speeding truck.


  A tear rolled down Ruth’s cheek, her voice a whisper. “She should never have left me.”


  “Ruth, Becky did—”


  “There’s the farm.” Gruffly, she brushed away the tear and turned to her window.


  The farmhouse sat on the property about a quarter mile from the asphalt road. A screened-in porch dominated the front of the house, and chest-high teddy bear sunflowers grew in a cheerful line. Beyond the house stood several wooden outbuildings and a large barn. All the whitewashed wood buildings sat on a tan brick foundation. Black and white dairy cows congregated in the fenced area around the barn. North of the barn, soybeans grew low to the ground. Plain clothes hung from a double clothesline in the sweltering afternoon heat. There was no breeze.


  “It’s suppertime,” Ruth said. “Daed will be home.”


  I glanced at her. Is that a bad thing?


  As the truck bounced along the gravel driveway, the screen door to the house snapped open and two tow-headed Amish children ran toward the truck. The little boy squealed. “Timothy!”


  A little girl of about three years old cheered. She wore a light purple dress and a white apron. Her hair was tied back in a bun but was otherwise uncovered. She held a faceless doll by the leg, its clothes similar: a dark blue plain dress, black apron and bonnet.


  Ruth’s face broke into a grin. “That is my bruder, Thomas, and, schweschder, Naomi.”


  I shifted the truck into park. Thomas and Naomi ran full tilt for the driver’s side door. They pulled up short when they saw my face sticking out of the window, their smiles dissolving as if I stole the last piece of apple cake. “It’s okay,” I assured them.


  Ruth hopped out of the car and said something to her siblings in Pennsylvania Dutch. Their faces brightened, but they observed me with curiosity. I slipped out of the truck, then held out my hand. “I’m Chloe.”


  Thomas, who was no more than seven, squeezed my fingers. Naomi watched her brother closely and did the same thing.


  Thomas asked Ruth something in their language, but I heard Becky’s name.


  Ruth shook her head.


  The screen door swung open again, and an Amish man stepped outside, his blond hair and beard streaked with gray. Behind him a much younger woman followed. She twisted the edge of her black apron in her hands.


  “Ruth.” The man’s voice cracked with anger.


  Ruth ran to her father. He spoke to her, making no attempt to lower his voice. He knew I didn’t understand a word. He glared in my direction, said something else to her, then walked toward me. My shoulders tensed.


  “I’m Rebecca’s father.” He spoke in English, with no trace of an accent.


  “It’s nice to meet you . . .” What do I call him? Mr. Troyer? Brother Troyer? How do Amish greet each other? I decided to avoid saying his name at all.


  “You’re the Englisch girl. Rebecca’s friend?”


  I nodded.


  The woman inched across the lawn. She gripped the end of her apron in her hands. “Do you know where my children, Becky and Timothy, are? Is it true what Deacon Sutter says? Is Bishop Glick dead?”


  Becky’s father’s eyes flicked to his wife. “Martha.” He added something in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  I swallowed. “I’m so sorry. It’s true.”


  Mrs. Troyer gasped, and Naomi ran to her mother. She buried her face in her mother’s apron, crushing the doll to her as if it too needed comforting.


  A white pickup’s tires crunched on the gravel drive, then shuttered to a stop. The passenger door opened, and Timothy climbed out, followed by Becky cradling her arm in its hot pink cast. The driver waved and backed down the driveway.


  The woman’s eyes fixed on her eldest daughter’s broken arm. “My boppli.”


  Thomas ran to them. “Timothy!”


  Naomi squealed and raced after him, too, her tears forgotten. The doll thumped against her leg as she sprinted. Timothy knelt and grabbed a child in each arm, hugging them until the youngest Troyers shrieked.


  Thomas and Naomi pounced on Becky next, and her drawn face broke into the tiniest of smiles. Ruth joined her siblings and grabbed her older sister around the waist. “Becky, are you home for gut?”


  Becky’s tiny smile disappeared.


  “Ruth, you’re squishing me.” Thomas had become caught between the sisters’ hug.


  Ruth let go long enough to let Thomas and Naomi slip away. Mr. Troyer spoke in their language.


  Timothy strode over to him. “I’m sorry, Daed. Yes, it’s true.”


  Mrs. Troyer pulled a white handkerchief from her apron pocket. “She’s hurt.”


  “The doctor said it was a clean break.” Becky inched closer to her mother, dragging Ruth, who didn’t look like she planned to let go any time soon, with her. “I will be fine in a few weeks.”


  Mr. Troyer examined Becky’s arm. “It is your right arm.”


  Becky nodded.


  “Your painting arm.”


  Tears gathered in the corners of Becky’s eyes.


  “Rebecca, go into the house,” Mr. Troyer said.


  Becky stepped out of her mother’s embrace and shook her head. “No.”


  Her father’s eyes doubled in size, warning her. “Rebecca.”


  Becky raised her chin. “I’m going home with Chloe.”


  Her father’s brows knitted together, and he said something I couldn’t understand.


  She replied in English. “No. I can’t stay here. It’s better for the family if I go. I need to protect you. You can tell everyone you wouldn’t let me come home. The district will be mad.” She turned to me. “Chloe, are you ready to go?”


  “Umm . . .” I looked from Becky to her family.


  Mr. Troyer spoke to Timothy, who replied in their language.


  Did Harshberger offer Pennsylvania Dutch classes? I needed one if I spent much more time with the Troyer family.


  Becky glared at them. “What happened has nothing to do with my art. It was an accident. I’m so sorry.” Her voice broke.


  Her mother rushed over and wrapped her eldest daughter in a hug. In her mother’s arms again, Becky began to sob.


  Despite all of Becky’s troubles, a twinge of jealousy nicked my heart. What I wouldn’t give for my mother to hug me like that one more time.


  Mr. Troyer’s jaw relaxed. “It is time for supper. We will eat first, then talk.”


  Becky sniffled as her mother guided her to the house. Thomas bounded after them, and I wondered if the youngest Troyer son ever walked anywhere.


  Naomi pulled on the hem of my T-shirt.


  To my surprise, Mr. Troyer waved me in, his expression resigned. “Yes, Chloe, please join us.”


  Timothy watched me, hands stuffed into his pockets and expectation in his eyes. Would it be better for me to bow out gracefully? Or accept the dinner invitation?


  My stomach growled, making the decision for me.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirteen

  


  I followed the Troyer family inside. The kitchen looked typical with its refrigerator and oven. My forehead wrinkled. Nothing about it said “Amish” to me.


  “They are powered by propane.” Timothy smiled. “There is a propane tank behind the house.”


  “That’s okay?” I whispered.


  “For our order, yes. For other orders, no.”


  My forehead wrinkled again, but Timothy only smiled.


  I took in the rest of the kitchen, its white walls with maple crown molding around the ceiling. The kitchen was at least twice the size of the Greens’ and four times the size of the one in my rental.


  The inside of the home was spotless. Rows of home-canned pickles, jams, jellies, and peppers lined the shelves of a gorgeous wooden hutch. In front of the hutch, a long kitchen table with enough room for the entire family was set and ready for supper to be served, including places for Timothy, Becky, and me.


  An elderly man with a fluffy white beard and round wire-rimmed glasses stood in the doorway between the living room and kitchen. He held himself upright with metal braces on each arm. “About time you all came in,” he said. “I’m hungry. I even set the table for the young people to move this along. I knew they’d be coming in. No one can pass up one of my daughter’s home-cooked meals.” He rubbed his stomach.


  Naomi giggled.


  “I’m hungry, too, Grossdaddi,” Thomas declared.


  Becky’s grandfather stuck out his cheek as the children passed. Each grandchild gave him a kiss, even Timothy. I just smiled, but the man angled his cheek in my direction, awaiting another kiss.


  I gave him a peck on the cheek.


  He stood a little taller. “I like her.”


  Mr. Troyer said something I didn’t understand.


  “Daed,” Becky’s mother said. “I’m sorry, Chloe. My father thinks because he is old he can behave as he likes.”


  The old man settled into a padded chair at the table. “Chloe.” He let the name roll around on his tongue. “I like the name. You can call me Grandfather Zook. All the Englischers do.”


  I nodded. “It’s nice to meet you.”


  Thomas and Naomi washed their hands in the sink, which looked just like the one in my home, and fought over who got to sit next to their grandfather. Timothy and his father also washed their hands while Becky, Ruth, and their mother started serving food.


  In the Green house, Tanisha’s father was the cook. If Mrs. Green was cooking, our choices were Chinese or Mediterranean takeout or pizza. Mrs. Green did an excellent job teaching both Tanisha and me how to dial a phone. That’s where our culinary training ended.


  “Can I help?” I asked, unsure of what I could do other than carry platters to the table.


  “No,” Mrs. Troyer said. “You’re our guest. Please sit.” She pointed to a spot on the wooden bench next to Naomi. The little girl scooted over so that we touched, and she grinned up at me. My heart melted a little.


  Mrs. Troyer hummed to herself as she pulled a roast out of the oven. She moved with assurance, and in her kitchen, she was transformed from the anxious woman I met a few minutes ago. She set the roast in the center of the table in front of her husband. As their mother sat down, Ruth and Becky, using only her left arm, placed the last few side dishes on the table: green beans with ham, red-skinned potatoes with parsley, sliced white bread, pickled beet slices, and roasted vegetables.


  Becky slid onto the bench on my other side, and Ruth sat by Timothy, who was directly across from me.


  “Let’s give thanks,” Mr. Troyer said. Even though I couldn’t understand a word, I felt the sentiment and received the same comfort the Greens’ blessing over the meal would always give me. In the middle of the prayer, Mr. Troyer said Becky’s name. Next to me, Naomi tensed up until her father pronounced, “Amen.”


  Mrs. Troyer asked for my plate and piled it high with more food than I could eat in a week, let alone at one sitting.


  “My daughter makes the best canned beets in the county,” Grandfather Zook said proudly.


  I forced a smile as Mrs. Troyer set the plate in front of me, eight huge beet slices on the side of the plate between the red potatoes and green beans. I hated beets. Somehow, I knew, I would choke them down.


  “Daed,” Mrs. Troyer said. “How could you know that? Have you tried every pickled beet in the county?”


  His eyes twinkled. “I don’t have to taste them all to recognize the best.”


  Mrs. Troyer gave him a shy smile.


  Mr. Troyer peered up from his dish at his father-in-law. “We should not be prideful.”


  His wife’s smile faded.


  Grandfather Zook appeared unconcerned by his son-in-law’s comment and diced the roast beef on his plate into small, uniform pieces. “Someone opened the door to the chicken pen again last night. Ruth and Thomas had an exciting morning chasing the chickens around the yard.”


  “We got them all,” Thomas said.


  Timothy frowned. “What do you mean again?”


  “It’s the third time this week. I suppose we are lucky. The Sutters found tire marks driven right through their soybean field. It destroyed the crop.”


  Timothy stopped eating. “How long has this been going on?”


  Grandfather Zook opened his mouth, but his son-in-law snapped at him in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  Timothy looked at his father, then lowered his gaze to the table.


  Grandfather Zook changed the subject. “Thomas helped Mary Fisher take strawberries to the Fisher fruit stand again today.” Another twinkle appeared in his eyes. “This is the third time,” he said. “Mary Fisher lives on the next farm. Gut family.”


  “Grossdaddi!” Thomas’s cheeks grew red.


  His mother gave him a warning glance. “Thomas, don’t raise your voice.”


  “Ya, Mamm.” Thomas scrunched up his nose at his grandfather.


  Grandfather Zook sipped his water. “She is too old for you, grandkinner.”


  Thomas scrunched his nose again. “She’s ten.”


  “And you are seven.”


  The meal reminded me of Christmas dinner with the Green family. Lots of food piled high on plates, lively discussion, and the whole family gathered together. There were differences of course. Tanisha’s little brother would have been playing a handheld videogame under the table, and her grandmother would have fallen asleep. However, the same love and warmth I had experienced with the Green clan was in this room.


  Except for the proverbial elephant in the room—the accident—it must be like Christmas dinner every day for the Troyer family. No one spoke of the accident. Instead, Grandfather Zook entertained the family with stories about his three younger grandchildren. They pretended that it upset them, but the children clearly loved the attention. He also asked about Becky and my house, and laughed when I described how rundown it was and that we had no furniture to speak of.


  Mr. Troyer didn’t seem to find my description nearly as funny.


  Through it all, Becky barely touched her food, her eyes ever-fixed on her plate. Timothy also stayed quiet.


  Figaro! Figaro! Figaro!


  I swallowed a groan. Tanisha had programmed that ringtone into my cell before she moved to Milan.


  The Troyer family stared at me.


  “I’m so sorry.” I reached under the bench seat for my purse.


  Mr. Troyer frowned, as if I’d just fallen a few pegs in his opinion.


  “What was that?” Thomas asked.


  “Someone is singing under the table,” Grandfather Zook said. “We must have a musical mouse.”


  Mrs. Troyer straightened. “There are no mice in my home.”


  “A spider then.” Grandfather Zook tugged his beard. “He is very talented.”


  Thomas’s eyes grew wide. “Spiders sing?”


  “Grossdaddi is teasing,” Ruth said.


  Thomas squinted. “I knew that.”


  My face burned like I had stepped under a heat lamp. “It’s my cell phone. That’s my friend Tanisha calling from Italy.”


  Thomas stared at me. “She called you all the way from Italy?”


  I nodded.


  Figaro! Figaro! Figaro!


  I knew my face had turned the same color as my hair. “I’m so sorry. Will you excuse me for a minute? It must be important for her to call me back like that.” Clumsily, I climbed out of the bench seat and hurried from the table, but not before noticing the scowl on Mr. Troyer’s face.


  Outside, I answered the phone. “Tee?”


  “Did you hang up on me?” Tanisha asked by way of greeting.


  I stepped under the shade of a large elm tree about ten yards from the house. “No. I silenced your first call.”


  “Nope. I think you hung up.” She sounded strange.


  “Why didn’t you leave a message? Is something wrong?”


  “Of course something is wrong. You didn’t answer your phone and I needed to talk to you.”


  I sighed. “Tee, this really isn’t a good time.” I glanced back at the house. “I’m—”


  “Cole dumped me.”


  “What?”


  She sobbed.


  “Tanisha, honey, tell me what happened.”


  “He said he thought about it.” She gasped for air. “He said being apart for two years was too long to wait to get married. He said I either come home and marry him now or not marry him at all.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” My jaw tightened. Cole was lucky he was hundreds of miles away in Florida. Had he been in front of me, I would have given him a piece of my mind—or kicked him. Kicking him probably would have felt better.


  The screen door opened, and Timothy stepped outside.


  “I found out right after Mom and Dad left for the airport.” Tanisha continued to whimper. “They are on the plane by now. I can’t even talk to them. Cole knew when my parents were leaving. Why did he wait until then to tell me?”


  “Because he’s a jerk,” I wanted to say. My best friend defenses were up right now, and Cole was the enemy. “I’m so sorry, Tee. I know you’re upset.” I glanced at Timothy standing on the porch, waiting for me.


  “Do you think I should call him and tell him what a huge mistake he is making?”


  “No! He should be calling you. He’s probably realizing what a colossal error this is right now.”


  She sniffled. “I doubt that.”


  “Well, if you do break down and call him, make sure it’s in the middle of the night Florida time.” My anger rose at Cole. “You might as well wake the idiot up from a dead sleep. You can blame it on the time difference.”


  She laughed in my ear.


  Timothy continued to watch me from the front of his parents’ house. “I hate to do this, Tee, but can I call you later to talk more?” I pulled the phone away from my ear to check the time before continuing. “It must be evening over there. I can call you tomorrow.”


  “But I want to talk to you now.”


  “I know you do, but I’m at a friend’s house and can’t talk.”


  She paused. “A friend’s house. What friend?”


  “Becky.”


  “The Amish girl?” Her voice had lost some of its sadness. “You are at an Amish house?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s it like?”


  “Just like a normal house, I guess, without the TV or hairdryer.”


  “Who cares about that? Is her brother, the hot buggy boy, there too?”


  I turned my back to Timothy. “Don’t call him that,” I half whispered. “Yes, he’s here.”


  She whooped a little. “You must tell me everything when you get home. Thinking about your love life will cheer me up.”


  “I don’t have one.”


  “You will.” Some of her typical Tanisha spunk had returned.


  I ended the call and returned to the house. “I’m so sorry to interrupt the meal like that, Timothy.”


  “Don’t worry. We were almost finished anyway. My mother is cleaning up now.” Timothy stood by the steps. “Is something wrong?”


  “My best friend’s fiancé broke up with her. She needed someone to talk to.”


  He frowned. “Your friend is in Italy.”


  I nodded. “And her fiancé—ex-fiancé—is in Florida. That’s the problem, or at least the problem Cole—that’s his name—sees.”


  “It must be hard for him with her being so far away.”


  My face tightened again. He wasn’t supposed to defend Cole. No one should. In my mind, my best friend’s fiancé was public enemy number one . . . well, maybe number two. Those two rednecks in the green pickup were number one.


  Timothy’s brow creased. “Did I say something wrong?”


  I almost told Timothy what I really thought of Cole and men in general at that moment, but I thought better of it. Maybe Timothy was different. I hoped so. “No, you didn’t say anything wrong.”


  “I’ll pray for them,” Timothy said.


  “Thank you,” I whispered.


  The screen door opened and the rest of the Troyer family filed out. Mrs. Troyer approached us. “Is everything all right, Chloe?”


  “My friend received some bad news.”


  “I’m sorry. We will pray for her. What is her name again?”


  I smiled. “Tanisha. She’ll appreciate the prayers.”


  Timothy turned to his parents. “I’ll take Chloe home.”


  Mrs. Troyer’s expression fell. “Stay for dessert. I made peach pie. The peaches are from our tree. You love when I make peach pie, Timothy.”


  “I’m going too,” said Becky, who had been quiet up to this point.


  “No, you’re not,” her father said.


  “I can’t stay here. The district will talk. It’s better for the family if I am away”—she paused—“until this is all over.”


  “I am your daed.” Mr. Troyer’s voice was thunderous. “You must listen to what I say.”


  “Rebecca is right.” Grandfather Zook spoke out from the doorway. He leaned heavily on his braces. “You should let her go.”


  Becky’s father rounded on his father-in-law and snapped at him in their own language.


  Grandfather Zook carefully made his way down the porch steps, using his braces for support. He replied in his native language.


  Mr. Troyer shook his head.


  “You know what the deacon will say,” Grandfather Zook replied.


  Mr. Troyer glowered at him, but finally, he lowered his head. When he looked up, tears had gathered in the corners of his eyes. “You may go.”


  “Danki, Daed,” Becky whispered.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fourteen

  


  On the way back to Appleseed Creek, the truck bounced along the gravel road, and Becky, who sat between Timothy and me, wrapped her good arm around her cast to protect it.


  “Does it hurt?” I asked.


  “Not much.” She considered her cast. “Do you like it? The doctor said I could pick any color I wanted. I want you to be the first one to sign it.”


  “What happened after I left the sheriff’s department?”


  “They fingerprinted me using a computer and asked lots of questions. Timothy got me out.” She beamed when mentioning her brother.


  “The police didn’t charge you?”


  Timothy cleared his throat. “She was charged with driving without a license. They haven’t made any decision about the accident yet.”


  My heart sank. Was it too much to hope Becky would get off scot-free? “What happens now?”


  “The police will examine the car and determine what caused the accident.” He switched on the air-conditioning inside the cabin.


  I didn’t say it, but since Becky was driving, the accident appeared to be her fault. “Becky needs a lawyer.”


  “A lawyer won’t help,” Timothy said. “Even if he could, we can’t afford one.”


  “Maybe I can help.” I said this even though I trembled to think of what my car insurance premiums would be after the accident.


  “No.” Timothy spoke firmly, as if this wasn’t up for discussion.


  I exhaled a sigh. “If she doesn’t hire someone, then a public defender will be assigned to her case. Whoever that is might not do what’s best for Becky.”


  “Chief Rose told us that.”


  “She was the person who interviewed you even though it was at the sheriff’s station?”


  Timothy nodded. “She showed up not long after you left.”


  Again I wondered how the small town police chief and Timothy knew each other. I wasn’t buying the “everybody knows everybody in a small town” speech. Chief Rose clearly wanted me to believe there was something more to it, but was there?


  I shifted on the hot leather seat, then pointed the A/C vent at my face. “She needs a better defense.” My hair grazed my cheeks as the cool air blew. What a welcome relief.


  “Defense?” Timothy asked. “She doesn’t have a defense. She admitted she was driving the car.”


  Tears rolled down Becky’s cheeks. “Timothy is right. It’s my fault. I must accept the blame.”


  I thought about Brock’s threat, his leering face, and my stomach churned. She’ll be very popular in prison. I hoped never to see him or his friend again, but knew that wasn’t likely. Should I tell Timothy about them?


  I aimed the cool air at Becky. “Maybe they will be lenient.”


  We rode in silence for the rest of the drive. Timothy turned into my driveway on Grover Lane, and Becky slipped out of the truck. “I’m not feeling well.”


  “What’s wrong?” Timothy asked.


  “I’m a little dizzy.” She rubbed her temple with her uninjured hand. “I think it is the pain medicine. I’m going to lie down in my room.”


  The front door banged shut as she stumbled inside.


  Timothy walked me to the door, and as I climbed the uneven porch steps, I turned to him. “What are we going to do?”


  “What do you mean?” He grabbed hold of the porch post, and it moved with little force. “This isn’t stable. I will come by tomorrow and fix it.”


  “We need to help Becky.”


  “Actually, the whole porch should be replaced.”


  “Timothy, I’m talking about Becky.”


  He removed his hand from the post. “I know, but I won’t let you be hurt one day by this.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate anything you can do to help the house.”


  His lips pressed into a thin line. “This was why I wanted my sister to return home.”


  “Because of the condition of my house?”


  He sighed. “No. I was afraid something like this would happen.”


  “The accident?”


  He nodded.


  “There was no way you could know this would happen.” I watched Gigabyte stalking back and forth in front of the living room’s large picture window. He meowed and batted at the glass.


  Timothy pursed his lips. “Becky shouldn’t have left home. She should have joined the church and married Isaac.”


  I put my hands on my hips. “Why is it okay for you to leave the Amish, and not for her?”


  His blue eyes fixed on mine. “I can’t answer that.”


  “Why not?”


  His expression softened. “I’m glad that you met the rest of my family. They liked you.”


  “I liked them,” I replied. “At dinner your grandfather mentioned someone let the chickens out on the farm. You seemed surprised.”


  “I was.” Timothy flexed his jaw. “I knew there have been problems in the district.”


  “What kind of problems?”


  “Animals let out of pens, rowdy Englischers driving through the district at night firing shotguns into the air.”


  “What have the police done?”


  “Not much. The district won’t talk to them. That’s not the Amish way.”


  “But—”


  “Chloe, I know it’s hard for you to understand why the district hasn’t complained to the police. It’s even hard for me sometimes, and I grew up Amish.”


  “You would go to the police.”


  “Yes.” His tone left no doubt.


  I had another question. “If you didn’t know about your own family, how did you know about these other incidents?”


  He wiggled the post. “A friend told me.”


  “Could the attacks on the Amish be related to the accident?”


  Timothy looked taken aback. “How?”


  “I . . . I don’t know, but doesn’t it seem odd that some unknown person is pestering the Amish, and then the bishop dies in an accident? How can that be a coincidence?”


  “It’s odd, but what I think is even odder is that you haven’t even considered it could have been you in that accident. You could have been seriously hurt or even killed.”


  I shivered.


  “If your car had been in working order, this could have all been avoided.”


  “I told you the car was fine.” I sounded defensive, but I couldn’t help it. The car had been fine.


  Timothy blew out a sigh. “I’ll fix the porch tomorrow,” he said, and left.


  Later that night, I sat beside my bedroom window unable to sleep. I tortured myself by waiting for the green pickup and wondering what Timothy meant by I can’t answer that. Did that mean he really couldn’t, or he wouldn’t answer my question?


  The white gauzy curtains blew in with the breeze. The weatherman had promised a cold front was coming in and tomorrow would be a beautiful eighty-degree day. I stared at the curtains. Part of me wanted to close the window so I wouldn’t hear the green truck when it roared up my street, but it was too hot. The cold front hadn’t reached us yet, and my house wasn’t air-conditioned. A white floor fan circulated the humid air around the room.


  Tap, tap sounded on my bedroom door. Becky slipped into the room. “Chloe? Are you awake?”


  I sat up against the headboard. “What’s wrong?” As if I needed to ask.


  Gig ran into the room and jumped on my bed. He seemed to know that Becky needed him that night and had chosen to sleep with her. He climbed on my pillows and bumped his head on my shoulder. I knew Becky needed what comfort he could offer, but I was glad to have the cat in my room again. I missed his weight on my pillow.


  “I can’t sleep,” Becky whispered. She looked like a ghost as she moved across the room in her white nightgown. The gown reflected the yellow streetlamp light coming in through my window.


  I pulled my knees up to my chest, shivering against the unknown. “That’s understandable.”


  She sat on the end of my bed. “What about Cookie?”


  “You want a cookie? Do we have any? I can get you one.”


  “Not cookies. I mean Cookie, the person.”


  I racked my sleep-deprived brain. Was there a Cookie I was supposed to remember? It didn’t sound like an Amish name. “Becky, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who is Cookie?”


  “That’s right, I didn’t tell you why I was driving the car.”


  “You said you had an interview.”


  “The interview was with Cookie and her husband, Scotch. They own a greenhouse outside of town.”


  I held up my hand. “Are you making these names up?”


  She giggled, but then her voice faded. “She must think I’m horrible for missing the interview. She will never give me a job now.” The draft from my standup fan caught her white-blonde hair, moving it back and forth.


  “Becky, that’s the least of your worries. You can call Cookie tomorrow and explain. I’m sure she will understand. Anyone would.”


  She started to cry. “I’m so sorry, Chloe. No one will ever know how sorry I am.” Her cries turned to sobs, her body shuddering with each breath. She collapsed face down on the bed, and I reached for her good arm, holding it. Gigabyte curled up beside her and purred with the ferocity of a motorboat. I prayed as hard for Becky as I did the day of my mother’s accident.


  Soon, Becky fell into slumber. Just before I drifted off, a truck backfired outside my window.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifteen

  


  Boom! Boom! Boom!


  My eyes popped open. Gig jumped off my pillow and hid. Becky, curled up like a cat, slept soundly at the foot of my bed.


  In the early morning, I slipped out of bed quietly, zipped a hoodie over my pajamas, and went downstairs. Through the peephole Chief Rose smiled at me. I opened the door. Already dressed in her uniform, she carried a small tote bag in her hand that I recognized as Becky’s.


  “Good morning, Miss Humphrey. Is Miss Troyer here? I’d like to talk to both of you.”


  “Come in. Becky’s upstairs. I’ll go get her. Please make yourself comfortable.” I pointed at the one armchair in the living room. “I’m sorry I don’t have more furniture.”


  “I can stand.”


  I hurried upstairs and into my bedroom. Becky wasn’t there. I found her in her own room on the bed. “The police are here.”


  Her eyes grew wide. “Are they taking me away?”


  “I don’t know.” I picked up a long canvas skirt from the milk crate, which served as her dresser, and handed it to her. “Get dressed.”


  I dashed into my bedroom and threw on a pair of jeans, a clean T-shirt, and zipped up the hoodie again. Becky met me in the hall wearing the skirt and a bright blue T-shirt. Her long blonde hair was secured at the nape of her neck in a tight bun.


  When Becky and I entered the living room, Chief Rose was examining the photographs on the mantel over the fireplace. She set down the photograph of my mother, and I gritted my teeth. “Let me grab some more chairs.” I escaped to the kitchen where I took a few deep breaths, and returned with two wooden chairs, placing them across from the chief who now sat in the armchair. I sat in one, and Becky perched on the edge of the other.


  Chief Rose reached into Becky’s tote bag and pulled out my GPS, Pepper. Still in her protective black case, she didn’t appear any worse for wear. The chief leaned over and handed it to me. “I thought you might need this seeing as how you got lost on the way home from the hospital yesterday.”


  I tensed and opened the case. The GPS was fine. “Thank you for returning it.”


  “I took the liberty to change the mode to ‘on foot’ since you don’t have a car to use anymore.”


  My brow wrinkled, and I cocked my head in her direction.


  She handed the tote bag to Becky. “We found this in the RAV4 too.”


  Becky grabbed the tote and opened it. “My sketchbook,” she cried. “Thank you so much.”


  The chief nodded. “You’re welcome.”


  “You don’t need these things for”—I paused—“evidence?”


  Chief Rose shook her head. “I’m sure you are wondering why I’m here this early.” She placed a hand on each knee and leaned forward. “It’s not to return your things.”


  Gigabyte peeked his head out from around the kitchen wall, then disappeared.


  The police chief cleared her throat. “We examined the car and discovered something.”


  I straightened. “What?”


  “Prior to the accident, your car’s brake line had been cut three quarters of the way through.”


  My stomach dropped. Good thing Becky hadn’t made breakfast yet. I doubted it would have stayed in my stomach after the police chief made that announcement.


  Becky’s brow puckered. “What does that mean?”


  Chief Rose stood and picked up a vase from the mantel, spinning it in her hand. “It means sabotage. It means a premeditated crime.”


  I inhaled a deep breath. “It also means the accident wasn’t Becky’s fault.”


  She set the vase back on the mantel. “Yes.”


  “Praise God,” I said.


  Becky’s mouth hung open.


  Chief Rose glowered at Becky. “You are still in trouble, Becky. Driving without a license is a serious offense. I don’t take that lightly.”


  Becky bowed her head. “I’m so sorry.”


  The chief returned to the armchair and sat on the edge of it. “Do you know anyone who might want to hurt you?” She directed her question at me.


  I blinked at her. “Me?”


  “The severed brake line was inside your car. It’s safe to assume whoever cut it thought you would be behind the wheel. In fact, if Becky hadn’t borrowed it,” she made quote signs with her fingers, “you’d have been the one in the accident.”


  A chill ran down my spine. The green pickup. It had to be them. My stomach rumbled. Yes, it was definitely good that I hadn’t eaten anything yet.


  Becky’s eyes watered. “Chloe, you could have been killed.”


  And Bishop Glick would still be alive.


  Becky shook her head and played with the end of her braid. “Chloe just moved here. No one would want to hurt her.”


  I thought back to my encounter with Brock and his sidekick in the hospital parking lot. “There might be someone.”


  Becky looked up, one eyebrow raised.


  A grin formed on Chief Rose’s mouth. She leaned forward again and placed her elbows on her knees. I scooted my chair back an inch.


  “Tell me who you suspect,” she said.


  “It goes back to my first day in Knox County.” I told Chief Rose how Becky and I met and about my run-in with the two thugs in the hospital parking lot.


  “Describe the men.” The chief removed a small notebook from her breast pocket and jotted down notes.


  “One is thin, kind of wiry. They both had dark hair, but the wiry guy had a dirty blond goatee. The other one was clean shaven. He had the face of a twelve-year-old, but he was enormous. He looked like he could wrestle a bear to the ground if he ever had the need.”


  Chief Rose smiled a little at the description.


  “I know his name. The thin one called him Brock.”


  “It must be Brock Buckley.” The police chief stopped just short of rubbing her hands together. “Your description fits him to a T. If it is Brock, dollars to donuts the other man is Curt Fanning.”


  “Do you know them?” Becky asked.


  “I’ve picked them up for disorderly conduct more times than I can count. Murder is new for them.”


  I cocked my chin. “You think they meant to kill the bishop?”


  “Not the bishop. You.”


  My body began to shake the way it did whenever I had to speak in front a large group of people—a constant, full body shiver. I tensed my muscles in an effort to make the shaking stop, but it didn’t help. I prayed, too, needing to be in control. Disorderly conduct and harassing Becky was one thing . . . but murder?


  Chief Rose leaned back in the armchair. “They have a well-earned reputation in the county, but let’s not jump to conclusions. We need a positive ID before we move forward.”


  She stared at me until I broke eye contact.


  “I need you to come to my station and view some photos.”


  “Is it very far?” I held up Pepper as evidence. “I don’t have a car anymore, remember?”


  She shook her head. “The police station is in the city hall building right on the square.”


  Easy walking distance. “Sure,” I said.


  “Great.” A smug smile played on Chief Rose’s lips. “I can take you there.”


  I bit the inside of my lip. “Okay.”


  “Can I go with her?” Becky asked.


  The chief shook her head. “No. I might need you to ID these men later, but I’d like Chloe to make a positive ID all by herself first.” She stood. “Are you ready, Chloe?”


  “Right now?”


  “Yes, right now. The sooner you make the ID, the sooner I can bring them in.”


  I took another breath and let it go. “Okay. I’m ready.” The shivering stopped, but the fear lingered.


  
    


    


    Chapter Sixteen

  


  It was Saturday, market day in Appleseed Creek. Buggies surrounded the town square, and Amish women sold homemade bread, canned jams and jellies, and fresh produce to their English neighbors and visitors. Chief Rose’s police car idled as a tour bus unloaded thirty elderly tourists in the middle of the street.


  “I hate market day,” the police chief said.


  Finally, the bus was emptied of passengers, and Chief Rose whooped her siren as she cut around it. She turned off the square and made an immediate left into an alley behind the town hall, a two-story, tan brick building with a rooster weathervane on top. There was a small patch of grass, maybe three feet wide, between the building and the road with a flagpole sticking out of it. Red geraniums decorated white boxes below first-floor windows. The American and Ohio flags flapped in the light breeze. A handful of cotton-like clouds bounced across an otherwise clear, blue sky. The weatherman had been right—it was cooler than the day before.


  Chief Rose parked in the spot labeled “Chief.” From the parking lot, two doors led into the building, each labeled with forest green lettering. One read, CITY OFFICES, and the other, VILLAGE POLICE. So is Appleseed Creek a city or a village?


  The chief unlocked the village police door and flicked on the lights. A scarred-up metal desk sat in the corner of the waiting room with a ten-year-old CPU monitor and computer on it next to a solid black telephone, circa 1980. A door in the middle of the back wall was flanked by windows on either side, their vertical blinds drawn. Wooden folding chairs lined the walls. Not much of an office. Where are the other officers?


  “We share a 911 system with the city of Mount Vernon.” Chief Rose spoke as if reading my mind. “If it’s minor enough, we respond; if not, we call on Mount Vernon or the Knox County sheriff’s department for support. If it has something to do with Harshberger College, which most of our calls do, we work in conjunction with campus security.”


  She used the royal “we” even though she was the only one here.


  She stopped and regarded me. “I have two officers, in case you’re wondering, but they are both busy today keeping an eye on the farmers’ market. It’s always good to have a police presence there. You never know when city folk are going to put up a fight over the price of watermelon.” She kept a straight face when she said that.


  The chief sorted through her key ring, found what she needed, and unlocked the second door, which opened into a meeting room. A long cafeteria-type table sat in the middle of the room surrounded by more wooden folding chairs. “Have a seat. I’ll grab the photos.”


  I sat, careful not to pinch myself on the chair. The chief unlocked a third door and slipped through, closing it behind her before I could see inside. Seconds later she returned, carrying a three-inch black binder.


  She sat catty-corner from me at the table and placed the binder on the table. “How’s Becky doing?”


  “She’s upset.” I stopped myself from telling her what a stupid question that was. How does the chief think Becky is?


  “She seemed better this morning than I expected her to.”


  My brow wrinkled.


  “I assumed she would be more upset, considering her relationship with Isaac Glick.”


  “I thought I came here to check photos, not to talk about how Becky is doing. If you wanted to do that, why didn’t you ask her when you were at my house?” I frowned. “How would you know about Becky and Bishop Glick’s son anyway?” I moved my seat a few inches back from the table.


  “The Amish aren’t as closemouthed as some would think.” She tapped the cover of the binder with blunt, clear-polished nails. “There are other complications too, of course. Becky’s father could lose his chance to be a preacher. His grasp was already tentative with his two oldest children leaving the Amish life behind. Now, the Troyer family will always be associated with the death of a beloved bishop.”


  “What about the recent harassment of the Amish?” I asked. “The shotgun fire? The destruction of crops?”


  She raised one eyebrow. “How do you know about that?”


  “I heard the Troyer family discussing it, and I asked Timothy about it.”


  “For being here less than two weeks, you’ve gotten a lot closer to them than I ever have.”


  I remained steadfast. “What are you doing about the problems?”


  She scowled and blew out a long breath. “Everything I can. It’s hard to investigate the case when none of the witnesses will tell you what they saw. They are too busy ‘turning the other cheek’ to talk to me.”


  “But it could be related, right?”


  “Look at you. You’re like the Pippi Longstocking version of Nancy Drew.”


  I slapped both hands on the table. “Chief Rose, you came to my house this morning and basically told me that someone tried to kill me. Is it any surprise that I would have questions?”


  Her brows arched over her peridot-colored eyes. “Maybe I’ve been dealing with the Amish too long to know how a big-city girl like you would react.”


  “May I see the photographs, please?” I reached out my hand.


  She shrugged and slid the binder in front of me. “This is a book of thirty eight-by-ten mug shots. Look at each photo carefully. If you recognize one or both of the men who threatened you and Becky, let me know.”


  I opened the binder. The first photograph was a man with a blunt nose and a horizontal scar across his right cheek. I wondered if he moonlighted as a pirate. The next photo held the likeness of a glaring man with huge ears. Each picture was scarier than the last. I glanced up at Chief Rose. “Do all these guys live in Appleseed Creek?”


  She didn’t answer my question, so I flipped to the next page. Brock’s dark eyes stared at me. I knew him right away. Even in the mug shot he looked like a giant teddy bear, which he was not. “This one,” I said. “This is the one called Brock.”


  She made a note in the spiral notebook in front of her. “Keep going.”


  I was a bit disappointed with her reaction but moved on. Three ugly mugs later, I reached the end of the notebook and viewed the last photograph—Brock’s friend. I’d know that dirty goatee anywhere. “This is the other one.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “You are positive on IDs?”


  “Yes.”


  She studied me with her disquieting green eyes for a long moment. Finally, she sat back. “You ID’d Brock Buckley and Curt Fanning, just as I thought.” She tapped her index finger on the dirty goatee guy’s nose. “Curt Fanning.” She flipped back through the binder and came to Brock’s photograph. “Brock Buckley.”


  For some reason, knowing their names gave me courage. As unknown men in the green pickup, they were terrifying, but now that they were Brock Buckley and Curt Fanning—real people however unsavory—they were just scary.


  The chief closed the binder. “We’ll pick them up and bring them in for questioning.” She slipped her hand into the breast pocket of her uniform, removed a business card, and placed it on the table in front of me. “If you see them again, or if they approach you, or even if you see their truck on your street, call me.”


  I examined the card, embossed with the Appleseed Creek seal. It listed Chief Rose’s name, phone numbers, and address. “Shouldn’t I just call 911?” I tapped the card on the table before dropping it into my purse.


  “If you feel you are or someone else is in danger, by all means dial 911, but in any other case, call me.” She stood. “I’ll give you a ride back home.”


  I shook my head. “I’d rather walk.” The Pippi Longstocking comment still annoyed me.


  She shrugged.


  Before I left the room, the chief said, “I forgot to tell you, welcome to Appleseed Creek.”


  I glanced back at her, and she smiled. Only it didn’t reach her eyes.


  
    


    


    Chapter Seventeen

  


  Instead of walking around the Amish farmers’ market, I decided to go through it. The more people around, the safer I would feel. Besides, if I brought home some fresh fruit, it might cheer up Becky. I kept my eye out for Curt and Brock. Part of me expected them to jump out from behind one of the buggies parked around the square.


  I meandered near three young women sitting at a table of pies and staring at me. As I passed, I heard whispering but tried to think nothing of it. The acknowledgment that someone had deliberately tried to cause me harm—a.k.a. kill me—left a burning in my stomach and a trembling in my body that I couldn’t completely control.


  The fruit stand sat in the middle of the square by the town’s fountain, which had a bronze replica of Johnny Appleseed leaning against an apple tree in it. A mischievous grin marked the statue’s face. Dozens of donor names were chiseled into the cement wall encircling the fountain.


  I picked up a green quart container of strawberries. Becky would be able to make a pie with them. “How much for the strawberries?” I asked the fruit seller, an Amish girl who was no more than fifteen.


  The Amish girl scowled. “Two dollars.”


  “I’ll take them.”


  Gruffly, she took the strawberries from my hand and dumped them into a plastic shopping bag. I handed her the money.


  A middle-aged Amish woman marched to the girl’s side and said something in their language. The girl hung her head and put the strawberries back into the green carton while the older woman removed my two dollars from the money pouch sitting on the table. “Here is your money.”


  I didn’t take the bills. “Is something wrong?”


  She tried to force the money back into my hands.


  “What about the strawberries?”


  Her eyes narrowed. “We cannot sell to you.”


  When I wouldn’t take the money, she placed it on the table in front of me. “What do you mean?”


  The younger Amish woman replied in their language, but the only word I understood was “Glick.” My stomach dropped. This was about Bishop Glick and Becky. I stepped away from them and left the money on the table. Part of me wanted to scream for this injustice against Becky, and reveal that my brake line had been cut, but my saner, calmer side prevailed. I bit back the retorts that would only spread more gossip through the district.


  I felt the eyes of the Amish watching me as I wove around the booths and card tables. Not until I turned the corner on Grover Lane did I let out a sigh of relief. If the Amish treat me this way, how will they treat Becky?


  At the house, Becky sat on a brown folding chair on our rickety front porch. Gig was in her lap, purring. Since the house faced east, the morning light leaked though holes in the porch’s roof and reflected off of her white-blonde hair, giving her an otherworldly halo.


  When she saw me, she jumped up from the chair. Gigabyte hung from her unbroken arm and yowled, so Becky opened the front door and placed the cat inside. “Chloe, I have great news!”


  I blinked. “You do?”


  She hopped from foot to foot. “Remember, I told you about Cookie and Scotch last night?”


  I climbed the last step to the porch. “Yes.”


  “They own Little Owl Greenhouse, and I called Cookie this morning. She offered me a job!”


  I leaned against the post. It shifted under my weight, and I shuffled away. Probably a good thing Timothy planned to mend it. “She gave you a job over the phone?”


  “Yes. I start Monday!”


  “Without an interview?”


  “Cookie said she didn’t need to interview me because I was so responsible for calling her right away. She knew I would be perfect for the greenhouse.”


  My forehead wrinkled. “Do you know anything about plants?”


  “Of course. My family has a huge garden.”


  I paused. “Are the plants the greenhouse sells different from those in an Amish garden?”


  Her face fell. “I thought you’d be happy.”


  “Becky, I am happy, but I’m surprised too. Where is the greenhouse?”


  “Just off”—she paused—“Butler Road.”


  I inhaled and glanced at the sky before bringing my gaze back to Becky. “How are you going to get there? We don’t have a car.”


  Becky shifted from one foot to another. “I told Cookie that, and she and Scotch will drive me until you have a car again.”


  I mulled that one over. “That’s awfully nice of them.”


  “They live near the square too, so they don’t have to go out of their way or anything.”


  I pointed at her cast. “Did you tell them about your arm?”


  “Yes, but Cookie said there was plenty of other work for me to do.” She peered at me. “Isn’t this great?”


  I nodded, still unsure. And yet, I too was hired over the phone.


  Becky sat back down in her chair. “What happened at the police station?”


  I relayed my visit to the police station, but decided not to mention the incident at the farmers’ market.


  “Why didn’t you tell me about those men in the pickup?”


  “I didn’t want to worry you.” Tentatively, until I knew it could hold my weight, I leaned on the crooked railing surrounding the porch. Sunshine warmed my back.


  She frowned. “Why does everyone treat me like a child? Even you, Chloe.”


  “We want to protect you.”


  She took a deep breath and looked away. “What’s going to happen to me?”


  “I don’t know.” I shifted to allow more sun onto my shoulders. “Can you tell me about the accident? I haven’t heard about it from you yet, at least not all of it.”


  “I turned onto Butler Road and drove to the top of the hill. Everything was fine. I thought I would make it to the greenhouse and back before you got home from work.” Becky faced me again. “I wanted to surprise you with my new job.”


  “How do you know how to drive a car?”


  “Isaac has a license. He got it during his rumspringa. He’s always been fascinated with mechanical contraptions, so he took me out several times in his truck and taught me. I know we shouldn’t have been doing that. It was a secret we shared.”


  I winced. Having been the one who taught Becky how to drive could only make the young Amish man feel worse. “Isaac is no longer in rumspringa?”


  “No, he was baptized last spring.”


  “What happened when you reached the top of the hill?”


  “I wasn’t going fast, maybe thirty-five miles per hour. It’s steep there and the truck’s speed picked up fast. I tapped the brake to slow down and the pedal went all the way to the floor. By this time, the car was coasting at over fifty. I saw it on the numbers behind the steering wheel.”


  “The speedometer?”


  She shrugged. “If that’s what you call it.” She closed her eyes and her voice shook. “I couldn’t stop. There were brambles along the road at the bottom where the road curves. I pointed the car at those, thinking they’d stop me.” She was silent, her eyes closed for a full minute. If I didn’t know better I would have thought she had dozed off.


  I prodded her. “So you hit the brambles . . .”


  She took a shuddering breath and opened her eyes. “No. As I got there, Bishop Glick’s buggy came around the bend in the road. I couldn’t do anything. There was no time to turn the car in another direction.”


  Despite the warm sun on my back, a chill ran down my spine.


  “I saw the horse first. I turned the steering wheel hard to the right to miss the animal, but by doing that I hit the buggy full on instead.” She rubbed her hands up and down her bare arms. Tears sprang to her eyes. “Bishop Glick recognized me. He saw it was me who hit him before he died.”


  I walked over to her, knelt by the chair, and wrapped her in a hug.


  “It’s my fault,” she whispered between sobs.


  Her tears soaked through the shoulder of my yellow T-shirt. “You shouldn’t have been driving the car. You know that, but remember what the police chief said. Someone cut the brake line. You had nothing to do with that.”


  She sat up and used the end of her long braid to dry her eyes. “Do you really think it was those men?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know.”


  A hiccup escaped her. “What if it’s not? Who else could have done this?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What’s going to happen to me?” She asked the question again, her voice an octave higher.


  Again, I told her all that I really could at this point. “I don’t know.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Eighteen

  


  An hour later, Becky lay on the floor flipping through her sketchbook while I sat in the armchair and researched on my iPad how someone could cut a car’s brake line. It was frighteningly easy. Through a simple search, I obtained step-by-step instructions with pictures.


  The article I read claimed that a brake warning light would be illuminated on the car’s dash. “Becky, did you see any strange lights glowing on the front of the car near the place you watch your speed?”


  She looked up from her sketchbook. “I don’t think so.”


  “It would have said ‘brake.’”


  She shook her head and I repressed a sigh. Would I have noticed the brake light either? Probably. I doubted Becky was familiar enough with a car’s dashboard to notice something was wrong. She didn’t even know the word “speedometer.”


  A clack, clack, clack came from outside. I closed the cover to my iPad and looked toward the door.


  “It sounds like a buggy.” Becky hurried to the window. “Grossdaddi and the kinner are here!” Some of the music had returned to her voice. She threw open the door and disappeared outside.


  I followed her.


  “Gude mariye!” Grandfather Zook grinned from his perch at the front of his glossy black six-seater buggy. The three younger Troyer children waved from the back. “Get in!” he said. “We’re going to Young’s Flea Market!”


  Becky shook her head so hard I was afraid she’d give herself a crick in her neck. “Grossdaddi, I can’t go to Young’s.”


  Grandfather Zook cocked his head. “Why not?”


  Becky looked up, and tears welled in her eyes.


  “Come here,” her grandfather said.


  Becky moped around the side of the buggy. Grandfather Zook placed his hand on her head and leaned down, whispering to her.


  His horse nudged me in the shoulder and snorted. He was a beautiful, dark brown, lean animal with a white star in the middle of his forehead. Thomas climbed over his sisters and hopped out of the buggy. “That’s Sparky.”


  I scratched the horse’s star. “Sparky? That doesn’t seem like an Amish name.”


  “That’s the name he came with. He’s a racehorse,” he said proudly. “He’s the fastest horse in Knox County. We can get places in half the time it takes most folks.”


  Grandfather Zook squeezed Becky’s shoulder. “Sparky’s a retired racehorse and not as fast as he used to be. His full name is Sir Sparkalot Lightning March.”


  “That’s quite a name.”


  “Sparky sounds better,” Thomas declared.


  Sparky’s ear flicked back and forth as if he listened to the conversation.


  “Old Spark doesn’t like it when I say he’s slowed up,” Grandfather Zook said. “He’s plenty fast for us. Any faster and we’d be breaking the speed limit. I’d hate to be pulled over by the coppers.”


  My jaw dropped. “The police pull over Amish buggies?”


  Grandfather Zook laughed. I liked the sound of it. It was a rumble that came up from deep inside and shook his whole body, making his long white beard wave back and forth like a flag. What would my life have been like if I’d had a grandfather? My mother’s parents both died long before I was born, and my father was estranged from his mother and father. His mother is gone now, and if I tried to find my grandfather, my father would be furious. Sabrina wouldn’t be too happy about it either, but then again, nothing I did made Sabrina happy.


  “I bought him from a thoroughbred breeder two years ago.” Grandfather Zook moved the reins from hand to hand. “Lots of Amish carriage horses are retired thoroughbreds. We can give them a quiet retirement, and what horse wouldn’t want to be trotting around the countryside pulling a sharp-looking buggy like mine?”


  “Can we go now?” Ruth asked. “Anna Lambright is waiting for me at the market.”


  “You girls run back into the house and grab the things you need for the day,” Grandfather Zook shooed us on, not taking no for an answer.


  Despite the humid air, Becky wrapped her good arm around her shoulder as if she felt a chill. “Why do you want to take us to the flea market, Grossdaddi?”


  “We need to find you kinner some furniture. You said at supper yesterday that you have one chair between you.” He tsked. “The flea market is the best place to find everything you need, especially if I’m at your side.”


  Cheer returned to Becky’s face. “Grossdaddi can talk a fat man out of his fry pie.”


  Thomas giggled.


  Ruth jumped from foot to foot. “Can we go now, please?”


  Becky looked up at her grandfather. “Grossdaddi, I don’t want to go there. Not after what I did . . .”


  “Ya, you made a mistake, but you cannot hide. That will just make folks talk more. If you look them in the eye, they might think twice before they say something.”


  Or, I thought, if you’re dealing with someone like Sabrina, she’ll just insult you to your face. It was difficult for me to imagine anyone like my stepmother among the Amish.


  Becky considered me. “What do you think, Chloe?”


  I observed the sky, bright blue and clear. A sky I wasn’t used to. Rarely was there a clear sky like this one in Cleveland on the banks of Lake Erie. Instead, huge clouds rolled off the great lake and hung overtop the city. Today was a perfect day for a buggy ride. “We could use another chair or two.” I scratched Sparky behind the ear. And I could get out of the house and stop obsessing over the accident.


  Becky smiled just a little. “I am tired of sitting on the floor.”


  Grandfather Zook grinned. “No more talk, then. Into the buggy with the both of you.”


  Ten minutes later, Becky sat in the back of the buggy in between Thomas and Ruth, and I sat in the front next to Grandfather Zook with Naomi on my lap clutching her doll.


  Grandfather made a clicking sound with his tongue. “Head ’em up, Sparky.”


  I grinned. “Head ’em up?” Amish meets Old West?


  He winked at me.


  The black paint inside the buggy was polished to such a high sheen that I saw my reflection in the ceiling. Everything was spotless, even the high-gloss floorboards. “Your buggy’s beautiful,” I told Grandfather Zook.


  “It better be,” Thomas said from the back row. “Grossdaddi has me polish it once a week.”


  “I pay you in candy.” Grandfather Zook pretended to be offended.


  The girls laughed, even Becky. Maybe Grandfather Zook was right and the trip to the flea market would lift her spirits.


  Naomi held up her doll for me to see.


  “She’s beautiful,” I said. “But where is her face?”


  “Naomi doesn’t speak Englisch,” Thomas said. “She hasn’t started school yet.”


  “Oh.”


  “Her doll doesn’t have a face because Daed says it’s wrong.”


  I glanced at Grandfather Zook. “Wrong?”


  “It makes a craven image,” Thomas said.


  Ruth snorted. “Graven image, you goof.”


  Thomas made a face at his sister.


  “That’s why Daed and Becky fight. Becky draws people with faces,” Ruth said.


  I glanced back at Becky, and a grim line crossed her delicate face. She wouldn’t meet my gaze.


  Naomi looked up at me with huge blue eyes, her forehead creased.


  “She’s a lovely doll with or without a face.”


  She smiled and snuggled into my lap.


  Grandfather Zook flicked the reins, and Sparky stepped away from the curb. “Enough talk about dolls. Off to the flea market, but first we must swing by Timothy’s.”


  I told the butterflies in my stomach to be quiet. “Timothy?” My voice squeaked.


  A wide smile spread across Grandfather Zook’s face, and I felt my own turn red. Was I that obvious? Thankfully, the children didn’t seem to notice.


  “Oh, yes, I want all my grandkinner on this trip,” Grandfather Zook said.


  “Yea, Timothy!” Thomas shouted from the back row.


  “Yea, Timothy!” Naomi agreed on my lap.


  Yea, Timothy, my heart whispered.


  
    


    


    Chapter Nineteen

  


  As Grandfather Zook drove the buggy through the neighborhood, neighbors peeked out of their windows to catch a glimpse. Yet no one seemed surprised to see an Amish buggy rolling down their street. This was an everyday event in Appleseed Creek. I tried to imagine what would happen if a buggy turned into the Greens’ cul-de-sac in Shaker Heights. I smiled at the image. Hopefully, Grandfather Zook didn’t think I was smiling because of Timothy.


  “Do you have other grandchildren?” I asked.


  “Oh yes, I have.” He thought for a minute. “Thirty-two back in Lancaster.”


  My mouth fell open. “Thirty-two!”


  His beard waved with a chuckle. “And eight, almost nine, great-grandchildren.”


  “Wow.”


  “Do you have any brothers and sisters, Chloe?” Ruth asked. She leaned forward and folded her thin arms over the front seat.


  “I have a younger brother and sister. They live in California.”


  “California!” Ruth cried. “I’d love to go there. I want to see the ocean.”


  “Don’t let your daed hear you say that,” Grandfather Zook teased. “He’d have a heart attack.”


  “Anna Lambright saw the ocean. Her whole family did. They took the bus to Florida two years ago. She said it was the best place in the world and what heaven must be like.”


  Becky barked a laugh. “Until she stepped on the jellyfish. She wasn’t too keen on the ocean after that.”


  Ruth fell back into her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. “I still want to see it.”


  “If you want to see it someday, Ruthie, I’m sure you will.” Grandfather Zook spoke in a soothing voice.


  Sparky turned a corner, and the low limbs of a buckeye tree grazed the top of the buggy.


  “Sparky,” Grandfather Zook reprimanded. “Watch the paint job.”


  I laughed.


  “There’s Timothy’s house,” Thomas cried. He pointed at a large Victorian home three driveways down, its exterior walls lavender with dark purple shutters. It seemed like a strange place for guys to live, especially former Amish guys.


  A young man in a brown plaid short-sleeve shirt and cargo shorts dribbled a basketball on the asphalt driveway. When the buggy parked in front of the purple Victorian, he stopped playing and tucked the basketball under his arm. “Yo, Tim! Your family is here.”


  Ruth leaned forward in her seat again. “That’s Danny Lapp.”


  “Ruthie has a crush on Danny,” Becky said.


  “I do not,” Ruth hissed.


  Danny sauntered over to the buggy with the basketball still under his arm.


  “Want to come to the flea market with us today, Danny?” Grandfather Zook asked.


  “No, thanks, I have a job over in Fredericktown this afternoon.” He smiled at me. “You must be Chloe. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


  I felt myself blush. Did Timothy talk about me? “Nice to meet you.”


  Timothy stepped out the front door and jumped down the steps. “Gude mariye. Ready to go furniture shopping?” he asked me with twinkling eyes.


  “Yes.” My voice still squeaked.


  Danny and Grandfather Zook shared a grin.


  Timothy didn’t seem to notice. “If we buy anything, there won’t be any room in the buggy to bring it home. I’ll take my truck. Anyone want to ride with me?”


  “I do!” Ruth and Thomas both clamored at the same time to ride with Timothy.


  Grandfather Zook waited for Timothy to start his pickup before he flicked the reins on his buggy. “I think it’s only fair to give Timothy a head start.” He chuckled.


  Sparky wove through the narrow one-way brick streets surrounding the square as the Amish selling their wares were packing up for the day. Behind me, Becky put her head down. The two Amish women who refused to sell me the strawberries stared at us as we trotted past.


  Soon the houses and gas stations gave way to open farmland. In the distance, half a dozen Amish children ran around a yard as their mother sat on a stool shucking corn. If it had not been for the electric posts taking power back to the small town of Appleseed Creek, I would have thought I had wandered into the nineteenth century. Does it look like the nineteenth century to Becky and her family? Or is this normal?


  Sparky rocked his head back and forth.


  “Stop preening, Sparky.” Grandfather Zook glanced at me. “He’s such a showboat. Thinks he’s the most attractive horse in the county.”


  “He is the most handsome horse in the county,” Becky said, coming to Sparky’s defense.


  Sparky wiggled his ears, and Naomi, now curled up on Becky’s lap in the backseat, laughed.


  I moved my foot and knocked Grandfather Zook’s crutches that were tucked under the front bench seat. “I’m sorry.”


  He glanced down. “Don’t worry about those old things. They are built to last. You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve dropped them off the buggy.”


  “Why do you need them?” As soon as it came out of my mouth, I regretted my question.


  Grandfather Zook smiled. “I had polio when I was a child.”


  “Oh. You weren’t vaccinated?” I squirmed. “I’m sorry. That’s a personal question.”


  He laughed. “I’m glad you think I’m that young, but I had polio long before the vaccine was out. I made sure my daughter had all my grandkinner vaccinated. It took some convincing for my son-in-law to agree.”


  “The Amish usually don’t vaccinate their children?”


  “There are no rules against it, but many times they don’t because they don’t know any better. I do, so I insisted.”


  I thought about that as we fell into a peaceful silence. For the next thirty minutes, the only sounds were the clomp, clomp of Sparky’s hooves on the pavement and the rattle of the buggy.


  I shifted as my back began to ache from leaning against the hard wooden seat. No one else seemed to be uncomfortable, not even Grandfather Zook.


  “Almost there.” Becky pointed to a line of buggies and cars that appeared on the side of the road. “They are all here for the flea market. People, Englisch and Amish, come from all over.”


  “Best sales in the county,” Grandfather Zook declared. “Parking lot must be full. Not to worry, though, I always have a place to park.”


  “Ellie Young lets Grossdaddi park the buggy behind the restaurant. She won’t let anyone else park there.” Becky laughed. “Ellie Young’s a widow and has eyes for Grossdaddi.”


  Grandfather Zook snorted. “Your grossmammi and Ellie were freinden. Grossmammi asked Ellie to look after me after she was gone. That’s the end of that.”


  “Ellie takes her job seriously,” Becky said in a mock somber tone.


  Grandfather Zook’s grinning face reflected in the buggy’s glossy dash.


  We passed buggies of all shapes and sizes. Some had orange triangles on the back, others had headlights and taillights, and still others had simple white strips of reflective tape. I’d never noticed the variation before. “The buggies aren’t identical,” I said. “I thought they would be. Some have headlights.”


  “Mine has headlights too.” He pointed to the switch on the dash. “The bishop permitted battery-operated headlights in our district.”


  “That’s allowed?”


  “It’s for safety,” he said. “You can tell by the buggy what type of Amish it is. Most of the folks around here are Old Order, like us, but there are a few Swartentruber Amish. They are the strictest. Those are the buggies without the SMV, or slow moving vehicle, triangles. They are also the ones you see selling baskets on the side of the road. They rarely work outside of the farm. For instance, they wouldn’t run any of the shops in town,” Grandfather Zook explained.


  “Why not?”


  “It is the rules of their order.” He spoke as if that was answer enough.


  Becky peeked over the front seat. “The kids aren’t even allowed to ride bicycles.”


  “I never knew there were different types of Amish,” I said. “Most English people think all Amish are the same.”


  Grandfather Zook nodded. “One size doesn’t fit all.” He laughed.


  I frowned.


  “Don’t feel bad. Some Amish think all Englisch are the same.”


  Finally, Young’s Flea Market and Restaurant came into view. “Wow.” The parking lot could easily hold three hundred cars. It was packed with Amish buggies, cars, trucks, tractor trailers, and motorcycles.


  Grandfather Zook grinned.


  A huge sign welcomed us to the market. Beyond the enormous parking lot stood a large white building that resembled a farmhouse, the words YOUNG'S FAMILY KITCHEN emblazoned on the front. Oak rockers lined the restaurants wide front porch, and diners rocked back and forth while waiting for an early lunch table.


  As the buggy rounded the corner of the restaurant, the first pavilion came into view. Amish and English visitors moved in and out of the pavilion weighed down with fresh produce and wrapped packages.


  I had never seen so many happy customers. “This is amazing.”


  Becky nodded at me. “You should see it on auction day.” Some of the old cheerfulness was back in her voice.


  Grandfather Zook didn’t even have to tell Sparky what to do. The old racehorse trotted the perimeter of the parking lot and looped around the back of the restaurant. He stopped beside Timothy’s truck parked near the restaurant’s “Deliveries only” door. Apparently, Ellie extended parking rights to the entire family. The children waved, and as Grandfather Zook parked the buggy, Timothy grabbed the reins and tied Sparky to a hitching post.


  Becky and Naomi jumped from the buggy.


  “You guys are too slow.” Thomas balanced Naomi on his hip. She took up half his body length and her feet almost touched the gravel on the ground. “We’ve been here for ages.”


  I grinned at them. “You had a little more horsepower than we did.”


  Thomas laughed and set his sister on her feet.


  The back screen door to the restaurant opened and a plump Amish woman with steel gray hair and a white prayer cap stepped outside. Her plain dress was light blue and she wore a white apron with “Young’s Family Kitchen” stitched on the pocket. “I thought I heard you and Sparky coming. Glad to see you out and about, Joseph. You brought the whole brood with you. Coming in for a bite?” She picked up a large wooden crate that was leaning against the back wall of the restaurant. Timothy took it from her and placed it on the ground beside Grandfather Zook’s side of the buggy.


  “My daughter wouldn’t like it if we filled up on all your good food and weren’t able to eat her home cooking.” Grandfather Zook smiled.


  She snorted. “I’m certain you have a hollow leg, Joseph Zook. You can eat my meal and hers.”


  I climbed out of the buggy, my exit not as graceful as Becky’s.


  Grandfather Zook handed Timothy his titanium crutches and stepped out of the buggy. Timothy held the crutches in one hand and steadied his grandfather with the other. Safely on the ground, Grandfather Zook slipped his crutches onto his forearms.


  Ellie looked me over “Who’s this?”


  “This is Chloe,” Thomas announced. “She’s an Englischer.”


  Her chin bounced and she grinned at Thomas. “Her blue jeans were my first tip.”


  “You must be new to the county. I thought I knew everyone. This wouldn’t be another relative of yours from Lancaster now would it, Joseph?”


  I stepped forward. “I’m from Cleveland. I moved here to take a job at Harshberger College.”


  She nodded. “That’s probably why I haven’t seen you yet. Can’t say I have much use for the college. I’m Ellie Young. Don’t believe a word any of these children say about me.” She gave them a mock scowl, then directed her attention back to Grandfather Zook. “If you’re not here to eat my good cooking, what brings you out this way?”


  “Chloe does,” he replied. “She needs furniture for her new home, and your flea market is the best place in the county.”


  A smile spread across Ellie’s wide mouth. “That’s a fact. When they see a naïve Englisch girl like you coming, some of the old timers might try to pull one over you on their prices. Stay close to Joseph. He’ll keep them in check.” She wiped her hand on her apron. “I’d better get back into the kitchen. We have a new baker on hand. You’d think she’s never seen a pie before by her crust crimping.” She gave Grandfather Zook a beady look. “You’d better promise to stop in the restaurant for a piece of pie before you go.”


  “Since you badgered me into it, I guess I will.” He returned her look with a grin.


  She harrumphed and went back inside the kitchen.


  Ruth pulled on his arm. “Can I go find Anna now, please? She’s been waiting forever.”


  He tugged at his beard. “Ya, you can go. Take Thomas and Naomi with you.”


  Her expression fell.


  “They might as well have some fun too.” He tweaked the ear of his youngest grandson. “Do you want to go with Ruthie or help us shop?”


  “Ruthie,” he said immediately.


  “See?” Grandfather Zook said. “Now, go before I change my mind and make all of you shop with us.”


  Ruth grabbed Naomi and Thomas’s hands and ran off.


  Becky gave Sparky a parting pat, and then we followed Grandfather Zook toward the flea market. Despite his crutches, he moved confidently.


  Three long shelter houses, standing in three straight lines behind the restaurant, comprised the flea market. Crowded with English and Amish alike, they sold everything from fresh strawberries to sneakers. As we strolled down the first aisle, I took in the colors and smells. An Amish man stirred popcorn kernels with a long-handled spatula in a black cast iron pot that hung from a cooking tripod over a fire. The smell of fresh kettle corn and campfire hung heavy in air.


  Next to him, an English woman with three-inch-long red fingernails sold Beanie Babies. Had she collected them at the height of the fad? There were hundreds. An Amish girl about Becky’s age held a rainbow bear in her hand. Her father said something in their language; reluctantly, she dropped the bear back onto the table.


  Across from the kettle corn, crudely drawn cardboard signs advertised vegetables for sale, such as Ohio-grown heirloom tomatoes. Amish women sold eggplants, zucchinis, carrots, and every other vegetable imaginable.


  An Amish boy ran by me with a box of potatoes and bumped into a teenager texting on her cell phone. She glared at him.


  Beyond the vegetables, another group of Amish women sold fruit-filled fry pies and cobblers. The baked goods all sat in clear plastic boxes so shoppers could see the contents. Next to the baked goods, an English man in a black leather vest sold hunting knives and fishing poles from the back of his tractor-trailer.


  I threw my hands into the air. “I don’t know where to start.”


  “Don’t worry.” Timothy watched me, his gaze assuring. “Grossdaddi knows where all the deals are.”


  Becky stepped closer to her brother, her voice a harsh whisper. “Grossdaddi,” she said. “Everyone is staring at us.”


  I followed her line of sight and realized—she was right.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty

  


  Let ’em stare.” Grandfather Zook adjusted the braces on his arms.


  Becky shook her head tightly. “I knew this was a bad idea.”


  Timothy put a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “Let’s not stand around and give them something to gawk at. The furniture is in the next pavilion.”


  We wove through the crowd. I tried to ignore the whispers in both English and Pennsylvania Dutch as we passed booths selling sweet corn, fresh bread, purses, tennis shoes, and antique buttons.


  The second pavilion was identical to the first—a cement slap with thick white-washed posts holding up an asphalt roof. Where the first pavilion was a hodgepodge of wares, the second pavilion had a theme: furniture. It was easy to tell the Amish from the English furniture. Nearly everything in the Amish section was made of light-colored wood varnished to a high sheen. The scent of vinegar polish hung heavy in the pavilion. The English furniture was secondhand and contained everything from an old beauty shop hair dryer chair to an Art Deco glass end table.


  Grandfather Zook stopped and looked around. “Where should we start?”


  Timothy and Becky watched me for direction.


  I rubbed my lips together, glancing about. “We could use a couch.”


  Within twenty minutes we had reclined on half a dozen different sofas. As I stood up from a particularly ugly orange leather couch, I noticed the color of Grandfather Zook’s face had paled to white-gray.


  “Maybe we should head home,” I said. “Now that I know the flea market is here, I can come back another time and shop for furniture.”


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “Don’t worry about me.” He coughed. “I could use a cup of water.”


  “I’ll find you one,” Becky volunteered and ran back toward the restaurant.


  Grandfather Zook stood on his crutches. Timothy stood close by, ready to catch his grandfather if necessary. Grandfather Zook coughed again and cleared his throat. “I told you I’m fine.” He started down the line of furniture again and pulled up short, pointing to a blue plush sofa jammed between a television cabinet and a bookshelf. “What about that one?”


  I squeezed behind the television cabinet and sat on the couch. “I like it.” I flipped over the price tag pinned to the arm. “Eighty bucks! I like it even more now.”


  Grandfather Zook snorted. “That’s too much.”


  A large man with a gray beard and mustache approached us. “May I help you?” The mustache gave him away as English. Well, that and his Beatles T-shirt.


  “I’d like to buy this couch,” I said.


  Grandfather Zook tapped his right crutch on the cement. “Eighty dollars is high. What else will you throw in with it?”


  The man ran a finger along his mustache and sized up Grandfather Zook. Then he turned toward me. “Is there anything else you’d like?”


  “I could use some tables for the living room.” I spied a dark wood set that included two end tables and a coffee table. “I like these.”


  “We’ll take all four pieces for eighty dollars.” Grandfather Zook’s eyes sparkled, his complexion no longer gray.


  The salesman’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll give you all four pieces for one thirty.”


  Grandfather Zook tugged on his beard. “Ninety.”


  “No way,” the man said.


  Grandfather Zook waved me over. “Come on, Chloe, we will go somewhere else.”


  Reluctantly, I stood.


  “Fine,” the man grumbled. “One hundred dollars.”


  Grandfather Zook grinned. “Sold!”


  The man reached into his pocket for his receipt tablet, his mouth twisted as if annoyed.


  I couldn’t wait to tell Tanisha about my finds. She was the real bargain hunter between us. If she and Grandfather Zook ever joined forces, they would be dangerous.


  Becky approached us carrying a paper cup of water, and Grandfather Zook took notice of her. “I’ll let you finish up here, and go wait with Becky.” He pointed at a blue velvet sofa two booths away. “I’ll be waiting over there.”


  Timothy and I agreed.


  Timothy smiled after his grandfather, then moved his gaze to me. “I’ve never seen anyone so excited about furniture before.”


  I blushed. “Are you sure everything will fit in your truck?”


  “No problem. I’ve hauled twice that before.”


  Ten minutes later, Timothy and I found Grandfather Zook on the velvet sofa. Becky was no where to be seen. However, Grandfather Zook was not alone. Deacon Sutter stood in front of him with his arms crossed in front of his chest. The deacon stood up straight, as if a yard stick ran the length of his spine. His black plain jacket was spotless and without wrinkles, and his hat sat atop the center of his head.


  The deacon glared at us. “Joseph, you have all your grandchildren with you today. I’m surprised by this.”


  “Ya, even my grandkinner.” Grandfather Zook winked at me. “Here are two of them now.”


  I smiled back. Grandfather Zook considered me one of his grandchildren.


  The deacon nodded at Timothy, then turned his dark stare to me. “You were at the accident. Who are you?”


  I bit my tongue to hold back a smart remark. “I’m Chloe Humphrey.”


  “Humphrey is not an Amish name.”


  “I’m not Amish.” As if I could be mistaken for Amish considering I wore jeans, a T-shirt, and sandals.


  Deacon Sutter scowled at Grandfather Zook. “I thought you said she was one of your grandkinner. From Pennsylvania? Maybe a Beachy? They are loose like you are.”


  My brow wrinkled. What’s a Beachy?


  “My grandfather was making a joke,” Timothy said.


  The deacon’s jaw twitched, and his eyes narrowed further as he scrutinized me. “You’re the owner of the car.”


  “I am.”


  He turned his back to me. “Joseph, Preacher Hooley and I visited your son-in-law and daughter this morning.”


  Grandfather Zook struggled to his feet. Timothy helped his grandfather up. “Why?”


  “For the sake of the rest of the family, it would be best if you distanced yourself from Rebecca and the Englischer. It is not good for the younger children to be around them.”


  Grandfather Zook didn’t answer right away. Instead he took his time slipping his crutches onto his thin arms with Timothy by his side. “What did my daughter and son-in-law say?”


  “They will follow the advice of the church.” He smirked. “They always do.”


  “You may be able to intimidate my son-in-law, but you can’t do that to me.” He stamped a crutch on the cement ground.


  “You shouldn’t be talking to my grandfather alone, Deacon,” Timothy said. “You don’t have a witness to this conversation.” With Grandfather Zook’s weight supported on the crutches, Timothy let go of his grandfather’s arm.


  “You’re not Amish anymore, Timothy. I don’t see why you have a right to comment on our ways. You made your choice. In your case it was the right decision for the district.”


  Timothy recoiled as if the deacon had just slapped him across the mouth. “At least I can choose what rules to follow.”


  Deacon Sutter bared his teeth. “You may have decided to leave our district, but the rest of your family has not. You should think of how your behavior and your sister Rebecca’s will affect them.”


  I stepped around the deacon and stood on the other side of Grandfather Zook. Deacon Sutter’s stormy expression sent a shiver down my spine. He glared back at me before stomping away.


  “Grossdaddi,” Timothy began. “You shouldn’t speak to the deacon that way.”


  Grandfather Zook snorted. “And what were you doing?”


  Timothy frowned. “The deacon is right. It is different for me.” He didn’t sound happy about that.


  “Deacon Sutter has no use for our family. Timothy, you know that better than anyone.”


  I watched Timothy’s face, his mouth twisted in sadness.


  “Why does the deacon feel that way?” I asked.


  He didn’t answer.


  I was beginning to realize the Amish world was much more complicated and less tranquil than I ever thought. If the deacon disliked the Troyers, would he cut the brake line of my car to hurt Becky, their daughter? Maybe Curt and Brock aren’t my only enemies in Knox County.


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “Let’s not talk about that man.”


  “Where’s Becky?” I asked.


  “When the deacon showed up, I told her to go find her brother and sisters. They are going to meet us at the restaurant for a piece of pie. We’d better get going. You don’t want Ellie to come after me, do you?”


  Timothy and I followed Grandfather Zook through the maze of furniture. Before we reached the first pavilion, Becky walked up to us. Ruth hugged her around the waist, her thin shoulders bobbing up and down. Thomas held Naomi close. All four children looked stricken.


  Grandfather Zook increased his pace. “What happened? Is someone hurt?”


  Ruth mumbled something into her sister’s dress.


  Becky tucked a stray blonde hair under her sister’s bonnet. “Anna’s father won’t let her see Ruth.” Tears pooled in her blue eyes. “It’s because of me.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  Grandfather Zook ushered the family into Young’s Family Kitchen, insisting a piece of pie would make everyone feel better. I had my doubts. Ruth couldn’t stop crying. I imagined how I would feel if Tanisha’s parents forbade her to see me.


  We entered the restaurant at the height of the lunch rush. Senior citizens in wheelchairs and walkers complained as they waited for tables, and families with young children perused the gift shop and bakery to distract their toddlers until it was time to sit down and eat.


  Ellie spotted us as soon as we stepped through the door. She sidestepped her hostess, a young Amish woman, and grabbed a handful of menus. “I was afraid you left without pie.” She tsked. “I have your table right over here.” She made a beeline for an open table by a large picture window overlooking a cornfield east of Young’s property. A red barn sat just beyond the field, making the scene look like an oil painting.


  As soon as we sat down, Ellie removed a notepad and pen from her white apron pocket. “What would you all like?”


  Without opening the menu, the Troyer family ordered. They came to Young’s often and knew the offerings.


  Ruth had downcast eyes. “I’m not hungry.”


  Ellie shook her pen at Ruth. “You need chocolate pie. I can always tell when a girl needs a big piece of my chocolate silk pie.”


  The corners of Ruth’s mouth turned up ever so slightly, and she gave her choice.


  Ellie scribbled down the order. “What kind of pie would you like, Chloe?”


  I flipped through the tabletop menu. Each page had a photograph of a delicious-looking piece of pie. “It’s too hard to decide.”


  “The mixed berry is good,” Ruth said.


  “With ice cream,” Thomas replied.


  Ruth nodded in agreement. “With ice cream.”


  I decided my diet started tomorrow. “I’ll have the mixed berries with ice cream then.” The smile my choice brought to Ruth’s face was worth the calories.


  After Ellie left the table, I excused myself in search of the restroom. As I moved through the gift shop, a little boy in a Cleveland Indians T-shirt tried to convince his mother to buy him a stuffed tiger. A small waiting area with rocking chairs outside the restroom was empty. When I exited the restroom, two Amish women sat in those white rocking chairs, flour on their aprons and their feet swollen from working in the restaurant’s bakery. They didn’t appear to notice me.


  I was about to slip by them when the older of the two women spoke. “Deacon Sutter finally has his chance to be a preacher.”


  “And maybe bishop too,” the younger added.


  “No, that won’t happen.”


  I took a step back into the alcove.


  The younger one frowned. “It could.”


  The older one leaned her head to one side. “Ya, maybe now that the bishop is gone. Bishop Glick would have never allowed it.”


  Did the deacon cut the brake line on my car to get the bishop out of the way? I pushed the wayward thought from my head, yet I knew I would feel safer if Becky or I weren’t the intended targets for the sabotage.


  “The bishop will be missed. We need him now more than ever.” The younger of the pair sighed. “Did you hear about Deacon Sutter’s soybean field?”


  “No. What happened?”


  “Englischer drove through it and destroyed almost every plant. I heard it from his son. He was there at the time. Of course, he couldn’t do anything considering . . .”


  The older woman shook her head. “The deacon wouldn’t let his son do anything if he’d been able to.”


  In the restroom doorway, I shivered. The attacks on the Amish farms had to be related to Becky’s accident, didn’t they? Why was Chief Rose so reluctant to consider that? And why would they cut the brake line on my car? I took a deep breath and considered that maybe I was forcing the connection between the two incidents. Yet the prospect that they weren’t connected was too terrifying to consider, because that would mean that two different people were causing trouble in Knox County. Who knew Cleveland would be the safer place to live?


  “You’re right, but people are scared. I heard the Fishers may move. They have family in the district in Colorado.”


  “Colorado.” The older one snorted, then rubbed her knee and sighed. “It’s a shame about the Troyer girl.”


  “She is a pretty one, but too flighty. No one was surprised when she decided she’d rather live with the Englisch. My daughter said she draws portraits.” She spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “The deacon spoke to her father about it several times.”


  The older woman murmured something I couldn’t make out.


  I knew I should make my exit, but found no way to do so gracefully. So I continued to hover in the ladies’ room doorway.


  The younger one continued, apparently rested. “Her older brother was a surprise though.”


  “He was.” The older woman nodded. “He broke hearts when he left.”


  “But the deacon was happy.”


  “Of course he was—after what happened.”


  “We shouldn’t speak of that. I saw the deacon here earlier,” the younger woman added in a whisper.


  Her friend agreed.


  My breath caught. Had Timothy left someone he cared about behind when he left the Amish community? What could have happened to make the deacon happy that a member of his district left the Amish?


  The older woman tucked a stray hair into her white cap. “The family still sees Timothy often.”


  “That’s Joseph Zook’s influence. He’s from Lancaster.”


  “Ah.” The second one nodded as if that explained Grandfather Zook’s behavior.


  Stranded, I wondered if I should go back into the bathroom until they left when one of the women said, “Hello, Becky, how are you doing?”


  I peeked out to see Becky give the pair a tentative smile. “Gut, danki.”


  The older one spoke. “We were so sorry to hear the news.”


  The younger woman nodded. “Very sorry.”


  “Danki.”


  The pair seemed to have gained steam. The woman leaned forward in their rockers, listening.


  “Can you tell us what happened?” the older woman asked.


  I stepped out of the bathroom doorway.


  Becky noticed me and let out a breath. “Chloe, there you are. Our pie is on the table. Timothy asked me to find you. He was afraid you might have gotten lost.”


  I smiled. “I’m fine.”


  The two women had the good sense to blush.


  As we left, Becky smiled back at the women. “It was nice to see you.” We made our way to the table, and Becky turned to me. “Is something wrong, Chloe? You look upset.”


  “I’m fine.” I forced a bright smile onto my face. “I can’t wait for that piece of pie.” At least that much is true.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  We left Young’s after three. My furniture was then loaded into the back of Timothy’s pickup and tied down with neon green bungee cords. Timothy helped Grandfather Zook into the buggy, and the three younger Troyer children climbed into the back.


  Grandfather Zook winked. “I must get the grandkinner back to the farm to their mamm. She’s going to be mad at me already for having them home late for supper.”


  Ruth, who seemed to have perked up while eating her chocolate silk pie, frowned.


  Becky squeezed her little sister’s hand and whispered in her ear. But Ruth shook her head, and Becky stepped back from the buggy with tears in her eyes.


  Grandfather Zook flicked the reins, and Sparky pulled the buggy away from the hitching post. Timothy, Becky, and I waited until the buggy rounded the corner before climbing into the truck.


  Becky rode in silence, wedged between Timothy and me. The ride, which had taken thirty minutes by buggy, took only ten by car.


  At the house, Becky and I each carried in an end table, while Timothy set the coffee table in the middle of the room. Then with Becky holding open the door, Timothy and I carried in the couch and set it in the middle of the room. Becky flopped onto it. “I might sleep here tonight.”


  I leaned my head to one side. “You can if you want to.”


  Gig jumped onto the back of the sofa, walking its length until he found a comfortable place to curl up.


  Timothy laughed. “I think your cat likes it.”


  I nodded. “I think so.”


  Timothy moved toward the door. “I’d better get going. I have a job I promised to finish today.” He glanced at his sister. “Are you coming to church tomorrow, Becky?”


  Becky’s nose wrinkled. “I can’t, Timothy. Everyone will be talking about me. You saw what happened between Anna and Ruth. I can’t take more of that. I hope Ruth will speak to me again.”


  He furrowed his brow. “Who said she wasn’t speaking to you?”


  Becky eyed him. “She didn’t say good-bye at Young’s.”


  “She was upset.”


  Becky flung her good arm over her face. “For good reason.”


  “So are you coming to church tomorrow? People are more likely to talk if you aren’t there. Maybe if they see you, they will think twice.”


  Becky sat up. “I’ll go if Chloe goes.”


  “I . . .” Since I’d moved to Appleseed Creek, I had every intention of finding a new church to attend, but the previous Sunday I’d found an excuse to avoid it. I would never admit it to anyone but myself, but I was afraid. Entering a new church where everyone already knew each other and had a history was a terrifying prospect. In Cleveland, I’d attended the same church with the Green family since Tanisha invited me to Sunday school in the second grade.


  Timothy was probably right. If Becky didn’t go to church tomorrow, tongues would be wagging. I knew how gossip spread through a church. I remembered how people had talked after my mother’s accident. Not all the talk had been malicious, but even well-intentioned gossip hurt.


  I shrugged as if it were no big deal. “Sure, I can go.”


  Becky gave me one of her dazzling smiles and flopped back down on the couch.


  I followed Timothy to his truck. “Can I talk to you a minute?”


  He slammed the tailgate of his pickup, and I jumped.


  “Are you nervous?” Timothy asked.


  “Me? Nervous? No.”


  “You seem to be jumpy every time I see you.”


  I shrugged. He was the one who made me nervous, but should I tell him that? “I’m worried about Becky.”


  Timothy followed me, his brows knitted in concern. “How is my sister?”


  I turned to face him. “Much better than I would be, but I have a feeling it might get worse for her before it gets better.” I told him about my encounter with the women at the farmers’ market and outside the restroom at Young’s.


  Timothy let out a long, slow sigh. “That’s what I was afraid of. Bishop Glick was a favorite. Many are devastated at the news. Not just for him and his family, but for themselves. The district will have to choose a new bishop, and he might not be as popular as Bishop Glick.”


  “Does the district elect the new bishop?”


  He shook his head. “It’s not like running for president, if that’s what you think. The preachers from the area churches will be held up as possible bishops, and God chooses the leader from them. I’ve never actually seen a bishop being chosen since I didn’t join the church.”


  It sounded like an odd way to choose a leader to me. “Did everyone like the bishop?”


  “No one is universally liked.”


  “I’m worried about this thing with Anna, too.” I hugged myself about the waist. “This doesn’t just affect Becky. Your whole family is involved.”


  “I know that.” His blue eyes scanned my face. “How are you?”


  “Afraid. I thought a lot about what you said last night”—I gazed into his concerned eyes—“that I could have been killed.”


  “Because your car was in disrepair.” He shook the tailgate as if to make sure it was latched properly.


  “No, it’s worse than that. Chief Rose was here this morning.”


  His forehead wrinkled. “She was? Why didn’t you or Becky say anything?”


  “I didn’t want to talk about it in front of the kids.”


  “What did she say?”


  I took a deep breath. “That my car was fine. Someone cut the brake line.”


  Timothy’s eyes grew wide, and he pounded his fist on the gate of his truck. “What?”


  I took a step back, and then told him what the police chief said about the condition of the car.


  He wagged his head back and forth. Slowly. “She thinks someone tried to kill you and Becky?”


  “Or hurt us. Yes.”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know, but it could be two men in town named Curt and Brock. They were harassing Becky when I met her. ”


  His eyes flashed angrily. “Greta thinks these men cut the brake line?”


  “They are one possibility. She was going to question them. I imagine she already has by now.”


  His eyes bored into me, his jaw set. “Both of you need to be careful.”


  “I know.” The nauseous feeling from that morning washed over me again. I needed to think about something other than my fear. Becky. Think about Becky. “Becky’s still in trouble too. Even though the brake line was cut and the accident wasn’t completely her fault, she will always be blamed for what happened.” I paused, allowing my eyes to meet his. “Unless we do something.”


  “Like what?” He folded up the neon green bungee cords and dropped them in a white bucket in the bed of his truck.


  “Maybe the police are wrong. Maybe the bishop was the intended victim all along.”


  Timothy frowned. “What are you saying?”


  “We need to find out what really happened.”


  “We?”


  “I need your help, Timothy. I could never find out everything I need from the Amish. You can.”


  He shook his head, his lips pressed into a grim line. “Chloe, you don’t understand. I grew up Amish, but I’m not Amish anymore. There’s a difference. A big difference. Deacon Sutter made that clear today.”


  “You are still closer than I could ever be.” I placed my hand on the edge of the tailgate.


  He sighed.


  I held my gaze on him. “Will you help me?”


  “I will do whatever I can to protect my sister”—he paused—“and you.” He covered my hand with his own and squeezed it for a fraction of a second. His motion was so quick, I wondered if it really happened.


  My stomach did a flip, but not from fear.


  Timothy walked toward the driver’s side of his truck and stopped, his gaze fixed on me again. “Do you need a ride to church tomorrow?”


  I shook my head. “It’s not far. We can walk.”


  He nodded, hopped into his truck, and drove away.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  Timothy and Becky attended a Mennonite church two blocks from Appleseed Creek’s square. It was another beautiful day, and I was happy we could walk to enjoy the weather. It also gave me a chance to burn off another of Becky’s colossal breakfasts. I knew she missed her family, but my cholesterol levels shouldn’t be put into jeopardy because of it.


  I wore a knee-length skirt and a white blouse, and Becky wore an ankle-length skirt and blue T-shirt she’d worn the day before. Note to self: take her clothes shopping soon. It might be a fun outing and get our minds off the accident.


  The church was a simple white building with a steeple, but I didn’t see a cross outside. “Is this church much different from your parents’?”


  Becky scrunched her brows. “My family doesn’t go to a church building for Sunday meeting. Old Order Amish don’t have church buildings. The Amish have services in homes in the district.” She glanced at the simple structure. “This is the first church building I’ve ever been inside.”


  “Oh.” I cocked my chin. “But Mennonites build churches? Why?”


  She shrugged. “They’re just different.” She said this as if it were explanation enough, but I suspected something deeper than that.


  Although Becky had insisted my outfit was fine for church, I felt self-conscious when we started up the walkway. All the women and girls wore long skirts similar to Becky’s. I tugged at the hem of mine, willing it to grow another twelve inches.


  Despite the long skirts, the women wore colors and patterns. Many sported flowered blouses similar to the one Becky wore when I met her on the side of the road.


  Becky took a deep breath. Three young women about Becky’s age stood at the base of the church’s cement steps.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  She straightened her shoulders. “I can do this.”


  I squeezed her hand. “Of course you can.”


  She walked up to them, and I followed. A pretty brunette held out her hand to me. “Welcome to our church. I’m Hannah Hilty. You must be Chloe.”


  I blinked at her use of my name. Then again, I imagined the buggy accident had been a big topic of conversation in the Amish and Mennonite communities in Knox County.


  I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Hannah.”


  She pointed to her friend with bright red cheeks. Was she embarrassed or recovering from a sunburn? “This is Emily,” Hannah said. She pointed to a second friend, this one rail thin and at least six feet tall. I wondered how she found skirts long enough for her frame. “And that’s Kim.”


  I waved a hello.


  Hannah examined Becky’s cast, now covered with the signatures of her siblings, grandfather, and me. “Becky, I’m glad to see you’re not more seriously injured. Does it hurt?”


  Becky wrapped her left hand protectively around the cast. “Not much.”


  “Have you spoken to Isaac?” Kim asked.


  Becky tilted up her chin to look at the much taller girl.


  “Do you know Isaac?” I asked. “Are you former Amish too?”


  Emily snorted. “She thinks we’re Amish.”


  Hannah looked annoyed. “No, we are all Mennonites. The church has a few former Amish members like Timothy, but most of us have never been Amish.”


  Definitely the wrong question to ask. My first day at a new church and I was already inserting my foot in my mouth.


  “Is Timothy here?” I asked.


  Hannah’s eyes narrowed. “Are you looking for him?”


  What’s her problem?


  The church bell rang, cutting our conversation short. We headed inside to find wooden pews, white walls, and not a shard of stained glass in the place. Across the sanctuary, Timothy laughed at something his roommate Danny said. He looked handsome in dress pants, a blue button-down shirt, and a solid blue tie. It was the first time I’d seen him in anything other than work clothes.


  He looked across the pews in my direction, and his eyes lit up, making my heart skip a beat. But his gaze didn’t meet mine. I turned and saw Hannah’s eyes locked on his, a full-mouthed smile greeting him.


  I looked away and bit the inside of my lip.


  Becky gave her brother a big hug as he approached us. “Chloe came just like she said she would.”


  He smiled at me. “I never doubted that she would.”


  My cheeks grew hot.


  Hannah sidestepped me. “Timothy, we missed you at the social yesterday.” She pouted.


  “Sorry I couldn’t make it,” he said.


  Hannah glanced at Becky. “I hope it wasn’t because of the accident. I’m glad to see Becky is okay. We were so worried.” She turned to her friends. “Weren’t we, girls?”


  “Terrified,” red-cheeked Emily said.


  Hannah’s eyes darted to Becky’s cast. “The poor Glick family. I don’t know how they will ever recover, and Isaac must be devastated.”


  Becky gave a small gasp when Hannah mentioned Isaac by name. Tears welled in her eyes, and she blinked them away.


  Timothy took a step back from the Mennonite girl. “They are in our prayers.”


  “Becky, this must be so hard for you, considering how close you were to the Glick family.” Hannah wrapped her arm around Becky’s shoulder and whispered something to her.


  Becky gasped and pulled away. “Excuse me,” she whispered and left the church.


  Timothy glared at Hannah. “What did you say to her?”


  Hannah’s eyes grew wide as a doe’s. “I said I was praying for her. Why do you think that would upset her?”


  The praise band at the front of the church began playing the prelude to the service.


  Hannah linked her arm through Timothy’s and threw her minions a look. “Let’s find our seats.” They followed her as she walked with Timothy down the aisle.


  Instead of trailing in their wake, I went in search of Becky and found her under a maple tree, cradling her right arm.


  “Are you okay?”


  She nodded, but tears brimmed her eyes.


  “Gee, that Hannah seems like a real sweetheart.”


  Becky chuckled, but the sound of her laughter died away.


  “No wonder you didn’t want to come today. What did she say to you?”


  She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “What’s going on between her and Timothy?” I hoped my question sounded casual.


  Her brows shot up. “Timothy and Hannah?” She sounded genuinely surprised. “Nothing. Why?”


  I shrugged. “No reason. “ I doubted Hannah would give me the same answer, but I was happy to hear it from Becky. I changed the subject. “When I get a new car, we need to go shopping. You need some new things to wear to your new job.”


  “I don’t have any money.”


  “You can pay me back when you get paid.”


  She grinned. “Okay. Can I buy a pair of jeans?”


  I laughed. “You can buy whatever you want.” I glanced at the doors to the church. “Are you ready to go inside?”


  She inhaled a deep breath. “Yes.”


  I helped her up, then looped my arm through her good one, and together we strolled back into the church.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  As we exited the church an hour later, I spotted Chief Rose across the street leaning against her police cruiser. Church members whispered as they traversed the lawn to their cars. The police chief, with her unwavering gaze and arms crossed at the chest, seemed to revel in the attention.


  Becky scowled. “What is she doing here?”


  “I have no idea.” I scanned the crowd for Timothy. He and Danny stood with Hannah and her pals. I wasn’t going to interrupt that conversation.


  “I can’t talk to her here,” Becky said. “People will see.”


  I nodded, licking my lips. “Why don’t you start walking home, and I’ll talk to her. If she needs you, she knows where to find you.”


  Becky gave me a grateful smile and hurried down the sidewalk.


  I ignored the stares from the people leaving the church as I approached the police chief. “Can I help you with something, Chief Rose?”


  “I need to talk to you.”


  “You know where I live. Why did you have to show up here at church? Becky is already the main topic of conversation in town. You glowering at us from across the street doesn’t help.” I paused. “How did you know we would be here anyway?”


  She adjusted the aviator sunglasses on her nose. Did she think she looked like a TV cop? “This is the church Becky’s been attending, isn’t it?”


  “How would you know that?”


  She shrugged. “It’s called police work. This is my town. It’s my business to know everything.”


  I clenched my jaw to stop a smart retort. Sarcasm wasn’t going to help Becky.


  “I was hoping to talk to both you and Becky, but I guess just you will do.”


  “What is it?”


  “Curt and Brock have an airtight alibi. They were in lockup in the county jail for drunk and disorderly conduct on Friday. They weren’t released until eight on Friday morning. According to Becky, she left your house around eight that morning, so the timetable rules them out.”


  My heart sank. “Maybe they cut the brake line before they were arrested.”


  Chief Rose shook her head. “The crime scene investigator doesn’t think so. He said the line was cut so deeply that he estimates it would have given way your first drive with it.”


  “So what.”


  The chief folded her arms across her chest. “So what?”


  “The last time I drove the car was Wednesday afternoon. There was a lot of time between Wednesday afternoon and Thursday night. They still could have done it.”


  Chief Rose sighed. “I know that. Wednesday and Thursday they were on a job in Columbus. I have a reliable witness for that one, too.”


  “Oh.” I hadn’t realized how much I wanted it to be Curt and Brock, how much I wanted this to all be over. Unfortunately, it was turning out to be a lot harder than I expected.


  “Any other possibilities?” the police chief asked.


  My shoulders slumped. “I have no idea who else could have done it.”


  She stared at me intently. “Is there anyone else who doesn’t like you?”


  Sabrina came to mind, but the thought of my stepmother making the effort was laughable. “No, I can’t think of anyone.”


  She removed her sunglasses, revealing blue eye liner. Did she go through a pencil a week? “They must have been after Becky, then. Do you know if she has any enemies?”


  “No.”


  “She left the Amish, correct? Maybe her family was upset about it.” She tapped her sunglasses on her cheek.


  I barked a laugh. “Upset enough to cut the brake line in my car? No way.”


  Her mouth formed a hard line.


  I debated telling her my theory that the bishop was the intended victim, but I held my tongue. Truth be told, there were a lot of holes in my idea. First of all, how would the person who cut the brake line know that Becky would come across the bishop on Butler Road? The more I thought about my idea, the more ridiculous it seemed.


  “Have you thought about the accident in relation to the problems on the Amish farms?” I asked.


  “If Curt and Brock had nothing to do with your car, then the incidents can’t be related. I’m almost certain those two are behind damage in the Amish district. I just can’t get any Amish witnesses to help me prove it.” She opened the door to her cruiser. “I’d be careful, Chloe. Curt and Brock know they were questioned about the accident. They aren’t the sharpest tools in the shed, but they’ll figure out who turned them in. You see them, you call me.”


  I shivered. “What about their threats against me? Or driving by my house at night?”


  She shrugged as if it didn’t matter to her. “You can always open a restraining order on them if you want to.”


  I didn’t like that idea. Maybe telling the police chief my suspicions was enough to encourage them to leave Becky and me alone.


  Chief Rose slapped the hood of her car. “I’ll be in touch.”


  I don’t doubt it.


  She hopped into her cruiser and drove away. When I could no longer see Chief Rose’s car, I started down the sidewalk in the direction that Becky went.


  Footsteps running behind me on the sidewalk made my heart nearly jump out of my chest. Was it Curt or Brock? I spun around to see Timothy jogging toward me. “Chloe, wait!”


  I stopped and tried not to think about Hannah and him together.


  “What did Greta say?”


  I blinked at him. “Greta?”


  His face flushed. “Chief Rose, I mean.”


  I ignored the knot in my stomach and instead relayed my conversation with the police chief. Despite doubts about my own theory, I added, “We need to make sure it was just a coincidence Bishop Glick was on that road when Becky was.”


  He nodded.


  “What can we do?”


  “Nothing today. It’s Sunday. The Amish will be at church meetings that will last most of the day.”


  I was itching to do something, but knew he was right.


  He stood close, his head leaning to one side, as if considering our plight. “What time do you get off work tomorrow?”


  “I can go in early and leave at four.”


  “Okay, I’ll pick you up at your office then.”


  “To do what?”


  “You’ll see.” He lightly punched me on the arm before jogging back to the church.


  If anyone had heard that conversation, he or she might think Timothy and I had set a date. Sadly, we had not. Guys over eight years old don’t punch girls they like on the arm. At least none of the guys I’d known before moving to Appleseed Creek.


  I glanced back at the church. Timothy and Hannah were talking. Alone. Her two delightful buddies nowhere in view. My meeting with Timothy tomorrow was definitely not a date.


  As I walked the rest of the way back to the house, my mind drifted away from thoughts of Timothy. Instead, I found myself watching for the green pickup around every corner. Thankfully, I never saw it.


  Back at the house, I found Becky curled up on the couch, her legs tucked under her skirt. She held Gigabyte in her lap, and tears rolled down her pale cheeks.


  “Becky, are you okay? Did something else happen?”


  She nodded but couldn’t speak.


  I sat across from her on the edge of my new coffee table. “What is it?”


  When she didn’t answer, I stood and grabbed a box of tissues from the tiny half bath on the first floor. I handed her the box.


  Finally, she calmed down enough to speak. “Hannah told me she heard my family wasn’t allowed to see me because of the accident.”


  Wow, that Hannah is a real gem. I perched on the edge of the armchair. “How would she know that?”


  “She’s friends with Esther Yoder.”


  “Who is Esther Yoder?”


  “An Amish girl. It doesn’t matter how she found out. I know it’s true. You saw what happened between Ruth and Anna yesterday. It must be bad. The Lambrights and my family are close friends.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” I sat back on the coffee table. “We had dinner with your family that night and spent most of yesterday with your grandfather and the children.”


  Gigabyte wiggled from her grasp and jumped to the top of the couch. He bumped his head against her shoulder.


  “That was before. She said Deacon Sutter visited the farm and warned them not to talk to me.”


  At least this much was true. Its truth made Hannah’s story plausible. “Why would she tell you that anyway?” I was beginning to dislike Hannah more by the second, and my feelings had nothing to do with Timothy’s possible affection for her.


  She shook her head.


  “Let’s call Timothy, and he can take us out to the farm to visit your family.”


  She shook her head. “It’s Sunday. They’ll be at church. If I show up there, it will be even worse.”


  “Your family loves you. I saw it, Becky. They are worried about you. Even if what Hannah says is true, they won’t let that come between you and your family, especially your younger siblings.”


  “You don’t know what it’s like. They won’t let me be who I want to be.” Her blue eyes were watery pools. “I want to paint portraits. They don’t understand that. They say it’s wrong, that I’m breaking God’s law when I do it. I’m not. I’m trying to capture a little piece of the beauty He made. How can that be wrong?” She dissolved into tears again.


  “Becky, look at me.”


  She lifted her head.


  “It’s not wrong. It’s not. Do you believe me?”


  “I’ll try,” she whispered.


  “Let’s call Timothy.” I hopped off the chair. “I have an idea of how to cheer you up.”


  She wiped at her eyes. “What?”


  “You’ll see.” I grinned. “You will love it.”


  And seeing it for myself will put my mind at ease, too.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  Timothy turned into our driveway two hours later with Mabel asleep in the tiny backseat. Becky and I climbed in the truck as Timothy waited. “Becky, why didn’t you tell me yesterday about the job?”


  She shrugged. “I haven’t started yet.”


  “Well, I’m glad Chloe called because I want to see this place. Daed would be furious with me if I didn’t check it out. Are they open on Sundays?”


  “One to seven,” I said. “I found their business Web site.”


  Timothy’s brow furrowed as he backed the truck onto Grove Lane. “Will you have to work on Sunday, Becky?”


  She shook her head. “Cookie said I didn’t have to.”


  Woof. Mabel was up.


  “Who’s Cookie?”


  Woof.


  Timothy pushed his dog’s nose into the backseat. “She thinks cookie—”


  Woof!


  “—means dog biscuit.” Timothy sighed. “I suggest we use another name in Mabel’s presence.”


  “Coo—she is my boss. Well, one of them. The other is Scotch.”


  He peered around Becky at me. “Is she making up these names?”


  I wagged my head. “Nope.”


  He laughed, and I liked the sound of it. “So where is this place?”


  “Sand River Road. It’s off of Butler.” Becky spoke quietly.


  Timothy shrugged. “That may be one way to get there, but I know another. It might take a little longer in travel time, but it’s a nice day for a drive.”


  Becky let out the breath she held.


  I sat back, happy to avoid the scene of the accident. “Absolutely.”


  Twenty minutes later, we turned into the parking lot in front of Little Owl Greenhouse. Half a dozen cars dotted the small lot. Every cement statue possible congregated on the right side of the building, from a replica of David, to frogs, to dozens of garden gnomes of all shapes and sizes. Overflowing hanging baskets dangled from hooks in the greenhouse’s porch eaves, and a rack of garden spades sat by the front door.


  Timothy got out of the truck and pushed his seat forward so Mabel could jump out. Becky didn’t move. I nudged her. “Don’t you want to get out?”


  “I’m scared. What if I can’t do it? I’ve never had a job before.”


  “Never?”


  She shook her head. “I helped on the farm. I helped Mamm with the younger children.”


  “That’s why we came here today. Timothy and I are with you. We’ll make sure it’s okay. You won’t have to be afraid tomorrow.”


  “I wasn’t afraid until we got here.”


  “I knew you would be.”


  “How?”


  “Because I was afraid before I started my new job.”


  She stared at me. “At Harshberger?”


  I nodded.


  “You seemed fine your first day.”


  “I’m good at hiding it,” I said. “Now, get out.”


  She opened the cabin door. “What about Mabel?” Becky asked.


  Timothy pointed at a hand-painted sign next to the front door: WELL-BEHAVED DOGS WELCOME. He bent down until eye to eye with his dog. “That means you need to show your best manners, Miss.”


  She barked softly, as if she understood exactly what he said.


  The inside of Little Owl Greenhouse smelled like fertilizer and dirt. The front showroom held more lawn ornaments, garden tools, and dozens of birdfeeders. Beyond that an open garage door separated the shop from the main part of the greenhouse where plants were housed. Bright sunlight shone through the Plexiglas ceiling, warming the plants to their full potential. The shop’s cash register sat on a no-frills plank wooden counter.


  I watched Becky as she took it in.


  A woman at the cash register, who looked like she bought stock in Cover Girl makeup, accepted a twenty-dollar bill from an elderly man buying a hanging basket of purple petunias. A pair of rainbow-framed reading glasses hung from a red ribbon around her neck. “Don’t forget to pinch them after each flower fades,” she advised. “That’s how you will keep it blooming.”


  The man picked up his basket, promised to take good care of it, and shuffled out of the greenhouse.


  The woman with the clown makeup smiled. “Can I help you find something?”


  I poked Becky in the back, my voice a whisper. “Introduce yourself.”


  Becky’s eyes had grown to twice their normal size. Had she ever met anyone with such an obvious love of makeup? The woman wore hot pink lipstick and eye shadow that covered her from eyelid to eyebrow in peacock blue.


  The woman’s gaze fell to Becky’s cast, and for a second, she appeared suspended in time, just like Becky.


  “You must be Becky!” The woman hurried around the counter. “So glad to meet you! I’m Cookie MacGruen.” The foundation on her forehead creased. “Didn’t I tell you to come in tomorrow? I hope we didn’t get our wires crossed.”


  Becky stayed silent.


  “Becky’s not starting until tomorrow.” I held out my hand. “Hi, I’m Chloe. We were in the neighborhood, so Timothy”—I pointed to Timothy—“her brother and I wanted to see where she would be working.”


  “You chose a good day to come. It’s the end of summer, and our business is winding down for the growing season.”


  Her comment gave me pause. If their business was winding down, why did they hire Becky?


  “You have to meet my husband.” She turned her head. “Scotch, get out here!”


  Nothing. Crickets.


  “Scotch!”


  Mabel, who sat at Timothy’s feet, whimpered and covered one of her ears with her paw. I wished I could do the same. If Cookie yelled like that one more time, there was a chance we would all be deaf before the day ended.


  A chubby man, about a foot shorter than Cookie and who wore denim overalls over a tie-dye T-shirt, limped through the open garage door. “What is all that yellin’ about? Are you trying to give me a stroke?”


  “Scotch, we have guests.”


  “I can see that,” he grunted and held onto a sales rack of garden tools for support.


  “Becky’s here,” his wife said.


  One side of his forehead drooped down. “Becky?”


  Cookie looked to us and shook her head. “You will have to forgive my husband. He spent too much time restocking fertilizer today, and the fumes have gone to his head.” She put her hands on her hips. “Becky is the Amish girl. Remember?”


  “The girl who was in the accident that killed the Amish monk?”


  Cookie shook her head. “He was a bishop.”


  “Monk? Bishop? Aren’t they all the same?”


  Not exactly.


  Becky tensed up beside me.


  Cookie winced. “My husband’s not one to beat around the bush.”


  No kidding.


  “If you are Becky, who are these two?” He flicked his thumb toward Timothy and me. “Cookie, I hope you didn’t hire all three of them.”


  Cookie scowled at her husband. “Don’t pay any attention to him. He’s only teasing.”


  Becky still seemed unable to speak. This time Timothy made introductions.


  “Have you shown them around, Cook?” Scotch grasped the straps of his overalls, moving them like puppet strings.


  “That’s what I was calling you for, you dolt. I thought you’d want to.”


  “’Course, I would.” He looked unfazed by the name-calling. He hobbled in the direction of the greenhouse, then stopped and looked behind him. “Y’all comin’ or what?”


  We hurried after him.


  We stepped into the greenhouse, the first section under a green roof. Automatic misters spread water droplets that evaporated almost as soon as they hit the hot air. Must be what steamed broccoli feels like.


  “This is where we keep all our tropical plants, as well as others that wouldn’t make it three minutes through one of our frigid Ohio winters,” Scotch explained. “Becky, you will be working in here a lot until your arm’s healed. There’s not too much heavy lifting.”


  Timothy tapped a finger on a bird-of-paradise, and the leaf bounced back in his face. I hid my smile. He caught me watching him and winked. I blushed and hoped he’d think I was flushed from the stifling humidity. I cleared my throat. “What type of work will Becky be doing, Scotch?”


  His eyes darted back and forth. “We haven’t—”


  “This and that.” Cookie, who had followed along behind, interrupted her husband. “We’ll have her pitch in where we need help. There’s always watering, pruning, and weeding to do. You’ve done all that before, haven’t you, Becky?”


  Becky nodded.


  I elbowed her.


  “Yes, I helped my mother care for our garden back home and helped my father in the fields too. We grew lots of different vegetables and flowers.”


  “See, she will have no trouble.” Scotch waved us on. “Next up is ground covering.” He winced as he started walking again.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  A strange expression crossed Scotch’s face. “Yes.”


  “You seem to have some trouble walking.”


  Scotch opened his mouth, but Cookie chimed in. “It’s old age. Arthritis.”


  Scotch rotated a small cactus pot on the table. “Right.” He laughed. “I don’t recommend getting old to anyone.”


  He went on to show us the rest of the greenhouse, including the outdoor plant area, surrounded by a ten-foot high chain-link fence. Dozens of potted trees, bushes of every shape and size, and fruit and vegetable plants filled the area. Scotch rattled off their names, both common and scientific.


  Cookie sniffed. “Stop showing off with those fancy plant names.” She pointed her index finger at her husband. “He fancies himself a botanist.”


  Scotch scrunched up his nose. “I almost was.” He led us back into the hothouse.


  “Until you dropped out of college to follow that rock band,” Cookie said.


  Scotch folded his arms over his wide chest. “Says the girl I met on tour!”


  I buried a smile, slipped my cell phone out of my purse, and checked the clock. “Gee, look at the time; we should get going.”


  Timothy peered at me curiously, before his face split into a grin. “You’re right. We need to head home.”


  Scotch held up a hand. “You can’t leave without a plant!” He paced the greenhouse and selected an aloe. “Here. It’s easy to take care of and can double as a first aid kit.”


  He set the plant in Becky’s arms as if handing over a baby. Becky cradled the aloe plant to her chest between her cast and good arm. “Thank you. I start at ten tomorrow, right? Thank you so much for hiring me.”


  Cookie smiled. “Aren’t you sweet? We’ll pick you up at nine thirty.”


  “Do you need my address?” Becky asked.


  “No,” Scotch shook his head. “I know where you live.”


  I glanced at Timothy, but his face showed no reaction. Was I the only one who found Scotch’s comment odd?


  I turned to Cookie. “Are you sure you can drive Becky back and forth to work?”


  “’Course we don’t mind.” Cookie sounded huffy, and I was sorry for questioning her. “We are in the neighborhood. Why should you waste the gas by driving her all the way out here?”


  Why indeed?


  “And we can keep an eye on her that way,” Scotch said.


  Why would they need to keep an eye on her?


  With travel arrangements made, we said our good-byes. Back in the truck, Becky stared at her plant, her expression serene. “Didn’t you think they were nice, Chloe? I think this job is just what I need.”


  I wasn’t so sure. Something about the arrangement struck me as odd. Surely in the current economy they could find someone to work for them who could find her own transportation. I glanced again at Becky, who for the first time since the accident looked genuinely happy, carefree.


  So I said nothing.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  Monday morning arrived. Becky was already up, dressed, and perched on the sofa, watching for Cookie and Scotch’s car—even though they wouldn’t arrive for another hour and a half.


  “If anything comes up at work, call me. I’m sure Cookie and Scotch will let you use their phone. You remember my cell number, don’t you?” I felt like Mrs. Green. How many times had she asked Tanisha and me that same thing when we were teenagers? I’m becoming my foster mother!


  “Yes, don’t worry, Chloe, everything will be fine. I’m going to do a good job.”


  “I’m not worried about that.” I moved toward the door. “As soon as I get a new car, we will buy you a cell phone. I don’t like you not being able to call.”


  Becky’s eyes sparkled. “Like yours?”


  I laughed before heading out the door to work. “Not that fancy.”


  On the walk to Harshberger, I decided to put the accident and Becky out of my mind. I needed my wits about me to survive another day with Joel.


  Even though I arrived early, Miller was already there. It was the first time I would be alone with the fidgety programmer.


  I strode in. “Morning, Miller.”


  He jumped up from his seat, and in the same movement turned off his monitor. I pretended not to notice, but stood beside his desk, waiting for a return greeting. None came. “How are you today?”


  He blinked at me from behind thick glasses. “Fine,” he muttered.


  I swallowed a sigh and walked to my office.


  Thirty minutes later, I was engrossed in a report for Dean Klink when Clark and Joel arrived in the office. I could hear them greet Miller, and he in turn returned their hellos. I tried not to take it personally.


  Laughter floated into my office.


  I e-mailed the report to the dean and emerged from my office. Clark, Miller, and Joel sat around the conference table working on their respective laptops.


  “Good morning,” I said and stepped over to the coffee machine. When my mug was full, I turned. “I’ll be sending you all an e-mail later to reschedule our Friday meeting.”


  Joel grinned. “Why was last Friday’s meeting canceled? Car trouble?”


  Clark shook his head. “Man . . .” He shared a glance with Miller, whose eyes looked the size of silver dollars behind those glasses.


  I closed my eyes briefly. When I opened them, the assistant director smirked at me. “Gone on a buggy ride lately?”


  I stepped up to him and put on my best Tanisha impersonation. I wouldn’t tell a man Joel’s size off, but my best friend would. “Do you have something to say to me, Joel?”


  “No, boss, just making conversation.” He winked at Miller.


  Miller licked his lips, his eyes darting around.


  “Come on, man,” Clark said.


  Joel snapped his fingers as if he just remembered something. “Know anything about Friday’s auto-buggy accident?”


  My cheeks heated, but I held my ground.


  “The car they mentioned sounded an awful lot like yours.” He wore an unnerving grin. “I didn’t see your vehicle in the parking lot today.”


  I squinted up at him. Is he for real?


  “Oh, so your car is safely in your driveway at home. No doubt.”


  “Seriously,” Clark said.


  I folded my arms across my chest. “I’ve lived here long enough to realize just how fast news travels through this town. Yes, it was my car.”


  Joel pushed his laptop forward and placed his elbows on the table. “This is the accident that killed the Amish bishop, right?”


  Miller gasped.


  A smile spread across Joel’s face. “Miller, you didn’t know.”


  Clark dropped his pen. “Were you driving, Chloe? Are you okay?”


  I could have hugged him. “No, I wasn’t driving. I wasn’t in the car.”


  “Well, then, who was driving?” Joel asked.


  I suspected Joel already knew the answer to that. In fact, I was beginning to learn he didn’t ask any questions that he didn’t already know the answer to. Every question was a mini-test set so I would fail. I refused to bring Becky into this argument.


  I shook my head. “This conversation is over.”


  Joel smirked. “If you say so, boss.”


  I turned and walked back to my office.


  An hour later, Dean Klink’s voice rang through the office. “Hello, hello, hello! I see you are all hard at work. I hope Chloe isn’t too hard of a taskmaster.” He laughed.


  A low murmur carried throughout the room, but I couldn’t make out the computer services team’s response.


  I stepped out of my office.


  Dean Klink smiled from ear to ear. “Chloe, there you are.”


  As if I would be anywhere else.


  “Let’s go for a stroll. I want to talk to you about your proposal.”


  “Great.” I was surprised he read it so quickly. “Let me grab my files.”


  He waved that idea away. “No need, no need. It’s all up here.” He tapped the side of his temple with his index finger.


  “Gentlemen, keep up the good work,” he said as we exited the office.


  Outside, I followed the dean across campus. He didn’t speak for several minutes.


  “Do you want me to go over the proposal? I should be able to do it without my notes.”


  He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I haven’t read it yet, but I’m sure it’s on point. Everything you’ve done so far has been. I’m impressed.”


  I stopped dead still. Dean Klink didn’t seem to notice and kept on going. I caught up to him in three strides. “Thank you, sir, but if you didn’t read the proposal, what’s this about?”


  “Let’s walk over to the softball field. It’s a great place to think.”


  To think? This doesn’t sound good.


  He sat on the lowest bleacher. It squeaked under his weight. “I played baseball when I was a kid. Catcher. I wasn’t any good, but I remember how much fun it was.”


  “Dean Klink, what does softball have to do with my department?”


  “Have a seat.”


  I sat on the same bleacher two feet away from him.


  “I need you to cut your budget by twenty percent,” he said.


  My stomach dropped. “What? Why?”


  His bottom lip stuck out slightly. “Times are tough for the college. We all have to tighten our belts.”


  “But Dean, the proposal I sent you was to request more money—a lot more money.”


  “I thought as much. That’s why I didn’t bother to read it. No point wishing for resources we can’t afford.” He gave me a weak smile.


  “The resources we need are expensive.”


  He nodded. “You can blame it on the economy if it makes you feel better. It’s not just your department. All departments will make cuts. Students can’t afford to go to a small liberal arts college out in the country like ours when they can go to the state school down the street and live at home for free.”


  “The servers are outdated, and what about the wireless network?”


  “I don’t want you to make cuts there. Those improvements are vital so we can compete with other colleges and universities in the state.”


  A maintenance worker rode by on a golf cart, and Dean Klink waved at him.


  “Where do you want me to make the cuts?” I asked the question even though I suspected I knew the answer. There was only one place cuts that size could be made.


  “Personnel.”


  I inhaled a deep breath and let it out. “If that’s the area you want to cut, why did you hire me?”


  A security guard strolled by on the field and tipped his hat at us.


  The dean perked up. “Hey, Norm!”


  I gritted my teeth.


  He grinned at me now. “Because we needed a qualified director of computer services, and no one here could fill that role.”


  “What about Joel? He’s been the assistant director for more than ten years.”


  “I think you know by now why we didn’t hire Joel.” He smiled and bobbed his chin. “I want you to be the one to show us who is essential—and who is not.”


  I swallowed, pausing. “Does the department know I’m doing this?”


  “They might not know for sure, but they may suspect something.”


  Terrific. That explained the department’s cold reception and Joel’s outright hostility.


  “What do you want me to do?” I asked.


  “You need to tell me where to make cuts, what to outsource, who on your staff is a keeper, and who is not.”


  “You want me to fire someone.”


  He slapped his knees with both hands. “Let’s call it restructuring.”


  My stomach churned, and I felt as if I would be sick. “Why would the staff suspect anything?”


  “Recently, we’ve done this to other departments, and it’s worked out well for the college.”


  What about the people working in those departments who lost their jobs?


  Dean Klink stood. “I know you’re up to the task and will do what’s best for the college. We’re so excited to have you here at Harshberger.”


  He left me sitting on the bleachers.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  A buzzing motor shook me from my daze. The maintenance guy ran a gas-powered bush trimmer up and around an evergreen bush, shaping it into a perfect circle. As Dean Klink had told me on my first day at the college, everything had to be shipshape for the students.


  “Dear Lord,” I prayed. “Help me make the right decision.”


  Back in my department, Miller and Clark huddled over a laptop at the conference table, their expressions sober. Joel was absent. I can’t say I missed him. “What’s up, guys?”


  Clark waved me over. “The college just sent an e-mail to all the staff.” He elbowed Miller out of the way so I could read it.


  I skimmed the e-mail, and my stomach tightened. If my staff didn’t suspect something before, they certainly did now. The e-mail was from Dean Klink, with the subject line Tightening Our Belt. Part of it read:


  These are tough financial times, but Harshberger College will be leaner and stronger as the result. We will be able to give our students the education they need to be leaders who change the world.


  “Wow.” Sarcasm dripped from Clark’s voice. “I feel like the last part should be on a billboard or something.”


  “Don’t even say that,” Miller said. “Klink would be all over it.”


  “Yeah, because a billboard is money well spent.” Clark took a step back from the table and stretched. He was so tall his fingers brushed the dropped ceiling when he reached overhead. “There are going to be layoffs.” Clark’s voice turned sad.


  Miller pulled at his blond spiky hair. “Don’t say that!”


  “Come on, man. Everyone knows that people are the most expensive piece of an organization.”


  I bit my lip. “I’m sure the college wouldn’t be doing this unless they had no other choice.”


  Clark fell into a seat on the other side of the conference table. “That doesn’t make it stink any less.”


  No it didn’t.


  “What if it’s one of us?” Miller asked. “I don’t know how to do anything else.”


  Clark cocked his head. “I don’t know, man, I think you would fit right in with a bonnet and white apron selling cheese downtown.”


  Miller groaned. “Like that’s my only option.”


  Clark shrugged. “Most of the Amish are better off than the rest of us in the county.”


  Time to change the subject. “Where’s Joel?”


  Miller closed the laptop. “He said he needed to check on something in the server room.”


  Clark rolled his eyes. “Code for coffee run.”


  My brow wrinkled. What did Joel do for the college other than manage the servers, which were too old and in poor condition? If the servers were his sole responsibility, then why didn’t he give them more attention? I gave the men a reassuring smile. “I’ll be in my office.”


  Clark nodded. “Sure thing.”


  By twelve o’clock my eyes were crossed. I’d gone over my budget three times searching for every possible way to cut twenty percent without laying off a member of my staff. Each time, the money saved wasn’t enough—and that didn’t include the proposal the dean had ignored in which I requested an additional seven thousand dollars.


  Concerned my calculator might soon start to smoke, I decided to get out of the office and eat lunch by Archer Pond. I still couldn’t bring myself to call it a lake.


  As I walked the flagstone path to the pond, the mallards and Canadian geese waddled up Archer’s muddy banks. A rotund goose led the pack. He had a white band stamped with the number 789 wrapped round his neck. Some wildlife organization must be tracking him.


  “Don’t worry,” I told them. “Knowing Becky, there will be plenty for all of us.”


  I opened my lunchbox and found two sandwiches, crackers, fresh-baked cookies, an apple, and a carton of milk. My stomach turned. Any appetite I would normally have had was destroyed by the dean’s announcement. I sighed. I should be happy he told me about it before sending the e-mail to the entire college.


  I tore the top slice of sandwich bread into tiny bits and threw it to the birds piece by piece. A blue jay hopped onto a branch on the golden locust tree above me. I forced myself to take a bite from the rest of the sandwich. How will I get my department on track? I was all out of ideas.


  A twig snapped behind me. I recoiled as a large hand clamped onto my shoulder. “Well, hello there, Red. Did you miss us?”


  I turned around to find myself peering up at Brock’s baby face, and the one bite of Becky’s ham sandwich caught in my throat.


  Curt sauntered out from behind his larger friend and sat on the bench next to me. He smelled like a cigarette that had been dipped into a gallon of cheap aftershave. “Is this the sweetest picture? Pretty little city girl feeding the ducks. It almost makes me want to paint a picture. I’m not much of an artist though. All I can do is stick figures.”


  “Come on, Curt, your stick figures are some of the best I’ve seen.” Brock dug his meaty fingers into my shoulder. I flinched and tried to wriggle out of his grasp. His fingertips dug in that much harder. There would be a bruise, I just knew it.


  “Thank you, brother, but I’m no artist. Not like the Amish girl.”


  How would he know about Becky’s art?


  “Too bad she won’t be painting much since she broke her arm and all.”


  I tried to stand up, but Brock pushed down on both of my shoulders. “Don’t you want to stay and talk?” He sneered. “We’re having a nice visit with friends.”


  The ducks and geese seemed to sense feeding time was over and waddled back into the pond.


  I threw everything back into my lunchbox and snapped it shut. “We’re not friends, and I need to get back to work.”


  Curt stood and picked up a flat stone off the ground. He held the stone between his thumb and index finger as if he were aiming to throw it at my forehead. Every muscle in my body tensed.


  “I know we’re not friends. A friend wouldn’t send the police after a pal.” He pasted a mock hurt expression on his face and grabbed my lunchbox. “What’s the rush anyway? Isn’t this your lunchtime?” He handed Brock my lunchbox. “Here you go, buddy. I know you’re hungry.”


  “Always.” Brock let go of my shoulders. I leaped up, but Brock reached out and shoved me back down. “Not so fast.”


  My spine rattled as I landed back on the hard, wooden bench. “What are you doing here?”


  “We were in the neighborhood and saw you sitting here,” Curt said.


  Brock twisted to face me. “Yeah, can’t we stop and say hello?”


  Stay alert, Chloe, stay alert.


  The rock whizzed by my ear as Curt threw it into the pond. It landed in the middle of the water with a plunk, and the birds flew away.


  “Here’s the thing,” Curt began. “Brock and I got picked up by Chief Rose on Saturday morning.”


  “The chief sure is pretty.” Brock leered at me. “Maybe not as pretty as your Amish friend though.”


  My stomach curdled.


  Brock continued, turning to Curt. “She is kind on the eyes. Looks a lot like Cassie now that I think about it. It must be the blonde hair.”


  Curt glared at him. “Shut up about her.”


  “Who’s Cassie?” Maybe if the two start fighting, I can get away.


  “Curt’s ex,” Brock said. “She left him for a Menno.”


  The scrawny one’s eyes narrowed. “I said shut up.”


  Brock circled me. His beefy hand found my shoulder again. “Okay, man. Jeez, you are way sensitive.”


  Curt took a step closer to me. “We aren’t here to talk about my ex-girlfriend or even the Amish girl. We’re here because someone told the police lady we had something to do with the high priest, or buggyman, or whatever he’s called, meeting his maker.”


  I didn’t say anything. My eyes searched the ground for something I could use to defend myself: a stick, a rock, anything. There was nothing. Just pebbles not much bigger than nickels. Harshberger’s groundskeepers were too good at their job.


  The stench of Curt’s breath burned my nostrils. “It wasn’t cool of this person to do that.”


  “Not cool,” Brock agreed. He had downed the rest of the first sandwich and was moving on to the second.


  Curt squatted on his haunches and stared into my face. “We think it might have been you.”


  I forced myself to look him in the eye. “So what if it was?”


  He laughed at me. “Oh, you are saucy. It must be the hair. It makes you spicy. I don’t think your little Amish friend would talk that way. What was her name again?”


  “Becky.” Brock spoke with a mouth full of food.


  Curt whistled through his front teeth. “That’s right. Becky. Pretty girl that Becky. And yeah, she does look a lot like Cassie.”


  Brock reached into the cooler for the bag of cookies and let go of my shoulder. I jumped off the bench before he could stop me. “Leave Becky alone.”


  Laugh lines creased the skin around Curt’s eyes. “Or what?”


  “I’ll have a restraining order placed on both of you.”


  Brock puckered his mouth and looked at Curt. “Dude, your uncle wouldn’t like that.”


  Curt glowered, and Brock popped a cookie into his mouth. “This cookie is amazing,” He mumbled, spitting cookie crumbs into the air. “Curt, you want one?”


  Curt shook his head and shifted closer to me. I could not only smell the tobacco juice on his breath, but I could see it on his teeth. “How about this, Red? You stop talking to the cops about us, and we leave the Amish girl alone.” He shrugged, his pointy shoulders resembling triangles in his cut-off black T-shirt. “You talk to the cops, and we have a problem.”


  I tried to keep the quiver out of my voice. “Just leave her alone.”


  A grin spread across Curt’s face. Must have heard my voice shake. He stepped so close that if I took another step back, I would have fallen into the pond. He pinched my cheek. “That’s good, Red.”


  Then they turned and walked away.


  I shivered, my cheek aching. I watched the two men stalk in the direction of the woods on the south side of campus and disappear behind the tree line, my lunchbox tucked under Brock’s arm.


  Gently, I wiped the back of my hand across my cheek, longing to wash Curt’s filth off my face pronto. Instead, I reached into my skirt pocket and pulled out my cell phone, scrolling through my contacts until I found Chief Rose’s number. I hesitated, my fingers hovering over the keypad, then stuck the phone back into my pocket.


  I jogged up the small hill to Dennis. Outside, Joel sat in the sunshine sipping from a can of Diet Coke, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He had an unobstructed view of Archer Pond. The thought of Joel watching my confrontation with Brock and Curt made me sick to my stomach.


  I speared him with a look. “What are you doing out here?”


  He slurped from the pop can. “I’m on my lunch hour. Is that a crime?”


  I inhaled and let it go. “No.” I started toward the building’s entrance, but glanced back to see him grinning.


  “Interesting crowd you pal around with, director.”


  I spun on my heels and faced him again. “They are not my crowd.”


  He shrugged. “If you say so. Who knows what company you keep aside from that Amish girl who plowed into her boyfriend’s father?”


  I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “Joel, if you talk to me like that again, I will report you.”


  He crushed the Diet Coke can with one hand. “Knock yourself out.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  When Timothy showed up at my office at four o’clock, I leapt from my office chair, never so glad to end a work day in my life.


  He grinned at my reaction. “Ready to go?”


  I nodded and started to gather my things.


  Miller and Clark sat at the conference table again, in the middle of inventorying the college’s media equipment. Miller told me earlier in the afternoon that one of the digital camcorders was bad, and I asked him to try to fix it. The camcorder lay in pieces on the table. I frowned at the mess. If Miller was unsuccessful, the camcorder was yet another item I would have to find the money for in my withering budget.


  Clark shook a kink out of a USB cord. “Hey, man,” he said to Timothy. “How’s the college’s barn coming?”


  “We should be done by the end of the day tomorrow.”


  Joel poked his scowling face out of his cubicle. “You would probably have finished earlier had you not been distracted.”


  Timothy frowned and tilted his head at Joel, but didn’t retaliate.


  Clark shot a look up at the ceiling. “Don’t mind Joel. He got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”


  “Every morning,” Miller muttered into the camcorder parts in front of him.


  I grabbed Timothy’s arm and pulled him toward the door. “Let’s go.”


  When we were in the hallway, Timothy paused. “What was that all about?”


  “Bad day. I can’t talk about it here, though.”


  Mabel jumped up from the cement walkway in front of Dennis when she saw us coming. Timothy slapped his thigh. “Come, Mabel.”


  She trotted over, her black plume of a tail wagging happily. She woofed at me, and I scratched her on the top of her head.


  When we were in Timothy’s truck, he turned to me. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”


  I groaned. “Budget cuts.” As he pulled out onto the street, I relayed the conversation I had with Dean Klink “And . . .”


  “And what?” Timothy asked.


  Mabel flopped her furry head over the bench seat, her mournful eyes staring up at me. She’d much rather have ridden shotgun.


  I sighed and told him about Curt and Brock’s lunchtime visit.


  Timothy jerked to a stop. “What?” He gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Why didn’t you tell me about that right away?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I didn’t add that Joel had witnessed the whole thing and had done nothing. I don’t know why I protected him. He didn’t deserve it.


  Timothy gunned the engine. “We have to go to the police station and report this.”


  “No.” I crossed my arms, hugging myself. “They said they’d leave Becky alone if I didn’t go to the police.”


  Timothy shook his head. “Guys like Brock and Curt don’t keep their promises, Chloe. Becky’s my sister. This is the best thing for her.” He paused. “And for you. The police need to have this incident on file in case something happens.”


  “Something like what?”


  “I don’t want to think about it.” His voice sounded gruff.


  “Okay.” I slowed my breathing and gazed out the window. “I hope Chief Rose keeps it quiet though.”


  Timothy gave a rueful laugh.


  “What’s so funny?”


  He shook his head, and again, I wondered how he knew Appleseed Creek’s police chief.


  Timothy drove around the square, quiet on this Monday afternoon except for a few tourists strolling around, visiting the Amish shops. He turned into the parking lot behind town hall. Unlike Saturday when I had visited there with Chief Rose, the parking lot was almost full. Village officials were on the job. Timothy backed his truck into a space between a low-hanging buckeye tree and an SUV.


  Mabel nudged my shoulder with her head, and I felt a twinge of pain. I pressed a hand to my left shoulder and rubbed the beginnings of a bruise.


  Timothy scrutinized my face. “What’s wrong?”


  “Brock pinched my shoulder. I’m sure it’s just a bruise.”


  He gasped. “Let me see that.”


  Gently, Timothy tugged my shirt collar away from my neck. My breath caught as he touched me just above my clavicle bone. Unlike Curt’s, the sensation of Timothy’s breath on my neck soothed me. What time did this happen?” he asked.


  “Noon.” My voice came out like a squeak. I shivered.


  He pulled away and smoothed my collar back down.


  I began to breathe again.


  Timothy’s forehead creased. “It’s already turning purple. You will have to show that to Chief Rose.” He opened the cabin door. “They should have some ice inside too.”


  Timothy and Mabel hopped out of the truck, and I followed. Inside the police station, a woman with snow white hair and a cameo pin that held together the collar of her blouse greeted us. “Timothy, I haven’t seen you around here in a while. That’s a good thing.”


  Mabel trotted over to the woman. She opened a desk drawer and pulled out a dog biscuit. “There you go, sweets.”


  Mabel ate the biscuit in one gulp and stared at the woman. “That’s all you get.” With a whine, Mabel lay down on the floor and put her head on her paws.


  Why were Chief Rose’s receptionist and Mabel old friends? I glanced at Timothy, but he kept his gaze ahead.


  “Hi, Fern. We’d like to talk to Chief Rose, please,” Timothy said.


  “She’s out in the field.” She smiled at him. “Is there something I can help you with?”


  “Yes.” Timothy stepped up to her desk. “We’d like to file a complaint in conjunction with the Glick case.”


  Fern sat up straighter. “Officer Nottingham is here and can talk to you. Have a seat.” She picked up her circa 1980 black phone and punched in a number.


  Timothy and I sat on plastic chairs, and after about three minutes, I wished for a seat cushion. At least the uncomfortable seat kept my mind off my shoulder, which kept my mind off Timothy examining my shoulder. I’m sure he does the same thing for his siblings when they get hurt. That’s what big brothers do.


  Minutes later, a boy about a year older than Becky stepped into the waiting room. “Mr. Troyer. Miss Humphrey. Can you follow me?”


  He opened the door to the room where I’d examined the mug shots on Saturday. Had that really only been two days ago?


  “I’m Officer Nottingham,” the boy, or rather, the police officer said when we were seated. “Fern said this had something to do with the Glick case.”


  I nodded. “It’s related.”


  Timothy squeezed my elbow. “Tell him what you told me.”


  I took a deep breath and told him everything.


  Officer Nottingham took furious notes. “I’ll tell Chief Rose all of this. She will most likely want to talk to you.”


  I bet she will.


  The boy-officer’s mouth was a grim line. “Can I see the bruise?”


  I pulled the collar of my crewneck shirt away from my throat to reveal the bruise forming on top of my shoulder. Officer Nottingham examined it from across the table. “There are definite finger marks there.” He made another note. “I’m going to need to take a photograph of it. Be right back.” He stood and slipped through the inner office door.”


  I curled my lip. “Is this really necessary, Timothy?”


  “Yes.” Timothy’s eyes were soft. “I’m taking every step to protect you.”


  Before I could respond, Officer Nottingham came back with an SLR digital camera. He circled me like a scientist inspecting a bug and took shots of my shoulder from every angle. After the fifteenth shot, I smoothed my shirt collar back into place. “I think you got it.”


  He set the camera on the conference table. “Miss Humphrey, would you like to file an official complaint?”


  Timothy started to nod, but I smacked one hand on the table. “No.”


  “I think you should,” Timothy said.


  But maybe Curt and Brock will leave Becky alone if I leave them alone. “I appreciate you documenting this, Officer, but I’m not filing a complaint.”


  Officer Nottingham ran a hand back and forth through his boyish hair. “I’ll let the chief know. She’s not going to agree with your decision.”


  Timothy shook his head slowly, his voice a murmur. “And neither do I.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  Back in the pickup, Timothy glanced at me. “I’d like to stop at a friend’s farm.”


  I settled into the bench seat. You won’t hear me complaining about spending more time with you. “Whose farm is it?”


  He pulled the truck onto the street, his gaze fixed on the road. “Deacon Sutter’s.”


  I sat straight up. “What? Are you crazy?”


  He glanced at me. “No.”


  “They’re going to kick us off the farm. Why would they let us in there?”


  He shot me another glance. “The deacon won’t be there.”


  “How do you know that?” I leaned back again the seat.


  “The Sutters own several businesses in town. The deacon won’t be home for at least another hour.”


  “If he’s not home, what’s the point of going?” I peered into the side door mirror and watched Appleseed Creek recede.


  His mouth quirked in the corner as if he were holding back a smile. “You’ll see.”


  I pursed my lips. This wasn’t a good idea.


  The Sutter home was fifteen minutes outside of town, and to get there we drove by the same gravel road the Troyers lived on. I hadn’t realized that the Sutters and Troyers were next-door neighbors—at least in rural terms.


  We rode the rest of the trip in silence, neither one of us willing to change our minds. Mabel slept in the pickup’s backseat. Just how many dog biscuits had Fern given her? Timothy turned the truck onto a long gravel and dirt lane, and we both took in the scene. To our left a soybean field lay in ruins. Tire tracks crisscrossed the plants.


  Timothy slowed the truck, and squinted through the windshield. “It’s worse than I thought it would be.”


  A natural gas well bobbed up and down slowly, the shape and movement reminding me of a great blue heron dipping its beak into Lake Erie for a fish. I tilted my head, examining it from afar. “Is that pump on the Sutter’s property?”


  Timothy sped up. “Yes. It’s a natural gas pump-jack. It belongs to the deacon’s family.”


  My forehead wrinkled. “That’s allowed?”


  He nodded. “You saw all the appliances in my parents’ house that run on natural gas. It’s a valuable commodity to the Amish.”


  “But does it need electricity to run?”


  He laughed. “You’d be surprised what the Amish can get to work without electricity. I believe that pump is powered by propane.”


  “Oh.”


  The lane ended in front of a two-story house that had a wide wooden ramp connecting the front door to the driveway. Before we were even out of the truck, the front door opened. I cringed, hoping it wouldn’t be the deacon who greeted us. It wasn’t. A man close to Timothy’s age rolled out of the house in a wheelchair. He turned the chair so he rolled down the wooden ramp and waited for us.


  Mabel didn’t stir when we climbed out of the truck. Must have been some dog biscuits.


  He wore plain clothes but his chair was titanium. Black hair stuck out from under his straw hat. “Where have you been, Tim?” His hazel eyes sparkled.


  Timothy shook hands with the man. “Working.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “I saw the handiwork of visitors in the soybean field.”


  The man in the wheelchair grimaced. “I wish I had seen who did it. I’d tell you so you could tell the police.” He grinned. “Since as an obedient Amish boy I can’t talk to the cops. I wish we could put a stop to it.” His hazel eyes turned to me.


  Timothy placed a hand on my back. “Chloe, this is my friend Aaron.”


  “Nice to meet you,” I said.


  Aaron’s smile grew wider. “Pleased to finally meet you.”


  My brow wrinkled. Had his father said anything to Aaron about me? Whatever it was couldn’t have been good.


  Aaron turned his attention back to Timothy, his smile now a frown. “How’s Becky? She must be devastated.”


  “Fine, considering,” Timothy said. “She started a new job today.”


  “Really?” Aaron said. “Good for her. Tell her I asked about her.”


  Was that a blush?


  Timothy smiled. “I will.”


  Aaron flicked his chin in the direction of the barn. “Timothy, there are a couple of milk stools by the barn. Can you go grab them? You two shouldn’t have to stand.”


  As Timothy left for the stools, Aaron watched me, curiously. “I’m really glad to meet you, Chloe. You’ve made a big difference.”


  Before I could ask him what he meant by that, Timothy had returned with the milking stools. He placed one on the ground for me, and I watched him fold his long frame onto the other one, which was only six inches off of the ground. I bit back a smile.


  Timothy gave Aaron a mock scowl. “This was the best seating you could come up with for us?”


  Aaron chuckled before his expression sobered. “It’s a shame about the bishop. He’s going to be missed.”


  “He will,” Timothy agreed. “He was the best bishop we ever had.”


  “Has your father said anything about the accident?” I asked.


  Aaron squinted in the sun. “A little.” He swung his gaze to Timothy. “You know how closemouthed the deacon can be.”


  Timothy screwed up his mouth. “Unless you are doing something wrong.”


  Aaron’s head bobbed. “That’s a fact.”


  I scanned the grounds as if the deacon would jump out from behind a bush at any second. “Is your father here?”


  “No. I’m the only one home. I’m the youngest of twelve children, but all of my brothers and sisters live on their own farms with their families. My parents are in the next county visiting my sister since her husband’s having a barn raising today.” He tapped the side of his chair. “You can see why I wouldn’t be much help in that situation.” He gave Timothy an apologetic smile. “Even in Holmes County, I’m sure you and your family are the main topic of conversation, Tim. Most of the time barn raisings are huge gossip sessions, especially for the women.”


  “I heard your father paid a visit to my folks yesterday,” Timothy said.


  Aaron nodded. “He and Preacher Hooley did.” He laughed. “I suspect my daed did most of the talking, though. Only time Preacher Hooley opens his mouth is on Sundays, and that’s because he has to.”


  “The deacon told my family to stay away from Becky and Chloe.” Timothy gave me an apologetic smile.


  “He wouldn’t want me to talk to you either.” Aaron frowned.


  Timothy looked sad, almost remorseful. “He hasn’t wanted you to speak to me in years.”


  “That’s true, especially now that you’ve gone Englisch on us.” Aaron flashed a smile and rolled his chair back and forth in place. “So why are you here? I know it’s not just to say hello.”


  Timothy groaned, then proceeded to tell Aaron about the cut brake line.


  I shot him a look. He didn’t tell me he would share this with anyone. “Tim—”


  Timothy reached out a hand to calm me. “Don’t worry, Chloe, we can trust Aaron.”


  Aaron rubbed his hands up and down the armrests of his chair. “He’s right. I may be the deacon’s son, but I don’t agree with everything he does.”


  I pressed my lips together before speaking. “Could the bishop have been the intended victim?”


  Aaron thought for a minute. “That’s hard to believe. Everyone loved Bishop Glick.” He tipped his straw hat back. “How would the person cutting the brake line know that Becky would meet him on the road?”


  “We thought of that too. Right now, we are eliminating all the possibilities,” I said. “Did you know the bishop well?”


  “As well as most folks, I guess. I may have seen him more often than others in the district because of my father’s position. He and the preachers stopped by our house many times to talk about goings-on in the district.”


  I leaned toward him, listening. “Would anyone want to hurt the bishop?”


  Aaron shook his head. “I can’t think of anyone.”


  The ladies gossiping at Young’s sprang to mind. “What about your father?”


  Timothy frowned.


  If he thought we could trust Aaron, this was a question that needed to be asked.


  “Daed and Bishop Glick didn’t always see eye-to-eye, that’s true. The deacon thought the bishop wasn’t as strict as he should be, especially with the young people in the district.” He clenched the arms of his wheelchair. “If it were left up to my father, all we would do is work, eat, and sleep. It was how he was raised. Before Bishop Glick, the deacon’s father was the bishop until he died.”


  Timothy shuddered. “Bishop Sutter was a tough man.”


  Aaron gave a mock shiver. “You don’t know the half of it. I think my daed always wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps, but the Lord had another plan for him.” He removed his hat, ran a hand through his thick black hair, and plopped it back on his head. “I do know someone who would know if the bishop had any enemies.”


  I straightened. “Who?”


  “Hettie Glick. She knows everything that’s going on in the district. She also happens to be the bishop’s aunt. If someone wanted to hurt the bishop, Hettie would know.” He gave a determined nod. “Daed complained to our family numerous times that the bishop had to run everything by Hettie before he came to a decision. Drove my father up the wall.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “For one thing Hettie’s unmarried, and for another, she’s a woman. In the Amish world, her opinion doesn’t amount to much outside of the home.” Aaron gave me an apologetic smile.


  I held up my hand to block a sun ray that broke through the clouds. “Why did the bishop put so much weight on her opinions then?”


  Aaron shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Hettie that.”


  Timothy winced. “I don’t know if she’d want to talk to me.”


  Aaron laughed. “You broke the picture window in the front of her house ten years ago. I’m sure she has forgotten by now.”


  “I don’t think so,” Timothy said, grinning. “She mentions it every time I see her.”


  My gaze swiveled from Timothy to Aaron. “Would she be willing to talk to us right now? She must be brokenhearted over her nephew’s death.”


  “She might.” Aaron spoke thoughtfully. “I’ll find out, and I’ll call you to tell you what she says.”


  My eyes widened. “You have a phone?”


  Aaron laughed again. “There’s a phone shed at the end of the road. We share it with three other farms, including the Glicks and Troyers. It’s supposed to be reserved for emergencies and business. I think this would qualify as a little bit of both.” Aaron peered up at the sky as if judging the time by the location of the sun. “My parents will be home soon. I doubt you would want to run into the deacon.”


  Timothy stood up from the milking stool and shook his friend’s hand. “I’ll stop by more often.”


  Aaron frowned up at him, but then he smiled. “You always say that. Don’t forget to tell Becky I’m praying for her.” He angled his chair in my direction. “It was nice to meet you, Chloe. Your hair is as pretty as I’ve been told.”


  Timothy’s mouth fell open, and Aaron chuckled, shooting me a wink.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty

  


  My parents’ farm isn’t far from here. Do you mind if we stop?”


  I peered at Timothy at the wheel of his pickup. My mind whirred from our conversation with Aaron, so I was glad for the distraction. “No. It will be nice to see the kids again and your grandfather. I like him a lot.”


  “He likes you too. I can tell.”


  Unlike the first time we arrived at the Troyer farm, there were no children to greet us. The front door was closed, and everything was eerily quiet.


  “Is something wrong?” I asked.


  “I don’t know.” Timothy spoke barely above a whisper. “Mabel, stay in the truck.”


  The canine rolled over, kicking her legs in her sleep.


  We stepped through the open screen door and onto the front porch. Timothy knocked twice on the wooden door that led into the house, but no answer. He tried the knob, and shrank back. “It’s locked.”


  The third time he knocked with force, and we could hear Naomi crying on the other side of the door. Angry voices spoke back and forth in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  Finally, the door flung open and Grandfather Zook stood there on his metal crutches, his face drawn. “Timothy, your father said this isn’t a gut time.”


  “What’s going on?” The color in Timothy’s face had deepened.


  His grandfather just shook his head.


  “I’m going inside.” Timothy glanced at me. “Chloe, can you stay out here?”


  As Timothy disappeared inside the house, Grandfather Zook hobbled out onto the porch. “It’s a nice evening. I’d rather be outside. Can you walk with me a bit, Chloe?”


  Our walk went as far as the pine bench overlooking Mrs. Troyer’s vegetable garden. Grandfather Zook lowered himself onto the bench and removed his braces, placing them on the ground beside him. “Why don’t you come over here and take a seat?”


  I sat next to him.


  Grandfather Zook sighed, and for the first time he seemed like the old man that he was. “My family is from Lancaster, but my wife is from Knox County originally. I met her once when I visited Knox as a young man. I fell in love the minute I met my Louise.” He shook his head and gave a small laugh. “It took lots of letter writing to convince her to love me back and to move all the way to Lancaster. She finally did it even though her family would have preferred she marry a local boy.”


  He smoothed his beard over his shirt. “Martha, Timothy’s mother, is my oldest daughter. We had trouble with her from the get-go. She was rebellious from the day she was born. Louise and I were at our wits’ end. We were afraid for Martha, afraid she’d leave the Amish way. When she was seventeen, we shipped her to Knox County to live with my wife’s family.” He laughed again. “We wanted to scare her straight. Although I am Old Order Amish, my district back in Lancaster is much more relaxed than the one here. Much to our surprise, Martha met Simon and fell in love. She told us she was going to marry him and stay here. We were happy she was staying within our faith. Yes, the congregation here was stricter, but it seemed to be what she needed.”


  I tried to imagine Timothy’s quiet mother as a rebellious Amish teenager. The image of the demur woman acting out didn’t fit. “The rest of your family is in Lancaster, then?”


  He nodded. “They are. I have eight other children. They all have families with children.”


  “Why did you move here?”


  He picked a twig off the bench and rolled it back and forth between his fingers. “Many Amish families have more than five children. Martha and her husband could have had more, but my daughter was plagued with miscarriages. I’ve told her a hundred times it wasn’t true, but she feels those miscarriages were punishment for her rebellious years.”


  “That’s awful.”


  “After my beloved wife died, all of my children asked me to live with them, including Martha. I decided to move here because she was pregnant with Naomi at the time. This was three years ago. I wanted to be with her in case the worst would happen again. The best person to be with her would have been her mother, but the Lord had already called her home.” He smiled. “Naomi was born, and she was perfect. I never went back to Lancaster. I liked the slower, quieter pace here. It was a nice place to retire and spend my final years on this earth.”


  He sighed then winked. “You can take the Amish man out of Lancaster, but you can’t take the Lancaster out of the Amish man. My son-in-law has been a good husband and provider for Martha and their children, but he’s a stern man. He listens to his bishop, his preachers, and his deacon.” He stressed deacon at the end of the sentence.


  A row of pumpkin vines in the garden were flowering. It wouldn’t be long before those flowers turned into fruit. Before we knew it, fall would be upon us. It would be my first fall in the country. I breathed it all in and turned to Grandfather Zook. “And what did those men tell him?”


  His eyes drooped, as if filled with sadness. “He should stay away from Becky and you until the business with the accident is over. He should keep the younger children from you and Becky.”


  I bit the inside of my cheek. “What about Timothy?”


  “The deacon didn’t mention Timothy in particular. However if Timothy continues his contact with you and his sister, I wouldn’t be surprised if the deacon returned and added that warning onto his list.”


  “Why are you telling me this? I assume the deacon gave you the same warning.”


  “He did.” Grandfather Zook stared at the whitewashed farmhouse as if trying to see through it. “I’ve learned that what is right for me is not right for my daughter. Now my son-in-law and daughter must learn that what is right for them may not be right for their own children. Louise and I had been so afraid Martha would leave the Amish, and I still believe that leaving would have been a mistake for my daughter. However, I’ve since learned there is not one right way to be obedient to the Lord.”


  The screen door slammed shut, and Timothy stormed down the steps. “Chloe,” he called. “I’m ready to go.”


  Grandfather Zook bumped my shoulder. “You should go.”


  I leaned over and gave him a hug.


  Timothy was silent the entire ride back to Appleseed Creek, even though I wanted to ask him what happened inside his parents’ house. What did they say? What did they not say? How did it all affect Becky? Him? And even me?


  It was nearly six when he turned into the driveway. I hoped Becky hadn’t waited for me to eat supper. For the first time that day, I wondered how her first day at the greenhouse had gone.


  Timothy didn’t turn off the truck.


  I opened the passenger side door. “Good night.”


  He laid his hand on my forearm. “Thanks for coming with me today, Chloe.”


  I blinked. A tingle radiated from where his hand touched my bare arm. “You’re thanking me? I was the one who asked you to get involved in this investigation.”


  “I was already involved whether you asked for my help or not.”


  The door stuck. He leaned across my body and pushed it open. “Good night. Take care of your shoulder. I’ll let you know when I hear from Aaron about Hettie Glick.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  As soon as I entered the house, Becky was ready to tell me all about her first day at Little Owl Greenhouse. “Chloe, I had the best day. Scotch and Cookie are so much fun.” Her face glowed. Despite working all day, Becky had managed to make a shepherd’s pie for dinner. She warmed a piece for me in the oven as she told about her day, then she kept me up until past eleven with stories about the greenhouse owners. I was glad to see her so happy and saw no reason to ruin it with news of my day.


  At midnight my cell phone rang, and I almost fell off my bed. I’d been asleep less than an hour.


  “Chloe?” Tanisha’s voice sounded as if she was across the room from me—not across the world.


  Guilt washed over me. I’d promised Tanisha I would call her back the night I had dinner at the Troyer’s farm, and that was three days ago.


  “Did you lose my phone number or something?” She sounded hurt. Apparently, she hadn’t forgotten.


  I rubbed my eyes. “I’m sorry, Tee. How are you?”


  “Awful.”


  I smiled at her bluntness. If I had been asked the same question under those circumstances, I would most likely have said “fine” or “okay,” even if neither were true.


  “Have you heard from Cole?”


  “No, and I don’t want to. What does he have to say to me other than that he doesn’t love me anymore?”


  “He does love you, Tanisha. I know he does. Maybe he’s afraid you will find some hot Italian guy to fall in love with.”


  “I just might,” she grumbled. “Anyway, that’s a crock about him loving me. If he loved me he would understand why I have to stay here. I committed to teach here for two years. If he had a problem with it, why didn’t he say something before I signed the contract?”


  I couldn’t argue with her there. “What can I do? Other than flying to Florida and telling Cole what a huge mistake he’s making, that is.”


  Her laughter sounded rough, harsh. “Be there. I need my best friend right now.”


  I gripped the phone and nodded. “I’m here for you, Tee.”


  “You are? Then why am I the one calling you? I’m the one in the middle of a crisis here.”


  I didn’t correct her, nor did I tell her that I was in the middle of a crisis of my own. What could she do thousands of miles away but worry?


  To her credit, Tanisha was much more intuitive than given credit for. “What’s going on? I know something is up.”


  My mind searched for the words to tell her. “Umm . . .”


  “Is this about that hot buggy boy? Weren’t you at his parents’ home when I called?”


  I sighed. “It’s complicated.”


  “Good, because I need someone else’s complications to think about right now. Don’t let me wallow in self-pity and snotty tissues.”


  I shook my head, smiling at my friend’s invitation, then heaved a heavy sigh. “Okay. I hope you’re sitting down.” I proceeded to tell her everything that had happened since Becky called me about the accident on Friday. Even as I spoke the words, they sounded unbelievable to me. And I’d lived them.


  Tanisha groaned more than once during my story. “Where does the hot buggy boy fit into all of this?”


  “You mean Timothy.”


  “Duh.”


  “Becky is his sister . . .”


  “And?”


  “He agreed to help me find out what really happened. If we can find out who cut the brake line, we will know who the intended victim was.”


  “Do you think it was you?” She sounded incredulous.


  I hedged. “Why would it be me? I just moved here.”


  “You’re right.” She was quiet for a minute. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say he liked you. Why else would he agree to help you investigate?”


  “Umm, because his sister’s in trouble, his family is not talking to Becky, and the younger children are being affected.”


  “Naw, it’s because of you.”


  I had to laugh. Tanisha laughed too.


  We talked until I was too tired to string together a full sentence. As I drifted off to sleep, I found myself wondering if Tanisha might be right.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  Hettie didn’t want to meet us at her home. Instead she agreed to meet us at a coffee shop in the neighboring town of Mount Vernon during lunchtime the next day. Timothy picked me up from my office again.


  Joel sneered at him as we left the department. “Is this going to turn into a regular thing, boss, with your boyfriend?”


  Timothy gave him a glare that could have turned sand to glass, and Joel didn’t say another word.


  Even though I had been to the outskirts of the town, this would be my first visit to downtown Mount Vernon. Just like in Appleseed Creek, the heart of the town was a square. However, this town was clearly English, as no Amish businesses were in sight, and a memorial statue of a Civil War soldier dominated the center of the square.


  Timothy parked on one of the side streets, and we entered Rita’s Coffee Haus. Tanisha would call the décor shabby chic.


  An elderly Amish woman sat in the front of the shop near the large picture window. She wore silver wire-rimmed glasses, a dark navy dress, black apron, and a black bonnet tied securely under her wrinkled chin. Even if she’d been sitting in the back of the shop, she would have been easy to pick out. Clearly, the rest of Rita’s diners were business people in khakis and suits on their lunch hours. As well as a coffee bar, the café had a full lunch menu of specialty sandwiches.


  Timothy approached the elderly woman. The pair spoke in quiet tones. I stood off to the side, waiting. She peeked around Timothy. I wiggled my fingers at her and felt like I was being inspected by a mother superior. She ducked her head back behind Timothy and said something else in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  “Thank you,” Timothy said. He waved me over to the table.


  “Sister Hettie. This is Chloe.”


  She examined me. “You’re a redhead.”


  I blushed. I don’t know why. Having red hair was nothing to be ashamed of, yet I wondered for the nine millionth time why people thought it was unusual enough to comment on. There were millions of redheads in the world. Did my redheaded brethren in Ireland have the same problems? “I am.”


  “My oldest daughter had red hair when she was younger. She’s old now and it’s all white. Your hair is almost as lovely as hers was.” She bobbed her chin. “I have a soft spot for redheads.”


  I smiled. For once in my life my hair color worked to my advantage. “Thank you.”


  She pulled out a seat. “Sit here next to me.”


  I sat next to her while Timothy took a seat opposite us. He leaned forward. “I told Hettie why we are here. I—”


  “Can I take your order?” A college-aged girl with a side ponytail and hoop earrings large enough for my cat’s head to fit through had stepped up to our table. Timothy sat back while I ordered an iced mocha. He and Hettie both asked for black coffee.


  I listened while they chatted about people in the Amish district until the girl returned with our drinks. When she did, I took a big gulp of the iced mocha. Heaven.


  Hettie watched the waitress go. “Aaron tells me you want to know if anyone wanted to kill my nephew.”


  I nearly choked on my mocha. Timothy appeared unfazed by Hettie’s directness.


  I wiped my chin with a napkin and peered at Hettie. “We are so sorry for your loss.”


  Hettie nodded. “The Lord giveth; the Lord taketh away.”


  “Thank you for coming out to meet us,” I said. “Aaron said you and the bishop were close, and that the bishop had consulted you often.”


  “Members of the district may believe I could sway my nephew’s opinions, but that isn’t true. I was someone he knew he could talk to without being questioned. That was all.” Hettie didn’t add cream or sugar to her coffee. “My nephew was a fine man and one of the best bishops we’ve ever had. He was strict but fair. No one had a bad thing to say against him.”


  If that were true, this was a dead end.


  “What about Deacon Sutter?” Timothy asked.


  Hettie stopped just short of taking a sip of her coffee. “Why do you ask about him?’


  “Everyone in the district knows he thought he’d make a better bishop than Bishop Glick did.”


  “Which is exactly the reason he has never been one. The Lord wouldn’t allow a pushy man to be bishop.” She peered over her mug at me. “Rarely do the ambitious rise to places of importance among the Amish. You have to remember our culture is much different than your politics. My nephew told him this many times. I even heard them discussing it once when the deacon visited my nephew’s farm.”


  “How did the deacon take it?”


  “Not well.”


  “What does that mean?” I asked. “Did he yell, stomp his feet, or argue with the bishop?” My palm made a handprint on my glass.


  “The deacon was angry, and their conversation was heated. However, neither man stomped or yelled. As I told you, no one in the district would want to hurt my nephew.”


  Timothy watched Hettie intently. “What about outside of the Amish?”


  She sipped her coffee. “There may be one man.”


  “Who?”


  “An Englisch developer. His name is Grayson Mathews.”


  I almost dropped my mocha. “I met him on my first day at the college. He was meeting with Dean Klink.”


  Hettie wrinkled her nose. “Striking some kind of deal, I’m sure.”


  “Who is he?” Timothy asked.


  “He’s a local football hero from Appleseed Creek, or at least, that’s what Dean Klink said.” I set my drink on the table. “Don’t you know of him?”


  Timothy gave me a half smile. “I grew up Amish, Chloe. We don’t really follow football.”


  “Oh.”


  “Hettie?” Timothy turned his attention to her. “Why do you think this Mathews person would want to hurt the bishop?”


  “He wants to buy several homes in the district to build what he calls a planned community.”


  “You mean like homes for Englischers?”


  She nodded.


  “Not one of the families is willing to sell, but he’s relentless. He makes everyone uncomfortable. My nephew’s farm was one that Mathews wanted the most. He stopped by my nephew’s house many times, more often than the others. Mathews is not stupid. He knew if he could convince my nephew to sell, the other families would likely sell, too.”


  I turned to Timothy. “Did you know about this?”


  He frowned. “No.”


  “I’m surprised.” She set her mug on the table. “Your father’s farm is one of those Mathews wanted to buy.”


  Timothy’s eyes narrowed. “No one in the family told me this.”


  Hettie folded her napkin. “You are no longer part of the farm. It is not our way to tell outsiders our personal business.”


  Timothy’s face reddened.


  “Your father would have told you had you stayed in the faith.” Hettie pursed her lips. “The farm should have gone to you and would have if you stayed in the faith. Now, I suppose it will go to Thomas, unless he falls away too.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “I didn’t fall away. I found another way to believe.”


  She shook her head and finished her coffee.


  I cut in. “Do you know how we can find Mr. Mathews, or where his offices are?”


  She wagged her head. “I think my nephew said that he was from Columbus, but that’s all I know.”


  If Mathews was a legitimate developer in Ohio, it should only take a couple of minutes to find everything I needed to know about him online. What was his connection to Harshberger?


  The bell above the door rang, and Isaac stepped inside.


  “That’s my great-nephew. He’s here to take me home. His mother needs me to help with the younger children. They are all taking this so hard.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and some of her toughness faded. Instead of an austere woman, I saw a grieving aunt.


  She started to stand, and Timothy rose and held her chair. Isaac’s glare spoke volumes. Had Becky tried to contact him since the accident?


  Hettie’s eyes cleared. She straightened her spine and scrutinized Timothy. “I trust you haven’t thrown any more softballs through anyone’s front room window, have you?”


  The color red tinged Timothy’s cheeks. “No, ma’am.”


  She nodded as if satisfied with his answer.


  After Isaac and Hettie had gone, we watched as their two-seater buggy passed in front of the picture window.


  I let out a slow breath. “What do you think about this Grayson Mathews angle?”


  Timothy looked stricken, his eyes wide, sad. “My father didn’t tell me.”


  “Maybe he didn’t want to upset you. There was no chance he was going to sell the farm, so why should he worry you?”


  He shook his head, his face grim. “That’s not it. Hettie was right. He didn’t tell me because I’m not Amish.” He stood up. “Let me take you back to campus.”


  I grabbed my purse and stood. “Can you take me to pick up my rental car on the way? The insurance company finally agreed to pay for one.”


  Timothy smiled, although it didn’t meet his eyes. “Sure, where are you picking it up?”


  I reached into my purse for the scrap of paper I had jotted the car dealership’s name and address on. “It’s called Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos.” I showed him the paper. “Here’s the address.”


  Timothy laughed now, and the cloud that had settled on his face when we started our conversation with Hettie lifted. “I don’t need the address. I know exactly where that is.”


  “Why is that funny?” I dropped the piece of paper back in my purse.


  “You’ll see.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos was a mile outside Appleseed Creek. The front lawn resembled an auto graveyard. The sad remains of hoods, engines, and truck beds covered the ground, which was mostly weeds and crab grass. A large white sign on a pole read UNCLE BILLY'S BUD.


  “Uncle Billy’s Bud?”


  Timothy glanced at me. “It used to have the whole name, but a storm came through here and tore most of the sign away.”


  “When was that?”


  He grinned. “Fifteen years ago.”


  “Oh.”


  A huge man with bushy red hair and a beard stepped out of the body shop as Timothy turned his truck into the pothole-ridden parking lot. “Hello there!”


  I climbed out of the car. “Are you Uncle Billy?”


  “Just call me Billy. I’m nobody’s uncle. Uncle Billy sounded more businesslike, you know?”


  Businesslike where? Mayberry?


  “Hey there, Timothy. In the market for any new truck parts? I’ll give you a great dealer on a carburetor.”


  Timothy shook his head.


  Billy shrugged his massive shoulders. “You must be Chloe Humphrey. Got your rental car right here.” He pointed to a compact car that had been red in a former life.


  “What is that?” My voice shot up an octave.


  Billy didn’t seem to notice my alarm. “It’s a 1990 Chevrolet Prizm. Isn’t it a beaut? I’ve kept her running long after her expiration date.”


  No kidding. The car looked like it was held together mostly by duct tape and prayers.


  Billy moseyed over to the car. I stepped up for a better look. I touched the driver’s side mirror, and it fell to the ground.


  “Not to worry,” Billy said. He produced a roll of duct tape as if from thin air. “We can fix that in a jiffy.” He then proceeded to tape the mirror back to the side of the car.


  I leaned close to Timothy, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Is this car safe?”


  Timothy nodded, and whispered back. “It might not seem like much, but Billy keeps all of his cars in working order.”


  Billy dropped the side mirror on the ground. “Whoops!”


  “Are you sure about that?” I stared at Timothy.


  My new car wasn’t the only item on Billy’s property covered in duct tape. So was his screen door, his mailbox, a line of milk crates that doubled as chairs, and his tool cabinet.


  “You must like duct tape,” I said.


  “I love the stuff,” he said. “I even made my wallet out of it.” He removed a duct tape-covered wallet from the back pocket of his low-slung jeans. “See. I only use the silver kind. It comes in colors now, but I’m a purist.”


  “Wow.” It was all I could manage.


  I circled the car. The bumper was held on by what else? Duct tape. “Are you sure this is the car my insurance company approved?”


  “’Course it is. Then again, it was the only one I had available. Not too many people rent cars around here. Everyone has a junk truck or two they use for backup, and the Amish aren’t interested in my cars.” He laughed. “Timothy was the exception. He was over here all the time poking around in my shop even before he gave up his suspenders.”


  “Billy taught me everything I know about cars.”


  “Of course I did.” Billy chuckled. “Glad to see we have another redhead in town. We look enough alike to be brother and sister.”


  I don’t think so. I smiled.


  “If this is the only car you have, I guess I’ll take it.” I made a mental note to call my insurance company that night to straighten this out. The sooner I was away from the Prizm, the better. “Where is the paperwork?”


  “Oh right,” Billy said. “Be right back. I’ll step into the office and grab the forms for you. We have to make sure we charge your insurance company.”


  “We do.” After sending me to this dive, they deserved every surcharge Billy tagged on the bill.


  Billy disappeared inside the shop, and I turned to Timothy. “Seriously, is this safe? Because I’ve had enough car accidents in my life and don’t need another one.”


  “Another one? Has there been more than one?”


  I stared at him.


  The duct-taped screen door slammed shut. “Got your paperwork right here, Miss Chloe.” He handed me a duct tape-covered clipboard with the documents clipped to the front. He pointed to the papers. “If you could sign here, and here, and initial here.” He left a greasy mark every spot he touched on the paper.


  I signed, and Billy fished a set of keys out of his pocket. “She’s all yours. Treat her well. She’s one of my favorites.”


  I looked at the previously-red car. “I’ll try.”


  “Shame about the accident. I read about it in the Mount Vernon paper.” He rubbed his beard with the back of his hand. “Real sorry your sister’s in this mess, Tim.”


  Timothy thanked him.


  “Does she need a lawyer? I’ve got a good one. He’s real good and cheap to boot.”


  Timothy started to shake his head, but I interrupted him. “She does need a good lawyer. They assigned her a public defender, but I’m worried that person won’t fight hard enough for her.”


  “You’re probably right about that. My lawyer’s name is Tyler Hart. His office is just outside of Mount Vernon. He’s helped me out of a jam or two.”


  I wanted to ask Billy what those jams were but thought better of it.


  Timothy pursed his lips. “My father wouldn’t like it.”


  “Your father’s not talking to Becky right now, and he’s hardly speaking to you. We have to think about what is best for your sister.” I faced Billy. “Do you have his phone number?”


  “I know it by heart.” He tore a scrap of paper from the bottom of my rental form and scribbled a phone number onto it. “That’s his cell.”


  An alarm went off in the shop.


  “Whoops!” Billy jumped into action. “Nothing to worry about! That’s just one of the compressors. I’ll see you all later.” He galloped toward the shop.


  “Are you going to call that lawyer?” Timothy asked me over the alarm.


  “Yes.” My firm tone left no room for argument. “And we need to pay a visit to Mr. Mathews. It may turn into another dead end, but we have to check it out.”


  Timothy agreed. “I have a job in Sunbury tomorrow. I can’t go until Thursday.”


  “I could go myself or take Becky.” I was eager to talk to the developer. The sooner I did, the sooner I could cross him off my list.


  “I don’t think so. It won’t hurt to wait a day.” He inspected my “new” car. “There is no way this thing will make it all the way to Columbus and back.”


  I poked a fist into my hip. “I thought you said it was safe.”


  “Not that safe.”


  I sighed. “Okay, Thursday it is. I can get off work early. I’ll be ready to go at three.” I thought of Joel’s smart remark back in the office. “I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”


  He nodded. “Why don’t you drive off first? I want to make sure the car will make it all the way to Harshberger.”


  I gave him a look.


  “You can never be too careful.” Timothy grinned.


  I climbed into the car. The interior smelled like wet socks. I leaned over the seat and rolled down the passenger side window. Then, I rolled down the window on my side of the car. I turned the key in the ignition, and surprisingly the car started right up. I waved to Timothy, who watched me through the windshield of his truck, and eased the Prizm onto the road. I tapped the brakes a few times, and the car reacted as it should. Timothy may have been curious about my stop-and-go driving, but I wasn’t taking any chances.


  The car had a couple of hiccups on the road but did not stall. I supposed I could make do with Billy’s work of art until my insurance company sent me a check to replace my totaled car. Who knew how long that would be? I certainly wouldn’t be making any trips out of Knox County until I had some new wheels.


  Timothy followed me all the way back, and I was comforted by his presence. As I turned into campus, he beeped his horn and waved before driving off.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  After returning to my office, I went online to find Grayson Mathews’s company website. Most of it crowed about his victories as an Ohio State football star back in the late 1980s, the colors scarlet and gray prevalent on his site. If all the hype could be believed, Mathews was a savvy businessman.


  I clicked on a link called Success Stories. He developed a planned community south of Columbus and another in Licking County, just west of Knox. Were there really enough people to live in all the mini-mansions Mathews planted across central Ohio?


  The plans for the Knox County Community sat dead center on a page called Future Communities. It boasted a clubhouse with gym, swimming pool, and even a general store. The fine print at the bottom of the plans read, “pending.” Pending what? Pending because he didn’t own the land, that’s what.


  I clicked on an aerial view of the planned community. I zoomed in to find the Troyer house and the Glick farm. My jaw clenched. I’m sure Mathews knew there was no risk of the Amish seeing his master plan since they had no access to the Internet. I printed the pages and tucked them in a folder. I had a feeling I’d need them for our meeting with Mathews. I also e-mailed his Web site link to my phone for good measure.


  Next, I checked the Knox County bar association website for information about Billy’s attorney recommendation, Tyler Hart, and found glowing references—even one from Chief Rose. I removed the scrap of paper Billy gave me from my purse and called Tyler Hart’s office. My call went to voicemail, so I left a message and asked him to call me back.


  I looked out my office doorway to see the conference table still littered with camcorder parts.


  Miller caught my eye. “It’s a goner, boss.”


  “I know. We’ll get a new one.” I made the promise not knowing if I could keep it.


  Joel peeked out from his cubicle and scowled. “With what money? Or are you too busy with your boyfriend to read campus e-mails.”


  “Man,” Clark said. “Lay off.”


  Joel scowled at him, but to my relief, he slid back behind his fake wall.


  I shook my head and called Becky at work.


  “Little Owl Greenhouse. How may I help you?” Becky’s voice held a slight tremor, as if unsure of herself.


  “Hi, Becky.”


  “Chloe!” She sounded relieved. “Cookie asked me to answer the phone, and I’ve been dreading the calls all day. You were my first one.”


  The greenhouse’s first call was at four in the afternoon?


  “How’d I do?” she asked.


  “Excellent.” One call or not, I hoped I reassured her. “I got my rental car and thought I’d pick you up from work tonight.”


  “Really? That’s great. I’m off at four thirty.”


  Instead of avoiding Butler Road as Timothy had, I let Pepper take me that way to the greenhouse. I pulled over on the side of the road before reaching Becky’s work. “Continue one point two miles.” Pepper’s instructions came with her usual irritation.


  “I’m glad you didn’t lose any of your spunk in the accident.” I exited the car. Didn’t everyone talk to their caustic GPS guide?


  The tree that the bishop hit was badly damaged. Most of its front bark had been torn away, revealing soft white wood underneath. A bright orange spray-painted X marred the wood, indicating that the county thought the tree, which I guessed by its broad leaves to be a sycamore, had suffered too much damage to be saved.


  In the mud below the tree, I saw what looked like hundreds of shoe prints. Probably police and other first responders. There were hoof prints there, too, and two deep ruts cut into the earth where the buggy’s wooden wheels had been pushed off the road.


  Nothing else from the accident remained, not even a shard of glass. I wasn’t surprised. Chief Rose was very good at her job. I wasn’t a crime scene tech and wouldn’t know a clue if it sat up and said, Look over here! Clue!


  And yet I couldn’t stop searching.


  A chill ran down my spine as I remembered another accident scene. My mother’s. On the day of her funeral, my father drove to the scene. A condemned tree marked with orange paint had stood there as well. Nothing else about the scene would tell you there had been an accident. As a family, we hadn’t placed a white cross with ribbons as a makeshift memorial on the side of the road like so many others had done. Dad would not allow it.


  My father turned off the car. We sat there on the side of the road, snow falling. Cars blared their horns at us as we sat in my father’s car on the other side of the curve. The curve that had been covered in black ice the day my mother died, sending her small car spinning into the tree.


  “Daddy?”


  He didn’t look at me. “This is all your fault.”


  I started to cry. “Daddy. I didn’t—I’m sorry.”


  “We won’t speak of this again.” He started the car.


  I shook the memory from my head and concentrated on the scene in front me. Could Grayson Mathews have had something to do with the accident? It seemed far-fetched. Surely there was enough countryside in central Ohio to satisfy his craving to develop if the Amish in Knox County wouldn’t sell.


  There was also another small fact I kept coming back to. If the bishop was the intended victim, how could the perpetrator know Becky and the bishop would be on the road at the same time? Who knew about her interview at the greenhouse? The police said the brake line had been recently cut. What if someone knew Becky would be the next person to drive the car?


  At four thirty on the dot, I turned into the empty parking lot next to Little Owl Greenhouse, my mind still whirring. Scotch was out front watering the hanging baskets. He put down his hose as I exited the car. “From Uncle Billy’s?”


  I nodded.


  “Been there.” He removed a red bandana from his overall pocket. “Phew, it’s a hot one today. Big storm is comin’. You can bank on that.”


  The sky was periwinkle blue without a cloud in sight. “Did you hear that on the news?”


  “Naw, I don’t put much stock in weathermen. Bunch of suits sitting in the air-conditioning. What do they know? The plants tell me, and they say a big storm isn’t that far off.”


  O-kay.


  Becky walked out of the greenhouse store wearing dark blue eye shadow from her eyelashes to her brows, hot pink lipstick, and red blush. She could double as a circus clown. Cookie followed her out.


  I gasped. “What happened to you?”


  Her face fell. “You don’t like it.”


  I glanced over at Cookie. She folded her arms over her ample chest. The Cookie makeup treatment. I plastered a smile on my face. “It’s colorful.”


  Cookie nodded. Her oversprayed, overdone hairdo attracted a bee, and she swatted it away. “That’s right. I thought I should teach Becky the way around a makeup counter, seeing how she’s never worn any before. I think she came out real good. I did the right side of her face, and she did the left. You can’t even see any difference, and she did it with her left hand too.”


  “I don’t notice any difference at all,” I said.


  Becky stared at the Prizm sitting in the parking lot. “Chloe, is that your car?”


  I nodded.


  “Wow.”


  That pretty much sums it up.


  Scotch hooked a thumb at the car. “One of Uncle Billy’s.”


  “Thought so,” Cookie replied.


  “Since I have a car now, such as it is, I can pick up Becky from the store each day. Can you still give her a lift here? I leave for work much earlier than she does.”


  “No problem at all,” Scotch said. “Becky is a real delight to have around the shop. We are real proud of her.”


  Becky still beamed under his praise as we left the parking lot. “We deserve a girl’s night out,” I said.


  She bounced in her seat. “Really?”


  I nodded. “We need to celebrate your new job and my new car.”


  She scrunched her nose. “This thing is worth celebrating?”


  “Sure. It is has wheels. It moves. What more do you want?” I grinned at her, then turned in the opposite direction from Butler Road, hoping Becky didn’t notice. “But,” I added, “before we go anywhere, you need to wash your face. I’m not going out on the town with you looking like that.”


  She examined her reflection in the visor mirror. “You don’t like it.”


  I bit my lip. “Let’s just say it suits Cookie, not you.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Five

  


  Becky glowed as we stepped out of the only department store in Mount Vernon. It wasn’t Neiman Marcus or even Macy’s, but it worked in a pinch. Becky’s cosmetics had been professionally applied by a woman at the makeup counter, and she wore jeans and a blue knit top, which matched her eyes. “Chloe, I can’t thank you enough. I will pay you back as soon as I get my first paycheck.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It was a gift.”


  “I mean, Chl . . .” She pulled up short.


  “What is it?”


  She pointed at my car. Chief Rose sat on the hood.


  “Nice car.” Chief Rose swiped a hand across the hood. “I like the duct tape. It’s one of Uncle Billy’s, I presume.”


  “I’d be careful if I were you.” I ignored the smug look on her face. “You might be stuck there.”


  She hopped off the hood.


  “Are you following me, Chief Rose?” I walked around the car and unlocked the trunk. It sprung up, nearly hitting me in the face.


  Becky placed our purchases inside.


  “You can call me Greta. How do you know I’m not following Becky?” She nodded at Becky. “Nice makeover,” she said. “Jeans too. I like it.”


  Becky blushed.


  I rested a hand on my hip. “Are you here to talk to me or Becky?”


  “You. Nottingham told me about your little run-in with Curt and Brock on Monday. I would have tracked you down sooner, but I was assisting the sheriff’s department on another case over the last couple of days.”


  Becky slammed the trunk shut. “Curt and Brock? What’s she talking about, Chloe?”


  “She didn’t tell you?” The police chief crossed her arms at her chest and asked. “Okay, Humphrey, I want to see your shoulder.”


  I backed away from her. “You have the pictures.”


  “I know, but it’s been a couple of days now, so I expect it to be nice and purple.”


  Becky’s eyes were wide. “What’s wrong with your shoulder?”


  “It’s nothing.”


  “Let me see it,” Chief Rose said.


  The sun had begun to fall behind the department store. “It’s getting too dark to see it.”


  The police chief took a step toward me. “There’s still enough light left.”


  “Fine.” I pulled at the collar of my yellow T-shirt to show where Brock had pinched the upper part of my shoulder.


  Becky gasped.


  Chief Rose whistled. “That’s quite a bruise.”


  I gave my head a tight shake. “It’s because I’m so fair.”


  Becky wrapped her arms around herself. “What happened?”


  Chief Rose answered for me. “Your roomie here had a little run-in with Curt and Brock.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I thought I told you to call me if you saw them again.”


  I bristled. “I reported the incident to the police.” I didn’t want to share my real reason in Becky’s presence.


  “The way Nottingham tells it, you only did that after Timothy Troyer made you.”


  “Timothy knew about this?” Becky started to shake. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”


  “Becky, you have enough to worry about.”


  She glared at me. “There you go protecting me again. I’m an adult. I don’t need it.”


  You do, too. But I didn’t bother to argue with her. She didn’t need to know that I didn’t tell Chief Rose right away because Curt had threatened her.


  “Nottingham tells me that you haven’t filed an official complaint.” With the fading sun, the lightbulbs in the parking lot’s lampposts flickered on one by one. Chief Rose’s peculiar green eyes reflected the yellow light like a cat’s.


  I held my ground. “No, I didn’t. I see no point in aggravating Curt and Brock. They promised to leave us alone.”


  Chief Rose started to respond, but I jumped in. “If they bother Becky or me, I will report them, but I haven’t seen them or their pickup since. I have to believe they are keeping their word.” I calmed myself with a deep breath. “It’s getting late. If there’s nothing else, Becky and I would like to head home.”


  “Not so fast,” the police chief said. “I have something else to talk to you about.”


  “Can it wait until tomorrow?”


  She shook her head. “No, because you’re the key to this whole case. You’re the one who is going to lead me to the killer.”


  I watched her. “How am I going to do that?”


  “I saw your little meet-and-greet with Hettie Glick this afternoon. I know you’re poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”


  Becky’s mouth fell open. “You spoke with Isaac’s aenti?”


  I shivered as the sunlight and air temperature fell in tandem. “Yes, Timothy and I both met with her.”


  “Good, you admit it.” Chief Rose placed a hand on the side mirror, but it popped off and fell to the ground. She picked it up and handed it to me. “You’ll want to get that fixed so I don’t have to write you a citation.”


  I ground my teeth.


  “I’m impressed by the way you’ve been able to insinuate yourself with the Amish in the county even though you’ve only been here a short time. A meeting with Hettie Glick is the Amish equivalent of an invite to the Vatican.”


  I rolled my eyes. “That has to be an exaggeration.”


  “Not by much,” she said. “I’ve been the chief of police in Appleseed Creek for five years and haven’t got so much as a ‘hello’ from her.”


  “She was willing to talk to me because I was with Timothy. I doubt she’d speak to me if I had been alone.”


  “Regardless, I need your help.”


  I smirked. “Why? You’re the chief of police.”


  She wagged her head, her eyes fixed on me. “I may be able to get the townsfolk to talk to me, but the Amish are a whole other story. You can.”


  “What makes you think that?”


  She pointed a thumb at Becky. “They seem to like you.”


  Becky rubbed her hand up and down her arm. I handed her the car keys. “Becky, you can get in the car if you are cold.”


  She took the keys and climbed into the passenger seat. The Prizm door groaned as Becky shut it.


  Chief Rose glanced at Becky through the glass. “Now, I can speak more freely,”


  “What can you say to me that you can’t say to Becky?”


  “She wouldn’t understand what I’m about to say.” The chief didn’t budge. “You will.”


  My forehead wrinkled.


  “You’re in a profession like mine.”


  I laughed. “I’m a computer programmer. You are a cop. I don’t see the similarity.”


  “We both work in a man’s world. I’m sure you have to fight for your place among the computer geeks, and I have to fight for my place among the cops.” She smoothed the front of her neatly-pressed uniform. “I need to save my department. You’re going to help me.”


  “Save it from what?”


  Through the windshield Becky watched us. I noticed what the chief apparently did not—the passenger side window was open. Becky could hear every word.


  “Village council wants to shut the police department down. They think Appleseed Creek is too quiet and peaceful to need its own police force. They believe the sheriff’s department is enough protection. We both know that’s not true, don’t we?”


  “What does that have to do with me?”


  “The sheriff gave me this case. He thought it was a simple open-and-shut thing. If he had been running the show, Becky would have been charged with vehicular manslaughter the day of the accident.”


  I glanced at Becky. She placed her hand to her mouth. She can hear us all right.


  The chief continued. “Like you, I think there is more to it than that. I was vindicated when the forensic mechanic found the cut brake line.” She leaned forward, and the yellow light from the parking lot lamp cast shadows on her sharp features. “If I solve this case, I will save my department. How could the village council say we don’t need a police department when there has been a murder in Appleseed Creek?”


  I shivered. It was the first time the accident had been called murder. In my mind, it had always just been an accident. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Same thing you have been doing: checking in with the Amish, following leads I can’t. Oh, and I need you to report back to me.”


  “The Amish I speak to don’t expect me to turn around and tell the police. The Troyers are my friends.”


  She cocked an eyebrow at me. “All the Troyers? I heard Becky’s parents weren’t speaking to her.”


  Becky appeared to gasp.


  “Timothy and Becky are my friends.” My tone was sharp.


  Chief Rose took a step closer to me and whispered, “I’d be careful with Timothy Troyer if I were you.”


  I shrank back. “What does that mean?”


  She eyed me. “He’s not the perfect Amish boy he’d have you believe.”


  “He’s not Amish anymore.”


  A sly smile played on her face. “I wondered if you noticed that. Now, do we have a deal?”


  I agreed to nothing.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Six

  


  On Wednesday afternoon, butterflies somersaulted in my stomach as I crossed the campus to Dean Klink’s office. He wanted a report on how I planned to cut spending in my department. I had one. Would he like what I came up with? Probably not.


  I stepped through the glass doors that led to the administrative building. It was strange to think I had only been working at Harshberger for two weeks. It seemed like so much longer.


  Dean Klink’s secretary, Irene, raised one of her penciled-on eyebrows as I entered her office. She picked up her phone. “Miss Humphrey is here to see you, sir.”


  “Chloe, so good to see you!” The dean spoke as if he hadn’t just seen me a few days earlier. “Let’s go to my office.” He pointed to the open doorway.


  I sat on one side of a paper-covered coffee table, and Dean Klink sat on the other. Behind him a bookshelf filled with management and higher-education tomes lined the wall. A three-by-four wooden shadow box hung next to the only window, hundreds of fishing lures decorating its shelves.


  He stood and removed a dragonfly lure from the box. “Aren’t they beautiful?”


  “They are.” The detail and bright colors of several of the lures surprised me.


  “Here.” He handed it to me. A serious-looking hook sat at the end of the lure. Is this for shark fishing?


  “That one’s for salmon fishing. I used it two years on a fishing trip in Alaska. I reeled in a forty-pound King Chinook with that one.” He clapped his hands, and I returned the lure. With care, he set it back into place. “Have you thought anything about our last meeting?”


  Did our discussion on the softball bleachers qualify as a meeting? It felt more like an ambush to me. “I have.” I handed him a proposal of several areas the computer services department could cut back.


  He flipped through the pages. “There aren’t any personnel reductions.”


  I folded my hands in my lap.


  “This only cuts seventeen percent from the budget. I asked for twenty and would love twenty-five.”


  “Dean Klink, I’ve only been here a few days. I don’t feel that I know the staff well enough yet to let anyone go. I’m still learning everything each person does. Can I have until the end of the fall semester?”


  He shook his head. “The college can’t afford it. You have until the end of this week, or I make the decision for you.”


  “That’s not enough time. I—”


  “It will have to be because I have to answer to my boss, the college president, about how I’m going to reduce the budget.” He sighed. “I know these are tough decisions, Chloe, but they are the ones you were hired to make. Now bring me something I can use tomorrow morning.”


  I left the dean’s office deflated.


  From the green, I could see the hood up on my rental car. I increased my pace. A man was bent over the engine. I called out before reaching the car. “What are you doing?”


  Joel pulled his head out from under the hood. “I saw this death trap out here and wanted to make sure it had all its moving parts.”


  I furrowed my brow, and something in me snapped. “I didn’t ask you to do that.”


  “Excuse me for trying to help. Is taking care of cars something else you’re so good at? Considering the dead Amish bishop, I don’t think so.”


  “What do you know about cars?” I peered under the hood, my arms crossed, checking to see if anything had been tampered with. The brake line looked fine. Good thing I had seen those photos on the Internet that showed how to cut one.


  Joel glowered at me. “I work on antique cars, which this contraption doesn’t qualify for. This is just junk.”


  “You work on cars?” Could Joel have cut my brake line?


  “Does it surprise you that I have a life outside of Harshberger?” Joel released the prop rod and let the hood slam shut. “We both know that most of your interests are off campus.”


  I stumbled out of the way and watched him lumber toward Dennis. I stood in the parking lot a few minutes, waiting for my heart rate to come back down. My cell phone rang, and I jumped. It was a local number but not one I recognized. “Miss Humphrey?” The male voice sounded like it could be on the radio.


  “Yes.” I took a seat on a bench outside my building.


  “I’m Tyler Hart,” the radio voice said. “You called my office yesterday. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to answer. I was in court, and I can’t seem to keep a secretary on my payroll.” He laughed. It was a rich deep laugh that reminded me of Santa Claus.


  “Thank you for returning my call.” I walked over to a nearby park bench and sat.


  “You need a criminal lawyer,” the Santa Claus voice said.


  I dropped the stack of files onto the bench beside me. “Yes—I mean, no—I mean not for myself, for a friend who is in some trouble.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “She was in a car accident and the person in the other . . . um ... vehicle died.”


  I heard the lawyer’s deep intake of breath. “That is serious. When was this?”


  “Last Friday.”


  “She was driving the car?”


  “Yes.” I paused. “And she doesn’t have a license.”


  Hart clicked his tongue. “This doesn’t sound good for your friend.”


  “I know.” I straightened the files sitting next to me on the bench, but only succeeded in making the stack less tidy.


  “Was the accident in Knox County?”


  “Yes.”


  The sound of typing came though my cell phone. “I’m at a computer now, and the only fatal accident that happened in the county last Friday was an auto-buggy collision.”


  “That’s the one.”


  He whistled. “Her name is Rebecca Troyer.”


  “That’s right. Will you take the case? Billy from Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos recommended you.”


  He laughed. “Billy’s one of my best clients. I wish he was able to stay out of trouble though. I’ll tell you what, why don’t you and Miss Troyer stop by my office later today?”


  “Are you available after five?”


  “Sure. I’m usually in the office well past seven.” He rattled off the address.


  I hung up my cell and gathered the files into my lap. I would need to do more research on Tyler Hart before our meeting. I wanted to make sure he was the right lawyer for Becky. I stood, trying to concentrate on the different places that I could search for Hart online, but thoughts of Joel peering under the hood of my rental car hood weren’t far from my mind.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

  


  Before I left campus to pick up Becky from the greenhouse, I drove a lap around campus, testing my brakes. Testing the brakes every time I started the car had become a habit. They seemed fine, and the telltale brake light was unlit. Then again, I wasn’t entirely sure the Prizm had a functioning brake light.


  Could Joel have really been the one who cut the brake line?


  At the greenhouse, I inched through the glass door. No one was at the cash register. “Becky?” I waited. “Cookie?” No one replied.


  Crash! The sound came from the hothouse.


  I ran through the shop to find Becky standing over a broken ceramic pot. Dirt scattered across the cement floor, and a cactus stalk lay in pieces.


  I rushed toward her. “Are you okay?”


  Her eyes were wide, sad. “I can’t do anything with this stupid cast.”


  I pulled a large garbage can close to the broken pot and started tossing pieces of broken pottery into it.


  “Careful,” Becky said. “Don’t let the plant stick you.” She grabbed an extra pair of heavy-duty leather gloves off the utility shelf and tossed them to me.


  I put them on, but because my hands were so small, the fingertips extended an inch past where mine ended.


  Becky also wore a glove on her good hand and began throwing broken pieces in the can. She groaned. “Cookie and Scotch left me in charge of the store. They had a meeting at the bank. I knew Scotch wanted to change this display table to highlight our cacti, so I wanted to do it before they got back as a surprise. I should have known I can’t do anything right.”


  “That’s not true.” I examined the cactus. “But I don’t know why you tried to move such a huge plant by yourself. That pot must have weighed thirty pounds.”


  “I’ve carried things much heavier than that.”


  I glanced up at her from where I crouched on the cement. “Not with a broken arm.”


  Becky took a deep, staccato breath as if she might start crying again.


  I offered her a smile. “When will they be back?”


  Her eyebrows inverted. “I don’t know. They’ve been gone for three hours.”


  “And you watched the store by yourself the entire time?”


  She shrugged. “It wasn’t hard. I had one customer, and she only wanted to buy fertilizer. Yesterday we only had four customers all day.”


  That didn’t sound good. Again, I wondered why Cookie and Scotch hired Becky. They didn’t have the foot traffic to need the help.


  Becky and I cleaned up the rest of the mess, and following her direction, I arranged the plants on the display table. By the time we finished I was covered in sweat.


  Cookie’s voice floated into the hothouse. “Hello?” She and Scotch entered the room.


  Scotch used a cane to support himself. He examined the display table. “Becky, did you do this?”


  Becky swallowed, and nodded, her eyes still wide. “I know you wanted to do it, Scotch, but I thought it would be a nice surprise for you and . . .”


  “It is a nice surprise.” He clapped his hands together. “You’re a jewel, Miss Rebecca.”


  Becky beamed.


  Cookie perched on a gardener’s stool. “Chloe, you didn’t like the makeover I did on Becky.”


  I licked my lips. “Well, it’s not that I didn’t like it—”


  “You think she looks better now?”


  I glanced at Becky’s outfit. She wore a plain pink T-shirt, her first pair of jeans, and light makeup. I looked back to Cookie. “She looks more like herself.”


  Cookie sniffed. “I suppose you are right. Not everyone can pull off my style.” She removed a compact mirror from her long skirt pocket and admired her reflection. In the muggy hothouse, her eye makeup ran down her cheek. She powdered her nose and seemed unconcerned by her reflection.


  “That’s so true,” I said.


  Becky bowed her head to hide a smile.


  Scotch hooked his thumbs through the belt loops in his overalls. “Any customers?” Scotch sounded hopeful.


  Becky nodded. “One.”


  Scotch’s face fell. “It is toward the end of summer. The planting season is over. I’m sure it will pick up in the fall when people plant bulbs and need supplies to overwinter their plants.”


  Cookie sighed. “You must be right, dear.”


  “How was the bank?” Becky asked.


  Scotch and Cookie shared a grimace.


  Becky frowned. “Did I ask something wrong?”


  Cookie forged a smiled, but didn’t answer the question. “The display is wonderful. Thank you, Chloe, for helping her.” Cookie’s overplucked eyebrows shot up. “Scotch, it’s already after five o’clock. We don’t want to keep the girls. I know they have lots of things they’d rather be doing, and you need to get ready.”


  Scotch’s brow drooped.


  “For the thing . . .”


  “Oh! Oh! The thing,” Scotch said. “That’s right. Yes, you girls run along.” He stepped behind Becky and me and pushed us toward the exit. “Becky, we will pick you up tomorrow at nine like always.”


  I dug my toes into the cement to slow the pushing. “I have an appointment after work tomorrow. Can you drop off Becky at our house, too?”


  Scotch continued to usher us out. “Of course, of course. Now, run along.”


  When Becky and I stumbled through the greenhouse’s front door, Scotch closed and locked it behind us. I scrunched my forehead. “What was that about?”


  Becky shrugged. “They needed us to leave.” The girl doesn’t have a suspicious bone in her body.


  As for me, suspicion ran deep. “I guess . . .” I mirrored her shrug and together we walked to the Prizm.


  Inside the car, I programmed Pepper to find Tyler Hart’s office.


  Becky cocked her head. “This isn’t the way home. Where are we going?


  Hands on the wheel, I turned to meet her gaze. “To meet your lawyer.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

  


  Tyler Hart worked out of a barn. At least I think he did. There wasn’t a sign, but the address was right. Becky and I stood outside the white barn, waiting for the attorney to reply to my knock.


  “Are you sure this is the right place?” Becky asked. “Maybe that GSP thing broke in the crash.”


  “The GPS is working fine, and this is the address he gave me.”


  “It’s a barn.”


  Just then, the barn door slid open. A stocky man a few inches taller than I grinned at us. “You much be Chloe and Becky.” He laughed his Santa laugh. “Don’t worry, you are in the right place. Come on inside.”


  The outside of the structure may have resembled a barn, but the inside had been completely transformed into a respectable office. The ceiling’s exposed wooden beams were the only rustic remnant inside.


  “Thanks for coming all the way out here. The farm belonged to my grandfather. I inherited it when he passed away seven years ago. I never thought much of manual labor, but I saw the barn’s potential for a law office.”


  “Is it hard being so far away from town?” I asked.


  “It’s only seven miles as the crow flies, and the location hasn’t hurt my business. Then again, my clients would rather others in town not know they need a criminal lawyer.” He pointed to a seating area that I suspected used to be a horse pen. “Let’s get started.”


  Becky sat on the edge of her high-back armchair and clasped her small hands tightly in her lap.


  “Before you got here, I read all the newspaper coverage of the accident, and I called your public defender, Becky, to get his take on the case. I have to say he was not especially helpful and seemed relieved when I said I was considering taking your case.” He leaned forward. “But I want to hear everything from the beginning from you. From the moment you decided to take the car until the collision.”


  Becky looked to me, and I nodded to let her know it was okay.


  As she spoke, I examined the lawyer. He had light brown hair, blue eyes, and he wore black plastic-rimmed glasses that made him look more like a high school chemistry professor moonlighting as a body builder. As Becky spoke, he tapped notes into his tablet.


  Tyler examined his notes, then looked up. “The police said that the brake line was cut.”


  “Yes,” I answered. “They believe the cut was recent, at least since the last time I had driven the RAV4.”


  He peered at me over his glasses. “When was that?”


  I thought for a minute. “Last Wednesday was the last time. After work.”


  “Where did you go?”


  “The small market in Appleseed Creek. Becky and I went grocery shopping.”


  “Did you see anything out of the ordinary? When you came out of the grocery store was anyone hanging around your car?”


  “No. Becky, did you notice anything?”


  She shook her head.


  Tyler sat back. “The good news is the police have decided not to charge Becky with vehicular manslaughter.”


  “Chief Rose already told us that.”


  His eyebrows shot up. “You’ve spoken to Greta?”


  “Yes.” More often than I would have liked to.


  “Does she have any suspects?”


  “She did, but they have an alibi.” I told him about Curt and Brock.


  “I know them well.”


  I pulled back.


  “Don’t worry,” he said with that Santa Claus laugh, “I’ve never represented either of them.”


  I relaxed. “What kind of charges will Becky face?” I reached over and squeezed my young friend’s hand, and she in turn gave me a brave smile.


  “She is charged with driving without a license, without insurance, and there is a chance she can be charged with auto theft.”


  “But she didn’t steal the car. I told the sheriff and the police chief that.”


  He adjusted his glasses. “Did you give her permission to drive it?”


  “No, of course not.”


  He replaced the cover on this tablet. “It’s up to the prosecutor, then.”


  I bit the inside of my lip.


  “Don’t worry. If you are unwilling to press charges about Becky taking the car, it’s not likely he will charge her.”


  “What happens now?” Becky’s voice quavered.


  “I decide whether or not to take the case.” He remained silent for a full minute.


  I glanced at Becky, then again at Tyler. “Well?”


  A smile broke across his face. “I’ll take it. I can’t turn down a friend of Billy’s.”


  Billy and I were barely acquaintances, but I didn’t correct him.


  “Now, we need to devise a strategy.”


  “A strategy?” What is this, playing chess?


  He leaned his chin on his fist as he thought. “My advice is to plead guilty to driving without a license and without proper insurance.”


  “I am guilty,” Becky whispered.


  “What will happen if she pleads guilty?”


  “The judge may be more lenient. I’m not sure though. I know all the prosecutors in this county.” He laughed. “Not all of them like me, but they respect me. I will ask for probation and community service. Also, I can guarantee you won’t be able to apply for a driver’s license in the foreseeable future.”


  “I’ll never drive again,” Becky mumbled.


  “What kind of community service will it be?” I asked.


  “It can vary, but don’t worry, there are many options, and we will find what Becky might enjoy.”


  I allowed myself a deep breath. “What’s your fee?”


  “I’ll take this one pro bono.”


  Becky’s brow knit together.


  I caught eyes with her. “He means he won’t charge us anything.”


  Becky’s shoulders relaxed.


  I was skeptical. “That’s kind of you, but why would you do that?”


  He smiled. “My grandfather, the one who left me this farm, grew up Amish. Since I’m no use in farming, this is something he’d want me to do.”


  Tyler removed the cover from his tablet. “Chloe, I want you to go home and write down everywhere your vehicle might have been over the last week and a half. Even if you stopped at the post office for two minutes, I want to know about it.” He pointed at Becky with the edge of his tablet. “I want you to write down everywhere you’ve been in the last week and a half. I want to know who you think might have a reason to sabotage Chloe’s car.”


  “I haven’t gone many places,” Becky said.


  “Everything counts. Did you tell anyone you planned to borrow Chloe’s car last Friday.”


  Becky rung her hands.


  “Did you, Becky?” I asked.


  “I told my sister Ruth. She called the house from the shed phone. The phone is only for business or emergencies, and she surprised me when she called. I saw Ruth in town the Tuesday before the accident and gave her the number in case of emergency.” She paused. “Ruth’s upset I left home. She said I abandoned her.”


  The phone call was news to me. “When did she call?”


  “Thursday, while you were at work.”


  “And you told her about your interview?” Tyler asked.


  Becky nodded. “I didn’t mean to tell her. It just came out. I wanted to show her I was doing okay.”


  “She didn’t see a problem with it?” I asked.


  Becky flinched. “She knew I could drive. My friend Isaac taught me.”


  “Isaac Glick?” Tyler asked.


  Becky nodded.


  Tyler wrote something down. “Would she tell anyone?”


  “Who would she tell? She’s only twelve,” Becky said.


  “You need to find out if she told anyone.” He plopped his pen into the holder on his desk. “It could have something to do with the accident.”


  “Ruth would only talk to someone in the district.”


  “Do you think that person who tampered with my car was Amish?” I asked.


  Tyler shrugged. “We can’t rule it out at this point.” He leaned forward, his hands clasped on his desk. “It’s too circumstantial that the intended victim was the bishop. It’s too unlikely the car and buggy would converge on Butler Road at the exact same time. My gut feeling is one or both of you was the intended victim. The question is, was the saboteur’s intention to scare you or hurt you?”


  I tasted blood from biting down on the inside of my lip too hard.


  Outside, Becky closed the door to the Prizm carefully so that the duct-taped side mirror would not fall off again. “Let’s just go to the farm and ask Ruth if she told anyone.”


  I sighed. “It’s not that easy.”


  “What do you mean? It’s suppertime. Everyone will be home now. Mamm would love to feed us.”


  “Your father doesn’t want us there.”


  “Why not?”


  I told her what happened when Timothy and I stopped by the farm on Monday. Tears gathered in the corners of Becky’s eyes, and she turned her head toward the window.


  “Your family loves you. I’m sure this is hard for them. The deacon forced them to choose between you and the district.”


  “They chose the district.” The hurt in her voice cut deep. It was the hurt of a rejected child. I knew it well.


  “If they loved me, they would help me. Instead, they’ve turned their backs on me.”


  I didn’t know what else to say.


  She took a deep breath. “If Daed won’t let Ruth speak to me, call Timothy. He can talk to Ruth.” Her tone was bitter. “They still accept him.”


  “Timothy was in Sunbury today. I’ll talk to him when I see him tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow? What are you doing tomorrow?”


  I told her about Timothy’s and my meeting with Hettie Glick. “Tomorrow, we are going to Columbus to talk to the developer.”


  “Why can’t I go?”


  I started the car. “We’re leaving before you get off work.”


  “That’s right. I forgot.” She wiped her face with a handkerchief. “What’s going on between you and my brother?”


  I watched her out of the corner of my eye. “What do you mean?”


  “You’re spending a lot of time with him.”


  I kept my eyes on the road. “To help you.”


  Becky leaned back in her seat. The duct tape holding the headrest together squeaked. “I’d watch out for Hannah if I were you.”


  My body tensed. “What does any of this have to do with Hannah?”


  She frowned. “Forget I mentioned her.”


  That made me worry even more. I opened my mouth to ask her what she meant, but her expression, reflected in the window, was crestfallen, so I decided to drop it. For now.


  We were silent for a few minutes, then Becky started squirming in her seat.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I was thinking about what Mr. Hart said, about me needing to write down everything I’ve done the last few days and everywhere I’ve been. It reminded me of something.”


  “What?”


  A loud sigh escaped her. “Ruth wasn’t the only one I told about my interview.”


  We were approaching the square. The center of the town was empty and many of the Amish and English shops were already closed for the day. An elderly Amish man in plain clothes and a young English man in shorts and a T-shirt strolled down the street, chatting with each other.


  I took my eyes off the road for a second. “Who did you tell?”


  “Hannah,” she whispered.


  I nearly drove off the road. The men glared at me as my tires screeched on the pavement. I took a deep breath. One car accident at a time was more than enough to deal with.


  We drove in silence until I pulled into our driveway and shifted the Prizm into park. It shook, then settled. “When?”


  Becky didn’t answer me. She stared straight ahead.


  “Becky, when did you talk to Hannah?”


  “Isaac is here.”


  Through the windshield, I saw Isaac sitting on the uneven front steps of our house. His eyes downcast, he held his black felt hat in his hands and waited.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

  


  I unbuckled my seatbelt, but Becky didn’t move. “Becky?”


  “Huh?” She clung to her hot pink cast as if it offered protection from the man sitting on the front porch. Was she afraid of Isaac or of what he might say?


  “Are you going to get out of the car?”


  “I don’t know.”


  I couldn’t help but smile. Becky was honest to a fault.


  “Don’t you think you should? Isaac is here for a reason. He wants to talk to you.”


  “Why? Why would he talk to me after what I did to his family? He must hate me.”


  “There’s only one way to find out.” I placed a hand on my door handle.


  She shivered. “I’m afraid.”


  “I know, but so is he.” I juggled my car keys in my hand.


  She turned her chin in my direction. “He is?”


  “I’m sure of it.” I tucked the keys into my purse.


  She nodded and opened the door. Isaac stood up, and I followed Becky up the cracked walkway to the house. Isaac nodded at me. “I see you saw Uncle Billy about a new car.”


  “You know Uncle Billy?”


  “I did.” He frowned.


  I hurried up the porch steps and unlocked the front door. “Becky, I’ll be in the house if you need me.” Gigabyte meowed at me from his perch on the back of the couch, his new favorite place. I ignored him and opened the front window a crack. I told myself I needed to hear their conversation for Becky’s sake, but deep down knew I wanted to hear it for myself, too.


  “How did you know where I live?” Becky’s voice quavered.


  “Everyone knows where you live. Appleseed Creek is too small to hide.”


  “You think I’m hiding?”


  Isaac didn’t reply.


  “I’m happy to see you, Isaac. I know this must be hard for you.” She took a shuddered breath. “I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt your daed. I would never want to hurt you or anyone in your family. You know how I care about all of you.”


  “What about your own family? They are hurt too.”


  “I know.” Becky’s voice was low. “Can you forgive me?”


  There was a pause. “How’s your arm?” Isaac asked.


  “It’s better. The doctor said the cast can come off in six weeks. It doesn’t hurt much but itches like crazy.”


  “You broke your right arm.” Isaac stepped out of my view. I heard his footsteps travel to the far side of porch.


  “Yes,” Becky said. Through the curtain, I saw her cradle her arm to her chest.


  “Don’t you think Gott wanted to tell you something?”


  “Like what?” Becky sounded close to tears.


  “Your art is wrong.” His voice cracked like a whip. “Since you chose it over obeying your parents, you have been punished.”


  I shivered.


  “Why are you here, Isaac?” I could hear tears in Becky’s voice. Her back was to me now. I wanted her to turn around so I could reassure her that Isaac was wrong. Should I go out there? Should I defend her? I was afraid my intervention would only make it worse for Becky. Surely Isaac blamed me to some extent too.


  “You dress like an Englischer now.” Isaac sounded sad. “The woman who lives here gave you those clothes.”


  “Chloe is my friend.”


  “You hardly know her. We’ve known each other our entire lives. That meant nothing to you. You turned your back on me and ran away.”


  “I couldn’t stay, Isaac. I know that’s difficult for you to understand, but I wanted to be my own person. I wanted to draw and not be judged for what I drew. How can my portraits be wrong—”


  “Because they are!” His voice thundered. “Because the bishop said they were wrong. That should be enough reason for you. You should have accepted his decision.”


  Becky stumbled back and almost collided with the window.


  Gigabyte batted his paw at the glass and hissed. He wasn’t a fan of Isaac’s.


  “You are your own person now.” Isaac voice was still sharp. “You were wrong to leave. Because you did, my father . . .” His voice caught.


  I placed my face closer to the window. I wanted to see Becky’s face, but her back was still toward me.


  Isaac added something in their language, and Becky gasped.


  Gigabyte jumped off the sofa and leapt onto the windowsill. “Shh,” I warned him.


  He yowled in return.


  “I’m sorry.” Becky spoke in English.


  “You made your choice, Becky. Now we both have to live with it.”


  Isaac hurried down the rickety porch steps and along the walk.


  The front door opened, and Gigabyte and I jumped away from the picture window. Becky ran across the room and fell onto the couch. Tears covered her face.


  I took tentative steps toward her. “Are you all right?”


  She cradled her broken arm, and I sat beside her. I pulled my knees up under my chin and rubbed her back just as Mrs. Green did when I had nightmares after my mother’s accident.


  She gripped her cast with her left hand. “I can’t paint because of my arm. The reason I left everything behind is broken. Isaac is right, I have been punished.”


  “Isaac is wrong. God loves you. He would never punish you like this.”


  Her large blue eyes swam in tears. “Then why did this happen?”


  I rubbed her back and thought. I wished Mrs. Green were here. She would know the right thing to say. I tried to remember what she said to me the many times I cried over my mother’s accident. “Because bad things happen. Bad things happen because there is sin in the world. Jesus saved us from sin when He died on the cross and rose again. Just because we’re Christians doesn’t mean bad things won’t happen to us while we are still on earth.” I fumbled over my words.


  She looked unconvinced.


  “I think—” The sound of my cell phone ringing interrupted me.


  “Go ahead and answer, Chloe. I think I’d like to be alone for a little bit.”


  “Okay.”


  By the time I dug it out of my purse, the phone had stopped ringing. I checked the missed call. Sabrina. I grimaced and debated calling her back. Before I could make up my mind, the phone rang in my hand. I almost dropped it.


  “Hello?”


  “Chloe!” Sabrina’s voice snapped in my ear. “Why didn’t you answer my call?”


  I slipped out the front door and onto the porch. “I—”


  “I don’t want to hear your excuses. Your father is furious.”


  I sat on the bench. “With me?”


  “Of course with you! Who else would it be?”


  I should have known that was a dumb question. “What did I do?”


  “You are harboring a murderer.”


  “What?” I stumbled into one of the porch posts. It shifted under my weight. Timothy hadn’t been able to mend it yet.


  “We know about that girl killing the Amish judge or whatever he was.”


  “He was a bishop, and it was a horrible accident.” I stepped away from the rickety post and sat on one of the brown folding chairs.


  She huffed. “If it’s an accident, why are the police investigating it?”


  “Becky’s part in it was an accident,” I said firmly.


  “Is she still living with you?”


  I bit my lip. “Yes. How do you know all this?”


  “One of your coworkers e-mailed your father the newspaper story. You can imagine his surprise when he’s in a board meeting and reads a story about his daughter in the middle of a murder investigation.”


  I shook my head. “All of that wasn’t covered in the paper.”


  “Thank goodness it wasn’t. Your father e-mailed the man back and asked for more details.”


  My mouth hung open, my forehead creased. “So instead of calling me, his daughter, he e-mails a perfect stranger to find out about my life.” The corners of my eyes itched, but I refused to cry. I had wasted too many tears over my father—a lifetime’s worth. “Who?” I demanded.


  “Who? Your father, that’s who!”


  “No. Who told you about the accident?”


  “Does it matter?” she practically growled.


  “It matters to me.” I scooted to the edge of the chair and tipped forward ever so slightly.


  Her dramatic sigh sounded like an airplane landing. “It was something with a J, like John or Jason.”


  I grew still. “Joel.”


  “That’s it. He said he was looking out for you. As a friend, he was worried about you and wanted your father to know about it.”


  I leaned back into the chair, and its back legs hit the porch’s warped wooden boards with a thud. “Looking out for me? A friend? Nothing could be farther from the truth.”


  “The point is your father is upset, and rightly so; you never stop and think how your behavior will reflect on your family. Your father’s opponents would love news like this to use against him.”


  I clenched my jaw. “My family? Is that what you are? You could have fooled me.”


  “I will tell your father you spoke to me like that.”


  “Go ahead. I’m not a child anymore.” I lowered my voice. “Have a nice time on your Thanksgiving cruise.” And then I hung up on her.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty

  


  The next morning, the house was silent. Becky wasn’t moving around in the kitchen making an enormous breakfast as she had every other morning. When she wasn’t up by the time I was about to leave for work, I knocked on her door. She didn’t respond. In the short time I had known Becky, she’d always gotten up with the sun. I opened her door and almost tripped over Gig as he wove around my feet to get inside. He jumped onto her bed, but she didn’t stir.


  She lay under a pile of blankets, only her foot peeking out from under the yellow-flowered comforter. “How can you sleep under all those covers? You must be burning up.” I tugged on her toe.


  She retracted the foot as if I pricked it with a needle. “Go away.” She pushed her face deeper into a pile of pillows.


  I checked my cell phone. Seven forty-five. I needed to be at work by eight if I wanted to take off early with Timothy. Today we were going to talk to Grayson Mathews. “Get up!” I felt like Mrs. Green when she tried to convince Tanisha or me to get out of bed. “Cookie and Scotch will be here in less than an hour to pick you up.”


  “I don’t care,” the muffled voice said.


  My brow shot up. “I thought you liked your job.”


  She rolled over onto her stomach. “It doesn’t matter. I ruined my life. I ruined Isaac’s life. Why should I bother?”


  “Because that’s what Isaac thinks.”


  She opened one bloodshot eye. Gigabyte jumped on the bed and began kneading her hair. She swatted at him, but he moved out of range.


  I smacked her on the back. “Now, get up!”


  As I left, I heard the shower running.


  Emotions were high at work as well. Clark and Miller waited for me in the Computer Services office. “Good morning.”


  Miller fidgeted in his seat and turned a flash drive over and over again in his hands. He gave Clark a look.


  Usually low-key, Clark seemed tense, but he sat still.


  I stood there, watching them both. “What’s going on?”


  Clark opened his mouth, but Miller blurted out, “Is someone going to get fired?”


  I put one hand on my hip. “Where did you hear that?”


  “Chloe, Harshberger is tiny.” Clark eyed me and opened his laptop on the conference table. “Everyone knows everything. Word on campus is that you have to reduce our budget by twenty percent. That can only mean someone’s going to get the ax. There’s no way you can cut that much from services. It’s true, right?”


  It made my stomach turn that they knew the exact amount I must reduce my budget. “I can’t answer that.”


  “That’s boss talk for yes,” Clark told Miller.


  The nervous programmer dropped the flash drive onto the table. It bounced off the table and onto the floor. “I’m doomed. I have the least seniority.”


  I picked the flash drive off the floor and handed it to him. His hands were shaking. “Miller, if I have to make this decision, and I promise you I am racking my brain to find a way to avoid it, I won’t base that decision on seniority.”


  Joel stepped into the room with a smirk on his face. “If she was going to make the decision on least seniority, boys, she’d have to fire herself.” He glared at me.


  My back stiffened. “Joel, can I talk to you in the hallway, please?”


  His smirk faded a little, but then he shrugged and followed me out of the office. I shut the office door behind him and walked a little way down the hall.


  “Where are you going?” Joel followed me at a distance. “Are you going to fire me?” There was laughter in his voice.


  When we were out of earshot of the office, I spun around. “Did you e-mail my father?”


  A grin spread across his face.


  I took that as a “yes.” “Why would you do that?”


  “I’m a father myself, and I would want to know if my daughter was in trouble.”


  I gritted my teeth. “I’m not in trouble. How did you find my father anyway?”


  “Do you Yahoo?” he quipped. “Who knew your father was some big shot California executive. He made it clear in the emails that we exchanged that he’s a very important man.”


  I wanted to slap Joel across the face just like in a movie, but I put my hand in my pocket. “I don’t want you contacting anyone in my family again.” I tried to keep my voice even, but I heard the quaver in it.


  “Sure thing, boss. Like I said, I was just looking out for you.” He winked at me. “I’m going to take my break now if that’s okay with you.”


  As he walked away, he looked over his shoulder, “Sorry about your mother’s accident.”


  I felt like I might be sick.


  At three o’clock, Timothy picked me up in the parking lot outside Dennis. I jumped into the truck, thrilled to escape campus. I had spent most of the day worrying over my budget. I examined my funds from every angle, desperate to find a way to save my employees’ jobs. There was nothing. Dean Klink was right. The only way to reduce the budget by twenty percent was to let someone go. Now I had to decide who that would be.


  Timothy smiled. “I hope you don’t mind Mabel coming along. She was with me on my job in Sunbury, and I didn’t have a chance to take her home.”


  I twisted around in my seat to pet the dog’s ruff. She woofed in return.


  “I don’t mind. She will make nice company for the trip. How long will it take?”


  “About sixty minutes if we beat rush hour.”


  As Timothy pulled out of the lot, I buckled my seatbelt, “I did some research on Grayson Mathews. He was a huge football star, a quarterback. He took Ohio State to the national championship his senior year, and even played pro for a few years. He retired because of a knee injury.” I frowned. “I couldn’t find any online connection to Harshberger though. I wonder what he was doing talking to Dean Klink.”


  Timothy gave me a gloomy look. “How did you learn all of that?”


  “It’s all on the Internet.”


  He shook his head. “I can barely send an e-mail.”


  “You have to remember I grew up with computers. I think I had my first computer when I was six. It was an enormous beige box, and I loved it. I wish I still had it.”


  “Our childhoods could not have been more different.”


  I thought of Timothy’s close family, and then of Sabrina and my father. Timothy had no idea how true that statement was, and it had nothing to do with my ability to build a motherboard from scrap parts.


  “What else did you learn about him?”


  “The planned community in Appleseed Creek isn’t his first. There are two others on the south and west sides of Columbus.” I paused. “According to his Web site, the Appleseed Creek project will go through. He has all the plans posted online. The only caveat was the plan is currently ‘pending.’ Did you ask your father why he didn’t tell you about Mathews’s offer?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I already know the answer. Hettie Glick spoke the truth. My father didn’t tell because I’m not Amish anymore. If I’m not Amish, I don’t have any right to know.”


  “Why wouldn’t your grandfather tell you though?”


  Timothy shrugged. He didn’t have an answer for that question.


  We were on US 36 leading out of town. “Becky and I went to see Billy’s lawyer yesterday.”


  Timothy watched me out of the corner of his eye. “I thought we agreed, she didn’t need a lawyer.”


  “You agreed. I never did.”


  Up ahead an Amish buggy came into view. Sunlight reflected off the bright orange triangle in red outlined on the back of the buggy. Timothy slowed as his drove around it. I waved at the elderly couple in the buggy’s front seat as we passed. They didn’t wave back. “Do you know them?”


  Timothy checked the rearview mirror. “Yes, but you are changing the subject. We were talking about the lawyer. We can’t hire him because we don’t have the money.”


  “He said he’d take the case for free.”


  Timothy’s eyebrows shot up. “Why?”


  “His grandfather grew up Amish.”


  Timothy pursed his lips. “Let’s hope he’s sensitive to Amish ways, then.”


  Twenty minutes later, Timothy merged onto Interstate 71, and before long, the cityscape came into view. Columbus wasn’t the size of Cleveland, but a familiarity washed over me as I watched cars swerve in and around the beginnings of rush hour traffic.


  Timothy glanced at me. “You miss it.”


  “Miss what?” I hadn’t made a sound.


  “City life.”


  I thought for moment. “I miss parts of it. Yes.”


  “Like what?”


  “Silly stuff, like being able to run to a mall or have every store I could possibly think of only minutes away, and being able to walk to a museum on a whim.”


  “You don’t plan to stay in Appleseed Creek long.” There was no question in Timothy’s voice. He stated a fact.


  Mabel made a snuffling sound in the back. I used my apparent concern for the dog to cover my confusion. How would he know that?


  Timothy slowed the truck as traffic increased. It was four thirty, and rush hour had begun. He idled in his lane while waiting for traffic to clear around Interstate 270. “I don’t miss city traffic, though.”


  “What do you like about living in the country?”


  You. I caught my tongue before it escaped from my mouth. A blush crept up my neck. I was grateful the traffic occupied most of Timothy’s attention. I breathed in and out. “I like the scenery. I like how friendly everyone is. I’ve only been in Appleseed Creek two weeks, and I feel like I belong. A large portion of that is because of you and Becky.” I turned to him. “Could you ever live in the city?”


  He changed lanes. “It wouldn’t be my first choice, but I might for the right reason.”


  My stomach flipped. I wanted to ask him what the right reason would be, but chickened out.


  Mabel snuffled in her sleep again and kicked her front paws back and forth as if she were chasing Gigabyte in her doggy dreams.


  Timothy took the Greenlawn Avenue exit, and before long we were on High Street, one of the main roads that bisected downtown Columbus. He turned right, away from downtown. Grayson Mathews’s office sat south of the city. Scarlet and Gray was out in force on every street, even though Ohio State’s fall quarter was weeks away.


  Four blocks south of downtown, Timothy turned into a narrow alleyway that led to a parking lot behind Grayson Mathews’s office, a two-story glass and brick building. Mathews Real Estate Development was emblazoned on the side of the structure.


  “I’ve seen that logo before,” I said.


  Timothy parked under a large shade tree. “On the Internet, right?”


  “No. I saw it on a utility truck the day of the accident, when I took Ruth home. It wasn’t far from your parents’ house.”


  “I guess someone from Mathews’s office was surveying the property.”


  Mabel jerked awake and followed us out of the truck.


  I glanced at Timothy’s precocious pet. “Something tells me this place has a no-dog policy.”


  Timothy opened the truck bed. “Mabel. Up!” The shaggy dog jumped into the back of the truck and curled into a ball on top of a painter’s tarp. “She’ll be fine here. We won’t be long.”


  I grinned. “I guess she wasn’t done with her nap.”


  Timothy laughed. “I swear that dog is part cat with how much she sleeps.” He filled a plastic bowl with water from a disposable bottle. The August air was too hot and humid to leave the dog in the truck even with the windows down. My heart melted a little as I watched the concern he showed his dog. “Stay,” he told Mabel. She didn’t even bother to raise her head, but fell fast asleep.


  Timothy and I walked around the building. He tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. I reached around him and hit the buzzer. He frowned. “Why don’t they just leave the door unlocked?”


  “This is the big city, remember?”


  A woman’s voice came over the intercom. “Mathews Real Estate Development. How can I help you?”


  I told her who we were and that we had an appointment with Mr. Mathews. I’d called earlier in the day, telling the secretary that I was a resident of Knox County interested in the planned community he was building outside of Appleseed Creek. She had said Mr. Mathews could meet with me at four forty-five today.


  Mathews’s office spoke of his success, with understated, expensive furnishings that reminded me of my father’s office in California—the one I had only seen once. A blonde woman sat at a cherry wood desk angled in one corner of the room. She smiled brightly at us from behind a laptop, a telephone, and a huge vase of sunflowers. “Miss Humphrey?”


  “Yes.”


  “Won’t you and . . .” she looked at Timothy.


  “Timothy Troyer,” he said.


  Her smile grew, and Timothy smiled back.


  I frowned at the display.


  The blonde showed us to the waiting room. I took a seat on one of the leather-padded chairs, and Timothy sat next to me. Now it was the blonde’s turn to frown.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-One

  


  We didn’t wait for Grayson Mathews long. He entered the room and snapped his fingers, his football ring reflecting the light from the chandelier overhead. “Humphrey? Don’t I know you from somewhere?”


  Timothy and I both stood.


  “Harshberger College,” I said. “I met you in Dean Klink’s office.”


  “That’s right. You’re the computer whiz. Welcome, welcome. Benni told me that you are here about the Appleseed Creek project. Are you looking to buy a home?”


  I stifled a laugh. There was no way I could afford one of Mathews’s homes.


  He didn’t wait for an answer, but instead shook Timothy’s hand. “Your last name is Troyer?”


  “That’s right,” Timothy said.


  “Do you have any connection to the Troyer Farm in Knox County?”


  “It belongs to my family.”


  Mathews’s smile grew wider. “Wonderful. I have been having trouble connecting with you and your family. Your name’s not Simon, is it?”


  “That’s my father. I’m Timothy Troyer.”


  His grin lit up his face, showing off his ultrawhite teeth. “I’m happy someone from the family is here to talk about the project. Let’s go back.” He waved at his secretary. “Benni, hold all of my calls.”


  Mathews’s office was three times the size of Dean Klink’s. A chrome and glass meeting table that could comfortably seat ten dominated half of the space. Black leather executive chairs encircled the table. Mathews sat on one slightly larger than all the others. Timothy and I sat across from him, our backs to a window that overlooked High Street.


  Mathews folded his hands on the tabletop. “I’m so glad you stopped by. I hope this means your father has changed his mind and is willing to sell. Like I told him, I don’t want to push him off of his land. He’s welcome to live there and sell me a portion. What I’m offering will give him a comfortable retirement.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “The Amish don’t retire. At least not in a way you understand.”


  Mathews’s expression fell. “If he would like to continue to farm, he will have plenty of room for it.” He wrinkled his nose. “I would have to ask him to remove the cows though. The smell would upset my clients.”


  I tilted my chin. “He’s a dairy farmer. How can he do that without cows?”


  “He won’t need to. I will pay him more than the cows are worth.” Mathews stood and picked a long tube from a rack beside his desk. He opened it and removed a map of Knox County that covered a third of the table. He ran his fingers along the map until he came to the location of the Troyer farm, outlining it. “This is how much land your father would be able to keep. We are considering purchasing three quarters of your father’s property, which will leave him with over fifty acres of land, more than enough to keep him occupied for years to come.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched again.


  “What about the Glick farm?” I asked.


  Mathews traced that area and frowned. “The Troyer Farm is on the outskirts, but the Glick Farm is right in the middle of our development plan. We hope to purchase the entire thing.” He rolled up the map. “You know the family, I assume.”


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  He dropped the map back into the tube, and it made a pop when it hit the bottom of the container. “It’s such a tragedy what happened to the family. I saw it in the Mount Vernon newspaper. However, with what I’m offering, there is an opportunity for the widow and her children to move to town. That must be too much land for them to care for.”


  “The bishop has sons. The farm will go to them.” I sat rigid in my chair. “Why would the widow sell it?”


  Mathews wrinkled his forehead. “Young men don’t want to be held back by a farm.”


  I coughed out a laugh. “I don’t think the Amish agree with you.” When did I become an Amish expert? Two weeks ago I knew virtually nothing about them.


  Timothy remained silent, but his strong jaw twitched every time the old football hero spoke.


  I continued with my line of questioning. “If the Glick family doesn’t sell, will you be able to develop in Knox County?”


  Mathews’s perpetual smile tightened. “Under the circumstances, I believe the widow will sell. It is in her best interest—and in the best interest of her family. This can make her a wealthy woman. She has no idea how much money she’s sitting on.”


  “What if she doesn’t want wealth?” I asked.


  Mathews looked at me like I was crazy.


  Timothy broke his silence. “So the bishop’s death worked to your advantage.”


  Mathews’s head snapped up. “No, of course not. His death is a tragedy. I’ve already shared my condolences with the family. I am only offering a way for the widow and her children to rebuild their lives.”


  Timothy shook his head. “The Amish rebuild their own lives. They don’t need your help or money.”


  I folded my hands in my lap. “You argued with the bishop about the land not long before he died.”


  Mathews jumped from his seat. “What are you getting at?”


  I shivered inside, imagining what Mathews looked like as a formidable force on the football field. He glared at Timothy. “I thought you were here to discuss my offer for your father’s farm.”


  “It’s not my place to speak for my father,” Timothy said. “But he won’t sell. My father won’t want to quit farming. Working on the land is all he knows.”


  Mathews’s smile faded. “Why are you here?”


  I spoke up. “Do you know anything about the accident?”


  Mathews stepped back. “The one that killed the bishop?” His eyes narrowed. “Of course not. You came all the way to Columbus to ask me that?”


  “I saw one of your utility trucks outside of the town the evening after the accident.”


  “So? I have dozens of employees with responsibilities all over central Ohio. One of them must have been out there on a job. Is that a crime?” He set the tube containing the Knox County map on his desk.


  “Depends on the job,” Timothy said.


  Mathews drew in a sharp breath between his perfect white teeth. “I’m offended by what you are implying. I think we are through here. Benni will show you out. I have work to do.” He opened his office door and slammed it behind Timothy and me.


  As we returned to the truck, the sky darkened in the west. Mabel stood in the back of the pickup and barked.


  “What’s gotten into her?” I asked. The usually lazy dog stood ramrod straight as if mimicking a pointer. As soon as Timothy lowered the tailgate, she jumped out and ran around, circling the truck.


  Timothy grabbed her collar and pointed to the sky. “The weather’s got her spooked. A storm must be coming. She’s terrified of them.” He laughed. “She’s not cut out to be a country dog.” He opened the door to the cab, and Mabel jumped inside without being asked. She wiggled into the backseat and made three loops before finding a spot that suited her. Finally, she lay down, but this time she didn’t fall asleep. Her eyes stayed wide open and worried.


  I climbed in too. “Scotch said a big storm was coming.”


  “He was right.” Timothy started the truck.


  We battled gridlock all the way to US 36, and the sky grew darker with each passing minute.


  Timothy leaned out of his opened window. “I hope we can get off the interstate before it hits.”


  “How far are we from Appleseed Creek?”


  Timothy gave me a small smile. “Depends on the traffic.” He reached into the back of the truck, pulled out an old sweatshirt, and handed it to me. “You look tired. Why don’t you take a nap?”


  “I’m not tired.” I rolled it into a pillow anyway. As I drifted off to sleep, I wondered if Grandfather Zook would talk to us about Grayson Mathews’s offer to buy the farm.


  A huge clap of thunder startled me awake, and I banged my head on the passenger side window. The sweatshirt I had been using as a pillow lay on the floor. Mabel whimpered in the backseat.


  “It’s okay, girl.” Timothy tried to soothe Mabel, but he could’ve been speaking to me.


  A lightning bolt sliced through the dark sky in front of us. Timothy sat up straight in his seat, his tanned hands white at the knuckles.


  “What time is it?” I asked.


  He kept his eyes on the road. “Six thirty.”


  “It looks like midnight.” I leaned forward for a better view of the sky. A large wall cloud floated just west of the truck over a cornfield. The Kokosing River was to our east, its usually clear water churning and foaming.


  Fat rain drops began to fall from the sky. Timothy wagged his head. “I don’t like that sky.” In one motion, he turned on the wipers and the radio, tuning it to the local Mount Vernon station.


  Until eight p.m. Knox, Richland, Ashland, and Holmes counties are under a severe thunderstorm warning. Knox and Richland counties are under a tornado watch until seven p.m.


  Another lightning bolt. Another crack of thunder.


  Timothy’s leg flexed as he pressed down on the gas pedal.


  I stared at the sky. “I’ve never seen a cloud like that before.”


  “I have.”


  I didn’t find that comforting.


  Another crack of thunder and rain started to fall in sheets. The truck began to slow.


  I stared at Timothy. “Why are you slowing down?”


  He kept his grip on the steering wheel. “There’s water on the road. We could hydroplane.”


  We were on a downward slope to the river. Water had formed puddles in the dips and ridges of the road.


  “This road floods frequently.” Again, he spoke calmly.


  I swallowed. “How far are we from town?”


  “Ten miles.”


  The emergency warning sound came through the truck speakers like a foghorn.


  Knox County is under a tornado warning. It has been confirmed a tornado is on the ground.


  My stomach clenched. Mabel leaned her head over the seat, and I stroked her cheek with my hand.


  Eyewitness accounts spotted a twister making its way up Glenn River Road. If you are in this area, please take cover!


  Through the sheets of rain cascading down my window, I caught sight of a street sign. I only caught the first word: Glenn.


  I shouted above the din. “Timothy, what road are we on?”


  Timothy hit the brakes and did a U-turn in the middle of the road. My seatbelt tightened across my chest. I tugged it away from my throat.


  Mabel started barking, and I clapped a hand over my left ear. Abruptly, Timothy pulled the truck to a stop and threw it into park. “We have to get out of the truck.”


  “Out of the truck? Are you crazy?”


  Lightning flashed and made the inside of the truck cabin as sunny as a summer afternoon. I could see the distress etched on Timothy’s face.


  Please take cover, folks! This is a tornado warning. A tornado is on the ground in Knox County. The twister is headed south on Glenn River Road.


  “Get out!” Timothy shouted


  I fumbled with the door handle. As soon as I opened the door, I was soaking wet. My sneakers swished as they hit the wet asphalt. I could barely see beyond my hand. Timothy touched my arm, and I jumped as another clap of thunder shook the earth.


  Timothy pointed to the side of the road. “Get in the drainage ditch.”


  Rain ran down my face and into my eyes. Is he serious? Dear God, help us!


  He reached into the truck and pulled Mabel out by the collar. She fought against him and barked hysterically. “It’s okay, girl. It’s okay.” He coaxed her out of the truck.


  The dog’s nails scraped across the wet pavement as Timothy dragged her by the collar. He grabbed my hand on the way and pulled me with him. We stumbled down a slick grass bank. Two inches of muddy water filled the ditch.


  Timothy shouted as he pushed me into the ditch. “Keep your face out of the water.” Rocks dug into my palms and knees. Mud splattered my face. A twig dug into my side.


  “Lay down, Mabel.”


  I felt the large dog press against my side. Then Timothy lay on top of both of us, covering our heads. Harsh breaths puffed out of my chest. Mabel whimpered, and her doggie breath puffed into my face. A horrible sound like tearing metal shrieked all around us.


  I closed my eyes, buried my face in Mabel’s wet shoulder, and waited for it all to be over.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Two

  


  Timothy touched my cheek. “Chloe, it’s over.”


  I opened one eye. Timothy’s bright blue eyes stared at me through a mask of mud. A leaf stuck to his forehead. I reached over and plucked it off.


  He smiled at me. “You look awful.”


  “So do you.”


  Mabel sat beside Timothy also covered in mud. She howled and shook her entire body, sending mud and leaves flying all over us. A leaf landed inside my mouth, and I spat it out. “Yuck!”


  Timothy started laughing.


  I giggled, despite myself. He helped me up, and I stumbled, bracing myself on his arm. It was still raining, but not nearly as hard. Instead of bolts of lightning, the sky lit with white flashes. I sighed and counted. “Thirteen Mississippi. It’s moving away.”


  In another flash of lightning, I saw his smile, but not the truck. My heart sank. “Did your truck get sucked up in the tornado? Can we get out of here?”


  “It’s still here. Just not exactly where I left it.”


  Mabel stayed close to my side as Timothy helped me up the steep bank out of the drainage ditch. The truck had landed a few yards away, the powerful force turning it so it lay east and west across the road instead of north and south. In another flash of lightning, I saw the tornado’s path. It had made a sharp turn east off the highway and into a cornfield. A line the width of a small house cut through the corn rows almost like a crop circle.


  No one could blame this on E.T.


  Timothy patted the dog’s head. “Can you stay here with Mabel? I’m going to see if the pickup is okay and turn it around.”


  Mabel leaned against my leg as Timothy ran into the road. Rain, which was still coming down in sheets, dripped off the tip of my nose. Every so often the shaggy dog would shake off some of the water collecting on her fur. If it made her feel better, I didn’t mind. It wasn’t like I could get any wetter—or dirtier for that matter.


  The truck stalled the first two times Timothy tried to start the engine. I shivered. The last thing I wanted was to be trapped on this lonely stretch of county road in the middle of a thunderstorm. The storm was moving away, but until it passed, there was always the potential for more tornados. Scotch had been right about the weather after all. I wondered how the greenhouse and Becky faired. Uncontrollable shivers tried to overtake me, and I dug my fingers deep into Mabel’s fur.


  The engine started on his third attempt, and slowly Timothy turned the truck in the right direction. Mabel and I ran to it and jumped inside.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  I started laughing even though it wasn’t funny. “I can’t believe we were just in the middle of a tornado. When I tell Tanisha, she’ll be shocked.”


  “What about your family?”


  I stared out the windshield. Rain rolled down the windowpane in waves.


  “Did I say something wrong?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t have much family outside of Tanisha and her parents.”


  “No family is perfect,” he said. “Not even an Amish one.”


  “Your family seems close to it.”


  He laughed. “My father would disagree since two of his five children have left the district.”


  I bit my lip. “Why did you leave?”


  He wiped his muddy hands on the edge of his T-shirt. “I’m not good enough for that life.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I wasn’t good enough in the eyes of my district. I made mistakes.”


  Chief Rose’s warning about Timothy not being as good as he appeared came back to me. “Did something happen?” I shivered again.


  He reached under his seat and pulled out an old sweatshirt. “Put this on. You must be freezing.”


  I wrapped the sweatshirt around my shoulders, convinced that he would never answer my question.


  “I was in the middle of rumspringa and thought I was invincible. My carpentry skills were in high demand. I had jobs all over the county. Aaron is my closest friend, and I asked him to work with me even though I knew he wasn’t a skilled carpenter.” Timothy sighed. “He’d helped me on jobs and made mistakes, which I always covered up because I wanted to work with my friend. We were working on a house in Mount Vernon one morning. The Englisch family wanted a balcony to be built off the third-floor master bedroom. Aaron wanted to do it, and I let him.”


  “What happened?”


  “When he was done with the project, I could tell right away it wasn’t stable, and I told Aaron so. He got angry at me, and we fought. I told him, ‘If you’re so sure it’s safe, go jump on it.’” Timothy shuddered, his voice grew thick. “Aaron will do anything to prove a point, and he jumped on it. At first it held . . .” Timothy stopped in the middle of the trail again.


  “You were right about the balcony,” I whispered.


  He nodded. “He fell twenty feet, and broke his back.”


  I cupped a hand to my face. “Aaron was paralyzed from the fall.”


  He nodded his head. “It’s my fault.” Rain coursed down the windshield.


  I squeezed his hand. “It’s not your fault,” I whispered. “Even if you don’t believe that, Aaron has forgiven you.”


  “I know.” He didn’t let go of my hand.


  We listened to the rain hit the roof of the pickup’s cabin for a minute. I broke the silence. “Thank you for telling me.”


  “I wanted to tell you because you think you have no family.” Timothy rubbed his thumb along my wrist. “You have Tanisha and her family, and you have Becky too.” He paused. “Look at me.”


  I turned my head to look into his face.


  “And you have me.”


  After a few seconds, he let go of my hand, switched on the wipers, and shifted the pickup into drive. The sensation of his touch stayed with me.


  By the time we drove into Appleseed Creek, the sky was starting to lighten, and the heavy rain transformed into a fine mist. Tree limbs were down around the town, and a park bench on the square overturned. All minor damage when it could have been so much worse.


  In bare feet, Becky ran to the truck to meet us. “Timothy! Chloe! I was so worried!” I climbed out of the pickup, and the teenager threw her arms around me. “I tried to call your cell phone, but it went right to voicemail.”


  I hugged her back. Timothy was right. I had Becky too.


  Becky threw her arms around her brother next.


  He hugged her back. “I’d better get going. Both Mabel and I need a bath.” He caught my eye. “Chloe, remember what I said.”


  As if I could forget.


  I removed my mud-soaked sneakers and left them on the front porch. I didn’t have much hope for them.


  “Becky, can you bring me a towel? I don’t want to track all over the house.”


  Inside the door, I stripped down to my underwear and wrapped the towel around my body. “There, I feel better already. Where were you during the storm? Were you already home?”


  She nodded. “Scotch closed the greenhouse at two because he said a storm was on the way. He and Cookie dropped me off here around two thirty. I thought he was crazy because it was fine until six, and then the storm broke loose.”


  “How did you know there was a tornado?”


  “The tornado sirens went off. I took Gigabyte and went down into the basement.” She shivered. “If you think the upstairs of the house is bad, don’t go down in the basement. It’s a hundred times worse.”


  Why am I not surprised?


  I let my gaze wander around the room. “Where’s Gig?”


  “Hiding. He was terrified.” She showed me an inch-long scratch on her arm.


  “Ouch. Are you okay?”


  She shrugged. “He didn’t mean it.”


  “Still, you should put something on that.”


  She wiggled her fingers sticking out of the hot pink cast. “I’m worried about my family. I tried to call the shed phone, but a voice said the line was disconnected. What if that tornado hit the farm?”


  Through the window, the sky was clear and blue. At only eight o’clock, the sun hadn’t yet set.


  “I won’t be able to sleep until I know they are okay. I should have asked Timothy to take me there before he left.” She picked up the cordless phone. “I’ll call him and ask him to take us.”


  “No.” I wasn’t ready to see Timothy again so soon. I needed to sort out what I thought about our conversation in the pickup. Did he care about me? Am I reading too much into it? “Timothy must be exhausted from driving to Columbus and back. Let me take a quick shower and change. We can take my car. I’m sure everyone is fine, but I know we will both feel better when we are absolutely certain.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Three

  


  As we drove to the Troyer farm, the countryside glistened in the setting sun. We turned onto the road to the farm, but within a few yards of the driveway, could go no farther. An enormous pine tree lay across the lane. I stopped the Prizm, the long branches scratching the hood of the car. I stared at the scene. “Wow.”


  “The tornado passed through here,” Becky whispered. She jumped out of the car and ran through the wet grass and disappeared around the base of the tree.


  “Becky!”


  She didn’t even pause. I jumped out of the car and jogged after her. As I rounded the tree, I saw the Troyer house unharmed by the storm. The only other sign that bad weather had passed through was an overturned bench, the one I sat on with Grandfather Zook a few days earlier.


  Becky froze in front of the house. Her chest heaved up and down.


  The screen door opened, slamming against the house. Mr. Troyer stomped outside. Becky stepped toward him, but pulled up short. In three strides her father stood in front of her and pulled his eldest daughter into an embrace, the deacon’s warning unheeded. She buried her face in his shoulder and cried as any little girl who needed her father would.


  Naomi, Ruth, and Thomas ran from the house and wrapped their small arms around their sister and father. Even Naomi’s faceless doll was squashed in the embrace. Grandfather Zook followed them at a much slower pace, the old man grinning from ear to ear. Mrs. Troyer stood in the doorway, watching her husband and Becky holding each other, a hand to her mouth.


  Grandfather Zook hobbled in my direction. “Timothy is okay too,” I said. “Becky and I saw him after the tornado.” I decided not to mention the trip to Columbus or about my being trapped in a drainage ditch with his grandson and Mabel. Grandfather Zook may be more lax than his brethren, but he was still Amish.


  “Gut.” The old man’s eyes twinkled as if he knew there was more to the story. He leaned heavily on his crutches and seemed more stooped over than usual. His crutches left deep indentations in the saturated earth. He smiled. “Don’t give me that worried look. I’ll be fine. The change in weather always affects my old bones, and crawling in and out of the root cellar to avoid a tornado is more activity than I’m used to.” He examined the overturned bench, pointing a crutch at it. “Can you pick up the bench so we can sit?”


  I did as asked.


  Grandfather Zook settled onto the bench with a sigh. “Much better.” He exhaled a deep breath and looked to me. “Thank you for bringing Becky here. Her mother was beside herself. This was the first tornado we’ve had since both Timothy and Becky left home. It’s hard on my Martha.”


  “How did you know it was tornado?” I asked. “You don’t have TV or a radio. Can you hear the sirens all the way out here?”


  He laughed a deep belly laugh. “What do you think people did before all those gadgets? Long before television and radio, farmers learned to read the sky.” He pointed at Becky with his crutch. “I see Becky went shopping.”


  I glanced at Becky in her T-shirt and jeans. “Maybe she should have changed before we stopped by.”


  He laughed again. “I know her father doesn’t approve, but right now, he is happy she is alive. He will grumble about it later.”


  I twisted a determined glance in his direction. “Grandfather Zook, have you ever heard of Grayson Mathews?”


  He squinted at me. “Grayson Mathews? Why would you ask about that fool?”


  “You know him?”


  “I wouldn’t say that, but he’s been by the farm a few times. I wouldn’t mention his name to my son-in-law if I were you.” He smoothed his beard over his shirt front. “How do you know his name?”


  “Hettie Glick said he offered to buy several farms in the district. He wants to build Englischer houses.”


  Grandfather Zook nodded. “I’m surprised Hettie spoke to you. She doesn’t think much of the outside world.”


  “Timothy and I both spoke to her.”


  Grandfather Zook rooted around in the hip pocket of his trousers and pulled out a gray linen paper business card. “This is the man you mean?” He handed the card to me. “You can keep that.”


  Grayson’s name and company information was embossed on the card in black lettering. “Yes, this is it.”


  “He gave me that card the last time he stopped at the house. Happily, it was a time when Martha, Simon, and the children were away. He wanted me to talk my son-in-law into selling to give us all a good retirement. I’m in retirement.” He waved his hands around. “How can it be better than this?”


  “When was this?”


  He thought for a moment. “It was the day the company comes and picks up our milk, so it must have been last Thursday.”


  “Before Becky’s accident?”


  “Yes, I’m positive it was before the accident.” He watched me. “You’ve spent a lot of time with my grandson.”


  My cheeks grew hot.


  He grinned. “Ah!”


  “He told me about Aaron’s fall.” The words popped out of my mouth before I could stop them. My face grew even hotter. It must be the same color as my hair now.


  “That’s a start,” he said.


  What did that mean? “Could Deacon Sutter still be angry enough over Aaron’s accident to have something to do with the buggy?”


  Grandfather Zook examined my face. His white beard reminded me of Saint Nick’s, and his assessing expression made me wonder if he tried to determine if I was naughty or nice. “Deacon Sutter is a hard man, and he and I certainly don’t agree on most things. He already hurt Timothy as much as his power would allow.”


  My brow wrinkled.


  “Promise me you will remember that we’ve all made bad choices.”


  “Are you talking about Timothy? Asking Aaron to jump on the roof was a bad choice. Is there something else?”


  Grandfather Zook shook his head.


  “Are you saying that leaving the Amish was a bad choice?”


  Grandfather Zook adjusted his crutches on his arms. “You will have to ask him that for yourself. However, I think now he would say ‘no.’”


  Across the lawn, Becky beamed at us. Grandfather Zook waved her over. “Come give your grossdaddi a hug too!” Becky hurried over and threw her arms around her grandfather. The business card felt heavy in my hand, and I stepped away so that the two could speak.


  Ruth twirled Naomi, and the three-year-old squealed in delight. Her faceless doll peeked out of the pocket of her white apron. The sisters slipped on the wet grass in their bare feet and fell in a laughing heap. I helped them up. Naomi gave me a bright smile, and I could tell she would look just like Becky when she was older.


  Seeing Ruth reminded me I needed to ask her a question. “Ruth, can I talk to you a minute?”


  She cocked her head at me. “Okay.”


  “Becky told you about her interview last Friday, the day of the accident, right?”


  Ruth checked to make sure her parents were occupied. “Yes.”


  “You called her on the telephone.”


  She glanced around again. “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Ruth, did you tell anyone about Becky’s interview?”


  Ruth scrunched up her nose. She nodded and thought for moment. “I didn’t tell anyone at home because then they would know I’d been using the shed phone, and I would get in trouble.” She angled her head toward her father.


  “Did you tell a friend?”


  “Not a friend exactly.” She brushed wet grass from her skirt. “I told Esther Yoder.”


  “Who is Esther Yoder?”


  “She’s the girl Isaac’s going to marry because Becky’s not Amish anymore.”


  I took a sharp breath. “Did you tell anyone else?”


  “No.”


  “Why’d you tell Esther?”


  “I saw her in town when I made a delivery to the bakery. She asked me all these questions about Becky. She wanted me to say something bad about my sister, but I wouldn’t.” She rolled a blade a grass between her fingers. “Instead, I told her about the interview and that Becky was driving herself to it. I wanted to show her Becky was fine.”


  “Did you tell anyone else this?”


  “No.” She shot a nervous glance at her mother who strolled toward us. “Don’t tell her.”


  I nodded.


  Mrs. Troyer placed a gentle hand on my arm. “Chloe, would you and Becky come inside for a piece of peach pie?”


  “Of course.”


  Mrs. Troyer’s smile lit up her entire face.


  An hour later, Becky finally said good-bye to her family, and we walked back to the Prizm. Becky carried an Amish woven basket full of home-canned pickles, jams, and Amish bread in her hand. I carried Grayson Mathews’s business card.


  Inside the car, I stuck the card in my visor so that I would remember to take it in the house. I needed to talk to Timothy about this latest development—and about why he left the Amish. Was there more to it than Aaron’s accident? Grandfather Zook was confident Timothy would tell me, but I wasn’t.


  I did a U-turn in front of the tree and headed back home. “Becky, who is Esther Yoder?”


  My question woke Becky from her happy daze. “Esther Yoder?”


  I glanced at her.


  She folded her hands in her lap. “How do you know about her?”


  “Ruth told her about your interview.”


  She gave me a sideways glance. “Esther wouldn’t have messed with your car. She wouldn’t even know how to open the hood, much less cut the brake line.”


  “You’re probably right, but she may have told someone that could. Who is she? Why are you avoiding my question?”


  Becky wrinkled her nose, making her look just like her twelve-year-old sister. “Her family owns the bakery downtown.”


  “The one where you couldn’t get a job?”


  She nodded.


  “Do you think Esther had anything to do with that?”


  She leaned her head on the window, her eyes downcast.


  “Ruth said Esther would marry Isaac if you didn’t.” I took my eyes off the road for just a second to look at her.


  She sighed. “Isaac can marry whomever he likes. It doesn’t have anything to do with me.”


  I wasn’t so sure of that.


  “Turn here,” Becky said when we approached an intersection. “This is a shortcut home.”


  We drove onto another nameless county road with crop fields on either side. Half a mile ahead, we spotted a pickup truck on its side in the drainage ditch on the opposite side of the road.


  Becky’s voice was distressed. “Chloe, the truck is green.”


  I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles ached.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Four

  


  I slowed down and turned on my headlights. Dusk had begun to fall. “It doesn’t look like anyone is there.”


  Becky pressed her nose against her window. “We have to stop.”


  I bit my bottom lip.


  She turned to look at me. “We have to see if they’re okay.”


  I nodded. “I’ll call the police and report the accident. Can you hand me my cell phone from my purse?”


  Becky gave me the phone. No service. I groaned.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “No reception here.”


  Becky put her hand on the door. “Chloe, we have to stop. What if they’re hurt?”


  “Okay.” I stopped the Prizm next to the truck. “Do you think they are still in there?”


  Becky unlatched the passenger side door, her eyes wide. Something moved on the other side of the overturned green pickup.


  I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t get out.”


  Curt and Brock climbed out of the ditch and stumbled across my headlights, covered head to toe in mud. It was like watching a clip from a swamp monster movie. Timothy and I had probably looked much the same.


  I shifted the car into drive. “See, they’re fine. Let’s go.”


  Becky put her hand on the dashboard. “Ask them if they’re hurt.”


  My brow shot up. “Are you serious?”


  “Please.”


  “Fine.” I opened the window halfway. “Are you okay?”


  Curt ambled over and leaned against my car. “Brock! Look who’s here. Our Red!” He twisted a glance in my direction. “Red, I didn’t know you cared.”


  Brock wiped mud from his face with a filthy bandana.


  “See.” I spoke through gritted teeth. “They’re both fine. I’ll call the police when we get back into town.”


  Curt stood a foot from my car, his arms outstretched. “Red, are you here to rescue us?”


  Brock folded his arms in front of his barrel chest and smirked at his scrawny friend. “Maybe you’re right, Curt. Maybe she likes you more than the Amish dude.”


  Curt smiled, his teeth mottled. “I always knew Red wanted a real man.”


  I started manually rolling up the window, but Curt reached through it. I jerked away from him, and he knocked the visor down. “Get out!” I screamed. He pulled his hand away and I finished rolling up the window.


  I pressed the gas pedal to the floor and swerved around the truck. In my rearview mirror, I could see Curt and Brock doubled over in laughter.


  When we were close enough to town to get a cell phone signal, I called the chief. She picked up on the first ring. “What do you have, Chloe? I’m in the middle of storm cleanup right now.” Chief Rose’s voice sounded sharp. “This better be good.”


  I told her about Brock and Curt’s accident.


  She groaned into the phone. “I’ll send a tow truck out there to pick them up. Not that they deserve it. Did they say anything to you?”


  “Nothing important.” Appleseed Creek’s square came into view.


  “Hmm.” She murmured as if she didn’t believe me. “All right. We’ll talk about this later.” Then she hung up.


  In our driveway, I reached up to the visor for Grayson Mathews’s business card. It wasn’t there. A streak of dirt marred the cloth roof of the Prizm.


  Becky had stepped out of the car. “What are you looking for?”


  “Mathews’s business card. I put it in the visor.”


  She pressed her lips into a line. “It must have gotten lost when Curt reached into the car.


  I shrugged. “I don’t need it. I know how to find Mathews.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Five

  


  A cowbell on the glass door rang when I entered Amish Bread Bakery early the next morning. It was a little after seven o’clock, and the bakery shelves were fully stocked with fresh breads and pies for the day. All of the shelving was blond wood and glass, the only decoration a bouquet of wildflowers on the counter next to the cash register.


  Two young Amish women stood behind the counter filling the glass-domed display case beneath with cookies and treats. The girl with dark brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses gave me a shy smile. I floated around the room, trying to decide what to buy, hoping the boys in the office would be surprised and pleased if I showed up with treats. I settled on sugar cookies and a strawberry pie. A short line of shoppers purchased pies and bread as the girls behind the counter chatted with them.


  Finally, it was my turn. I placed my purchases on the counter. “Is Esther here?”


  The girl wearing glasses glanced at the other young Amish woman further down the counter. “That’s Esther.” Esther wore a white prayer cap over her dark blonde hair. Her hair was the same shade as the maple tables and shelves in her shop.


  I paid for my purchases and moved down the counter to where Esther was helping an English woman wearing flip-flops, large hoop earrings, and a maxi dress select a tray of cookies.


  “I’ll have the raisin cookies—wait—no the oatmeal. Wait no.” She tapped her nose with her index finger. “They all look so good. It’s impossible to decide.”


  Esther smiled. “We have oatmeal raisin baking in the back. They may be done by now.”


  “You do? Those would be perfect.”


  “I will check for you.” Esther slipped through a swinging door that led to the back of the bakery.


  I checked my cell phone for the time. A minute later Esther returned with a white bakery box. “Here you are, ma’am. I put two dozen in there for you.”


  “Thank you.” The woman gushed, her maxi dress swishing around her feet as she moved down the counter to pay for her purchases.


  Esther’s smile faded when she spotted me. “Do you need something else?” She scowled at my shopping bag.


  “Are you Esther Yoder?”


  “Yes.” She folded her arms across her chest.


  “I’m—”


  “I know who you are.”


  “Oh.” I couldn’t hide my surprise.


  “I will sell you anything in the shop, but I won’t talk to you about the Glick family or that girl.”


  “That girl? You mean Becky?”


  She ignored my question. “If you don’t need anything else, I would like to help my next customer, please.”


  I glanced behind me. I was the only customer left in the store. “I don’t mean to upset you.”


  The dark-haired girl at the cash register adjusted her glasses. She opened the counter display case and rotated the trays of cookies. With each tray turned she got closer to Esther and me.


  “Becky and her family may think it is all right to talk about our ways with you, but I don’t.” She wiped the counter. “Please leave.”


  The dark-haired girl walked over and said something in Pennsylvania Dutch to Esther. Esther shook her head. Abruptly, she turned and went through the swinging door that led to the kitchen.


  I held up my shopping bag. “Thank you for these. I’m sure they will be a big hit at the office.” I stepped outside and the cowbell clanged after me. Hmm, that went well. I sighed and headed in the direction of the college.


  The cowbell on Amish Bread Bakery rang behind me. “Miss!” A voice called. I turned to find the girl with the brown hair and glasses running down the sidewalk after me.


  “Did I forget something?” Mentally, I checked for my purse, the cookies, and the pie.


  “No.” She tried to catch her breath. “You wanted to talk to Esther about Becky Troyer?”


  “Yes.”


  “This is about the accident?”


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  “Good! I’ve been waiting to talk to someone. Esther may not speak to you, but I will.”


  I blinked at her. “Why?”


  She adjusted her glasses. “Not now. I have to get back to the bakery. I can talk to you when I’m finished with work.”


  “When is that?”


  “Two o’clock. You work at the college, right?”


  I nodded.


  “I’ll meet you by the campus entrance at two thirty.”


  Before I could answer, she bolted back for the store. My heart lifted as I continued my way down the sidewalk, until Chief Rose sidled up next to me. I jerked a look over one shoulder. “Where did you come from?”


  She smirked. “You don’t look too happy to see me.”


  “I don’t like how you appear out of thin air.”


  She shrugged. “It’s a special talent of mine. Now, tell me more about the attempted rescue last night of Buckley and Fanning.”


  “Are they okay?”


  “Sure. Their truck wasn’t too bad off. They’ll be back on the road by the end of the day.” She folded her arms across her chest.


  I wasn’t so sure that was good news.


  She cocked her head. “So what did they say to you?”


  “Nothing important. Just like I told you last night. They cracked a few jokes.” I didn’t mention that Curt had reached into the car.


  “Good. It was nice of you to stop, but in the future, you will be better off if you stay away from those two.”


  I picked up the pace. “I plan to. I can’t help wondering what they were doing out that way, since they’re all Amish homes there.”


  “You think they are the ones harassing the Amish?”


  I nodded.


  “I agree, but I need concrete proof.”


  I frowned. “Did the tornado do much damage?”


  “It destroyed some outbuildings around the county, but no homes. No one was seriously hurt.”


  “Thank God for that.” The college came into view.


  The chief kept up my pace. “I heard you got caught on the road in the tornado last night.”


  I stopped. “How’d you hear that?”


  She laughed. “I don’t think you understand how life in a small town works.” Chief Rose removed her mirrored sunglasses. I wondered, for the second time, if she chose those to wear while in uniform because they were so popular on cop shows. Maybe she thought the sunglasses would make her more attractive to the sheriff’s department as a deputy.


  I shook my head and started walking again.


  “And Timothy Troyer was with you.”


  I froze. How could she know that?


  The police chief put her sunglasses back on. “I would be careful about how close I got to the Troyer family, Chloe. You may think they’ve let you into their world, but you will never completely fit. Trust me. I have lived around the Amish my entire life. What makes you think you can break into their family in such a short time?”


  That is none of your business. I gritted my teeth. “Is that all?”


  She tipped her hat at me, that smirk still squarely on her face. “For now.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Six

  


  As I walked onto the Harshberger campus, my thoughts turned from Chief Rose to the Computer Services Department.


  My cell rang. “Miss Humphrey?”


  “Yes.”


  “This is Tyler Hart. Becky’s public defender brought me up to speed on her case. Her case is set to be heard at the Knox County Courthouse on Tuesday.”


  “So soon?”


  “There was a cancellation on the court’s calendar, so I was able to get her in. It shouldn’t take long since she is pleading guilty to all the charges.”


  “There are no new charges?”


  “No. She needs to be there at eight thirty Tuesday morning. I know the judge. He usually makes up his mind quickly. We should know her sentence within the hour.”


  I pressed my lips together, taking in all that Becky’s lawyer told me. “What do you think it will be?”


  “Like I told you and Becky in my office, I’ve asked for community service and probation. I think the prosecutor will go for it. He doesn’t want to send an Amish girl to jail.”


  My breath caught in my chest. “Is jail possible?”


  There was a pause. “If the prosecutor decides to add auto theft to the list of charges, yes, she would get at least six months in jail.”


  My knees went weak. “She didn’t steal the car!”


  “I know, I know. Don’t worry. I’ve seen a draft of the charges. It wasn’t on there. If it shows up, we’ll fight that. Just make sure Becky’s there on Tuesday. The best thing to do is keep the prosecution on our side and the judge happy.”


  I stepped into the department to find Miller and Clark hovering over their laptops at the conference table. Joel wasn’t in the office yet. Why was I not surprised?


  “Good morning,” Clark said.


  Beads of perspiration gathered on Miller’s upper lip and the crease of his brow.


  I put the cookies and pie on the conference table.


  Clark eyed it. “Is this like a last meal before the execution?”


  I sighed. “No.”


  Clark grinned. “I’m not saying I won’t eat it. I love strawberry pie.” He nodded toward Miller. “You can have the cookies. I’m not wasting my time on those.”


  Joel arrived as Clark was slicing the pie in half. He pointed at one half. “This is my share. You can divide the rest among yourselves.”


  Joel glared at the table, then at me. “Is that from your little Amish friends?”


  I ignored his comment and went into my office.


  “Dude,” Clark said. “You’re making it worse for yourself.”


  “I already know how this is going to go,” Joel snapped.


  So do I. The decision had been clear from the beginning. At ten o’clock, my office phone rang. It was Dean Klink’s secretary, Irene. He wanted to see me again.


  I walked to the dean’s office as if to the executioner. Inside Dean Klink’s office, fishing lures reflected colorful light around the room. He smiled at me from his seat. “You have to make a decision.”


  “I . . .”


  “I know this is hard, Chloe, but we need to do this for the college.”


  The decision was made, but I had a question of my own before I gave the dean my answer. “Why did you hire me?”


  The short man pushed away from his desk and peered at me with narrowed eyes, as if taken aback. “What do you mean?”


  “There are plenty of qualified candidates out there looking for work who would love this job. Most of these people have much more experience than I do. Why did you choose me?”


  He licked his lips. “I knew you were the best person for the job.”


  “How?”


  He stood and began to pace. “Chloe, did you make your decision or not? Who is it going to be?”


  I took a deep breath and told him.


  He smiled. “I knew you would do the right thing. That’s why I hired you.”


  I felt sick. As much as I disliked Joel, I knew he needed the job.


  “I knew who you would choose,” the dean said. “I’ve already spoken to human resources. The sooner we take care of this, the better. Let me call security.”


  My eye brows shot up. “Why do we need security?”


  “It’s a precaution, one we have to exercise with all our employees, especially considering his access to sensitive information. Joel works for you. You know he has access to everything.”


  I chewed off my lip balm. Dean Klink was right.


  “You will have to kill his access to all the servers and computer networks. Can you do that?”


  I inhaled another deep breath. “Yes.”


  Two hours later I watched as Joel cleaned out his desk. Clark and Miller sat at the table and solemnly watched too. The pudgy sunburned security guard observed Joel from the department’s entrance.


  Joel set a picture of his family into the box. My stomach clenched. “Do you need help carrying anything?”


  He glared at me. Obviously not the right question.


  Miller jumped up and picked up a box. “I’ll help him.”


  I nodded and retreated into the doorway of my tiny office.


  Joel picked up his briefcase, and Miller and Clark each took a box. After twenty years of working at Harshberger, his entire career fit into two boxes. Nausea overwhelmed me. Miller and Clark left the office first.


  Joel turned at the doorway. “Klink didn’t make a mistake when he hired you after all. You did exactly what he wanted. The only surprise is that you don’t scare easily.”


  He left, and the security guard closed the department door behind them. I pushed the taste of bile back down my throat and erased Joel’s access from every part of Harshberger’s computer system. You don’t scare easily resounded in my head with each click of the mouse.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Seven

  


  At one o’clock, Clark peeked into my office. “I’m going to run to the cafeteria for lunch. Do you want anything?”


  I tore my eyes from my computer screen. “No, I’m all right.”


  He leaned against the door. “You don’t look all right. Why don’t you come with me? It will be good for you to get out of the office, away from the place of execution.”


  “I wish you’d stop calling it that.”


  He grinned. “So, how about it?”


  “All right. Can Miller come too?”


  “Naw, he already left. He usually goes home for lunch. Poor guy is pretty shaken up.”


  I gave him a pained expression. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”


  “Don’t worry about it. Miller will be fine by Monday. Now, let’s go.”


  Clark and I walked in companionable silence across the green to the cafeteria, which was located directly across from Dennis. The only students on campus were volleyball and soccer athletes here for practice. Harshberger was too small for a football team. The students elbowed each other as they moved down the line to fill their trays. At twenty four, I was only a few years older, but felt worlds away. The teams sat together on the far side of the cafeteria close to the entrance to the college bookstore.


  Staff and faculty dotted the rest of the large room. None of them seemed to relish their meals. The culinary options were a salad bar that could double as a biology experiment—I bypassed that—greasy pizza, or overcooked hamburgers and limp french fries. I settled on the hamburger and fries, hoping a thick layer of ketchup would overpower the burnt taste.


  Clark was already seated at a table by a window that overlooked the gymnasium and student dorms when I paid for my lunch. As a staff member, the whole meal only cost me two dollars, so it certainly had price in its favor. I slipped into the beige plastic molded seat across from Clark.


  Clark sawed his hamburger in half with a white plastic knife. “What do you think of the food?”


  “Well . . .”


  He laughed. “You don’t have to pretend to like it. No one does. When the semester starts, it will be fifty percent better. Notice I didn’t say one hundred percent. However, fifty is a marked improvement.”


  After slathering the burger with ketchup, I took a bite. It tasted like charcoal dipped in ketchup. I set it back on the ceramic plate.


  Clark put down his burger. Despite his complaints about the meal, most of the burger and fries were gone. “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Sure.” I popped a soggy fry in my mouth, swallowing hard to force it down my throat.


  “How long are you going to be here?” Clark squinted in the sunbeam that cut through the window. The legs of his chair made a horrible screeching sound as he scooted away from the glare.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Dean Klink may look harmless, but he’s done this many times before.”


  “Done what?”


  “Restructured a department.” He made quotation marks with his fingers when he said “restructured.” “Not that firing Joel was wrong. The dude had a chip on his shoulder the size of Mount Rushmore.”


  “Joel wasn’t fired,” I corrected. “He was let go,”


  “Whatever. We knew when our old boss resigned that it was just a matter of time for us.” He sipped from a paper cup. “Klink hires some young hotshot like you—someone who won’t be here too long—to take over a department.


  “Then the hotshot leaves for bigger and better things, and the department is how Dean Klink wants it. Now he hires the person he really wanted for the job because having fired one or two people means he can now afford the expert with more experience.”


  The bite of french fry lodged in my throat. I took a big gulp of water.


  “So how long are you going to be here?”


  I didn’t answer right away.


  “Your silence is all the answer I need.” He popped another fry into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “What, one year? Two years?”


  “I don’t know.” After meeting the Troyer family, leaving after two years didn’t sound as good as it once did.


  He wiped mustard off his chin. “At least Miller and I know what to expect.”


  I leaned forward, unable to eat another bite. “Are you going to tell Miller about this conversation?”


  He thought for a long minute while dragging the tip of his knife along the rim of his plate. “Naw. The kid is spooked enough as it is.”


  “Can I ask you a question now?”


  He nodded.


  “What can I do to make it better for you guys at work?”


  He dropped a french fry. “No one has asked me that before.”


  I pushed my plate away. I would eat the lunch that Becky packed for me when I got back to my office.


  “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”


  I gave him a nod. “Ask Miller to think about it too.”


  AT A QUARTER AFTER two, I waited at the entrance to Harshberger, checking my cell phone for the time every few minutes. Will the girl from the bakery show? I wished I knew her name.


  “Miss Humphrey?”


  I turned to find the girl from the bakery. “I’m so glad you came.”


  She nodded, her expression shy. She was still wearing her apron from the bakery. A smudge of chocolate marked her pocket. She picked at it with her thumbnail.


  “Do you want to sit down?” I pointed to a bench.


  She glanced inside the college’s grounds. “No, I can’t stay long. My brother will be showing up to the bakery soon to take me home.”


  “I’m Chloe.” I held out my hand. She squeezed my fingers but didn’t shake my hand. “What’s your name?”


  “Sadie Hooley.”


  “What did you want to tell me, Sadie?”


  “I haven’t seen Becky in awhile, not since she left home. My family wouldn’t like it if they thought I was talking to her.” She adjusted her glasses. “But I know Becky and know she could never hurt anyone, especially Bishop Glick. Some of our customers at the bakery say it wasn’t an accident. They think Becky hit the bishop’s buggy on purpose. I know that’s not true.”


  “I know it would mean a lot to Becky to hear you say that.”


  “Can you tell her for me? I can’t talk to her. I shouldn’t even be talking to you.”


  “I will,” I promised.


  “You came to the bakery to talk to Esther.”


  I nodded.


  “Esther and Becky don’t get along. They never have, even when we were in school. It has always been over Isaac.” She picked at the chocolate smear on her apron.


  “Does Esther plan to marry Isaac?”


  Sadie nodded. “She always planned to marry Isaac, even when he was courting Becky.”


  “Isaac courting Becky must have made Esther mad.”


  Sadie laughed. “It made her furious. I don’t know how many times I had to hear her rant about Becky in the bakery. Once I told her she should be more upset with Isaac because he chose Becky over her. She didn’t talk to me for a week after, which was a relief really. Esther can talk a person’s ear off, especially if she’s angry.”


  “Could Esther be angry enough to want to hurt someone?”


  Sadie removed her glasses and cleaned the lenses on her apron. “No.”


  “Then why are you telling me this?”


  She thought a moment. “Esther can be bristly, even short with people, but I know she could never hurt anyone just as I know that Becky couldn’t. I wanted to talk to you to tell you that. It’s the truth, no matter what you might hear around town.”


  “Are there rumors going around about her?”


  Sadie shrugged. “People coming into the bakery like to talk. It doesn’t matter if they are Amish or Englisch. They want the news, and the biggest news in town now is the bishop’s passing.”


  “Thank you for telling me, Sadie.”


  “I should go. My brother must be waiting for me.”


  I nodded.


  She placed her glasses back on her nose. They didn’t look any cleaner than before. A bit of chocolate marred the edge of one lens. Just before she started down the sidewalk, she turned. “You seem like a nice girl. Becky can use all the friends she can find right now. I’m glad she found you.”


  As she walked away, I whispered, “Me too.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Eight

  


  After work, a black buggy sat in front of my rented house. Had Grandfather Zook brought the children? As I got closer to the buggy, it became clear it wasn’t Grandfather Zook’s. This buggy was smaller, and dust covered the back end. Grandfather Zook would never drive his buggy if it was less than pristine.


  The main tip-off, though, was the horse: a black and brown mare. No white star on the forehead. Definitely not Sparky. I walked around the empty buggy, and then glanced at my house, seeing no movement. To my right, the crunch of coarse gravel caught my attention—as did Deacon Sutter stomping down my driveway.


  I crossed my arms. “What are you doing here?”


  “Looking for you, Miss Humphrey.”


  He took a few steps closer to me, but I held my ground.


  He towered over me, deep sun lines etching his face. “You have no place to speak to the people in the district.”


  My brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”


  “Did you stop in the bakery in town today?”


  “I did.” I held up my chin. “I bought some cookies. Is that a crime?”


  “You weren’t there to buy cookies.”


  I didn’t deny it.


  “My brother-in-law told me how upset my niece Esther was by your visit.”


  “You’re Esther’s uncle?”


  “Yes.” He glared at me.


  I blew out a breath. “I’m sorry I upset her, but I wanted to know what she may know about the accident.”


  “So you admit it.”


  “I never denied I want to know how my car was sabotaged.”


  His eyes bored into mine. “Did you talk to anyone else?”


  Sadie came to mind, but there was no way I would tell the deacon about her. She took a big risk by speaking to me. “I don’t have to answer that.” I started for the front door, feeling for the cell phone in my purse.


  The deacon reached out and grabbed my upper arm. His long slender fingers dug into my flesh. “Don’t walk away from me.”


  I jerked my arm away and glared at him. “I thought the Amish were nonviolent. Maybe you should listen more closely to the rules that you preach.”


  His eyes narrowed, but he took a step back. “Stay away from my district. You’ve already tricked the Troyers into accepting you, but it won’t work for anyone else. I blame their worldliness on Zook’s influence. Simon Troyer would have never behaved this way before his father-in-law moved to the county. Perhaps they need to be reminded of the error of their ways.”


  “How would you do that?”


  “That’s a matter for the church.”


  I bit the inside of my lip and tasted blood.


  He stopped and wagged his index finger at me. “Don’t come around my family again.” Then he climbed into his buggy.


  As the horse pulled the buggy away, I wondered what he could do to me if I did. Nothing. I wasn’t Amish. He had no control over me.


  The Troyers were another story.


  THIRTY MINUTES LATER, I parked outside Little Owl Greenhouse and found Becky sweeping the parking lot. Even with only one good arm, Becky’s broom kicked up huge clouds of dust. There was mulch everywhere.


  I hopped out of the car. “What happened?”


  “One of the mulch bags broke open during last night’s storm. I’ve been sweeping for two hours. Cookie asked me to finish it before I leave.”


  “You have a long way to go.”


  “I know.”


  I glanced around the lot. “Is there another broom? I can help.”


  She grinned and ran into the shop for a second broom. Heat rose from the pavement, and I was glad I had changed into shorts and a T-shirt. “Where are Cookie and Scotch?”


  She handed me the broom. “In the hothouse.”


  I began sweeping. “I spoke with Sadie Hooley today.”


  “Sadie? How is she? I saw her when I stopped at the Amish Bread Bakery looking for work.” She sighed. “I shouldn’t have tried applying there.”


  “Why not?” I sneezed as a cloud of dust and mulch flew into my face.


  “The bakery belongs to Esther Yoder’s family. Why’d you talk to Sadie?”


  “I wanted to talk to Esther.”


  “Esther? Why?”


  “Just to see if she knew anything about the accident.”


  Becky stopped sweeping. “Why would she know anything about that?”


  “Ruth said—”


  “I know what Ruth said, but Esther wouldn’t do anything to anyone. I already told you that.” Before I could respond, she started one-handed sweeping again. “Esther doesn’t like me. She never has, even when we were kinner, but she would never hurt me.”


  “Maybe she asked someone else to do it.”


  She looked up. “Why?”


  “Isaac.”


  She dropped her gaze and shook her head. “The minute I left home, Esther won Isaac. Why would she bother?”


  “I’m trying to be thorough. I’m not going to ignore a lead because it’s uncomfortable. Are you more upset about this because of Esther or because of Isaac?”


  “I don’t want to talk about Isaac.” She dropped her broom on the blacktop.


  “Did you leave for art or did you leave to avoid marriage?” The question popped out of my mouth, and I immediately regretted it.


  Her blue eyes filled with tears, and she fled into the greenhouse.


  Why did I ask her that? I set both brooms against the front of the greenhouse, then found Becky with Cookie and Scotch in the hothouse.


  “Hush! Hush!” Cookie allowed Becky to cry into her shoulder.


  Scotch pulled a yellow bandana from his bib overalls and handed it to Becky.


  Cookie’s heavily made-up eyes turned on me. “Now, why’d you have to go and make her cry.”


  “I—Becky, I’m sorry.”


  Becky shook her head against Cookie’s shoulder.


  Scotch waved at me. “Come on, Chloe, let’s give the girls a minute.”


  Helpless, I followed him back into the store. Scotch moved behind the counter. “Don’t worry about Becky. Cookie will calm her down. She’s good with our girls.”


  “You have daughters?”


  He nodded. “Two. Both are grown. One lives in Seattle and the other in Richmond. Cookie likes having Becky here so much because our girls are so far away. She misses mothering. Tell the truth, we both love having Becky here and would do anything for her.”


  “You’ve already done so much by giving her this job, and driving her back and forth to work goes way above that.”


  He waved away my praise. “We need to know she’s safe.” Scotch sat on a stool behind the cash register, clutching his cane. There were no cars in the parking lot and no customers in the shop or greenhouse.


  What was Cookie saying to Becky in the hothouse? I hoped her motherly advice was better than her makeover.


  Scotch looked around the rustic building. “This greenhouse was Cookie’s dream. It’s something she’s wanted since I first met her more than thirty years ago. I knew I had to make it happen for her.”


  “How long have you been open?”


  “Four years.” He popped open the cash register and started counting the money in the drawer. There didn’t seem to be much there, but most people shopped with credit cards now anyway.


  “It must be hard to run a small business right now.”


  He nodded, keeping his eyes focused on the slim pile of bills. “It’s hard to run any kind of business right now.”


  I thought about the unfortunate event at Harshberger earlier in the day.


  “But,” Scotch said, “in tough times, we have to make tough choices to keep things afloat.”


  “That’s true.” Again, Joel came to mind, ornery as he was. Silently, I prayed for him and his family, feeling guilty that it hadn’t occurred to me to do so before.


  “Sometimes, too”—Scotch said more talking to himself than to me—“you have to work with people you don’t care for to save your business and protect those you love.”


  My brow wrinkled. “Like who?”


  He laughed. “Look at me, an old man muttering about his troubles! It won’t be long before Cookie’ll be wheeling me into the nursing home and my diet will consist of gelatin and creamed carrots.”


  I thought there was more to it than that, but before I could ask him, Becky and Cookie entered the shop. Becky’s eyes were dry, and she was smiling. I don’t know how, at age twenty-four, I had a nineteen-year-old under my care. I was not equipped to be a parent and certainly not to someone so close to my own age.


  “We’re all better,” Cookie proclaimed. “I gave her the old Cookie pep talk. Worked every time with my girls.” She winked.


  “I’ll finish cleaning up the mulch, Chloe, and we can go home.”


  I followed her. “I’ll help.”


  Becky shrugged, so we worked in silence.


  Once in the car, I couldn’t stand Becky’s silent treatment anymore. “Becky, I said I’m sorry. If you don’t want to talk about Isaac, I won’t mention him again.”


  She let out a breath as if she’d been holding it a long while. “I’m sorry for being angry.” She stared out her window. “I wanted to love Isaac as much as he loved me, but I loved my art more.”


  “Then you made the right decision.”


  Her eyebrows shot up into her hairline. “Really? Everyone told me the opposite.”


  “Marrying Isaac would be easier for you and for your family. You were brave to turn him down. Someday you will find someone you love more than art.”


  Her whole face lit up. “I pray so. Do you think you will find someone you love more than your computers?”


  I laughed, but then grew serious. “Maybe . . .”


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Nine

  


  Saturday morning I woke up to find Gigabyte chewing on my hair. I swatted him away, and he yowled in protest. “Gig,” I complained into my pillow. “This is the only day of the week I get to sleep in. Go away.”


  Another yowl.


  I opened one eye and focused it on the wayward animal. “I’m sure Becky’s up. Ask her to give you breakfast.”


  My bedroom door flew open, and Becky bounced onto my bed. “Chloe, get up. It’s after ten o’clock.”


  “Wake me up for lunch,” I mumbled.


  She bounced some more. A headache formed at the base of my skull. Most of the time I appreciated her energy. Ten a.m. on a Saturday was not one of those times.


  “You have to get up.”


  “Why?”


  She let out a dramatic sigh. “Didn’t you hear the phone ring?”


  “No,” I told the pillow.


  “Timothy’s coming.”


  I bolted upright in the bed. “What? Why?”


  “He says he has a surprise for us, and he’s bringing Aaron too.”


  I blinked the sleep from my eyes. “Aaron? Deacon Sutter’s son? That Aaron?”


  She frowned. “Ya! Now, get up!” She hopped off the bed and skipped out of the room. She seems awfully excited to see her brother.


  I fell back onto my pillow.


  By eleven when Aaron and Timothy rolled in, I was presentable in a pink T-shirt and khaki capri pants. Becky wore her jeans again. I told her at some point that weekend we would have to take them to the Laundromat since she was determined to wear them every day. That or we’d have to go back to the department store and buy a month’s worth.


  Timothy climbed out of the car, but Aaron waved from the passenger seat. “Climb in on my side,” Timothy said.


  Since I was the shortest, I climbed into the back with Mabel. The woolly dog flopped onto my lap. We had bonded during our tornado ordeal. “Where are we going? Does this have to do with the case?”


  Timothy watched me in the rearview mirror. “I think we need a break from the case today. We are taking you to one of the best parts of Knox County: the Kokosing Gap Trail.”


  Becky beamed. “I love it there.”


  Timothy backed out of the driveway. “There’s an entrance not too far from here.”


  My toes curled in my sandals. “Won’t the ground be muddy?” In my mind, trail meant puddles and roots that trip.


  Aaron laughed. “The trail is paved and follows the river through Knox County for more than thirty miles. Kokosing meant ‘little owl’ to Native Americans. Sometimes you can see an owl on the trail at night.”


  “Oh.” Relief poured through me. One muddy adventure this week was more than enough.


  Timothy turned into a nearly full gravel parking lot. Apparently, the trail was a popular place in the county. A family filed out of the minivan next to us.


  Becky, Mabel, and I climbed out of the truck as Timothy removed Aaron’s wheelchair from the bed and unfolded it. He then lifted his friend out of the truck and placed him on the chair. “Now, this is what I call service,” Aaron proclaimed. “Onward!” He pointed up the ridge that led to the paved path. Timothy took it at a run, pushing the wheelchair up the side, with Mabel barking at his heels. On the path, Timothy clicked a leash on Mabel’s collar, and she barked in protest. He pointed at the leash law sign as if she could read it.


  I reached for the leash. “I’ll walk her so you can push Aaron.”


  “No,” Becky said. “I’ll push Aaron.”


  Timothy pointed at her cast. “Can you with one arm?”


  “Watch me,” Becky said.


  Timothy shrugged and let Becky take over the reins of Aaron’s wheelchair. He fell back in step with Mabel and me.


  “Becky looks happy,” I said.


  Timothy grinned. “Aaron, too.”


  We fell further back, and I glanced at Timothy. “Becky must think there is some sort of race.”


  He laughed.


  Broad-leafed trees hung over the bark-topped path, birds twittering in their branches. I could hear the sound of the Kokosing rushing by behind the tree line. “It’s beautiful here.”


  Timothy shortened his stride to meet mine. “It’s one of my favorite places. I come here all the time.”


  I picked a leaf from Mabel’s fur. “The deacon was okay with you picking up Aaron in your truck?”


  “The deacon doesn’t exactly know. If he had his way, Aaron would be hidden away at home all the time.” Timothy’s tone turned raw, almost bitter.


  “If his father is so awful, why does Aaron stay?”


  Timothy’s brow wrinkled. “Each Amish person must make a choice. I made mine, so did Aaron. Neither of us is unhappy.”


  Ahead of us, Becky and Aaron laughed together, and Timothy turned to me. “Could he be happier?”


  Suddenly Mabel jerked my arm to the left and started barking on the side of the trail.


  Timothy reached for the leash, giving it a tug below where it wrapped around my hand. “It’s just a squirrel, girl.”


  She barked an argument. Together, we were finally able to coax her away from the squirrel. By then Aaron and Becky were out of sight.


  Timothy looked on ahead. “Knowing my sister, they are half way to Mount Vernon by now.”


  I fell into step beside him. “It’s nice to see Becky so happy.” Mabel tugged on the leash again. These woods must be bursting with squirrels to chase.


  “Aaron, too.”


  “Was your family upset when you decided to leave the Amish?”


  “Of course. Especially my father. However, I think they recognized the alternative was worse.”


  I stopped in the middle of the trail.


  Timothy exhaled. “After the accident, while Aaron was in the hospital, I went through a bad time. I fell into the wrong crowd.”


  “The wrong Amish crowd?”


  He gave a rueful laugh. “There are tough kids among the Amish too. I got arrested for drunk driving and robbery.” He looked down at the ground, as if ashamed. “That’s how I know Greta, or Chief Rose, so well. She’s locked me up a few times.”


  “Oh.” This must me the reason for all of Chief Rose’s cryptic warnings about Timothy. “But you turned your life around.”


  He nodded. “Do you remember Hannah? You met her at church.”


  Oh, I remember.


  “Her father is a carpenter too, and I worked with him a lot before the accident. He saw I was making a bad turn and invited me to their church. This was after my third arrest, third night in jail, and I was ready to turn back to Gott. I just didn’t know how. Actually, I wasn’t turning back to Gott, I was turning to Him for the first time.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “John Hilty, Hannah’s father, taught me there’s a difference between Amish faith and Gotte’s grace. Amish faith would not forgive me, but the grace of Christ would. I only needed to ask Him for it. This was so different from what I was taught by the leaders of our district. They taught us from a young age that you had to work for forgiveness. What John helped me realize is that I could never work hard enough to undo every wrong deed I had ever done. The rules that I followed or broke being Amish were not getting me any closer to Gott. For me, they were a form of separation because I knew I could never close the distance, so why bother trying. I left the Amish because I wanted to know I was forgiven. I didn’t want to live in constant fear. I could not earn Christ’s love and forgiveness, only accept it.”


  Could I ever be as confident about what I believed, enough to give up so much?


  Timothy watched me for a moment, as if reading my mind. “That doesn’t mean I don’t have moments of doubt or even guilt. Every time I see Aaron’s wheelchair, I feel guilt. Every time I run into the deacon, guilt is there.”


  “You didn’t make Aaron jump on that roof.”


  “He’s confined to a wheelchair for something I told him to do.”


  I grabbed Timothy’s arm. “But he did it.”


  He shook his head, his expression sober. “It doesn’t matter. He’s a son. He cannot take over his family farm and may never marry. It’s because of me.”


  I squeezed his fingers. “You don’t know he won’t get married.”


  “What Amish woman would want to marry a man who can’t work? The father in the family is supposed to be the provider. Aaron can’t do that.”


  “I don’t believe that he can’t provide for his family in some way. He might not be a farmer working in the fields, but there’s other work he can do. A person’s entire worth is not measured by the type of work they do.”


  I let go of Timothy, and started walking again. “I know what it’s like to live with guilt.”


  He didn’t say anything, but simply waited for me to continue. And yet, I saw the concern on his face.


  I rubbed my eyes, remembering. “My mother died in a car accident when I fourteen, and it was my fault.” I took a shaky breath. “It was late, close to one in the morning when it happened, and it was because of me.”


  He reached for my hand and squeezed it.


  “I was at a friend’s house for a sleepover and got sick.” I winced at the memory. “Really sick. I must have had food poisoning. Anyway, the mom of the girl—not Tanisha, although Tee was there—called my parents and told them that one of them had to come get me. This was in January over Martin Luther King weekend. On the way to pick me up, my mother hit a patch of black ice that sent her car spinning into a tree.”


  Timothy squeezed my hand harder, our fingers intertwined.


  “Mom died at the hospital from her injuries, and my father never forgave me.”


  He didn’t let me go. “You were just a sick kid. How could that be your fault?”


  I watched Mabel sniff her way down the path. “Within a year of the accident, my father remarried. My stepmother’s not the easiest woman to get along with, and she pulled my father and me further apart. When I was fifteen, she convinced him to move to California and leave me behind.”


  “What do you mean ‘leave you behind’? Why didn’t you move with them?”


  “Sabrina—she’s my stepmother—thought she was doing me a favor. She said I wouldn’t want to move and leave my life and friends in Cleveland. That was true to some extent. She asked Tanisha’s family to take care of me, and even offered them money to do it. They never took any money from her, but they agreed to let me live with them. I don’t know what I would have done without them.” I said all of this without tears. The tears I cried over my father were gone. Only a cold, hollow sadness remained. “I went along with it because my father never said a word about it. He never asked me to move with them. He never asked me to stay. He said nothing. That’s pretty much how it’s been ever since. Silence.”


  Timothy looked down at me, his eyes unwavering. “I told you, you had me the night of the tornado, and I meant it.”


  I smiled. A red-iron bridge that spanned the Kokosing River came into view. “Wow,” I said. “It’s beautiful.” Trees heavy with bright green leaves hung heavy over the river. Becky parked Aaron’s wheelchair so he could peer into the water. She sat next to him cross-legged on the bridge. I admired them from afar. “Clearly, Becky doesn’t care if Aaron can run his family farm.”


  Timothy squeezed my hand one more time before letting go. “Clearly not.”


  The four of us and Mabel returned to the parking lot, then pulled up short. The green pickup was parked next to Timothy’s truck.


  Timothy picked up the pace and called to me over one shoulder. “You guys hang back until I unlock the truck.” He marched toward his pickup, and Brock stepped out from behind it.


  I noticed Becky grip the handlebar of Aaron’s wheelchair with her good hand.


  Brock didn’t back down. “Well, look who’s here, Curt?”


  “Why it’s Red and her Amish amigos.” Curt pointed a thumb at us. “She even has a new friend. A cripple. My, Red, you know how to pick ’em.”


  I slipped my cell phone from my pocket to call Chief Rose, but the screen said, “Searching for service.” Why did I still carry it with me? It was turning out to be nothing more than an expensive clock. I slid the phone back into my pocket.


  Becky looked like she was ready to bolt down the embankment and kick Curt in the shin.


  Timothy’s voice was low and firm. “Please, leave us alone.”


  I helped Becky guide Aaron’s chair down the embankment to the parking lot. “Let’s stand by the exit,” I whispered to her. “We can get into the truck when Timothy backs up.”


  Aaron used his arm to shift his leg in his chair. “Are these the knuckleheads who have been bothering you? They don’t look so tough.”


  I glanced around for help. The parking lot was full of cars, but there were no people around. Their owners must have been on the trail.


  “Sorry, buggy-rider, but we aren’t going anywhere.”


  Mabel growled deep in her throat.


  I took over pushing the wheelchair and pulled Becky to the getaway spot.


  “Blondie doesn’t want to go with you,” Brock called. “Maybe you want to come home with us?”


  “He’s lucky I can’t chase him,” Aaron muttered.


  Timothy seemed to grow taller. “Get out of my way.”


  “Or what?” Brock stepped up to Timothy’s face. “Are you going to hit us, buggy-rider?”


  “Aw,” Curt said. “A good Amish boy wouldn’t do that.”


  “There will be a point when we will have to defend ourselves against people like you,” Timothy said.


  Curt adjusted the dog tags around his neck, eyeing him. “What do you mean by that?”


  Timothy’s tone remained level. “We all know you two are behind the harassment of the Amish.”


  Curt spat. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Brock grimaced. “At least we aren’t afraid to get our hands dirty to protect our family and our country.” He turned to Becky. “So, blondie, the offer still stands. Want to lose these two and come with us?”


  Becky recoiled.


  Curt gave a fake pout. “Now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings. I thought we had something.”


  “We’re leaving,” Timothy said.


  Brock sniffed. “Okay, run from a fight. That’s what you Amish are good at, aren’t you?”


  Timothy’s head snapped around. “Don’t ever come around either of these girls again.”


  Brock snickered.


  Curt laughed so hard he bent at the waist, gasping for breath, before recovering. “What are you going to do?”


  Mabel growled again. I bent down and unhooked her leash. “Go!”


  The dog was off like a shot, barking and snapping at Curt and Brock.


  Brock jumped behind his friend and squealed. “It’s Cujo!”


  Timothy used the distraction to climb into the truck. He backed out of his space and stopped in front of us on the road. He then jumped out and lifted Aaron into the truck.


  Curt kicked at Mabel, and she chomped on the end of his boot. He swore. “That thing has rabies!”


  Becky and I jumped in through the driver’s side door as Timothy placed Aaron’s chair in the back.


  He hopped back into the cab. As he pulled out of the lot, Timothy stuck his head out. “Mabel! Come!”


  The dog spun around, ran full tilt for Timothy’s truck, and jumped into the bed. I turned in my seat to see Brock make an ugly hand gesture at our truck.


  A short while later, Timothy drove up to the house. He walked me to the door as Becky said good-bye to Aaron. Neither man had mentioned Brock or Curt again. “There is a picnic at the church tonight,” Timothy said. “It’s a celebration for the end of summer.”


  I wasn’t eager to see Hannah again. “Does Becky know about it?”


  “She should. You might need to remind her though.”


  “I can do that.”


  He paused. “Will you come?”


  “To bring Becky? Sure, if she needs a ride.”


  “I don’t want you to just drop her off.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  A slow smile grew on his face. “No. I want you to come.”


  I felt a blush spread across my face—and I forgot all about Hannah.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifty

  


  I ran my hands along the skirt of my flower-print dress, unsure of what to wear when I visited Timothy’s church again. Since the congregation was Mennonite, most of the women wore long skirts. I didn’t believe Becky when she said anything I wore would be fine.


  “You look beautiful. I don’t know what you’re so nervous about. I should be the one who is nervous. I’m the one everyone is talking about,” Becky said. “I’d rather be home with Gigabyte watching Paula Deen.”


  Becky had recently discovered Food Network. She was obsessed.


  “You’re going as a favor to me. Timothy wanted you to come too.”


  Becky shook her head. “I don’t think so. He likes you. I’ve never seen him act this way around anyone else, not even Hannah.”


  Did she have to keep bringing up Hannah? It was bad enough I knew she would be at the picnic that night.


  The picnic area behind the church was filled with people and four gas grills loaded down with hotdogs and hamburgers. It smelled divine. These hamburgers would be much better than the one I gagged down in Harshberger’s cafeteria.


  Timothy stood next to a middle-aged man at one of the grills. He waved at us and jogged over. “I’m so glad you could come.” He ran his eyes over me. “You look nice.”


  I blushed. Hopefully he’d think the redness on my cheeks was just a sunburn from the hike we took that morning.


  He started back toward the grill, and gestured for me to follow him. “I want you to meet someone.”


  Becky bumped into me. “Don’t leave me,” she whispered.


  I grabbed her hand. “Then come with us.”


  Timothy gestured to an older man at the grill. “Chloe, this is John Hilty.”


  I knew where Hannah got her good looks. John Hilty was a handsome man, with a tan from working outside and laugh lines that creased the corners of his deep-set eyes.


  Mr. Hilty removed his oven mitt and held out his hand. I shook it. “It’s nice to meet you. How do you know Timothy?”


  I nodded to my housemate. “Through Becky.”


  “Hello, Becky,” Mr. Hilty said.


  From yards away, Hannah waved in our direction. “Daddy!” She wore a flowered dress similar to mine, but as my dress hung straight from my shoulders, hers hugged her curves. I wished I’d followed Becky’s advice and worn my jeans. At least then it wouldn’t look like I was trying to copy Hannah.


  Kim and Emily followed behind Hannah at a respectful distance, as if they were ladies-in-waiting and she was the princess. Church members beamed as Hannah floated by. Maybe she was the princess.


  Hannah fake pouted. “Timothy, I’ve been waiting for you to get here, and you go straight to my father instead of saying hello to me.” Her pout morphed into an adoring grin.


  The worst part? The affectionate expression he offered her in return.


  Mr. Hilty pointed a metal spatula in my direction. “Have you met Chloe, Hannah?”


  Hannah gave me the smallest of smiles. “Yes, we met last Sunday. It’s nice to see you again, Chloe. Will you be attending our church on a regular basis?”


  Not if you ask me like that.


  Hannah put a hand on my wrist. “We shouldn’t distract the men when they are cooking. Why don’t you and Becky join my friends and me?”


  I opened my mouth to make an excuse, but Timothy nodded. “That’s a great idea. Have fun!”


  Becky and I followed Hannah and her friends to a picnic table as if our shoes were full of lead. Suddenly Becky stopped. “Oh, I see someone I have to talk to.”


  “Wha—” I grabbed at her as she ran in the opposite direction.


  Hannah glanced over her shoulder. “Are you coming, Chloe?”


  I looked heavenward and followed. At the table, I perched on one of the benches next to Kim. She seemed the least ferocious of the group. Besides, from this vantage point I could see Timothy at the grill.


  Hannah folded her hands on the table. “You seem to be spending a lot of time with Timothy and his family.”


  I decided to change the subject. “Becky told me that you knew about her job interview?”


  Hannah arched an eyebrow at me. “I did. She mentioned it to me when we met in town one afternoon.”


  “She told you that she’d be driving my car.”


  There was a pitcher of lemonade on the table, and Emily poured us each a paper cup full.


  Hannah took a sip. “She told me that she was driving a car. I didn’t know it was yours. To be honest, I wasn’t all that interested. You think a lot of the Troyers, don’t you?”


  I glanced at Timothy, who laughed with the other men around the grill. “They’ve been so welcoming.”


  “I’m surprised, considering . . .”


  I looked to Hannah. “Considering what?”


  “That you are an English girl.”


  I didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, I watched Timothy flip hamburgers on the grill and laugh with Hannah’s father. I could never imagine him doing that with my father. I could never imagine my father doing that with anyone, for that matter.


  “For Amish, the Troyers are more accepting than others in their district. I’m sure it’s the grandfather’s influence.” She took another sip of her lemonade. “After everything that’s happened, they’ve come to accept me as part of the family too. I know his parents are Amish, but I think they now know that I’m a good match for Timothy.”


  I froze. “A good match?”


  “Didn’t Timothy tell you? We are a couple. We are practically promised to each other.”


  “Promised to each other? What does that mean?”


  She laughed lightly, her eyelashes fluttering. “That we will be engaged soon.”


  My face grew hot. “A person is either engaged or not engaged.”


  “Why are you getting so upset?” She crushed her empty lemonade cup in her hand. “Emily, pour me another. I want a fresh cup.”


  Emily did as she was told.


  I swallowed. “I’ve never heard the term before.”


  “It might not be something people say in the big city you’re from, but in Knox County it’s common.”


  “Oh.” I took a deep breath. Get a grip, Chloe.


  “You are getting so upset, I . . . well . . .”


  “What?” My temper flared.


  She gave her lilting laugh again. “I’d almost think you have feelings for him.”


  Her minions giggled.


  She took a sip from her fresh cup. “That’s silly. You have to know his family would never approve of you. You’re English.”


  I cocked my head. “So are you.”


  “True, but I’m Mennonite. I guess his family feels if he’s going to leave the church, I’m close enough. We share the same faith and values.” She frowned. “I’m surprised he didn’t tell you about me.” She crushed the second empty paper cup in her hand. “I’ve heard all about you. You were trapped in the tornado together. No wonder you have a crush on him.” Her eyes narrowed. “How cute.”


  “I’ve got to go.” I got up from the table and walked away. How dumb of me to come. My version of plain clothing or not, I did not belong here. I was better off with my high-tech toys. Hannah was right; she was a much better fit for Timothy than I could ever be. If Timothy had been promised to her, it was no wonder he’d been reluctant to talk to me about his past. The question was, why did he bother to tell me at all? I knew I should go to Timothy directly and ask him. That’s what Tanisha would have done. But I didn’t have my best friend’s nerve. I couldn’t bring myself to do it at the picnic with Hannah close by. I needed to get out of there to clear my head.


  I was almost to the parking lot when Timothy touched my arm. “Chloe, what’s wrong? Where are you going?”


  I tensed. “Nothing’s wrong.”


  “You’re upset.”


  “I’m not upset.” I could hear my own voice catch, and took a breath. “I’m going home.”


  “What happened?”


  “Ask Hannah.”


  His eyes were concerned. “Is Hannah all right?”


  His question was like a punch in the gut. Maybe she had been telling the truth. “I have to go.”


  “It’s late. How are you going to get there?”


  “Same way I got here. I’ll walk,” I snapped.


  He jerked back as if I slapped him. Then he let go of my arm and let me walk away.


  As I walked home, I felt ridiculous for getting so upset. I let Hannah get to me without giving Timothy the chance to explain. He deserved the chance to do that. As I walked along the sidewalk, a flush ran up the back of my neck into the crown of my head. How could I be so stupid?


  As I made my way up the path to my house, a silver car drove by me very slowly. I tamped down a shiver. I must still be spooked from today’s encounter with Curt and Brock. I put the key in the lock, then glanced at the silver sedan’s taillights. At least it wasn’t a green truck.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifty-One

  


  On Monday afternoon, a reception was held in the cafeteria for summer staff. Dean Klink and the college president stood behind a podium in front of an unlit fireplace. The dean tapped his finger on the microphone. Pop. Pop.


  Next to me, Clark winced, his voice a harsh whisper. “I hate it when people do that. Hurts the equipment.”


  The dean leaned into the mike. “Can you hear me?”


  A shout came from the back of the cafeteria. “No!”


  Clark groaned.


  I elbowed him. “Go up there and help him.”


  “All right.” He left his seat and wove through the chairs.


  The dean clapped his hands. “Oh good, I see Clark’s coming to help us.”


  Miller kept rearranging the salt and pepper shakers on the table. I fought back the urge to snatch them from him.


  A cluster of secretaries stood in the middle of the room, blocking half of the stage. I stood up and took a few steps to observe Clark. His foot stuck out from the side of podium. An amp or speaker must have gotten unplugged. I was about to sit down when I noticed a third person standing, waiting to speak. My back stiffened. Grayson Mathews. What is he doing here?


  He made eye contact with me and smiled. A chill ran down my spine.


  Clark crawled out from under the podium, said something to Dean Klink, and then hurried back to our table.


  “Thank you, Clark,” Dean Klink spoke into the microphone. “Thank you, everyone, for taking time from your busy day to come out and meet together as a campus this afternoon. We know you are all tirelessly working to make this the best year Harshberger has ever seen. As year-round staff, you’re the wheels that keep us moving, and we thank you for that. Each and every one of you is important to the success of this college.”


  He waited for the round of applause to die down before he continued. “Since you work all year round, we only thought it was fair to share some exciting news with you first. We have a new partnership coming to Harshberger College, and we are thrilled to tell you about it.” Dean Klink gestured to the president. “President Hammerstein, would you do the honors?”


  I’d yet to meet the college president in person. He was an elderly man with a beaklike nose. His wide smile softened the severity of his features. “This school year we will be breaking ground for a new building: The Mathews Science Center.”


  The sound of clapping resonated through the room.


  “The Mathews Science Center will have state-of-the-art labs for all our science majors, including nursing. Mr. Mathews and his company have made a generous two-million-dollar donation, and many other donors have also given gifts.” He started listing the donors. As he did, I could not take my eyes off Grayson Mathews. When we met, I had told him I worked at Harshberger. So why didn’t he tell me about this project? Was it because the college was keeping it a secret until details were finalized? What else didn’t I know about him?


  Mathews stepped up to the microphone. “Thank you, President Hammerstein. Thank you, Dean Klink.” He shared his toothpaste-commercial smile with the room. “I’m so grateful for this opportunity to partnership with Harshberger College. As many of you know, my father loved Harshberger and taught here for more than thirty years in the chemistry department. Even though I never attend here as a student—I might have if you had football . . .”


  A chuckle rumbled through the crowd.


  “Harshberger is as much my home campus as Ohio State is. I grew up here, and I know that the great work you do to educate and prepare young people for both their personal and professional lives is unsurpassed. This new building will be in honor of my father’s memory, but also in honor of you, his colleagues and friends.”


  Clark shifted in his seat, muttering. “He wants his last name on the building. It will make it easier for him with the county.”


  “What do you mean?” I whispered.


  “He’s not just trying to buy Amish land, if you know what I mean.”


  I wrinkled my forehead.


  Miller rotated the salt and pepper shakers again. “Strategic philanthropy.”


  “Or natural gas,” Clark said.


  “Natural gas?” The pump on the Glick farm came to mind.


  “Oh, yeah. Knox is one of the top natural gas-producing counties in Ohio. I’m sure Mathews would love to get his hands on it. The Amish are sitting smack-dab on top of it.”


  “What about the planned communities?” I asked.


  Clark shrugged. “He might want to do that too, but it won’t make him the same kind of money the well will. I mean, who in Knox County can afford those huge houses he builds?”


  Who indeed?


  A woman sitting across from us made a shushing sound, and I realized I missed the end of Mathews’s brief speech.


  After the speech, Miller, Clark, and I got in line for cookies. “It was the weirdest thing,” Clark said, “but I could have sworn I saw his car in the lot this morning. Later, I went outside to search for it, but by then, it was gone.”


  “You did?” Miller asked.


  “What kind of car is it?” I asked, half paying attention as I watched Mathews work the room.


  “A silver sedan.”


  My head snapped around. The car that passed me Saturday night was a silver sedan.


  Clark’s brow knitted together. “Did I say something wrong?”


  “No. I’ll see you guys back at the office.” I made a beeline for the punch table where Grayson Mathews stood, shaking hands.


  I waited in line as one of the vice presidents gushed over him. “Mr. Mathews, you don’t know how much this donation means to Harshberger and our students.”


  Mathews smiled his perfect-teeth smile and patted the man on the back as if he was a member of the same team. Old habits must die hard for the football hero. The vice president, five foot one at best, had probably not been a former football teammate, yet he beamed.


  At my turn, I held out my hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Mathews.”


  He gave me the same smile he shared with the vice president, but this one didn’t reach his eyes. “Oh, yes, Miss Humphrey. It’s nice to see you again. Has Timothy and his family changed their mind about my offer?”


  I shook my head.


  He pursed his lips. “What a shame.”


  “It’s nice of you to donate to the college. Very generous.”


  He smiled. “I have plans to be a large part of Knox County, and in particular, Appleseed Creek. It makes sense I would give back, and what better place to do that than to Harshberger? The college has been here for nearly one hundred years.”


  “How do you plan to be a large part of the Knox County? I mean, other than the development in the Amish district. You do know you will never convince all those Amish families to sell.”


  He set his punch on the table. The cup was full. I wasn’t surprised. Grayson Mathews didn’t strike me as a fruit punch kind of guy. “You may be right. Not all the families will sell—at least not right away. However, if I can convince a few strategic sales, we can move forward with our plans. The plans may have to be scaled back, but we can always add on later as more land becomes available.”


  I selected a sugar cookie from the tray. “Strategic sales? Do you mean the Glick Farm?”


  “I appreciate your curiosity, but that’s simply none of your business.”


  “Are you interested in the Glick’s land or the natural gas pump on the property?”


  His head whipped to one side.


  “I’m guessing you would have to offer each family much more for their property if you took into account their mineral rights. Have you included that in the negotiations?” I folded the cookie into a napkin.


  The developer’s jaw twitched. “You don’t know what you are talking about.”


  “True, I don’t know much about it, but I do know real estate is not as profitable right now as gas and oil is.” The cookie crumbled inside the napkin as I squeezed my hand around it.


  “We are done here. Your college president wishes to speak to me.”


  I turned around to see President Hammerstein standing behind me. As I left, I tossed the mangled cookie and napkin into the trash.


  At the office, Miller and Clark were already back at their desks. It was almost four o’clock. “You guys can go home early.”


  They peeked out over their cubicle walls and nodded in tandem. The two then grabbed their lunchboxes and made a dash for the door. I laughed. I couldn’t believe how much lighter the mood was in the office now that Joel was gone. It had been difficult to let him go, but it was the best thing for the college and the department. I prayed that now Miller, Clark, and I could become a real team.


  Alone, I logged onto the Internet and started researching Grayson Mathews. This time I would dig deeper. Considering his wealth and reputation, there was bound to be a plethora of information about him online. I wasn’t disappointed. The first half-dozen articles talked about all the work that Mathews had done creating a planned community south of Columbus called Jeffersonville Village. Every article mentioned his record as an Ohio State football hero, as if that should give him the credentials to develop property.


  I clicked a tiny icon, a logo of some type, at the bottom on the main page of his website. The logo led me to a new website called Buckeye Tree Companies.


  The CEO of that corporation was Grayson Mathews. A long list of businesses fell under the corporation’s control, from Jeffersonville Village to restaurants to a gas company—Buckeye River Gas. “Got you,” I whispered. I couldn’t wait to tell Timothy why Mathews was really interested in the Amish lands.


  My stomach clenched when I saw the name of another company halfway down the page—Little Owl Greenhouse. I clicked on the link and found a photograph of the place where Becky worked. She was there now.


  My heart revved. Calm down, Chloe. So what if Grayson’s corporation owned the greenhouse? He owned half a dozen other small businesses in and around Knox County, too. There didn’t have to be a connection with the greenhouse and his real estate or gas companies.


  I couldn’t let go of the fact that Scotch and Cookie had offered Becky a job she was clearly unqualified for. Yes, when she lived with her Amish family, she’d helped with the gardening. However her experience had been exclusively related to fruits and vegetables. She didn’t know the scientific names of flowers; she didn’t understand growing zones or how to landscape. She was a fast learner, but she still had a long way to go.


  And then, there was her broken arm.


  I clicked back to Buckeye Tree Companies and found the link to Jeffersonville Village, which had its own Web site. The people in the photos smiled, showing me right away that Jeffersonville Village was the best place to live in the entire state. The village had a swimming pool, tennis courts, and a clubhouse. The list went on and on.


  I clicked on the listing prices. Houses were priced from two hundred thousand dollars to five hundred thousand. I stared at the screen. My father in California wouldn’t blink at these prices. In fact, where he lived these homes would be considered cheap. However, in rural Ohio the prices didn’t ring true. Who in Knox County could afford such an expensive home?


  I sat back, stunned. Clark was right. It wasn’t the land Mathews wanted. It was what was under the land.


  It was after four, and Becky would be done at the greenhouse in half an hour. I thought about calling Timothy, but we hadn’t spoken since the picnic. I held my cell phone in my hand. He was working in Sunbury again this week anyway. I slid the phone back into my purse, telling myself that not calling him had nothing whatsoever to do with Hannah Hilty.


  With so much on my mind, I turned off the computer, grabbed my purse, and headed for Little Owl Greenhouse.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifty-Two

  


  Cookie wasn’t at the cash register when I stepped into the greenhouse, but that was to be expected. Cookie and Scotch were always wandering around. Usually Becky was the easiest to find, but I didn’t see her either.


  I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Becky?”


  No response. That girl really needed a cell phone for times like this. I kicked myself for buying her jeans first. I stepped through the store and hothouse, the thick air greeting me. Still no Becky. I checked outside at the fenced-in part of the property. Becky should be here. She had told me the night before that Scotch was going to teach her how to prune the fir trees. How she planned to manage that with one arm, I couldn’t understand. But I hadn’t wanted to dampen her mood. She’d been upbeat ever since our walk on the trail with Timothy and Aaron.


  I hurried down the long row of maples until reaching the fir trees. It felt like I’d stepped into a potted version of a Christmas tree farm. “Becky?”


  Still no answer. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, prickling my skin. I turned around to head toward the exit.


  Just then, Brock and Curt stepped out from opposite sides. They trapped me in the middle of a stand of pine trees. Curt’s lip curled. “Red’s back, Brock.”


  “Hello, friend.” Brock clapped his hands, the sound of it like thunder. “We missed you.”


  “I can’t say the same,” I snapped. “Get out of my way.”


  Curt shook his head. “No need to get testy.” He took a step toward me.


  My breath caught, and I retreated, the sharp, spiny branches of a fir tree poking me in the back. “Don’t come near me or I will scream. The people working here will hear me.”


  Curt snorted. “You mean Cookie or Scotch? They are old friends of ours. They won’t say anything about your screams.”


  “Old friends? What are you talking about?”


  “My goodness, Brock, she doesn’t have it all figured out. I would have thought Little Miss Super Sleuth would know everything by now. You’ve been all over the county, poking your nose where it don’t belong.”


  I clenched my fists. “Where are Cookie and Scotch?”


  “They’re here. Keeping quiet just like we told them to. They’re good at following orders.”


  “Not all the time,” Brock corrected.


  “They are after we roughed up Scotch a little, you know, as incentive.” Curt smirked.


  My heart pounded in my chest, the sound exploding in my ears. “Where’s Becky?”


  “Don’t worry. She’s here. She’s been spending some time with us. We’ve decided to put the past in the past. Now we’re all chums.” He nodded at Brock. “Aren’t we, brother?”


  “Totally,” Brock agreed.


  “You better not have hurt her.” I removed my phone from my pocket, then swallowed a groan. No service.


  Brock grabbed the phone from my hand. “There will be none of that. No calling for help, especially from that Amish boyfriend of yours.”


  Curt paced in front of me. “Why would you bother with some buggy-rider when you could have a real man like one of us?”


  “Or both of us,” Brock said, his grin sickeningly wide.


  Curt narrowed his eyes. “That’s an idea.”


  I leaned against the fir tree, its branches like knives in my back, and the pot it was planted in wobbled slightly. I threw all my weight against it, and the pot fell over. Tree limbs and needles covered the ground, and I lay in the middle of it. I scrambled to my feet, and ran down the next row of trees.


  Brock stepped into my path, and I pulled up short.


  Curt ran up behind me and yanked my right arm behind my back. “Now you’ve made me mad.”


  Tears sprang to my eyes. “Get away from me. Where’s Becky?” I glared at Brock. Dear Lord, help me through this. Please protect Becky.


  Curt sighed as if my reaction was a disappointment. He tightened his grip. “We’ll take you to her.”


  Brock grabbed my arm, knocking Curt out of the way. “She’s in the roses.”


  I attempted to yank myself from his grasp. “I know where that is. I can walk there myself.”


  “True, but then you would try to run away again,” Curt said. “Brock could use the exercise by chasing you, but he’s not in the mood for it tonight. Are you, big guy?”


  “Naw, I’m not much for running.”


  Brock dragged me toward the rose garden where I found Becky seated on the floor, her unbroken arm tied to her ankles.


  Cookie and Scotch were on the cement next to her. Their hands were tied as well. Scotch had a gash over his left eyebrow.


  I knelt in front of him. “Are you okay?”


  “We’re sorry,” Cookie said.


  Tears rolled down Scotch’s face and onto his overalls. “We tried to protect Becky. That’s why we drove her back and forth from the greenhouse. We had to know she was safe all the time, so they wouldn’t try to hurt her.”


  Brock grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me away from them. “You can see how well that worked out.”


  Curt pulled something out of his pocket. A handgun. “Don’t try anything stupid, Red, or I’ll shoot all of them, starting with the girl.”


  Becky’s body shook uncontrollably.


  “What time is your uncle going to be here?” Brock asked.


  Curt kept his watch on us. “Any minute.”


  Brock hopped from foot to foot. “He’s going to be impressed with this.” He towered over me. “You’re not going to mess it up for us this time.”


  “This time?”


  “You snatched the girl from us on Route 13. Then we couldn’t grab her. You or that buggy-rider was always with her.”


  I scrunched my forehead. “Why did you want to kidnap Becky?”


  “Someone needed to show the Amish who is in control of this county. They’d sell their land to his uncle if we held the girl.” A smile spread across Brock’s face. “And I wanted to have a little fun with her.”


  Curt grinned, giving me a full view of his tobacco-dip stained teeth. “He will no longer see me as a screw-up. I got it right this time.”


  “You have to let us go,” Cookie said.


  “Shut up,” Curt barked. “My uncle owns this place. You should be grateful for everything he’s done for you.”


  My stomach dropped. “Grayson Mathews is your uncle?”


  Curt glared at me. “Shut your mouth! Sit down next to the girl.” He pointed the gun at me. “You do anything stupid, I shoot the Amish girl.”


  I sat on the cold cement next to Becky. “Becky, did they hurt you?” I whispered.


  “No.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.


  Relief washed over me. “God will protect us.”


  Curt’s head snapped around. “I said shut your mouth.”


  A voice called from deep in the greenhouse “Curt!”


  Curt gestured with the gun. “That’s my uncle. Go get him.”


  Brock disappeared into the maze of plants. He returned with Grayson Mathews following behind him. “Curt, this better be worth me delaying my trip back to Columbus. I can’t stand all this country life. Those idiots at Harshberger bought my—” He saw Becky, Scotch, Cookie, and me sitting on the ground. His jaw twitched, and he swore. “What is this?”


  Curt melted under his uncle’s glare.


  “Curt, what did you do?” His voice was thunderous.


  “I’m helping you. She was going to connect you to the accident that killed that Amish guy.”


  “Connect me to the accident? I had nothing to do with it. That was another one of your mistakes. I gave the police an alibi for you, and you pull this stunt?”


  Curt removed something from his pocket. I flinched, afraid it might be another gun. Instead, he removed a dirty business card. “She had your card in her car. She knew you asked us to mess with the Amish.”


  I do now.


  Mathews closed his eyes.


  I squared my gaze on him. “You killed the bishop.”


  Brock squeezed my arm and hissed, “The bishop was a lucky casualty.”


  My eyes ran across the three of them. “One of you cut the brake line.”


  “Yeah,” Brock said. “We meant to get you out of the way so we could get the girl”


  Hot bile rose in my throat. I swallowed hard to force it down,


  “If we had the girl, the Amish would sell the land to Curt’s uncle.”


  I glared at Mathews. “You asked them to do that?”


  “I’m not that stupid,” Mathews snapped.


  Brock pulled his chin into his chest, his expression confused. “But you asked us to convince the Amish to sell, whatever it took.”


  Mathews ran a hand through his JFK Jr. hair. “Next time, I’ll make a list of do’s and don’ts.”


  “It’s because of the natural gas, isn’t it?” I said.


  “We’re going to be rich,” Brock said.


  “Would you two stop talking to her?” He glared at Brock. “We wouldn’t even be in this situation if you hadn’t been so stupid. I never told you to cut anything.” He balled up the business card Curt gave him and threw it on the floor. “The deal will never go through now, you idiot.”


  “But Uncle Grayson . . .” Curt winced. “I was trying to help.”


  “You’ve been a screw-up since the day you were born. You couldn’t even join the army.”


  Curt clutched the dog tags hanging from his neck. “That wasn’t my fault. I wanted to serve my country. I’m not a coward like those buggy-riders.”


  “I know all about your heart murmur, nephew. Your mother reminds me about it on a daily basis. You must be brain damaged too if you think kidnapping four people was a good idea.”


  Curt licked his lips.


  Brock stepped back from his friend.


  “I was helping those filthy buggy-riders who don’t deserve that land and gas. What have they ever done for anyone? They don’t even fight for our country. They’d happily let someone else do that for them.” Curt trained the gun on Becky. I slid on my seat in front of her. “Don’t think I won’t shoot you, because I will.”


  “Grayson, you have to let us go. This is going to ruin everything you worked for,” Scotch said.


  “I don’t need your advice,” Mathews snapped and turned to his nephew. “Give me the gun.”


  “They don’t deserve it. You do, uncle, and men like my father, who fought and died for this land. Amish scum.” He spat.


  “Curt. Give. Me. The. Gun.”


  Curt stared at his uncle with tears in his eyes. Slowly, he handed the gun to Mathews. “They don’t deserve it,” Curt whispered.


  “I know,” Mathews said.


  A man stepped out from behind a huge hibiscus bush and aimed the jet stream of a water hose into Mathews’s eyes.


  I blinked. “Joel?”


  Mathews covered his face and dropped the gun. The force of the water pressure forced the weapon to slide under a potted rose of Sharon.


  Before he could dash after it, I donkey-kicked Brock in the knee, the same one he fell on the day I met Becky on the side of Route 13, the day I moved to Appleseed Creek. He cried out in pain and let go of my arm.


  Then I ran to Becky.


  “I think she broke my kneecap!” Brock rolled onto his side.


  Curt stared at his friend.


  Joel still had the water trained on Mathews, who struggled to his feet.


  “Curt, you idiot, find my gun!”


  Curt started to search the ground.


  I grabbed a flathead screwdriver beside a stack of ceramic pots and tore through the duct tape around Becky’s ankles. She didn’t move. “Get up!”


  She jumped up as if I’d electrocuted her.


  Brock held his knee. Tears rolled down his baby face. He didn’t appear nearly as frightening as he did before.


  “Find the gun!” Mathews bellowed.


  “I’m trying.” Curt looked at his friend. “Should we take Brock to the hospital or something? He’s hurt.”


  “I don’t care about Brock. I want those girls and the guy with the water hose.”


  I pulled Becky along behind me. She gasped through her tears.


  “Becky, you have to calm down. We need to think straight.”


  She hiccupped.


  Heavy steps crept up behind me. I spun around, brandishing the screwdriver.


  It was Joel.


  I kept the screwdriver in the air. “What are you doing here?”


  “Following you.”


  I pulled back. “Why?”


  “I wanted to talk to you about firing me.”


  I heard more footsteps and whipped a glance in their direction. “Can we talk about this later?” I shoved them both into the building. “How do you close this door?” It was an automatic door.


  Becky just shivered.


  “Becky, where is the button?”


  She stared at me and reached behind a shelf of fertilizer. Slowly the door closed as Curt ran at it full tilt. It settled on the cement ground. Thud!


  Joel quirked a look in my direction. “Did he just bounce off the door?”


  I shuddered. “Would someone call the police?”


  The greenhouse’s front door slammed open. “We don’t have to,” Becky said. “They’re already here.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifty-Three

  


  Joel stood alone under a hanging basket. A silver sedan sat parked on the other side of an ambulance.


  I pointed to the parking lot. “Is that your car?”


  He nodded.


  “Did you follow me home from the Mennonite church Saturday night?”


  He nodded again.


  I dug a hand into my hip. “Why?”


  “I told you. I want to know why you fired me.”


  “You weren’t fired. You were laid off.”


  “As if that made it any easier.” The usual bitterness in his tone had ebbed somewhat.


  “I’m sorry, Joel. I made the best decision I could for the department.”


  He shook his head. His shoulders slumped.


  What he’d done changed him. Much of the anger he’d harbored against me had dissipated. Heroics can do that for a person. Despite all of his failings, Joel was a hero. The fact was difficult for me to accept, but it may have been even more difficult for Joel.


  I swallowed. “Thank you. You saved Becky and me.”


  He hung his head. “I did what had to be done.” Then he wandered away.


  Chief Rose sauntered up to me with her hands on her hips. “That looked awkward.”


  I grimaced.


  “See, I told you, you were the key in this case.”


  I wasn’t so sure about that. “What does this mean for your department, Chief?”


  “Crime does pay.” A sly smile spread across her face.


  Timothy’s truck threw gravel in all directions as he swerved around a police cruiser.


  Chief Rose shook her head. “Apparently none of the Troyers know how to drive.”


  He jumped out of his truck. Becky, who stood with Cookie and Scotch, broke away from the EMT taking her blood pressure and ran into her brother’s arms. He hugged her to him while scanning the crowd.


  Chief Rose nudged me. “I think he’s searching for someone.”


  Timothy’s eyes locked on mine. He said something to his sister, and she let him go. I stepped away from the police chief and met him under the shade of the oak tree. “Chloe, are you all right?”


  I ran my hands up and down my bare arms. “I’m fine.”


  Timothy’s chest moved up and down as if he couldn’t catch his breath. His big blue eyes searched my face. “When Greta called me, I got here as fast as I could. I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”


  I scanned the crowd. The police chief was speaking to a protesting Curt. Brock had already been taken to the hospital in Mount Vernon.


  Mathews sat in the back of a cruiser not speaking to anyone. He stared straight ahead. His high-priced lawyer had taught him well.


  Joel stood in the middle of a group of reporters, relating how he saved the day—which he had.


  “Chief Rose called you?”


  He nodded.


  I bobbed my head, my eyes darting around. “I’m glad you’re here. Becky needed you.”


  He winced. “Becky? What about you?”


  I forced a smile. “I did too. You’ve been a good friend.”


  Timothy flinched. “A good friend?”


  I stopped. “Of course. I could have never gotten through this without you. I’ve seen what a wonderful brother you are to Becky and the children. You’re like the brother I never had.”


  His brow furrowed. “I’m not your brother.”


  I licked my lips, unable to meet his gaze. “I know that. You’re like a brother to me.”


  He lifted my chin, the calluses on his fingers brushing my skin. “No, I’m not. I don’t want you to think of me as your brother. I care about you.”


  “I care about you too.”


  His face flamed red. “I don’t care about you like I care about my sisters.” He took my small and freckled hand between his two calloused ones.


  “Oh.” The light was dawning. A smile began to form on my lips, but just as quickly it faded. “What about Hannah?”


  “Hannah?”


  “Isn’t she—aren’t you together?”


  He barked a laugh. “She wishes.”


  “You are promised to her,” I said.


  “We dated. It was nothing serious, at least not for me. Hannah might disagree. I told her many times that it’s over between us.” He frowned. “I dated her because I knew it was what her father wanted. It’s been over for a long time though.”


  “I can guarantee she doesn’t think it’s over. She pretty much told me the two of you were getting married.”


  He rocked back on his heels. “I’m not going to marry Hannah.”


  Inside of me, a little voice cried out with joy.


  
    


    


    Chapter Ten

  


  A stoplight greeted us at each intersection along the way to the hospital in Mount Vernon, and each time we stopped, Timothy’s grip on the steering wheel became a little bit tighter.


  “How do you know the police chief?” The question popped out of my mouth, and I wished I could take it back.


  Timothy kept his eyes on the road as we were held up by yet another stoplight. “Appleseed Creek is a small town.”


  I suspected there was more to it than that. “You called the man you were talking with Deacon. Is that his name?”


  “No. Deacon is his position in the church. We call him Deacon Sutter.”


  Timothy made a left turn and we drove up a small hill that led to the hospital parking lot. The ambulance idled by the entrance to the emergency room. Timothy found a parking place quickly.


  The waiting room was white with dark blue linoleum floor. Padded wooden chairs sat back-to-back in three rows. A flat-screen television in the corner played ESPN to an empty room. A sheriff’s deputy stood by the nurses’ station, drinking coffee from a paper cup and flirting with the pretty receptionist.


  Although a different hospital, I remembered the horrible night my mother died and how my father dragged me to the emergency room.


  Timothy spoke to the receptionist. “My sister, Becky Troyer, just arrived in an ambulance. How is she?”


  The receptionist smiled at him. Her even, white teeth stood out against thick magenta-colored lipstick. The young deputy scowled. Obviously, he would have preferred she keep her smile aimed at him.


  “She’s getting a cast for her arm,” the receptionist said. “It’s broken.”


  I stepped up next to Timothy. “Can we see her?”


  She scrutinized me. “Who are you?”


  “Chloe Humphrey. I’m Becky’s roommate.”


  The woman shook her head. “Only immediate family in the back. Her brother can see her.”


  “How long will she be here?” I asked.


  “They are with her now. It should only be a few minutes.”


  The deputy shifted at the desk. “But then I have to take her to the sheriff’s office for questioning.”


  Timothy winced. “Can we go with her?”


  The deputy shrugged. “You can wait for her at the station if you like.”


  The phone on the receptionist’s desk rang and the woman picked up the receiver, listening for a moment. “All right.” She hung up. “Mr. Troyer, you can go back and see your sister now.”


  “I’ll show you where she is,” the deputy said.


  Timothy’s brow wrinkled.


  “Go on.” I shooed him. “I’ll be here.”


  He nodded and followed the deputy down the hallway.


  I removed my cell phone from purse, and the receptionist pointed at the NO CELL PHONE sign.


  Outside the emergency room’s automatic doors, the humid air hit me like a wall. I checked my cell phone for the temperature. Ninety degrees. With nowhere to sit outside, I decided to make my phone call in Timothy’s truck, which he’d left unlocked.


  I dialed Dean Klink’s office number.


  “Hello.” His jovial voice contrasted with my emotions.


  “Hello, Dean Klink? It’s Chloe Humphrey.” I rested my hand on the steering wheel, only to yank it away from the hot surface.


  “Chloe, hello? How are you doing? We’re keeping you busy I suspect. By the way, I love your proposal for a learning management system. An absolute must! I’m making it a top priority the next time I meet with the president’s cabinet. I knew you were the right one to hire.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  He barked a laugh. “Sir? I thought we told you we weren’t much for formality here.”


  “You did. I’m sorry.”


  “No need to apologize for that! What can I do for you?” A rap-rap-rap echoed through the line. I imagined the dean tapping the end of his pen on his desk.


  “I’m off campus and will be for the rest of the day. My roommate was in a car accident.” I didn’t mention my roommate was a runaway Amish or that the bishop was dead. Details of the accident would travel through Appleseed Creek soon enough.


  He took a sharp breath. “Oh dear, that’s awful. Is she all right?”


  Was she all right? An excellent question. “She has a broken arm.”


  “She’s lucky to be alive. Take all the time you need.”


  “Thank you, Dean.”


  “Now, I told you to call me Charlie.” His upbeat tone had returned.


  “I’ll try.”


  A vehicle backfired behind me, and a truck roared into the parking place next to mine. A green pickup. My stomach turned. The two men who had harassed Becky on the highway were inside.


  “Well, well, well, looky who’s here,” the scrawny one said.


  “It’s Red.” Babyface climbed out of the pickup. “We haven’t seen her since her little friend made me skin my knee.”


  “Go away,” I said as he sauntered up to my door. The power windows were down, and I didn’t have the truck’s keys to raise them. I hit the locks, but knew that Babyface could reach inside the cabin and open the door if he wanted.


  “Do you want to see the scar I have from falling down?” The faint hint of alcohol sullied the air between us.


  The driver snorted a laugh.


  “Leave me alone.”


  The driver spat. “We’re just visiting with you. That’s not very neighborly of you to turn us away like this—and we are neighbors of yours. Grover is a real nice street, real nice.”


  A shiver traveled down my spine. The green pickup had been driving up and down my street, watching the house. “There are police inside the hospital. If I scream, they will hear me.”


  He snickered. “We wouldn’t want that.”


  “What are you doing here anyway?” Babyface leered. “Are you visiting your little friend?”


  “’Course she is, Brock. Red loves to save little Amish girls in trouble. This one is in a heap of trouble too.” He tsked. “Mowing down an Amish big shot is never a good idea. I wonder what made her do it.”


  Brock let loose a laugh. “Maybe the big shot had it coming.”


  The other one nodded, like this was all making sense. “Could be. I always suspected there was something off about those buggy riders.” His grin widened. “Hate to see a pretty girl end up in prison.”


  Brock smirked and fingered the door lock. “She’ll be very popular on the cellblock, I’m sure.”


  Nausea washed over me.


  I scanned the cabin for something I could use as a weapon. Timothy’s tool belt lay on the floor, a screwdriver sticking out of one of the pockets. I would have preferred a hammer, but the screwdriver would work.


  “Why don’t you get out of the truck and we can talk about this?” Brock taunted. “We have some experience with the police. Maybe we can help you and your friend.” He doubled over in laughter, his hand still on the door.


  I grabbed the screwdriver by the blade and whacked the handle on Brock’s fingers. He yelped and let go.


  The thinner man convulsed with laughter until the hospital door opened and the deputy stepped outside. He spoke into a cell phone with his back to us.


  The driver cocked his head at Brock. “Let’s go.”


  Brock climbed back into the truck, cradling his hand. “See you around, Red.” Somehow I knew he meant that.


  
    


    


    Epilogue

  


  Tuesday morning, I sat in the second row of a small courtroom in the Knox County courthouse in Mount Vernon.


  Even the fact that Becky had been kidnapped the day before wouldn’t convince the Knox County judge to move her court date for sentencing. Becky sat next to Tyler Hart in the row in front of me.


  Timothy squeezed my hand. “It’s going to be fine,” he whispered. He was the only one from the Troyer family to attend. He told me that the Amish want as little interaction with English government as possible, but I wondered if Becky was hurt that her parents weren’t by her side for the verdict.


  The bailiff faced us. “All rise.”


  A rotund man in a black robe climbed to the bench. The judge sat, and so did the others in the courtroom. There weren’t many. Becky’s sentencing was not a big draw.


  The judge’s bushy eyebrows knitted together. He addressed the prosecutor. “Do you accept the guilty plea?”


  “We do.” The prosecutor wore a suit that must have cost half of his monthly salary.


  The judge nodded and glared at Becky. “I hope you understand the seriousness of your offense, young lady. I understand some of the circumstances leading up to this accident were no fault of your own. The vehicle was tampered with; however, that does not discount that you were an unlicensed and uninsured motorist. A more experienced driver may have avoided the fatal accident.”


  I shifted in my seat. That was a little harsh of the judge to say. Timothy touched my wrist, and I stopped squirming.


  “I do,” Becky whispered.


  “I can’t hear you,” the judge bellowed.


  Becky cowered, but then straightened. “I do understand, sir.” She spoke in a clear voice.


  “Good. It is the decision of this court to follow the prosecution’s recommendation. You are forbidden to apply for a driver’s license until your twenty-fifth birthday, you have one year of probation, and you must complete one thousand hours of community service.” He glared at her. “Although I usually feel that it does a young person some good, I don’t think in this case that prison time is needed.”


  Tears pricked my eyes.


  “Thank you, your honor.”


  The judge slammed his gavel on the bench. “Hart, get yourself and your client out of my courtroom.”


  Tyler nodded and shuffled Becky toward the exit. Timothy and I hurried after them. We met in the rotunda outside of the room.


  “Is the judge always that cranky?” I asked Tyler.


  “Always.” He grinned and patted Becky on the shoulder. “Well, kiddo, you’re going to be okay.” He shook my hand. “I’ll call you later today with the information about her probation officer.”


  “I never thought I would be happy to hear about a probation officer,” I said.


  Timothy threw his arms around Becky and they hugged. “Me either.”


  Tyler tipped his head. “I have another case this morning, so I will let you all celebrate.” His footsteps echoed as he hurried across the rotunda.


  Timothy pulled me into the hug with him and Becky. It was our own little circle, our own little family. When I first moved to Appleseed Creek, all I thought about was moving away from it. Now I wondered if I’d ever want to leave.


  Together, we strolled out of the courthouse arm in arm. Timothy released me and gave Becky another big, brotherly hug.


  As he did, I spotted an Amish man across the street, scowling at us. It was Deacon Sutter. I bit my lip. Soon the Amish district will need to choose a new bishop. Will it be Deacon Sutter? If the deacon wasn’t chosen, how will he react, and what were his plans for the disobedient Troyer family?


  Becky tugged my arm. “Come on, Chloe, Timothy’s taking us to breakfast to celebrate.”


  I pushed away thoughts of the deacon and smiled at Becky’s glowing face. “Breakfast sounds perfect.”


  
    


    


    Discussion Questions

  


  1. What was your favorite part of the novel? Why?

  



  2. Which character did you identify with the most? Why?

  



  3. What did you learn about Amish culture in this book that you did not know before?

  



  4. What aspect of Amish culture do you most admire? What aspect do you disagree with?

  



  5. The protagonist, Chloe Humphrey, has a difficult relationship with her father. How is that relationship similar to Amish shunning?

  



  6. The author lived in Knox County for three years during her twenties. How do you think that influenced the novel?

  



  7. What do you think of the author’s description of Knox County, Ohio? Is it a place you’d like to visit?


  8. The protagonist, Chloe Humphrey, has a cat named Gigabyte, and a central character, Timothy Troyer, has a dog named Mabel. Why do you think animal characters are so prevalent in mystery novels?

  



  9. The novel shows that Amish differ from order to order and from district to district. How does that apply to Christian denominations in general?

  



  10. Becky Troyer and her brother Timothy leave the Amish for different reasons. Do you think their reasons were believeable?

  



  11. The author, Amanda Flower, considers herself a cozy mystery author. Do you know what makes a mystery “cozy”? What makes A Plain Death a cozy mystery?

  



  12. Of the antagonists in the novel, which do you dislike the most? And why?

  



  13. Before the end of the novel, who did you think the culprit was? Were you right?

  



  14. What do you think about the conclusion of the mystery? What about it surprised you?

  



  15. What do you think the future holds for Chloe and Timothy?
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    Dear Reader Letter

  


  Dear Reader,


  The idea for A Plain Scandal came to me while I was in the middle of writing A Plain Death, the first novel in the Appleseed Creek Mystery Series. This was during the fall of 2011. During that time, a group of Ohio Amish were in the local and national news. A half dozen men in a breakaway Amish group in Holmes County, which is right next to Knox County where my series is set, were arrested for cutting off the hair of Amish women and the beards of Amish men in their old district. They did this because they had a disagreement over doctrine and district rules. The men were charged with committing a religiously-motivated hate crime, a federal offense.


  Having lived in Ohio my entire life, I can safely say the Amish are seldom in the news even at a local level, and Amish on Amish crime like this is rare. I’m not saying there is no crime in the Amish communities because there most certainly is, but little of it is known outside of the culture. The Amish guard their privacy and prefer to handle any disciplinary actions themselves. The fact the Amish harmed in this case reached out to the local police in Holmes County for help made this story different.


  The true story is heartbreaking, and I feel for all the victims involved. However, as a mystery author, I couldn’t help but think of how this story could play out in a novel and fit well into the story arch I have planned for the entire series. From that realization, the beginning on A Plain Scandal was born.


  Of course, I am a cozy mystery author, so although the true story inspiring the novel is dark, this mystery is light and humorous.


  I hope this story teaches you something new about the Amish culture. May the characters make you smile, the mystery raise your suspicions, and the romance touch your heart.

  



  Blessings and Happy Reading!

  



  Amanda Flower


  
    


    


    Chapter One

  


  In the church’s cloakroom, I searched for my black peacoat among the sea of black fabric. A flickering dome fixture in the ceiling lighted the way as my fingers rifled through the tightly packed garments. Wooden hangers knocked together like Asian wooden chimes, and I was no closer to finding the peacoat.


  I should invest in brighter colored outwear. Black was the go-to color of choice for the Mennonites of Appleseed Creek, Ohio. Perhaps I would buy a nice royal blue or purple coat as an early Christmas present to myself. Red was out of the question, because it would clash with my hair.


  Two women in long skirts and sensible shoes stepped into the tiny room. “I’m telling you, I’ve never seen anything like it,” one of the women told her companion. Her brown-gray hair fell in a long braid from the base of her head to the waistband of her skirt. “It’s scandalous and makes everyone in the district look bad.”


  Her friend pulled a ski coat from a hanger and struggled into it. The puffy jacket accentuated her plump figure. “And to attack the bishop’s daughter like that.”


  “It’s terrible. She’s such a sweet girl. Not particularly bright, but sweet. I always prefer she wait on me at the bakery,” the woman with the braid confided. “The bishop’s daughter may give me the wrong change, but she does it with a smile on her face. The other girl who works there acts like she’s doing me a favor by selling me a loaf of bread.” She patted her slender hip. “As you can see, I’ve had a few too many of those.”


  “Don’t be silly. You look like you live on carrots and salad.” The woman’s coat ballooned up near her ears as she leaned closer to her friend. “I’ve been thinking about all of this.”


  I should have let the ladies know I was there, but instead, I backed further into the closet to better conceal myself.


  Braid nodded encouragement. “Yes?”


  “This has to be some kind of message to Bishop Hooley.”


  “Could be. He’s only been bishop a few weeks, but I heard much has changed in the district since he took the post.”


  “My Amish neighbor told me Bishop Hooley is more rigid than Bishop Glick, God rest his soul. Hooley forbade a man from attending Sunday services because the man’s beard was too short.”


  Braid searched the top shelf of the cloakroom and collected child-sized hats, mittens, and gloves. “I heard Hooley broke up a youth social meeting. Sent everyone home and caused quite a stir in the community.”


  Braid picked up a fedora she’d knocked to the floor. “Some Amish parties are wild.”


  Her friend wrinkled her nose. “Most aren’t, and my neighbor insisted there wasn’t any drinking or carrying on at the party.”


  “How would she know? Was she there?”


  “No. Her son told her.”


  Braid rolled her eyes as she set the fedora back on the shelf. “You know teenagers. Of course, the son would say the party was completely innocent. I don’t have enough fingers and toes to count the number of times my children have lied to my face.”


  Ski Coat began to gather her children’s hats and mittens too. “I say if Bishop Hooley thinks the Amish district needs stronger control, there must be a reason.”


  I stepped deeper into the closet and knocked the back of my head on a row of empty hangers. They clattered together and swung wildly on their pole. Ski Coat glared at me and whispered something to her friend. Braid nodded, and the pair collected the remainder of their coats and left the cloakroom.


  I bit my lip. If the bishop chastised an Amish man about the length of his beard, what did he have planned for the Troyer family? Who attacked Bishop Hooley’s daughter? How was she attacked?


  Becky Troyer, my nineteen-year-old roommate, popped her head into the cloakroom, the cheeks of her heart-shaped face slightly red from the cold wind. Her long, blonde braid fell over her shoulder. “Chloe, what’s taking so long? Timothy’s waiting to take us home.”


  I felt a smile form when she said Timothy’s name. Timothy was Becky’s twenty-seven-year-old brother and I had a monstrous crush on him. I suspected he felt the same way about me, but we’d yet to discuss it. Both Becky and Timothy grew up Amish and left their district to live as English. Despite leaving the Amish way, they were close to their family—their parents, grandfather, and three younger siblings. “I can’t find my coat.”


  She scanned the black wall of fabric and plucked my peacoat from its hanger on the first try.


  I blinked. “How did you do that?”


  “I know what it looks like.” She handed it to me. Her blue eyes sparkled with mischief.


  Outside of the cloakroom, Timothy waited for us. It took all of my willpower not to gawk at him. He and Becky shared the same white-blond hair and blue eyes. All the Troyer children had those features in common. He was just shy of six feet tall and had the muscular build of a man accustomed to working with his hands.


  When he saw me emerge from the cloakroom, his eyes crinkled at the corners. A silly grin formed on my lips but faded when I saw who stood next to him.


  Hannah Hilty, a tall, slender brunette, prattled in Timothy’s ear. “I’m so proud of you, Timothy. Daddy said that you will find great success as a contractor and your business will rival his.”


  Timothy tore his eyes away from mine and bent his head to meet Hannah’s gaze. As he did, his blond hair reflected the hallway’s ceiling lights. “That’s nice of your dad to say, Hannah. If I do half as well as he has, I’ll consider myself successful.”


  “You already are.” She placed a small, white hand on his arm as if in reassurance. Her pink-polished fingernails were filed to a sharp point. “Daddy says the Young contract is the biggest one in the county right now. He’s so pleased his protégé got it.” She sighed. “I wish you and Daddy would team up somehow.”


  I clenched my jaw. I knew exactly how Hannah wanted her father, one of the most successful general contractors in Knox County, Ohio, and Timothy to team up: with a wedding.


  “That’s a great idea, Hannah,” her friend Kim cooed. Tall and rail thin, Kim was one-half of Hannah’s cheering squad. Emily, the other half, was MIA.


  Becky rolled her eyes at me. “Timothy, I found Chloe.”


  I tried to plaster a pleasant expression on my face but a scowl formed instead.


  “Chloe, there you are,” Hannah trilled as if she had just noticed me. “I was telling Timothy that you might have gotten lost. The church building can seem so large and confusing to a visitor.”


  Kim covered her mouth.


  I forced a smile. “In the last few months, I haven’t gotten lost yet.”


  Hannah shrugged. “It takes time to find your way.”


  Becky skirted behind Hannah and crossed her eyes at me. I stifled a laugh.


  “Ready to go?” Timothy asked.


  I nodded and buttoned my coat.


  Hannah squeezed Timothy’s arm. “Before you go, have you heard the news?”


  I had a bad feeling about this.


  Timothy fished leather gloves out of his coat pocket. “What news?”


  For a second, I wondered if Hannah would say something about the conversation I overheard in the cloakroom. What did she know about the new rules in the Amish district or the bishop’s daughter?


  “Isaac Glick and Esther Yoder are set to marry on Thanksgiving Day. I’m so happy for them. They’re the perfect match. I see lots of little Amish children in their future.”


  Becky paled. Isaac was Bishop Glick’s son and formally Becky’s suitor. Their relationship died along with the beloved bishop during the summer. Esther had been waiting not-so-patiently to snatch up Isaac for some time.


  Kim’s mouth bent upward in a crooked smiled, this news bulletin had been carefully orchestrated.


  Timothy cleared his throat. “I knew they were courting.”


  Hannah laughed. “It is Amish wedding season. There’s been a wedding every Tuesday and Thursday this month.”


  Becky took a step back as if she knew what would come next.


  Hannah’s long, canvas skirt ballooned around her ankles as she spun around. She placed a hand on her cheek. “I’m sorry, Becky, I forgot about you and Isaac. This news must be upsetting, considering . . .”


  Sure, you did.


  Becky fingered her long, pale-blonde braid. “I’m happy for Isaac.”


  Hannah placed a hand to her chest and sighed deeply. “Good. I would hate to upset you.”


  I’ll bet.


  Kim turned around, her shoulders moving up and down in barely restrained laughter. A smirk played at the corners of Hannah’s mouth. After saying good-byes, the pair strolled down the hallway arm-in-arm, their heads close together.


  I stole a glance at Becky as we stepped through the church’s front door. She concentrated on the top of her boots—Ugg knock-offs we’d found on a trip to the Polaris Mall. Along with the boots she wore a knee-length pencil skirt, black tights, and a teal winter coat with a faux fur-lined hood over an orange sweater. She’d come a long way from her Amish upbringing of plain clothes. As for her physical appearance, the last remnant from her Amish childhood was her uncut, blonde air. Even braided, it hung all the way to her tailbone.


  I pulled a cotton scarf from my coat pocket and wrapped it around my neck. The late November wind bit into my exposed skin. A fine dusting of snow blanketed the church lawn, and an earlier-than-normal winter storm warning was in the forecast for later in the week. It seemed Knox County was due for a frosted Thanksgiving in addition to the standard white Christmas.


  In silence, we followed the walk that wrapped around the outside of the white-washed Mennonite church building to the parking lot. As we rounded the corner, Timothy’s blue pickup truck came into view.


  Other parishioners leaving the church gawked and whispered to each other. Appleseed Creek Chief of Police, Greta Rose, leaned against Timothy’s truck like she didn’t have a care in the world. Mabel, Timothy’s shaggy black and brown dog, stood in the bed of the truck trying, unsuccessfully, to convince the chief to scratch her between the ears.


  Becky pulled up short. “What is she doing here?”


  A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. There were few people I was less eager to see than Hannah Hilty, but Chief Rose was one of them. “I don’t know, but it can’t be good.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Two

  


  Mabel barked a greeting and her black plume of a tail wagged at a frantic pace. Despite the gloomy autumn skies heavy with the promise of snow, Chief Rose wore her aviator sunglasses. “Long time no see.”


  I linked arms with Becky. “That’s a good thing.” My young friend began to shiver, but I wasn’t sure if it was from the cold.


  The chief removed her sunglasses and appraised Becky with her peculiar peridot-colored eyes. Today, they were surrounded by purple eyeliner. The chief’s penchant for eyeliner was her one glint of femininity. Aside from the eye makeup, she was all business. “How’s it going with your probation officer?”


  “Fine.” Becky stepped closer to her brother, pulling me along with her. “Did he say something was wrong?”


  “No. According to Fisher, you are a model ward. He wishes he had twelve of you instead of the typical yahoos he gets saddled with.” She placed a hand on her gun belt. “How do you like your community service at the after-school arts program?”


  “I’m enjoying it,” Becky said. “The children are great, and several are very talented.”


  Becky was on probation and completing court-appointed community service for driving without a license and getting into an automobile accident with an Amish buggy during the summer. She totaled my car in the process. Although the accident wasn’t her fault—the brake line had been cut—it resulted in the death of Isaac’s father, the Amish district’s Bishop Glick.


  “I’m glad. You have a site visit Tuesday.” Chief Rose said this not as a question but a statement of fact. Clearly, she had been checking up on Becky.


  Becky squeezed my arm. “Yes. Officer Fisher will be visiting the school and observing my interaction with the children.”


  “Good, and you have plans for when you complete your community service?”


  Becky licked her lips. “I think I would like to teach art. Working with the kids has been so much fun—even more fun than working on my own paintings.”


  “That’s a good plan,” the chief said. “However, when you have a record, being a teacher is easier said than done.”


  Becky’s face fell, and I resisted the urge to kick the police chief in the shins for discouraging her. I almost had Becky convinced to take the GED so she could apply to college to get the certification she needed to teach art.


  I chimed in. “Becky’s making great progress on her hours.”


  Becky pulled mittens from her pockets and slipped them onto her small hands all the while keeping her arm linked through mine. “My service should be completed early next year.”


  “Glad to hear it.”


  Timothy shifted his feet. “You’re here to talk to Becky about her PO?” His tone was doubtful.


  “I like to check in with my citizens.” The chief blew on her bare hands. “I’m glad you all finally came out. My toes feel like ice cubes. Snow’s in the forecast for Thanksgiving. Leave your turkey outside. It will stay frozen.”


  “Greta . . .” Timothy eyed her warily.


  She set her sunglasses back on her nose. “Curt Fanning and Brock Buckley are back on the street.”


  My heart skipped a beat. Curt and Brock were the guys who harassed the Appleseed Creek Amish community last summer, which ultimately led to Becky’s accident and Bishop Glick’s death. “What? How is that possible?”


  Becky grabbed my hand. The wool of her mitten felt rough against my palm.


  “Turns out, Curt Fanning’s uncle was up to more trouble than his shenanigans in Knox County. The FBI’s been investigating his shady business dealings for years, and they cut a deal with Fanning and Buckley to testify against him. The end result is the uncle spends life in federal prison, and Fanning and Buckley walk.”


  I shivered. Curt Fanning’s drawn face, dirty goatee, and tobacco-stained teeth came to mind, followed closely by Brock Buckley’s deceptive baby face.


  “Do you think they would come back here?” Becky asked.


  The chief tucked a short, brown curl behind her ear. “Hard to tell, but I don’t see them going anywhere else. My officers are on the lookout for any sign of them.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “How long have they been out?”


  “Two weeks.” She frowned. “I found out yesterday. Suddenly, it occurred to the county sheriff I might want to know about it.”


  “We haven’t seen them.” Becky let go of me and wrapped her long, thin arms about her waist. “That’s a good sign, right?”


  “Could be. But then again maybe they’re getting their act together before they come looking for you. Remember you and Chloe are the reason they went to prison. They are not your biggest fans.” Chief Rose clicked her teeth. “My advice would be to watch your backs.”


  I shivered. “Are they driving the same truck?” My mind conjured up the image of a rusted green pickup that stalked Becky and me during the summer.


  Chief Rose’s brow shot up. “You mean that beat-up green pickup? Yes, as far as I know. According to the BMV, it’s the only vehicle registered in Curt’s name.”


  Timothy scratched Mabel behind the ear, and the dog leaned into his caress. “They can’t possibly be dumb enough to bother the girls.”


  The chief pushed away from the truck and stood up straight. “I’ve learned not to underestimate the stupidity of criminals, and Fanning and Buckley do not have a reputation for being the brightest.” She met each of our eyes in turn. “You see them, you call me.” With that, she sauntered to her black-and-white police cruiser.


  Timothy scowled as he watched the cruiser turn out of the church’s lot. “The court shouldn’t have released them.”


  I silently agreed. “We’ll all be on the lookout for them like Chief Rose said. Chances are they will leave us alone.”


  “Not if they want revenge,” Becky whispered.


  I shot Timothy a look, then nodded at his sister, who looked like she was about to be sick.


  Timothy frowned. “Let’s not talk about them anymore. I hope you two will come with me tonight to Young’s. Ellie Young has planned a killer menu.”


  Young’s Family Kitchen was a favorite. I cocked my head. “Aren’t the flea market and restaurant closed on Sundays?”


  “Normally, yes.” Timothy wrapped his plaid scarf more tightly around his neck. “Tonight is a meal for the men working on the pavilions. Ellie asked us each to bring guests. You know she will have more than enough food for everyone.”


  A smile broke out on Becky’s solemn face. “Will she have pie?”


  “This is Ellie we’re talking about.” He tweaked her white-blonde braid. “Of course she will have pie.” He arched an eyebrow at me. “Will you come?”


  I smiled. “How can we turn down one of Ellie’s meals?”


  Becky and Timothy shared identical grins, the similarities between brother and sister almost startling.


  “Great,” Timothy said. “I’ll drop you at home now and pick you up around four. I have some errands to run this afternoon.”


  As Timothy drove us home, I stared out the window, looking for Curt’s green pickup.


  
    


    


    Chapter Three

  


  The doorbell chimed through our rented house on Grover Lane, a block from Appleseed Creek, Ohio’s central square. Becky lay on her stomach in front of the television on the hardwood floor, legs bent, her feet stirring up the air. Her upper half lay across a huge pillow with the word woof embroidered on top. Her chin rested in her hands. She’d been so proud when she bought that pillow with one of her first paychecks from Young’s, where she worked as a part-time waitress, that I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was a dog pillow. The pillow reminded me that Becky may look like any other English teenager, but she still had a lot of Amish left in her.


  My Siamese cat Gigabyte curled up on her back while a Paula Deen marathon played on Food Network. Becky wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. “I’ll get it.” I shook my head. She didn’t even move.


  I tried to settle my nerves as I placed my hand on the doorknob. I peered through the peephole and was relieved not to see Curt and Brock on the other side—not that I thought they would ever politely knock on my front door.


  Instead of the two newly freed criminals, a man in his early thirties stood there wearing bold plastic-rimmed glasses over green eyes. His hair was coal black and precisely parted on the side as if he created the part with a ruler. He held a pair of gray earmuffs in his bare hands, and behind him, snow fell in large dime-sized flakes. I opened the door. “Dr. Tanner?”


  He blushed. “You can call me Dylan.”


  “Okay.” My forehead wrinkled. Why is the chair of the biology department on my doorstep? “Is something wrong at the college? Is your computer down? I didn’t get a call or a text.” I served as the Director of Computer Services at Harshberger College in town, and it wasn’t unusual for me to get a frantic call from a faculty member during the weekend about an uncooperative laptop or a corrupted flash drive. However, this was the first time any of them made a house call.


  “No, no, everything there is fine. At least as far as I know.” His eyes grew wide behind his glasses. “Is this a good time for the walkthrough?”


  I blinked. “The walkthrough?”


  He frowned. “The walkthrough of the house.”


  “House? What house?”


  “This one.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down like an ocean buoy.


  “This house? My house?” He spoke in riddles. Why did the chair of the biology department want to walk through my house?


  Becky poked her head out of the door. “Chloe, what’s going on?”


  Dylan held out his hand to her. “You must be Becky. I’m your new landlord.”


  My mouth fell open. “You’re what?”


  Concern flashed across his pale face. “Didn’t the previous landlord tell you? He was supposed to send you a letter.”


  “Letter? I didn’t get a letter.” My landlord was a faceless man who owned a Cincinnati-based realty company. The only confirmation of his existence was the cashing of my rent check each month.


  Dylan twisted the earmuffs so tightly that the plastic headband threatened to snap. “I’m so sorry. He was supposed to do that. I take it you didn’t know I was coming today either.”


  I shook my head and stepped back, knocking into Becky as I did. “Please come inside. It’s cold out.” I closed the door behind the professor.


  Dylan removed his leather gloves and tucked them into the pocket of his dark wool coat. “It’s freezing out there. I predict snow on Thanksgiving.”


  “That’s what everyone’s saying.” I gestured to the sofa. “Would you like a seat?”


  He shook his head. “No. Why don’t you give me a tour? I’m eager to have a look at the house.”


  I hesitated. “I didn’t even know the house was for sale.”


  Dylan ran his hand along the marble mantel. “I’ve been watching this house for a while and snatched it up the minute it was posted online.”


  “You bought the house before seeing it?” I asked.


  “I drove by a few times. Your old landlord told me you were the tenant. I knew it would be an easy property to manage. It was going for a great price and I didn’t want to chance losing it. When I called and inquired about the property, I made an offer to the seller. I think he was grateful to be rid of it.”


  You knew I was the tenant and didn’t say anything to me about it? Our offices were in the same building. How hard would it have been for Dylan to call me or even drop by my office at Harshberger to talk about it?


  He walked across the wooden floors and peered through the large picture windows. Several of the panes still had the original handblown glass. “It has charm. It’s one of the centennial homes in town. I always wanted to restore an old house like this.”


  Becky picked up Gigabyte from the floor and perched on the sofa. “Have you restored a house before?”


  He swallowed. “No.”


  Becky arched a white-blonde eyebrow at me. I cleared my throat. “It will be nice to have a landlord in town when problems come up.”


  Becky squinted at me. “Timothy has always fixed everything around the house.” She hopped off the sofa. “My brother works on the house when he can. He’s the best carpenter in town, and now, he’s starting his own contracting business.”


  Dylan unbuttoned his coat. “I’ll keep that in mind in case I need any help.”


  “I want to give the tour,” Becky piped up. “That way I can show him all the good work Timothy’s done. You may not have noticed, but Timothy completely rebuilt the front porch of the house. When we first moved in, the porch was a mess. The floorboards were warped and the support beams swung back and forth.” She tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s start in the kitchen.”


  Dylan allowed Becky to lead him into the kitchen. She opened the cabinet under the sink. “See here. Timothy replaced the garbage disposal and the pipes.”


  He bent at the waist for a closer look. When he straightened up, he voice was stiff. “How much does Timothy charge for all these improvement? The previous owner didn’t tell me he authorized any home improvements.”


  Becky didn’t give me a chance to answer. “He doesn’t charge anything. He uses materials that he has left over from jobs and his labor is free. We’re family.”


  Dylan’s jaw twitched. “That might be all well and good for you, but did he research the historical accuracy of the pipe and latches he installed?”


  “I doubt it.” I tucked one of the kitchen chairs under the table. “We were more concerned with making the house livable than historically accurate.”


  He adjusted his glasses. “Becky, please show me the rest of the improvements.”


  Becky guided him through the rest of the downstairs and led him to the second floor. Inside my bedroom she said, “He replaced the latch on Chloe’s window.” She demonstrated how to use the brass latch, which was most definitely not historically accurate. Becky pointed her thumb at the other window. “The other one doesn’t open yet. Someone painted it shut. Timothy’s going to fix that next.”


  “Hmm.” Dylan sounded wary.


  “You girls ready to go?” Timothy called from downstairs.


  Becky abandoned the window and headed for the door. “That’s my brother now.” Timothy stepped into the room just as she reached the doorway. The siblings nearly collided.


  Timothy held her by the shoulders. “Where’s the fire?” He pulled up short when he saw Dylan standing next to me. “Am I interrupting something?”


  Becky wiggled out of her older brother’s grasp. “This is Dylan. He’s our new landlord, and he also works with Chloe at the college.” She shot Dylan an apologetic smile. “I forgot what you teach.”


  “Biology,” Dylan answered.


  Timothy pursed his lips. “I thought your landlord lived in Cincinnati.”


  “He does—did. Dylan recently bought the house,” I said.


  Dylan held out his hand and Timothy shook it. “Dylan Tanner. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


  Becky continued. “I showed him all the great work you’ve done on the house.”


  “I noticed you didn’t use appropriate fixtures during repairs.” Dylan smiled stiffly.


  “I used what was available,” Timothy said.


  “That’s admirable,” Dylan adjusted his glasses. “However, your Amish techniques aren’t in keeping with the period of the house.”


  Timothy’s eyebrows shot way up. “My Amish techniques?”


  “You are Amish, aren’t you? That’s what I’ve been told.”


  Timothy’s lip curled. “By who?”


  Becky jumped in. “Timothy and I grew up Amish but we have both left the church.”


  Dylan nodded as if that confirmed something for him. “From here on out, please don’t make any more changes to the house without my authorization.”


  Timothy crossed his arms. “Your authorization?”


  “I’m planning to restore this house to its original grandeur, using only historically accurate materials. A charming centennial home like this can sell for three times what I paid for it after restoration.”


  “You’re going to flip it,” Timothy said.


  Dylan fiddled with a button on his coat. “I prefer the term restore.”


  Becky looked from the biology professor to her brother. “But we live here.”


  “I’m not asking you to move,” Dylan assured her. “Your lease is still valid. However when I do sell the home, you will have to move.”


  “How long will this take?” I asked. “How extensive will the restoration be?”


  He waved away my questions. “We will settle all of that in time.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that.


  Timothy shook his head. “I’ve worked on Appleseed Creek houses for years. Most people in town don’t have the kind of money you want for this house, and you will price it right out of the neighborhood.”


  Irritation flashed across Dylan’s face. “All I need is one buyer.” He brushed his hands on his jeans. “I’d better get going. I’ll see you at work tomorrow, Chloe.”


  “If you have time, I can show you the rest of the rooms on this floor,” Becky said.


  Dylan paused, then nodded. “I have a few more minutes.” He followed her out of the room.


  Timothy pushed my bedroom door nearly closed. He spoke quietly, as if half-listening to the tour going on down the hall. “How well do you know that guy?”


  “He’s the chair of the biology department at Harshberger. Our offices are in the same academic building, so I’ve run into him on campus. I don’t know him more than to say hello.”


  “Isn’t he too young to be working at Harshberger?”


  “I’m younger than he is. What is he . . . thirty?”


  “You’re different. You’re super smart.”


  I hid a smile. “Timothy, most of the folks working at Harshberger are super smart. It’s a college after all.” I locked the latch on the window Becky had opened.


  “Did you know he was your landlord?”


  “No, it was a surprise when he dropped by today. The previous owner was supposed to send a letter notifying me of the change. You know how great communication is with him.”


  “How do you know if it’s true?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “How do you know this guy really bought the house? Did he show proof of the sale?”


  I frowned. “I didn’t think to ask him. Why would he lie about it?”


  Timothy paused, as if considering his answer.


  Becky called up the stairs. “Chloe, Dylan’s leaving. Do you want to come down and say goodbye?”


  I poked my head out of my bedroom door. “I’m coming.” To Timothy, I said, “You have a point. I’ll ask him now.”


  Downstairs, Dylan buttoned his coat. “Thanks for showing me around. Becky, you were a superb tour guide.”


  My face grew hot. “Dylan, I should have asked you this when you first arrived, but do you have a document that proves you’re the owner of the house?”


  Dylan’s eyes cut over to Timothy as if he suspected where this question originated.


  Timothy held his gaze.


  “I do.” He reached into his coat pocket and removed a folded piece of paper. “Here’s the promissory note with my bank.”


  I read the note over. It looked legit to me. Timothy leaned over my shoulder in order to read it, his warm breath brushing the top of my head.


  “When will you begin restoration?” Timothy asked as I refolded the paper and handed it to Dylan.


  Dylan replaced the paper in his pocket. “I want to start right away.” He nodded to Becky and me. “I’ll be in touch, ladies.”


  Becky walked him to his car.


  Timothy gripped the back of the armchair. “I don’t like that guy working on the house while you two are here.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “It will be nice to have a landlord in town, and with the expansion of your business, you can’t be wasting your time on this creaky old house.”


  “I don’t consider it a waste of time.” He sighed. “Even more, I don’t like the way he looks at you.”


  My brow shot up. “How does he look at me?”


  “The way I do.”


  If I didn’t know better, I would say Timothy Troyer was jealous.


  
    


    


    Chapter Four

  


  Timothy turned into the entrance of Young’s Flea Market. In front of the market was a large Amish restaurant called Young’s Family Kitchen. It was the domain of Ellie Young, an Amish widow in her late sixties. Ellie had run the restaurant and flea market with the help of her sons since her husband died more than twenty years ago. Young’s was a main tourist draw to Knox County, attracting visitors from all over Ohio who were interested in a great deal and a slice of Ellie’s famous pie.


  Normally, dozens of automobiles and Amish buggies crowded Young’s massive parking lot, but today, there were only two cars in the lot and a handful of Amish buggies. The snow stopped for the time being, but the temperature steadily dropped as dusk fell over the county. The horses stood sentinel at the hitching posts with dark-colored blankets on their backs to protect them from the worst of the cold.


  Timothy parked, and I placed my hand on the door handle. “It seems late in the year to be doing construction.”


  Timothy pulled a green stocking cap down over his ears. “The outdoor market closed for the season at the end of October. We have to finish the project while the market is closed. I want to get all the walls up before the weather gets worse. Unfortunately, winter’s early this year.” He opened his door. “We’re here a little early, so let’s go over to the job site, and I can show you around.”


  We climbed out of the truck. Becky shivered. She wore jeans, her faux Ugg boots, and teal ski jacket. “It’s too cold to be outside. I’m going inside the warm restaurant.”


  Timothy shrugged. “Suit yourself.” His eyes twinkled when his gaze met mine. My stomach did a little flip. I wasn’t sure what Timothy and I were to each other, but I knew we cared for one another. I knew there wasn’t anyone I’d rather spend time with and suspected he felt the same. Not knowing for certain, however, made me edgy.


  There was one complication: I wasn’t Amish. Neither was Timothy anymore, but I doubted his austere father would want his son to marry an English woman who was so far from their roots. Like me. I was a computer geek, a city girl, and the product of a broken family. In his father’s eye, if Timothy wouldn’t marry an Amish girl, a Mennonite would be a much better choice. Hannah Hilty came to mind.


  Becky ran toward the restaurant and disappeared through the “Staff Only” kitchen door. Timothy skirted the truck and took my hand, leading me away from the restaurant to the three pavilions behind it. Our fingers intertwined.


  Business could not be better for the Young family. To take advantage of their success, they decided to enclose the three pavilions that house the outdoor flea market. This way, the market could be open all year long. Timothy was the main contractor on the project. Although he had been a skilled and sought-after carpenter in Knox and its surrounding counties for years, this would be the first time he tried his hand at running the entire operation. If he was successful, the Young job would catapult him to a whole new level in his career. I knew he was nervous about managing all the subcontractors, plumbers, drywallers, foundation workers, and carpenters, who were both Amish and English.


  Timothy subcontracted electricians too. Even though the restaurant and flea market were run by an Old Order Amish family, electricity was allowed because it was a place of business. Home was different for the members of the district. All the lights and appliances in community members’ houses ran on natural gas or propane.


  Timothy led me to the second pavilion. He pushed away the plastic sheet that covered the entrance. The door hadn’t been put into place yet. “Watch where you step,” he warned. “Most of the guys are careful, but there may be a stray nail on the ground.”


  The floor was slab cement. Orange electric cords and clear air hoses snaked across the floor. The seams in the drywall were still visible. Clear tarps protected us from wind where doors and windows would be. The pavilion stretched the length and width of a basketball court.


  Timothy released my hand. “For the most part, this is going to be an empty space with large windows to let the natural light in. The Young family will rent it to any number of vendors as they did before when it was open air, but now it will be open year-round. They will be able to extend rental leases for space and increase their prices. I don’t think they plan to increase the rental price too much, but whatever it is, vendors will be willing to pay. In this county, there aren’t other places like this where Amish can reach so many tourists. Englischers love to spend their money here.”


  I knew that. When I first moved to Appleseed Creek, I bought most of the furniture for my new house at Young’s.


  He smiled. “For the most part, vendors will bring their own wares to sell and their own tables and booths to display them. If they don’t have the tables or booths, the Youngs will rent those to them along with the space. The pavilions will have central heating but no air-conditioning. It’s too expensive, and the bishop put his foot down on that one.”


  “The restaurant is air-conditioned, and all of the downtown Amish shops are too. What’s the difference?”


  Timothy shrugged.


  “What have you been working on in here?”


  “I’ve been crafting the permanent booths for the produce and farmer stands. These Amish farmers will have a prime spot in the market.” He stepped onto a raised platform and stood beside a wooden structure that came up to his chest. “We’re going to stick a refrigerator unit in here to sell cheese and meats. I’m building the frame.”


  A huge contraption the shape and size of a lawn mower sat on the platform. “What’s that?”


  “An air-compressed nail gun. The carpenters helping me on the project are Amish and won’t use an electric-powered one. This one is powered by diesel.” He flipped on the switch, and the machine came to life. It sounded like an ill air-conditioning unit. He waved me up on the platform.


  Since my legs were shorter than his, he gave me a hand up. “We’re going to add some steps,” he assured me. “You should make your mark on the pavilion too. You were the one to convince me to take this project after all.” He picked up the nail gun and pointed it inches from the last nail. “I can show you how to use it.”


  “When am I ever going to need to know how to use a nail gun?” I teased.


  The corners of his eyes crinkled. “You never know when a lesson like this will come in handy. We can finish this row of nails.”


  He held the gun out to me. Tentatively, I took it. It was much heavier than I’d thought it would be, roughly the weight of a dictionary, and my hand dipped under the unexpected heaviness. Timothy covered my hands with his and steadied my wrist. He guided the gun to the wood. In my ear, over the gun’s air compressor, he said, “We’ll hammer in five more nails, four inches apart.”


  I nodded, trying to concentrate on the nail gun instead of how close he was to me.


  Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! The air compression drove the nails into the wood.


  “Perfect,” Timothy said as he removed the gun from my hand and turned off the air compressor.


  My hand ached from squeezing the trigger, and I suddenly felt a chill without him next to me. I ran my hand over the new nail heads in the plywood. “Computers are overrated,” I said, feeling unreasonably proud of my work. “Maybe I should consider carpentry.”


  He laughed. “Maybe so.”


  I closed my eyes, imagining Timothy’s vision for the place. In my mind, I saw the sunlight coming in through the windows and the English visitors from the city buying fresh produce and quilts from Amish men and women. “It’s going to be great when it’s done.” I opened my eyes and found Timothy watching me with a particular expression on his face. Was that the expression he thought Dylan wore when looking at me earlier that afternoon?


  I shivered.


  Timothy hopped onto the platform. “Are you cold?”


  I pulled my cotton gloves from my pocket. “I think it’s colder in here than it is outside.”


  Timothy placed my small hands between his two larger ones. He rubbed his palms back and forth over my hands, his rough calluses scratching my skin. Warmth flowed into the small muscles of my knuckles and fingers.


  His blue eyes were soft. “Better?”


  I couldn’t speak.


  A gruff voice disrupted the moment. “Who’s in here?”


  Timothy dropped my hands, and suddenly my fingers were freezing again.


  Near the door a portion of the plastic tarp moved and a large Amish man stepped into the work area. “Timothy? What are you doing in here? The site is closed on Sunday.” He was at least six feet tall and had a long, brown, wiry beard that fell to the second button of his black wool overcoat. He wore a black stocking cap and wire-rimmed glasses instead of a broad-brimmed felt hat. As the weather got colder, more of the Amish men in town were trading their felt hats for stocking caps.


  A fleeting look of irritation passed across Timothy’s typically mild face as he helped me down from the platform.


  The man eyed me. “Who are you?”


  “I’m Chloe Humphrey.” I held out my hand to him, but he didn’t take it. I let it drop to my side.


  “What are you doing on my job site? This isn’t a playground,” the man barked. He eyed me. “Or a courting buggy.”


  My face flushed. I knew it was the same shade of red as my hair.


  “Relax, Ezekiel.” Timothy stepped between us. “I was showing Chloe around. We’re here for the workmen’s dinner.”


  Ezekiel glared at him, his dark brown eyes magnified by his glasses. “That meal is meant for the workmen and their families. Is she a member of your family?”


  “She’s a close family friend.”


  Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed. “No one is allowed on the job site after work hours—especially a close family friend.”


  A muscle in Timothy’s jaw twitched. “It’s my mistake.”


  “Don’t let it happen again. My mother might like you and have convinced me to give you a chance, but there are plenty of other contractors in this county who can do your job. I don’t want to have to find a third contractor for this job.” Ezekiel disappeared through the plastic sheeting.


  I gawked at Timothy. “Who was that?”


  Timothy steadied himself. “Ezekiel Young.”


  “Young?”


  He nodded. “He’s Ellie’s son.”


  “What did he mean by a third contractor?”


  Timothy shook his head, clearly not wanting to talk about it. “Come on, let’s go to the restaurant.”


  As I followed him out of the pavilion, disappointment washed over me. The moment we’d had, or I’d thought we’d had, was gone.


  
    


    


    Chapter Five

  


  Ellie stood by the front door of the restaurant and looked every inch the Amish matron of the house. She wore a long, simple navy dress, a black apron with YOUNG’S FAMILY KITCHEN embroidered in white on the right pocket, and a white prayer cap over her gray, coiled hair. She placed her hands on her hips. “Where have the two of you been? Becky walked in here over twenty minutes ago.” She examined each of us in turn. “I hope there’s nothing going on I should know about.”


  Timothy removed his coat and scarf. “Nothing at all.”


  “Humph,” Ellie said in return. Behind her, the gift and pie shops, which took up the front third of the building, were dark. Beyond the shops, the lights glowed in the dining room, and workmen and their families sat in sturdy oak chairs around white cloth-covered tables. “You shouldn’t have taken so long, Timothy. As the general contractor you are the man of the hour.”


  Timothy mumbled an apology.


  Ellie grunted acceptance. “The meal will be buffet style, so I hope that suits everyone. Being it’s Sunday, my servers are off for the Sabbath.”


  I removed my gloves and stuck them into my coat pocket. Timothy took my coat and carried it over with his to the pegs on the wall.


  “Good to see you again, Chloe. Staying out of trouble?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Ellie lowered one of her thick, gray eyebrows. “My son stormed through here a few minutes ago complaining Timothy had a girl in one of the pavilions. I figured it was you.”


  I ran a hand through my hair, trying to tame the static electricity my winter hat created. “Timothy showed me around the pavilions. He’s so proud of the project and that your family gave him this opportunity to begin his contracting business.”


  The minuscule dimple on Ellie’s left cheek appeared. “There’s been a lot of talk in the district lately about you and Timothy.”


  “What about?” I gave up trying to fix my hair.


  “Some folks say that you’re courting. Are you?”


  Were we? It wasn’t a question I had the answer to.


  I didn’t know what to say. Ellie must have recognized my deer-in-the-headlights look because she changed the subject. “You should ignore Ezekiel. He can be,” she paused as if searching for the right word, “testy.”


  Becky headed our way from the dining room. She reached us in time to hear Ellie’s last comment. “Why’s that?”


  Ellie pursed her lips. “I don’t rightly know, but the boy has been behaving strangely.”


  Becky’s eyes widened. “He seems to be the same as always to me. Grumpy as an old raccoon.”


  Ellie shook her head as if Ezekiel’s grumpiness wasn’t the issue.


  “Do you want me to help with anything?” Becky asked. “I can go around and refill water glasses. I feel kind of silly standing around not doing anything when I’m usually one of the girls waiting tables.”


  “No, it’s Sunday. I won’t ask any of my staff to work on the Lord’s Day. This is a special thank-you to the workers. You’re a guest of your bruder’s tonight.”


  Until she completed her one thousand hours of community service, Becky’s work as a waitress at Young’s Family Kitchen was on a part-time basis. I knew she’d like to work full-time to earn more money for English clothes, art supplies, and celebrity cookbooks, so the sooner she finished her hours the better. Becky enjoyed working at Young’s and was comfortable there, having known Ellie and her family all her life. The biggest challenge was getting to and from work each day.


  Becky wasn’t able to drive nor was she allowed to learn—a stipulation set down by the court after the accident. Young’s was four miles from Appleseed Creek, so Becky rode her bike to work most days. Occasionally, she talked Timothy or me into giving her a ride, and I imagined when the roads were icy during the winter, one or both of us would have to chauffer. Perhaps she’d find a job in town by then.


  Timothy returned. “I’m starved.”


  This made Ellie smile. There was nothing she loved more than feeding people. “Gut. I saved your family’s usual table by the window overlooking the crop fields. Not much to look at outside the window this time of year.” She frowned. “I’d hoped you would bring your grossdaddi today.”


  Becky hid a smile. The Troyer children suspected Ellie had a crush on Grandfather Zook. Considering Ellie’s comment, they might be right.


  Timothy kept a straight face. “Grossdaddi hasn’t been feeling well. This time of year his post-polio syndrome acts up. The colder weather bothers his legs and joints.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll make him some of my famous chicken and dumpling soup and stop by the farm this week.” She removed a scrap of paper and a stub of pencil from her apron pocket and made a note on it.


  Becky had to turn away so that Ellie didn’t see her face. Ellie gave her a beady glare. “I saw that smirk. Now, get in there before I have a mind to give your seats away to a more appreciative group of kinner.” She marched in the direction of the kitchen.


  Becky grinned from ear to ear. “I can’t wait to tell Grossdaddi Ellie Young asked about him.”


  Timothy tugged on her braid. “You shouldn’t tease your grossdaddi.”


  Becky rolled her eyes. “It’s not like he doesn’t tease us.”


  Inside the dining room I was relieved the meal was buffet style, so I could control my portions. Since moving to Appleseed Creek, I’d gained eight pounds and was on a diet, not an easy task going into the holidays in Amish Country. I finally begged Becky to stop cooking for me. If she had her way, I would eat four-course meals three times a day. A diet like that might work fine for her since she was on her feet waitressing most of the day, but I work ten-hour days at a desk behind a computer screen. The extra treats Becky snuck into my lunch began to add up.


  Becky and her brother piled their plates high with roast beef, fried chicken, and sliced ham. I sighed and stuck to the salad bar. What I wouldn’t give for their metabolism.


  Even at the salad bar, I pondered every calorie and steered clear of the Amish potato salad and coleslaw. Both had enough sugar in them to set me back a week. By the time I got to the table, Becky and Timothy were already seated and eating along with Hannah Hilty’s parents. As I approached the table, conversation ceased, and my appetite disappeared. Seeing the Hiltys was one way to stick to my diet. Beth Hilty was an older version of her daughter. Her husband John had deep-set eyes and was perpetually tanned from a lifetime of working outside. John was Timothy’s mentor. He was the person who gave Timothy a job and asked him to attend the Mennonite church after Timothy decided to leave the Amish.


  I slipped into the empty bent paddle chair at the round table. “Hello,” I murmured.


  Beth nodded at me but said nothing.


  A confused look passed over Timothy’s face. “You both know Chloe from church, don’t you?”


  Beth Hilty patted a napkin to her mouth. “Yes. Hannah has mentioned her.”


  My heart sank. I could only guess what Hannah had said to her parents about me.


  “Is Hannah here?” I hoped that my reluctance to see Hannah didn’t show in my voice.


  “No, she is not.” Hannah’s mother cut her ham slice into tiny pieces. “She’s volunteering at the church this evening, heading up the Thanksgiving can drive. Hannah does a lot of volunteer work for the church.”


  So she looks more attractive to Timothy. The snarky thought flashed across my mind, but I didn’t regret it. My interaction with Hannah had been minimal, but I doubted the brunette beauty did anything without an ulterior motive.


  John cleared his throat. “I’m glad to see you on this job, Timothy. To be the lead contractor on this project is a boost to your career. By the end of it, you will have more work than you know what to do with.”


  Timothy took a sip of water. “It’s gone well.”


  “Ezekiel Young can be a tough man to work for,” John said. “How has he been for you?”


  A dark cloud passed over Timothy’s face, but he didn’t say anything.


  John nodded as if Timothy’s silence was answer enough. “Ezekiel and I have worked together before. His personality can be . . .” John paused. “Challenging.”


  Beth swallowed a delicate bite. “John was the one who built the original pavilions.”


  John laughed. “That was ages ago. I’m happy Timothy got this job.”


  “What are you doing on this project, Mr. Hilty?” Becky asked.


  “Nothing too much. One of my subcontractors is installing the electrical. Even though I’m not doing the hands-on work, Ellie insisted on inviting Beth and me.” The laugh lines around his eyes appeared. “I wasn’t about to turn down a free piece of pie, and I think Beth was happy for a break from the kitchen.”


  Beth narrowed her eyes at her husband before turning to me. “Chloe, what is it that you do?”


  A bit of carrot lodged in my throat. I took a gulp of water to push it down. “I’m the Director of Computer Services at Harshberger College.”


  “That’s a good school. It does a lot for the town.” John forked a bite of roast beef. “Do you like it?”


  I nodded and reached for a piece of bread, hoping that would push the carrot down my throat. Carbohydrates didn’t count when you risked choking to death.


  Beth speared a potato with such force I felt bad for the potato and her fork. “Hannah is a classroom aid for the kindergarten class. She loves children. I’m sure she will make the perfect mother. She plans to homeschool her children.” She took a sip of water, appraising me over the top of her glass. “I believe that’s the best way to educate children. Do you have much experience with children?”


  The carrot wouldn’t budge. “No,” I squeaked. “I mean not as much as Hannah. I have a younger brother and sister, but I don’t see them often. They live in California.”


  Beth sniffed. “Will you homeschool?”


  I nearly dropped my fork. “Homeschool what?”


  “Your children.”


  Children? What children? I’m only twenty-four.


  I drank more water and shot Becky a pleading look.


  “I’ve been working with the after-school art program since September,” Becky chimed in. “The kids have been great.”


  Beth tucked her napkin under the side of her plate. “The children who attend those extra programs aren’t the troublemakers who worry me. Believe me, you should hear some of the stories Hannah tells. They will raise the hair on the back of your neck.”


  I’m sure anything that Hannah says to me will do that.


  Beth wouldn’t give up that easily. “How do you feel about homeschooling?”


  “I never thought about it before. I guess it would depend on where I was in my career—”


  “You think your career is more important than your children?”


  You mean my fictitious children. I started to cough. The carrot wasn’t going anywhere, and my water glass was empty.


  John shook his head. “Beth, leave the poor girl alone.”


  Beth stabbed another potato so hard her fork scratched the porcelain dish. “It’s something everyone should think about before they have children.” She leveled her gaze at me. “Or before they even think about having children.”


  Who’s thinking about having children? I started coughing again.


  Becky pounded my back. “Chloe, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” I managed to croak, holding up my glass. “I need something more to drink.”


  Timothy half-rose from his seat, and I waved him back down. “No, no, I can get it.” I hurried away from the table clutching my glass.


  There was a beverage table beside the buffet. I filled my glass to the brim with water from the pitcher and guzzled it down.


  “Thirsty?” A deep voice spoke into my ear as I refilled my second glass.


  I spun around and splashed Ezekiel Young in the chest with water. “I’m so sorry!”


  “No harm done.” His dark brown eyes twinkled. His glasses were off, but there was no mistaking it was him.


  He took my glass and refilled it from the pitcher before handing it back to me.


  “Thank you.” I blinked. “I’m sorry about earlier at the worksite. Timothy was only showing me around.”


  He raised one of his eyebrows. “Earlier at the worksite? Wasn’t me. I think I would remember meeting you.”


  I blushed but wondered how he could have forgotten so quickly. And why is he being so nice? He may even be flirting with me.


  An amused twinkle played in his eyes as he watched these thoughts move across my face.


  Ellie stomped over to us, hands on hips. “Uriah, what are you doing standing out here? I need you to carry some more trays of food to the buffet.”


  I tilted my head and looked at him. “I thought your name was Ezekiel.”


  Uriah grinned.


  Ellie rolled her eyes. “Ezekiel is his twin brother.” She scanned the room. “I can’t find him either. Lately, he keeps disappearing. Uri, do you know where your brother is?”


  He shook his. “Nope.”


  “I wish you’d keep better track of him.”


  “Am I his keeper?”


  “Yes.” She swatted at him, and he ducked away laughing.


  “The twins are both bent on giving me a headache, each in his own special way.”


  Twins!


  “Do they work here?”


  “They co-own the restaurant and flea market with me. Ezekiel runs most things. Uri, well, Uri doesn’t have much of a mind for business.”


  “Do your other children work here too?”


  She shook her head. “I have four daughters. All are married and have families of their own. Neither of my boys has found the right girl to marry yet.”


  The twins had to be in their early thirties. As far as marriage goes, that was late by Amish standards. If Timothy never left the Amish, he certainly would have been married by now at age twenty-seven. Maybe the same was true for the Mennonites, and that was why Beth Hilty was so adamant I decide the educational path of my nonexistent offspring. At twenty-four maybe she considered me an old maid. Hannah was only two years younger than me, and Beth seemed eager to marry her eldest daughter off. I suspected who the groom would be if it were up to her and Hannah.


  Ellie narrowed her eyes. “Is something wrong?”


  I refilled my water glass and smiled. “No. I’m fine.”


  “If you say so. I need to get back to the kitchen. Don’t pay any mind to the twins.”


  I promised I wouldn’t and returned to my table with my water glass in hand. Becky was in the middle of describing her art classes to the Hiltys.


  As I took my seat, Timothy whispered in my ear. “I see you had a run-in with Uri Young.”


  I nodded. “Why didn’t you tell me Ezekiel Young had an identical twin brother?”


  He shrugged. “I didn’t think of it. Ezekiel wears glasses and Uri doesn’t. Besides, they’re easy to tell apart by their personalities. The twins couldn’t be more different.”


  I agreed that much was true.


  
    


    


    Chapter Six

  


  I woke up to screams. My heart pounded in my chest. It didn’t matter how many times I heard those cries, they always shook me. The illuminated numbers of my bedside clock read 1:04 a.m. A scream came again, and I jumped out of bed. The icy hardwood floor sent a chill up my pajama-covered legs. I stumbled into my slippers and grabbed one of the blankets off of the bed. I wrapped it around my shoulders as another scream disturbed the quiet.


  In the hallway, Gigabyte’s sleek shadow moved back and forth in front of Becky’s door. He hissed softly. He was no more used to these episodes, which were becoming alarmingly more frequent, than I was.


  I opened Becky’s bedroom door. In the streetlamp’s light, which streamed through the window, she lay sprawled across the bed. Her sheets and blankets were twisted around her legs so tightly I feared they might cut off her circulation.


  She thrashed back and forth, her eyes squeezed shut, and moaned to herself.


  “Becky!”


  “I’m sorry, Isaac!”


  I crossed the room and touched her shoulder. “Becky! Becky! Wake up! You’re having another nightmare.”


  She sat straight up in the bed, smacking me in the chin with her forehead. I bit down on my tongue. “Ow!” I stomped on Gig’s tail, and he yowled so loudly the neighbors surely heard. The cat bolted out of the room. “Sorry, Gig,” I called after him.


  Becky held her forehead and panted. “I have a headache.”


  “I have a chin ache.” I rubbed the sore spot.


  She blew air in and out of her mouth, trying to control her breathing. “What happened?”


  “You were screaming.”


  In the dim light given off by the night-light across the room, I saw tears glistening in her eyes. “I’m sorry.”


  “Becky? Did you have the nightmare again?”


  She closed her eyes. “I saw the buggy at the bottom of the hill. I saw his face.”


  “It was a dream. It wasn’t real.” I wrapped my blanket more closely around my body.


  She shook her head, her face ghostly white. “No, it was real. I hit him again.”


  “Try to forget.”


  “I can never forget it. Never.”


  I took her hand and sat on the edge of the bed. “Then let’s pray you remember less often.” I bowed my head. “Lord, please help Becky as she deals with this terrible memory. Make it possible that she may find peace in her dreams. In Jesus’ name. Amen.” I opened my eyes. “Did that help?”


  “Nothing can help.”


  “Don’t say that.”


  Becky lay back down and rolled on her side. “You don’t know what it’s like to live with guilt. It weighs me down every night. No matter what gut I accomplished during the day, it means nothing when I close my eyes.”


  “I do know what it is like, Becky. I know better than anyone. My father blamed me for my mother’s death when I was only fourteen.” She had been on her way to pick me up from a friend’s sleepover on an icy night in January, lost control of her car on a patch of black ice, and crashed into a tree. What relationship my father and I had also died that night. I untwisted Becky’s sheets and blankets away from her and covered her slender body.


  She rolled over to face me. “This is different than your mother. That was a long time ago.”


  Her words stung, and I stepped back from the bed. Time had not healed the tension between my father and me since my mother’s accident. I turned to go.


  “Chloe?”


  I closed my eyes for a brief moment before facing her again. I didn’t want her to know how much her words hurt me. She was suffering. She didn’t mean what she said.


  “Do you think Chief Rose is right?” Chloe asked. “Do you think Curt and Brock will come looking for us?”


  “No, not if they’re smart. If anything happened to us, they would be the first people anyone would suspect. It would only land them back in prison, and I doubt they want to go back there.”


  “I’m afraid they aren’t very smart, like the chief said.”


  I was afraid of the same thing but didn’t say so.


  As I walked to Harshberger early the next morning, I remembered the conversation I’d overhead between the two women in the church’s cloakroom. I had meant to ask Timothy about it, but thoughts of Curt and Brock and the Hiltys pushed the memory aside.


  Typically, because of the traffic, I avoided walking through the square on the way to work. When I say traffic, I mean Appleseed Creek traffic that consists of eight or nine cars and twelve Amish buggies. The memory of the Mennonite women’s conversation in the cloakroom caused me to walk in that direction this morning.


  I paused beside the front window of Amish Bread Bakery. Behind the counter, Esther Yoder’s maple-colored hair shimmered like a halo around her white prayer cap. She handed a shopping bag to a man in a business suit.


  There was no sign of the bishop’s daughter, Sadie Hooley, who usually worked alongside Esther. After church, Becky had not spoken about Hannah’s announcement of Esther’s upcoming wedding to Isaac Glick.


  Esther gave the businessman his change and spotted me peering through the window. She glared at me until I slunk away. I shuffled down the street. Was the bishop’s daughter, Sadie, the one whom the women at church spoke of? It had to be. She was the only one of Bishop Hooley’s daughters who worked at the bakery.


  I frowned. How was Sadie attacked? Was she hurt? Enough to miss work? I didn’t know Sadie well, but she had helped me during the summer when she didn’t have to. She was a sweet, unassuming girl.


  I was lost in thought when an Amish teenaged girl in a long, black cloak came around the corner and bumped me in the shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” Her voice was breathless. A black bonnet covered her face.


  I recognized the voice. “Sadie?”


  She looked up. Her brown eyes were red-rimmed behind her glasses. She blinked at me.


  “I’m Chloe Humphrey. We met a few months ago.”


  She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I remember.”


  “Is something wrong?”


  Her expression crumbled. “I have to go. I’m terribly late for work. Esther must be angry.”


  “Is everything all right?”


  “I’m late.” Her eyes darted in every direction except for my face.


  “I . . . I heard you were attacked.”


  She spun around. “Who told you that?”


  That was tricky to answer. Did I admit I heard women gossiping about it at church? “Are you hurt?”


  She licked her lips. “Did the police put you up to this?”


  I stepped back. “The police? No.”


  Tears gathered in her eyes. “I have to go.” She hurried in the direction of the bakery.


  I chewed on my lip. If the police were involved, that could only mean Chief Rose was too.


  
    


    


    Chapter Seven

  


  On campus, students crisscrossed the grounds making their way to eight a.m. classes. The mood in the air was light as it was only a two-day school week. The college would close Tuesday evening for Thanksgiving. As much as I looked forward to the time off, I didn’t dwell on the holiday. This would be the first year I wouldn’t spend Thanksgiving with my father.


  I surprised myself by missing it. I never looked forward to spending Thanksgiving with him and his new family. During the visit, my stepmother Sabrina only spoke to me when she found something lacking, which was often. My father didn’t speak to me at all. This year, my father, my stepmother, and my half brother and half sister were on a cruise off the western coast of Mexico. Their ship may have already left port.


  Going home to Cleveland didn’t seem right either. After my father and stepmother moved to California when I fifteen, I lived with my best friend, Tanisha, and her family through the rest of high school. The Greens became the stable family I never had. However, Tanisha was in Milan, Italy, and would be for the next two years teaching English as a second language. Her parents and younger brother invited me to spend Thanksgiving with Mrs. Green’s family in Georgia, but I said I’d rather stay in Appleseed Creek and get some work done. As much as I loved Tee’s family, it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun without her there.


  I didn’t know how the Troyers celebrated Thanksgiving or what their plans were. I tried to work up the courage to ask. How pathetic would it be to invite myself to their Thanksgiving gathering? I didn’t even know if, not being Amish, I could be included. What if it was some kind of church-related holiday for the Amish? If that were the case, Timothy and Becky would also be excluded.


  Then there was the issue of Isaac Glick’s wedding, which would be held on Thanksgiving Day. Would the Troyers attend? I doubted Becky would go. She wouldn’t want to, nor would she be welcomed.


  I stepped into the computer services office. My media specialist, Jonathan Clark, an African-American with the build of a former athlete, sat across the conference table from Darren Miller, the department’s scrawny, constantly fidgeting programmer in his early twenties. Miller reminded me of a mouse as he scurried around the department from task to task.


  Miller fumbled with his computer parts more than usual. The programmer looked like he was receiving electroshock treatment.


  I turned to Clark, who rocked back in his office chair. He clicked his mouse on the tabletop as he moved it around his computer screen. “Have you seen the Mount Vernon newspaper?”


  “No.”


  He pointed to it, neatly folded on the edge of the conference table and as far away from Miller as possible without actually being on the floor. Mount Vernon was the Knox’s county seat and the only town to boast a newspaper. The front page headline read, Appleseed Creek Amish Community Terrorized by Shears.


  I arched an eyebrow at Clark.


  He moved his mouse around the tabletop and clicked. “Keep reading.”


  The article went on to say that four young Amish women had been attacked in the last week. They were jumped from behind and held down by their assailants while someone cut off their long hair. Except for a few minor scrapes and bruises during the attack, there were no other injuries.


  Chloe read on.


  Haircutting is a serious offense in the Amish community. The Amish believe a woman’s hair is her crown jewel and should not be cut. Appleseed Creek Chief of Police, Greta Rose, says she’s taking this case extremely seriously. Rose said, “For religious reasons, Amish women don’t cut their hair. If anyone attacks them and cuts their hair that can be considered a form of religious persecution and a religiously-motivated hate crime in the court of law.”


  I placed the paper back onto the table. “This is awful.” Sadie Hooley came to mind. Had her hair been cut? Is that what the ladies meant when they said she had been attacked?


  Miller dropped his wireless mouse on the floor and the battery popped out. He leaned over to pick it up and smacked his head on the edge of the table.


  I winced. “Are you okay?”


  Tears sprang to the programmer’s eyes, and he jumped up from the table, dropping the mouse onto it and fleeing the office. The mouse sat in pieces on the tabletop.


  Clark covered the mouse pieces with his large hand and pulled them toward him like a bear collecting pinecones.


  “What’s wrong with Miller? Is he upset by the story?”


  Clark snapped the AA battery back into the mouse and replaced the cover. “His cousin was one of the victims.”


  I fell into a chair. “His cousin? Miller’s Amish?”


  Clark set the mouse beside Miller’s abandoned laptop. “No, but his uncle married an Amish woman. He’s Amish and all of his children are.”


  “What’s the name of Miller’s cousin?”


  “Leah. He’s spoken of her before, so I think the two are pretty close. You know for Miller to speak about anything other than SQL or C++ is a big deal.”


  Now that Clark mentioned it, I’d never heard Miller talk about his family or anything unrelated to Harshberger or computers. I tapped the cover story with my nail. “I understand why he’s so upset by it. This is awful. I’m glad the police are investigating.”


  “They are to some extent, but Miller is the only one who will talk to Chief Rose and her crew. The Amish won’t talk to her at all. The powers that be want to settle this within the district.”


  The powers that be? The Amish bishop.


  I wondered why the chief hadn’t mentioned the attacks Sunday morning when she told Timothy, Becky, and me about Curt and Brock being back in town. A knot formed in my stomach as another thought hit me. Could Curt and Brock be behind the attacks? They were the culprits behind vandalism in the district earlier in the year, which was one of the reasons they ended up in jail. Chief Rose implied they held a grudge against Becky and me. Perhaps they held a grudge against the entire Amish district. Curt, for one, had no use for the Amish.


  “Actually,” Clark went on, “Miller called the paper about the attacks. He’s frustrated the Amish aren’t speaking out.”


  I pursed my lips. I knew what that was like. During the summer when Becky had been falsely accused of a crime, it had been almost impossible to convince the Amish to tell the police what they knew.


  “How did his uncle take Miller talking to the paper?”


  Clark shrugged.


  I circled the headline with my fingertip. “It says four Amish women were attacked. Who are the other three?”


  “I don’t know. You can ask Miller, I guess, but I would give him a minute.” Clark rubbed his head covered in close-cut hair. “You seemed awfully interested. Are you planning to get involved?”


  I took a step back. “Involved? Me? Why would I do that?”


  A small smile played on his lips. “You were involved in that murder last summer. Almost got yourself killed, if I remember correctly.”


  I placed my shoulder bag on the table and removed my coat, hanging it on the hook by the office door. “That situation was completely different. Becky had been involved.”


  He shrugged. “If you say so.”


  Clark knew me better than I knew myself. If I had no plans to snoop into the haircutting attacks, what had I been doing walking by the Amish Bread Bakery this morning?


  I watched the door, counting the minutes until Miller came back into the office.


  
    


    


    Chapter Eight

  


  By sheer willpower, I waited until Clark went on his lunch hour before approaching Miller about the news story.


  The programmer hunched over his computer and tapped away at the keys. He typed code in the command prompt line. I hated to interrupt him, but Clark would be back from the cafeteria soon. I didn’t have much time.


  I sat across from him at the conference table in Clark’s usual spot. Miller didn’t even notice me. “Miller?”


  Nothing.


  “Miller?”


  He raised his head and blinked owlish eyes at me.


  “Can I talk to you about the newspaper story? About your cousin Leah?”


  He gripped his mouse. “How do you know about Leah?”


  “Clark told me. One of the girls who had their hair cut was your cousin?”


  He tugged at his spiky blond hair. “Why do you want to know about it?”


  I was almost certain that Sadie was another victim of the haircutting. “I have a friend.” I paused because that was a stretch. “I know an Amish girl, Sadie Hooley, she’s the bishop’s daughter.”


  “I know that.”


  “I think her hair was cut too. The article mentioned three other girls.”


  “I don’t know about Sadie, but two of them are Leah’s friends.”


  “What are their names?”


  “I’m still not sure why you want to know,” he said, his face pinched.


  Because I want to know if Curt and Brock are behind this, I thought. Instead, I told him, “You know my roommate Becky is Amish, or was. I don’t want something like this to happen to her.”


  He licked his lips. “It’s a nightmare.”


  “Who are her friends?” I asked again.


  “Abby and Debbie. I don’t know their last names.”


  “That’s all right.” I wondered if I should tell him about Curt and Brock. “Did the girls see their attacker?”


  He shook his head. “No. Each time he came up from behind, covered their head with a burlap bag, ripped off their bonnets, and cut off their hair. Each girl was alone when it happened.”


  “He?” I picked up Clark’s pencil and tapped the eraser on the tabletop.


  “They said they thought it was a man. Who else would be strong enough to do that?”


  Good question. I shivered. “Other than their hair, were they hurt?” I was afraid to hear the answer.


  Miller turned slightly green. “No. Thank goodness.”


  “What did he use to cut their hair?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. Leah said it all happened in a matter of seconds. She doesn’t know either. The guy was behind her.”


  I dropped the pencil into a utensil cup. “There was only one man?”


  “Leah thought so.”


  Maybe it wasn’t Curt and Brock after all. They typically worked as a team. If they were the ones cutting off Leah’s hair, I couldn’t imagine they were quiet enough for her not to notice a second culprit.


  He frowned. “I hope the police do something. Leah could have been seriously hurt or worse. Whatever the guy used to cut their hair had to be sharp. Leah’s hair is like rope. The person could have slipped and . . .”


  “I’m sure Chief Rose is doing everything she can to find out who did this. She called it a hate crime in the article.”


  “It doesn’t do any good if the Amish won’t talk to her about it.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why don’t they ask for help when they need it?”


  It was a question I’d asked myself many times since moving to Knox County.


  Clark ambled into the office carrying a half-eaten corn dog. “Corn dogs in the caf today. You two better hustle if you have any hope of snagging one. I just saw a freshman walk out with ten. He said they were for his classmates in his economics class, but I’m suspicious. What do corn dogs have to do with economics, anyway?”


  A small smile played on Miller’s face. “Supply and demand.”


  Clark grinned and gave Miller a high five.


  I let Clark have his chair. “I’ll pass.” Corn dogs were not on my diet plan.


  Later that afternoon, I was on my way out of the office when my cell phone rang. “Chloe,” Becky said. “The chain on my bike broke. Is there any chance you can pick me up from work tonight? I’m off at seven. Timothy’s here working in the pavilion, but he said he’s not leaving until nine or ten. I don’t want to be stuck here that long.”


  I repressed a sigh. Carting Becky around town was getting old. “Sure. I’ll be there.”


  As I walked up the driveway toward my house, I sensed something was off. I couldn’t place it. The house looked like it had in the morning when I left. I stepped back from the house and took it in. Then, I saw what was bothering me. The light was on in my bedroom. I had turned it off when I left the room that morning. Would Becky have gone in there and left the light on? It was possible.


  A shadow moved crossed the window. Someone was in my room, and it wasn’t Gigabyte. I pulled my cell phone from my coat pocket and called Chief Rose.


  She was there within two minutes. The village police station was tucked into a corner of the town hall on the square. She climbed out of her cruiser and found me standing on the sidewalk watching the house. “You have a prowler.”


  “Maybe.” I was beginning to have my doubts. I hadn’t seen the shadow a second time. “I think someone’s in my bedroom.” I pointed at the window. “See, the lights on. I know I turned it off this morning.”


  “Becky may have turned the light on and forgot.”


  I bit my lip. “It’s possible, but . . .”


  “I know, I know, with Curt and Brock running around we can never be too careful.” She pulled her gun from her utility belt. It was the first time I’d seen her handle it. “I’m surprised you called me instead of Timothy.”


  “Timothy is working on a project at Young’s Flea Market today. I figured you’d get here faster.”


  She nodded. “You figured right. Is the door locked?”


  “It should be. Becky wouldn’t forget to do that.”


  “I’ll need your key, then. I don’t think you want me to break it down.”


  I handed her my computer mouse-shaped keychain. She didn’t comment on the keychain and kept her gun pointed downward. “Stay here, and I will check it out.” She moved up the walk.


  “Don’t shoot my cat!” I called after her.


  She rolled her eyes at me.


  As the cold seeped into the fabric of my thick coat, I hopped from foot to foot on the sidewalk. I must have resembled Miller as I moved back and forth.


  Five minutes later—which felt more like five years—the front door opened. Chief Rose walked a man out of my house, holding him at gunpoint. His hands were up, and his eyes were the size of duck eggs.


  “Dylan?”


  
    


    


    Chapter Nine

  


  Chief Rose walked Dylan down the porch stairs. Despite the cold, a bead of sweat drew across the biologist’s face as he stumbled on the last step.


  “Watch your footing,” the chief of police barked. She used the barrel of her gun to point to the middle of the lawn. “He claims he’s your landlord.”


  I cleared my throat. “He is.”


  Dylan wore short sleeves and began to shiver. “See, I told you.” He wrapped his arms around his torso.


  She watched him, her expression stern. “I don’t want to hear anything out of you.”


  “Dylan, what were you doing inside my house when no one was there?” I buried my hands deep inside my pockets.


  “Fixing the window in your bedroom. The one that is painted shut.”


  “Timothy will fix it when he has time,” I said.


  Dylan’s glasses slipped down his long nose. “I know, but like I told you and Becky yesterday, I plan to renovate the house. I don’t have any afternoon classes on Mondays, so I thought this would be the perfect time to get started.”


  “How did you get in?” I asked.


  He reached into his jeans pocket. “I used my key.”


  “No sudden movements,” Chief Rose ordered.


  Dylan’s hand froze in midair. “Please ask her to lower the gun.”


  I glanced at her. “Chief . . .”


  Chief Rose holstered her gun. “Fine.”


  My face grew hot. “You may be my landlord, but you can’t go into my house whenever you like.” He said he was fixing the window, but what else could he have been doing while he was in there?


  “She’s right, you know,” Chief Rose crossed her arms. “You need to notify tenants at least twenty-four hours before entering their home. I can get you copy of the Ohio Revised Code if you want to see it.”


  Dylan turned to me. “I told you I planned to work on the house yesterday.”


  I folded my arms. “I know that, but you didn’t say you’d be here today.”


  Dylan pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I’m so sorry. Truly, I didn’t mean any harm. I let my enthusiasm for the house run away with me.”


  Chief Rose eyed Dylan. “I can still take him in. Run him through the paces.”


  I wasn’t entirely sure what “run him through the paces” meant, but it didn’t sound pleasant. “No,” I insisted. “You don’t have to arrest him.”


  Dylan gave me a small smile. “Let me go in and grab my coat and tools, and I will be out of your way.” He dashed back into the house before we could argue.


  “The good news is it wasn’t Curt or Brock.” Chief Rose’s radio crackled, but she ignored it.


  “What’s the bad news?”


  “Your landlord is a nut.”


  Dylan reappeared, wearing his winter coat and a stocking cap. He carried a red metal toolbox in his hand. “I didn’t finish fixing the window. I’ll come back another time to finish the job.”


  “I’m sure Timothy would be happy to do it. He has lots of experience.”


  The strange look crossed the professor’s face again. “I don’t need his help. He’s Amish and doesn’t understand what I’m trying to do.”


  I pulled back.


  Chief Rose placed her aviator sunglasses on the top her head. “Do you have a problem with the Amish?”


  “N-no. However, their carpentry techniques aren’t appropriate for this centennial home. It’s paramount that the work and fixtures on this home are in keeping with the house’s original plans and design.”


  Chief Rose appeared unconvinced. I’m sure I looked much the same.


  “I’m sorry.” He shifted his toolbox into his other hand. “I’m still a little shaken up from being held at gunpoint.”


  Chief Rose refrained from comment but stayed with me until Dylan climbed into his beige sedan, parked two houses down, and drove away.


  After the chief left, I stepped into the house, Gigabyte yowled at me. His typically short fur stood on end. I stroked his back and smoothed his coat down. “That upset you, didn’t it, buddy.”


  He yowled and wove in and around my legs.


  “It upset me too.”


  Inside my bedroom, everything looked how I left it that morning. Everything except the second window. The edges of the windowpane were scraped where Dylan had chipped away the paint. Flecks of light blue paint lay on the windowsill. I hoped that it wasn’t lead paint but judging from the age of the house it could be. I made a mental note to ask Timothy to take a look at it no matter what Dylan may want. The latch lay in pieces under the window.


  I tried to open the window, and it rose easily. With the latch in bits on the floor, the window couldn’t lock. My bedroom was on the second floor and there were no trees near this end of the house, so no one less than Spiderman could scale the house’s siding and enter through my window. But the unlocked window made me uneasy. Curt and Brock were free, and now, I had renovation-happy Dylan Tanner to worry about too.


  I checked my cell phone. I would have to worry about this later. It was about time for me to leave and pick up Becky at Young’s.


  After I parked my new car—a VW Bug I purchased a month after my car was totaled in Becky’s buggy-auto accident—I got out and poked my head inside the kitchen. A waitress in a navy blue plain dress and white apron, the uniform for the women who worked at Young’s, smiled at me. I stopped. “Is Becky here? She called me and said she needed a ride.”


  They were in the middle of the dinner rush. Waitresses and busboys flew in and out of the bustling kitchen trading empty plates for freshly made meals. The waitress picked up a tray loaded with soft drinks and mugs of coffee. “Becky said she was going to the pavilions to wait with her brother until you got here. She knew if she hung around the kitchen too long, Ellie’d put her back to work.”


  I thanked her and slipped back outside. The only lights to guide me to the pavilions were the lampposts scattered around the parking lot and the ambient light from the restaurant’s windows. I stepped carefully as I made my way to the second pavilion, taking Timothy’s warning from the day before seriously. I didn’t want to step on a stray nail.


  The job site was quiet. I bit my lip. If Timothy had to work late, why would it be so quiet? Shouldn’t I be hearing hammering, sawing . . . something?


  Since the waitress said Becky waited with Timothy, I figured they were in the second pavilion, the one Timothy showed me the afternoon before. I stepped through the clear tarp. Orange extension cords snaked along the cement floor. Gingerly, I moved around them.


  One of the extension cords tangled around a wooden sawhorse. I sidestepped it, and my foot bumped into a work boot. I blinked several times. The person wearing the boot was prostrate on the ground. A gasp escaped me. Ezekiel Young lay on his stomach, his neck twisted. His glasses and shorn beard lay next to him on the sawdust-covered floor. The handle of peculiar-looking shears stuck out of his back.


  I stumbled backward and tripped over the legs of the sawhorse and a nest of extension cords, landing flat on my back. Breath whooshed out of my lungs. My head had connected with the cement floor, and stars danced in my eyes. I lay there for half a second, scrambled to my feet, and ran.


  I burst into the restaurant’s kitchen, clutching the back of my head. The mouths of the Amish women working there fell open. The kitchen’s fluorescent lighting blinded me, and I held up a hand to block the light.


  I pointed behind me. “Pa-pavilion.”


  The women whispered in Pennsylvanian Dutch.


  “He’s in the pavilion.” My legs felt weak. I grabbed at the prep counter to steady myself and knocked a tray of mashed potatoes to the floor. The ceramic dish shattered. Potatoes flew everywhere, and I passed out.


  
    


    


    Chapter Ten

  


  Timothy supported my head. “Chloe?” His blue eyes grew wide, and I saw fear there.


  I tried to sit up. The room swung around me as if suspended from a bungee cord. The pain throbbed from the base of my neck forward to my forehead.


  “Don’t move. You could have a concussion.”


  Timothy’s blue eyes came into focus again. Above him, Becky’s pale heart-shaped face peered down at me. Tears ran down her cheeks.


  The image of Ezekiel’s shorn beard hit me like a punch to the jaw. “The pavilion. Ezekiel is in the pavilion.”


  Timothy’s brow furrowed.


  “He’s dead,” I said.


  A keening cry went up in the room. Someone threw open the back door, and I felt the rush of air as people ran outside.


  “Becky,” Timothy barked. “Stay with Chloe.” Gently as possible, he placed my head back down on the white-tiled floor. He jumped up and followed the others out of the kitchen.


  Becky knelt beside me. The cotton fabric of her navy plain dress floated to the floor. “Chloe, are you all right? What happened?” She twisted her white apron in her hands.


  I started to sit up again.


  “No.” She pushed on my shoulder to force me to lay back down.


  I brushed her hand away. “Help me up or I’ll get up on my own.”


  She supported my elbow as I stood. The room spun. Somehow, I stayed upright.


  The back door to the kitchen was open, and the chilly air cut through the room. Fallen leaves blew in and danced over the tiled floor. No one seemed concerned. The Amish women who worked in the kitchen whispered to each other in their own language. The only word I understood in my foggy state was Englischer, in reference to me I was sure.


  Sirens broke through the sound of their conversations.


  “Chloe, what do you want to do?” Becky gripped my elbow as if her grasp was the only support keeping me from tumbling back down to the floor. I took a wobbly step. She may be right about that.


  “Sit down.”


  My head spun like a Tilt-a-Whirl.


  “There’s a break room on the other side of the kitchen.”


  She led me from the room. My eyes blurred, and I concentrated on my steps, trying to forget Ezekiel Young’s face. The small break room held a sofa and a round table surrounded by cane chairs. I lowered myself onto the sofa and fatigue washed over me.


  Becky voice broke through the fog. “Chloe, aren’t you supposed to stay awake in case you have a concussion?”


  She was right, but what could it hurt to rest my eyes for a minute?


  “Miss, miss? What’s your name?”


  My eyelids fluttered open.


  A burly EMT with black hair curling around his ears shone a penlight in my face. I blinked. I turned my eyes away. Chief Rose watched me from over his shoulder.


  “Your name?” the EMT asked again.


  I shook the cobwebs from my head. Ouch. Shaking my head was the last thing I should be doing. “Chloe Humphrey.”


  “How many fingers am I holding up?”


  “Three.”


  He smiled. “Good answer, Miss Humphrey, though I’m afraid you might have a concussion. We’re taking you to the hospital.”


  I felt sick to my stomach. I hated hospitals, and I had ever since my mother died in one. “I feel fine. It’s a little headache.”


  He squinted at me. “It’s a big headache, and this isn’t up for debate. The ambulance is outside ready to take you. Do you think you can walk there?”


  I nodded and immediately regretted it.


  He helped me to stand.


  “Hold on, Nate. She’s not going anywhere until I ask her a few questions.” Chief Rose’s tone was firm.


  Irritation flashed across the mild-mannered EMT’s face. “You can talk to her at the hospital.”


  I started to sit back down. “No, I want to talk to her here.” The sooner I spoke with Chief Rose, the sooner I could forget the image of Ezekiel Young. At least I hoped so.


  A smile spread across the police chief’s delicate features. With her petite frame and short poodle-like hair, she looked like the girl next door, not a seasoned police officer. I knew better than to underestimate her. “I’m surprised to see you again so soon, Chloe. You’ve had an eventful day.”


  My forehead creased, then I remembered Dylan and the broken window latch back in my bedroom. That seemed so long ago. Could it possibly be the same day? What day was it? I didn’t dare ask Nate. He would cart me off to the hospital that very minute.


  She pulled a chair in front of the sofa. “Tell me what happened from the beginning.”


  So I did.


  The police chief didn’t take any notes. Does she have a photographic memory or something?


  She leaned back in her chair. “Shame about the sawhorse tripping you.”


  My throbbing head agreed. “Do you think this could be related to the other haircutting incidents in the county?”


  She arched her brow.


  “There was a story in the paper. Ezekiel’s beard was cut off.” I shivered at the memory. “I doubt I will be the last person to make the connection.”


  Chief Rose frowned. “Cutting off hair is one thing. Murder is something entirely different.”


  I thought for a moment. No easy feat considering the pounding in my head. It was like someone was doing the Irish jig on my frontal lobe. “Do you think Curt and Brock could be behind this?”


  The chief’s peridot eyes flashed. “Cold-blooded murder would be a big step for those two.”


  Not that big of a step.


  “I’ll have one my officers find out what they were up to at the time of the murder.”


  I placed a hand to the side my head. “Please don’t mention my name.”


  “I don’t plan to, but Curt and Brock have a grudge against you, and they might figure it out, especially since the Amish are involved.”


  Nate shuffled his feet. “Is that all, Chief? It’s time for Chloe to go.”


  Chief Rose glanced at him. “That’s all for now.” She helped me to my feet and the world didn’t tilt on its axis as it had before. My stomach turned.


  Was I nauseous because I was headed to the hospital or from something more?


  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven

  


  Becky readjusted the sofa pillow behind my back. She touched me on the shoulder. “Sit up.”


  I sat up, and she rearranged the mound of pillows for the third time. She stepped back and cocked her head. “It still doesn’t look comfortable.” She took a step toward the sofa.


  I held up my hand to stop her. “It’s fine.”


  Now out of her plain Young’s uniform, she wore a neon pink sweat suit. She perched on the edge of our living room coffee table. “I’m sorry. I’m being a nuisance.”


  “You’re not, but the pillows are fine.”


  Timothy walked in from the kitchen, carrying a tray of chicken soup and hot tea. Gig followed him expectantly. He loved Becky’s chicken soup. Becky moved from the table to the couch, and Timothy set the tray on the table.


  I scooted up in my seat. “You two don’t have to dote on me like this. The doctor said I don’t even have a mild concussion.” Gingerly, I touched the goose egg forming on the back of my skull. “Just a nasty bump.”


  Timothy stirred the soup and handed it to me. “I don’t think you should go to work tomorrow.”


  The bowl warmed my hands. “Why not?”


  His jaw twitched. “You’re not up to it. You should rest.”


  I suppressed a smile, secretly pleased he was so concerned. “I’m up to it. The doctor gave me the okay to go. Tomorrow’s the last day before Thanksgiving break. There’s so much work to be done before the college closes for the holiday.”


  Timothy’s brow furrowed. “I don’t like it.” He blew on the cup of tea and glanced at his sister. “Becky, I forgot to bring a napkin. Can you go grab one?”


  She jumped out of her seat like a shot.


  Timothy watched her go. “Chloe.” He took the soup bowl from me. “I want you to be careful.”


  I searched his concerned eyes.


  “Whoever killed Ezekiel is dangerous. I couldn’t stand it if you were hurt or . . .” He swallowed. “When I saw you lying on the restaurant’s kitchen floor, I—”


  “I got them.” Becky waved the napkins in the air.


  No, no, no. Keep talking, Timothy. What did you think when you saw me lying on the floor?


  Timothy stood. “It’s late. I’ll let you girls get some rest.”


  I grabbed his arm. “There’s one more thing.”


  A lock of white-blond hair fell over his eye. “One more thing?”


  “Can you fix the window latch in my bedroom?” After my discovery in the pavilion, I would never be able to sleep in that room with a window that could not lock.


  “What’s wrong with your window?”


  I bit my lip and told him.


  Timothy stepped back, and I lost my hold on his arm. “Dylan was in your house when you weren’t here?”


  “He’s the owner.”


  Timothy’s face was thunderous. “I don’t care if he’s the president. He can’t enter your home uninvited. I knew there was a reason I didn’t like the guy.”


  “Chief Rose told him he needs to give us twenty-four-hour notice in the future.”


  Timothy pursed his lips.


  Becky folded the paper napkin in her small hands. “Sounds to me like he was trying to help.”


  Timothy shot his younger sister a look. “Don’t defend him.” He sighed. “My toolbox is in my truck. Let me go grab it, and I’ll fix the window.” The door slammed after Timothy.


  Becky handed me the napkin. “You know he’s mad about Dylan because he’s jealous.”


  I stirred my soup. “Jealous of Dylan?”


  “He saw how the professor watched you yesterday.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s no secret my brother likes you. I can tell. Everyone can.”


  “Everyone?” A knot formed in my stomach. “How do you feel about it?” I figured it was a safer question than asking how her parents felt about it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know that just yet.


  “Fine.” She said with a shrug and then grinned. “If you get married, we’d be sisters.”


  “Who said anything about getting married?”


  “The more important question is how you feel about it.”


  The front door opened, which saved me from answering. Timothy went straight up the stairs, and Becky turned on a television cooking competition show.


  I’d just finished eating my soup when Timothy came back downstairs. “I fixed it. Dylan sure did a job on that latch. He mangled it. Luckily, I had an extra latch in my box.” He blushed. “I’m sorry I blew up. I’m not comfortable with this guy coming around the house. Do you know anything about him?”


  I shook my head. “I could ask around. Maybe Miller or Clark knows something. They’ve worked at Harshberger a long time.”


  Timothy nodded. “At least Greta told him he can’t come into the house again without letting you know.”


  Gigabyte bumped his velvety head against my shoulder, and I scratched him behind the ear.


  Timothy set his toolbox on the floor. “Are you sure you are up to going to work tomorrow?”


  I forced a smiled. “Yes,” I said not feeling sure at all.


  “Rest when you get home. I want you to feel well for Thanksgiving.”


  “For Thanksgiving?” I squeaked.


  “Your father’s not flying you out to California this year.”


  “No, he’s not.”


  “That’s good news.” He grinned. “You can have a real Troyer family Thanksgiving. I already spoke to my parents about it, and they are happy to have you.”


  “Even your dad?” Mr. Troyer followed the rules of Old Order district. Becky and Timothy left the Amish way during their rumspringas—running around time—and before they were baptized, which is why they weren’t shunned and the family can interact with them. I knew Mr. Troyer secretly wished his eldest son and daughter would change their minds and return. My friendship with the siblings was in the way of that wish.


  “Even Daed.”


  Becky scrambled to her feet. “Chloe, you have to come. You’re practically part of the family. The kinner would love to see you, and Grossdaddi would never forgive us if we show up without you.”


  Did this mean that the Troyers weren’t going to Esther and Isaac’s wedding? I knew that Amish weddings were a big deal in the district, and typically, everyone attended.


  “I’d love to go.” I settled back into the pillows. A Troyer family Thanksgiving is just what I need.


  Becky clapped her hands. “Perfect. This year I’m bringing some dishes of my own. I’ve been watching all the Thanksgiving food shows on television and collecting recipes from the Internet. The hardest thing will be deciding what to cook. Will you make anything, Chloe?”


  I laughed. “I don’t think anyone wants food poisoning this holiday.”


  Becky shook her head. “Chloe, you need to get over your fear of cooking.”


  “Why should I bother if you’re so good at it?”


  There was a twinkle in her blue eye. “You may have someone to cook for.”


  I stole a look at Timothy. He grinned, and a blush crept up the back of my neck.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve

  


  The next morning, the worst of my headache had subsided, but I still felt dizzy as I dressed for work. The bump on the back of my head was the size of a walnut. The hair on top of it stuck out just a little, giving the illusion of a temporary cowlick. Slow and steady would be the plan for the day. Thankfully, a holiday weekend was right around the corner.


  Clark eyed me as I walked into the office. “Moving slowly today, boss? What happened to you?”


  Miller peeked over the top of his laptop. His spiky hair looked like it received an extra dose of styling gel this morning.


  I eased into a chair at the conference table. “I guess it wasn’t in the paper yet.”


  Clark wiggled his brows. “What’s up?”


  “You are probably going to hear about it soon enough . . .” I told them about my discovery at the flea market, and my voice only shook a little. I wished that the bump on the back of my head erased the memory of the shears sticking out of Ezekiel’s back.


  Miller closed his laptop lid and gawked at me.


  “Are you okay?” Clark asked.


  I nodded. Again, not the best idea. I needed to remember not to make sudden movements. “I have a bump on the back of my head. That’s all.”


  Clark looked dubious. “The murderer could have still been in the pavilion when you found the Amish dude.”


  My chest tightened. That was something I hadn’t thought of before. In a place as large as the pavilion, there would have been many places for the killer to hide. He may even have seen me fall.


  “His hair was cut off,” Miller whispered. “That’s like Leah.”


  “Not exactly like Leah,” Clark jumped in. “Her hair was cut off. He lost his beard.”


  Miller narrowed his eyes at his coworker. “I know that but the message is the same to the Amish. It’s still targeting the Amish and their beliefs.” Miller squinted as if holding back tears.


  Clark’s eyes drooped. “Man, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” Miller said gruffly. He jumped out of his chair. “I’m going to run to the caf for some coffee. Do either of you want anything?”


  “No,” I said, careful not to shake my head.


  “I’m good,” Clark said.


  Clark pointed to the full coffee pot in the department’s tiny kitchenette. “Something tells me he’s not really on a coffee run.”


  Inside my office, I was tucking my shoulder bag into my desk drawer when I heard Clark holler. “Chloe, you got a present.”


  A present?


  I slammed the desk drawer and poked my head out of my officer door. A tiny undergraduate teetered under the weight of an arrangement of fall-colored mums, the arrangement so large I could only see the student’s jean-clad legs and riding boots.


  “Whoa,” Clark said. “Let me take that from you before you fall over.”


  The student grinned. “Thanks. This came into the mailroom this morning for you, Ms. Humphrey.”


  Did Timothy send me flowers?


  “Who are they from?” Clark asked as Miller walked back in the office with the largest cup of coffee I’d ever seen. Surely, the college cafeteria called the size “bucket.” Instead of sitting at his usual post at the conference table, Miller slipped behind the partition that marked off his cubicle.


  “Oh,” the student snapped her fingers. “I have the note that came with it.”


  She checked her coat pockets and frowned. She emptied her jeans pockets and frowned even harder. “Uh-oh. I must have dropped it between here and the mailroom.” She shrugged. “Sorry.”


  “Did you read the note?” I asked. “Do you remember the name on it?”


  Her eyes grew wide. “No, I would never do that. That’s like breaking the mailroom code or something.”


  “If you read the note, it’s okay. We’re not going to report you to the mailroom police.”


  “I really didn’t read it.” She smiled brightly. “Just pretend it was from a secret admirer. For all we know that’s who sent it. Gotta go. I’m late for class.”


  Clark shook his head as he watched the undergrad flounce out of the room. “I find the students’ energy exhausting.”


  I inspected the flowers. They were beautiful, a deep array of orange, red, yellow, and plum. They had to be from Timothy—who else would send me flowers? He must have sent them to cheer me up after what happened last night. A smile formed on my lips.


  “What should we do with them?” Clark asked. “Want me to put them in your office?”


  “They’ll never fit.” My office was the size of a glorified closet. “Just leave them on the conference table.”


  Clark stood up. “I’d love to stick around and investigate this mystery, but I just got an e-mail from a psychology prof who says the video camera I lent him isn’t working.”


  I touched the petals on a purple mum. “Did he take the lens cap off?”


  Clark scanned the e-mail. “According to this, yes, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”


  After Clark left to help the professor, I tapped on the partition around Miller’s workspace. “Can you talk for a sec?”


  He flinched.


  “I’ve been thinking about it, and I’d like to talk to your cousin.”


  “To Leah?”


  “Yes. I think the murder and haircutting are related. Maybe she can tell me something that can connect them.”


  “Why?”


  “What do you mean why?”


  “I mean why do you care?”


  “I—I found his body. I’m curious . . .”


  “Curiosity isn’t going to help that dead Amish man—or my cousin.”


  “I know that. I can’t stop thinking about it.” I tried to push the image to the back of my mind.


  He spun a ballpoint pen on the tabletop. “She spoke to Chief Rose, but only because I asked her to.”


  “Do you think she will talk to me?”


  The pen fell on the floor, and the programmer didn’t bother to pick it up. “I don’t know. My aunt and uncle won’t like it. They take their privacy seriously. They are furious at me already about the newspaper story. But how is it going to stop if people don’t know about it?”


  “Where can I find Leah?”


  “She works at one of the little gift shops on the square, The Apple Core. My aunt and uncle own it, but Leah pretty much runs the place. That would be the best place to talk to her. Debbie and Abby help out at the shop sometimes too. You don’t want to go to the family farm. My uncle wouldn’t like that.” He picked up a stress ball in the shape of a computer monitor and began to squeeze it. “I can tell her you might stop by.”


  “Thank you, Miller.” I paused. “Happy Thanksgiving.”


  “You too.” He turned back to the line of code running across his computer screen, and I went to my office.


  “Hello, hello,” Dean Klink called as he entered the computer services department in the early afternoon. I peered out of my office door, blinking my eyes, sure I looked as owl-like as Miller had earlier in the day.


  The dean wasn’t alone. An attractive, smartly dressed woman in a knee-length navy suit and matching pumps stood beside him. She had perfectly straight, glossy, ebony hair and makeup so expertly applied it was as if Mary Kay had swooped down and done it herself.


  Clark wiggled his eyebrows at Miller, who gave him the smallest of smiles in return.


  I stepped out of my office. “Good afternoon, Dean.”


  “Chloe, you’re just the person that I’m looking for.” He clapped his hands. “My, what gorgeous flowers! Whose are they?”


  “They are from Chloe’s secret admirer,” Clark replied.


  Inwardly, I groaned.


  “A secret admirer?”


  “It’s not a secret admirer. The student who dropped it off lost the card, so I don’t know who sent them.”


  “A mystery, then. I love it.” The dean beamed.


  The sleek woman cleared her throat.


  “I’m sorry,” the dean said. “I’m taking Collette on a tour of campus. Collette Williams, this is Chloe Humphrey, Director of Computer Services, and her staff, Clark and Miller.”


  “Nice to meet you all.” The woman replied in a faintly British accent. I couldn’t decide if it was authentic.


  “Collette is our new Director of Marketing.”


  I held out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”


  “She started a few weeks ago and has already brought a new energy to the college.”


  Now that Dean Klink mentioned it, I remembered seeing an e-mail about Collette’s arrival not long ago. However, I still didn’t understand what that had to do with me. “Is something wrong with your computer accounts?” I asked.


  The dean laughed. “Chloe, you act like the only time someone stops by this office is to complain. We have exciting news to share with you.”


  Clark stifled a snicker, and Miller ducked behind the safety of his partition.


  The dean gestured toward an office chair. “Please have a seat.”


  I slipped into a conference chair, and the dean and marketing director followed.


  “If it’s not a computer issue,” I said, “what can I do for you?”


  The dean grinned. “That’s why I like you, Chloe. You are always willing to pitch in where we need you.”


  “Where do you need me?”


  “Collette?” The dean motioned for her to proceed.


  Collette folded her hands on the tabletop. Her nail polish was without nick or bump. “One of the ways to attract more students to Harshberger is to be more attractive to the town of Appleseed Creek and neighboring communities. So this year we have entered a float in the town’s holiday parade.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that.


  The dean peeked around the flower arrangement. “Bad news. Tony Rather threw his back out. He fell on a patch of black ice on his driveway and slipped a disc.”


  “That’s horrible. Will he be okay?”


  “He’s spending the holiday in traction. He’ll be fine.”


  I didn’t consider spending Thanksgiving in traction as okay.


  Collette’s perfect brow drooped. “The worse news is he was supposed to be one of the faculty members on the Appleseed Creek holiday parade float from the college.”


  Clark could no longer suppress his grin. “That’s too bad. The parade is only three days away on Black Friday. Where will you find a replacement?”


  I shot Clark a look.


  “That’s why we’re here! Chloe, I think you are a perfect choice for the float.”


  “You want me to ride on the float?”


  “I can’t think of anyone better.”


  I could. I turned to Clark. “Clark, you like parades, don’t you?”


  A knowing smile spread across the media specialist’s face. “I love a good parade, but I’ll be in Cincinnati visiting my wife’s family for Turkey Day. Too bad. I’ll have to pass.”


  The dean’s brow furrowed. “You are going to be in town this weekend, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” I said slowly, regretting having told the dean that several weeks ago.


  “Then, why not? You’ll be at the center of an Appleseed Creek tradition! It’s an honor to be on our float. Collette has everything planned down to the minute. You won’t have to do anything but show up.”


  “I don’t want to take away the spot from a professor . . .”


  Collette nodded. “In the end, I think it would be best to have a nonfaculty member, like you on the float. We don’t want to look elitist to the community.”


  Dean Klink waved a dismissive hand. “Besides, they’ve all had their chances to volunteer. Can you believe I brought this problem up at the faculty meeting today, and no one offered to take Tony’s place?”


  I could believe it.


  “Will you be on the float, Dean Klink?” Clark asked.


  The dean licked his lips. “Well, no, I’m leaving on a flight tonight to go to my daughter’s.”


  I sighed. “I . . . well . . . what would I have to do?”


  A grin broke on the dean’s face. “I knew I could count on you, Chloe. You always pull through.”


  I was beginning to think that pulling through wasn’t always a good attribute.


  He tapped his fingers on the tabletop as if playing piano keys. “All you will have to do is show up, stand on the float, and wave.” He stood. “Collette will e-mail the details of where you should be and when.”


  Sounded simple enough.


  I made one more valiant effort. “Since this is Collette’s idea, maybe she would like to ride on the float.” I turned to her. “You should be recognized for all your hard work.”


  She smiled coolly as if she knew what I was up to. “Thank you for thinking of me, Chloe, but I will be too busy supervising the float to ride on it.”


  Dean Klink stood. “One more thing . . . each year the parade has a theme. This year it’s winter wonderland.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that.


  A smile curved on Collette’s face, reminding me of Gigabyte when he was up to something. If she started purring, I was out of there. “That sounds like a nice theme,” I murmured.


  “It is,” the dean replied. “Who would have thought we’d have actual snow this Thanksgiving. Everything will look spectacular.”


  Collette stood as well and brushed nonexistent specs from her skirt. “Chloe, in keeping with the theme you will have to dress up like a snowman.”


  A snowman? Did I hear that right?


  The dean chuckled. “If we had more time and knew we were making the switch, we would have had the costume changed to a snowwoman.” He smacked the table and stood.


  The marketing director inspected her manicure. “There is also something else I’d like to talk to you about, a special project for the good of the college. I’m sure you’re the best person for the job.”


  “What is it?” I asked.


  She glanced at Clark. “We’ll discuss it later.”


  Why do I have a bad feeling about this?


  Dean Klink and Collette left the office.


  Clark looked as if he were about to burst. “Remember, when you wave to your public to move your hand back and forth like you are screwing in a lightbulb.”


  “Thanks for the advice.” I returned to my office.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirteen

  


  I stumbled out of Dennis, the academic building that held the computer services department, carrying the jumbo mums. It wasn’t until I shoved the flowers into the backseat of my car that I realized I’d forgotten to ask Clark and Miller what they knew about Dylan Tanner. I had promised Timothy I would. No time to worry. Both men were long gone and I was late for my appointment at the elementary school. I promised Becky I would be there for the end of her site visit with her probation officer.


  It was 4:15 already, so the after-school art program was wrapping up. Thankfully, the elementary school was only a block away from Harshberger.


  I pulled into the back lot of the elementary school. Parents sat in their cars with motors running waiting for children to emerge. One by one, fourth and fifth graders stepped out of the school carrying newly fired clay pots and lopsided vases. I moved against the tide of children in the direction of the art room.


  Two children remained in the room along with Becky and the art teacher, Ms. Snow. Becky sat across from a freckle-covered eleven-year-old boy. “If you press down on the brush, do you see how the stroke gets wider? The harder you press, the wider your stroke.”


  The child nodded and stuck out his tongue a little as he painted a red line the width of his vase.


  A voice rumbled behind me. “She’s doing a great job,”


  I spun around to find Carl Fisher, Becky’s probation officer, sitting on a stool in the corner of the art room as if the teacher had sent him there for bad behavior. Carl was the size of a lumberjack and had the bushiest eyebrows I’d ever seen. I was sure those eyebrows, not to mention Fisher’s size, could be intimidating when he got angry, which came in handy in his profession. He’d never used them when speaking of Becky. He held a clipboard and made notes on an evaluation form.


  “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied.


  He eyed me. “I heard about Ezekiel Young.”


  I wasn’t surprised the probation officer knew about the murder.


  Fisher squinted at me. “You okay?”


  “I’m fine.” Instinctively, I touched the bump on the back of my head. It felt smaller. “I feel horrible for the Young family though. I know how much they relied on Ezekiel to run the business. Ellie, his mother, must be heartbroken.”


  “It’s a horrible thing to lose a loved one to murder.” He said this as if he knew something about it. “Who does Greta suspect?”


  “I don’t know. She hasn’t told me, not that I thought she would.” I shot a quick glance in Becky’s direction to make sure she wasn’t listening to us. “Curt and Brock are a possibility. They were released from prison.”


  “I heard that too,” Fisher said.


  What hadn’t the probation officer heard?


  He folded his arms. “I was Curt Fanning’s PO a few years back. That boy is as bad as they come.”


  “Chief Rose doesn’t think Curt and Brock would resort to murder.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” the probation officer murmured. “You and Becky need to be careful. Lock your doors and pay attention to who is around you at all times.”


  My pulse quickened as his warning sunk in.


  Becky waved at us. “Pack up,” she told her student. “Your mom’s waiting for you outside.”


  The boy frowned as if he could listen to Becky’s instructions forever, and reluctantly began packing his backpack.


  “I wish I had a dozen Beckies,” Fisher said.


  Ms. Snow, a petite woman in her mid-forties, joined us. She wore a tie-dyed T-shirt and a peasant skirt. “I do too. I’ve noticed a big increase in the numbers of boys interested in the after-school art program since Becky started helping out.” She signed the form on Fisher’s clipboard.


  The other student left the room, and the freckled boy and Becky walked to the classroom door. “Bye, Miss Troyer,” the boy said with a slight blush on his cheeks.


  Becky smiled. “Bye, Cameron. Happy Thanksgiving.”


  He grinned back at her and disappeared through the door.


  Fisher stood up. “Becky, Ms. Snow tells me you are doing an excellent job, and I can see it with my own eyes. You only have three hundred hours of community service left. I’m sure you will finish that in record time between this and the other places you are volunteering. When you do finish, I’ll recommend to the judge that he grant you an early release from probation for good behavior.”


  Becky’s face lit up. “Really?” Her original probation sentence was for one year and wouldn’t expire until August of next year.


  “I completely support that,” Ms. Snow said, giving Becky a little squeeze. “You’re doing great and will make a wonderful art teacher one day.”


  Becky beamed.


  Fisher held out his clipboard and a pen. “Sign here to say you received your monthly evaluation.”


  I found myself smiling. Becky left the Amish to pursue her art as she saw fit. Finally, she received praise for her talent instead of criticism as she had from the leaders in the district.


  Fisher set his bowler hat on his head, which made him look like a 1920s mobster, and tipped it at us before leaving the room.


  Ms. Snow smiled at Becky. “I want you to seriously think about teaching art, Becky. You’re a gifted artist and good with children. That’s a hard combination to come by. You will make the perfect art teacher.”


  “I will think about it,” Becky promised.


  Ms. Snow nodded. “Good. Now, the classroom door is locked. Just pull it shut when you leave after you finish cleaning up.”


  “I know what to do.”


  Ms. Snow nodded at me. “Nice to see you again, Chloe.”


  I offered to help Becky clean up. We made short work of emptying dirty water cups into the stainless steel sink and rinsing out the paint brushes.


  Becky’s cell rang. She pulled it out from her pocket and checked the readout. “It’s Timothy. I’ll get it.”


  “Go ahead.” I held up a blue-tipped paint brush. “This is the last one.” I almost asked her to thank him for the flowers but stopped myself. I thought they were from Timothy, but what if they weren’t?


  I heard the low murmur of Becky’s conversation on the phone, but with the water coming full force out of the faucet I couldn’t make out the words. I turned off the water and reached for a paper towel to dry the paint brush. I faced Becky, and she looked like someone had just told her Iron Chef America was canceled.


  I blotted the brush on the paper towel. “What’s wrong?”


  She swiped a tear from her cheek. “It’s Grossdaddi.”


  The throbbing began again in my head. “Is he all right?”


  “No. He’s at the hospital.”


  I dropped the paint brush onto the linoleum floor. “What happened?”


  “Someone cut off his beard,” she whispered.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fourteen

  


  When we arrived at the county hospital in Mount Vernon, both the Troyer family buggy and Grandfather Zook’s stood tethered to the hitching post. Sparky, Grandfather Zook’s beloved horse, wore a forest green horse blanket and neighed at Becky and me as we walked by.


  Dear Lord, please let Grandfather Zook be okay.


  The automatic emergency room doors opened. Inside the waiting room, Timothy sat with his parents. Mrs. Troyer huddled in her heavy cape and winter bonnet. Her husband wore a black stocking cap pulled down over his ears and a frown. Timothy murmured to his parents before walking over to us.


  Becky hugged her brother. “Is he okay?”


  Timothy stuck his hands into his jeans pockets. “He will be. He only has a few scrapes and bruises.”


  Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes. Praise the Lord, Grandfather Zook would recover. I felt like I could breathe again. On the drive to the hospital my mind played tricks on me. I had envisioned Grandfather Zook in Ezekiel’s place, dead in the pavilion. Although I knew it wasn’t true, the image was branded in my mind and would be there until I saw Grandfather Zook alive and well with my own eyes.


  “What happened?” I asked just above a whisper.


  “Grossdaddi was outside of the grocery store when someone jumped him.”


  Becky gasped.


  Timothy shot a glance at his mother, her face buried in a handkerchief. “Maam asked him to go pick up a few things for the evening meal.”


  “How did someone jump him?” I asked.


  “He did it while Grossdaddi covered Sparky with a horse blanket. The person came up behind him, threw a bag over his head, smashed him against the side of the buggy and cut off his beard.”


  Becky chewed a layer of lip gloss off of her lower lip. “He could have been killed. Why would anyone do that?”


  Timothy shook his head.


  “Did the person take his money?” I asked.


  “No.” Timothy glanced over his shoulder to his parents who whispered to each other in Pennsylvania Dutch. Mrs. Troyer wiped at her eyes, and her husband placed a hand on his wife’s arm.


  Becky wagged her head. “Who would attack a sick old man like that?”


  Who indeed? Curt and Brock came to mind, especially now that the Troyer family was involved. Chief Rose didn’t think Curt and Brock would resort to murder, but Probation Officer Fisher did. Since Fisher used to be Curt’s PO, he knew Curt better than the chief did, didn’t he?


  The attack on Grandfather Zook and the three Amish girls must be related to Ezekiel Young’s death. Could there be more than one person loose in Knox County cutting off Amish hair? It seemed unlikely. If it were Curt and Brock, why risk going back to prison? Curt, whose father died in the First Iraq War, particularly despised the Amish culture. He felt that the Amish were disloyal to the country by being conscientious objectors. His hatred led him and Brock to harassing the Amish last summer, which ultimately landed the pair in prison. Would they do it again? And so soon?


  I removed my winter hat. “Is Chief Rose here?”


  Timothy nodded. “She’s been here and gone already. She got a callout right after she spoke with Grossdaddi.”


  Becky fingered her braid. “I want to see him.”


  “The nurse said they’d bring him out as soon as his paperwork for the hospital is complete. It shouldn’t be too long now.”


  Mr. Troyer removed his hand from his wife’s arm and stared straight ahead. Through his granite-like expression, it was impossible to know what he was thinking. I felt a twinge of sympathy for him. All he wanted was a simple life and his children to live the Amish way. Instead his two eldest children had left the culture, putting him in a precarious position with the church. Now, his father-in-law had been attacked in a way that seemed so specifically insulting to the Amish life Mr. Troyer loved.


  Becky watched her parents. She leaned close to her brother and whispered, “How are Maam and Daed?”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “Maam is a wreck, and you know Daed. You can never quite know what he’s thinking.”


  A nurse’s aide appeared in the waiting room, pushing Grandfather Zook in a hospital-issued wheelchair. The elderly Amish man clutched his aluminum crutches in his hand. When Grandfather Zook was a child, he had contracted polio during the epidemic. As he aged, his symptoms worsened, and he became more and more dependent on the crutches to walk, and at times, even used a wheelchair. It wasn’t often that I would see Grandfather Zook in his wheelchair. He was far too stubborn.


  More striking than the wheelchair was the absence of his white, fluffy beard. The beard had once hung down to the middle of his chest and been reminiscent of untreated cotton. Jaggedly cut whiskers hung only an inch from his chin.


  Mrs. Troyer jumped from her chair and hugged her father. She spoke to him in Pennsylvania Dutch at breakneck speed. In English, she said, “Daed, your beautiful beard. What would Maam say?”


  He shook his finger at his adult daughter. “Your maam would be upset, yes, but not put on such dramatics like this.”


  His reprimand dried up her tears.


  He grabbed her hand. “I’m sorry, kinner. I know you are only worried. You have your maam’s big heart.” He plucked at the short whiskers. “This is only hair. It will grow back.”


  Mrs. Troyer wrung her hands.


  The nurse’s aide let go of the wheelchair handles. “Do you need help getting him into the car, er, buggy?”


  Timothy smiled at her. “We got it.”


  She nodded and left.


  “Chloe!” Grandfather Zook’s eyes sparkled as they fell on me. “You and Becky didn’t have to come all the way to the hospital.”


  I gave him a hug. “Of course we did. We had to make sure for ourselves that you’re okay.”


  His eyes twinkled. “It’s going to take more than a pair of scissors to stop me.”


  “Were you scared?” Becky held her grandfather’s hand.


  “It happened too fast to be scared. I was throwing the blanket over Sparky’s back and the next thing I knew my face was up against the side of the buggy.” He rubbed his cheek. A bruise had begun to form on his right cheekbone. “The good news is Old Spark got a piece of him before the perp got away.”


  “Perp?” Becky’s brows shot up. “Where did you learn that word?”


  “That lady police officer said it. I rather like it. It seems fitting for the scoundrel who did this.”


  “What do you mean he got a piece of him?” Timothy asked.


  “Sparky took a bite out of the man’s shoulder. You should have heard him scream. Horse bites hurt, and Sparky made this one count. He came away with a mouthful of the perp’s coat too.”


  “Where’s the piece of coat?” Timothy asked.


  “The lady police officer took it. She said it was evidence.”


  “I can’t believe this is happening.” Becky let go of her grandfather’s hand and twisted her braid. “First Chloe finds a dead body, and now this.”


  Internally, I groaned.


  Mr. Troyer’s head whipped around to his eldest daughter. “What?”


  Becky’s mouth fell open as she realized her mistake.


  “Ezekiel Young is dead.” Timothy went on to explain the events at the flea market the day before.


  Grandfather Zook paled. “How’s Ellie? She must be heartbroken.” His eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me about this, grandkinner?”


  Timothy’s brow creased. “I’m sorry. I thought you would have heard it from a neighbor in the district by now.”


  Mrs. Troyer touched her husband’s coat sleeve. “Why didn’t we hear this from our neighbors?”


  He said something back to her in their language. Mr. Troyer was more comfortable speaking Pennsylvania Dutch, but I knew sometimes he spoke it when he didn’t want me to know what was going on.


  Becky gave me a tiny, lopsided smile as if she knew what I was thinking.


  Grandfather Zook stamped his crutches on the ground. “That’s Deacon Sutter’s work. He—”


  “Let’s not speak of this here.” Mr. Troyer’s tone left no room for debate. “My wife has an evening meal waiting for us back home.”


  Mrs. Troyer patted my shoulder. “You, Timothy, and Becky are welcome to join us.” She seemed more at ease now that she would have the opportunity to feed her family. She was much like Ellie in that way. However, that was the only characteristic shared by the quiet woman and the flamboyant restaurant and flea market owner.


  Timothy took hold of the wheelchair’s handlebars. “Let’s get you to the buggy.”


  “I can walk.” Grandfather Zook pushed himself out of the chair and toppled forward. Mr. Troyer and Timothy steadied him. “Whoa,” Grandfather Zook grunted. “I must be more shook up than I thought.”


  Because of the cold, Grandfather Zook rode with Timothy in his truck. Mr. and Mrs. Troyer went home in their buggy, and Becky drove Sparky and Grandfather Zook’s buggy home. I left my car in the hospital lot and rode with Becky.


  The hot brick Grandfather Zook placed at his feet for warmth had long since lost its heat. I piled lap blankets over Becky and me and pulled my stocking cap farther down over my ears.


  Becky flicked the reins and we backed away from the hitching post. She eased the buggy onto Coshocton Avenue, which was the center of shopping and businesses in the county. “This feels strange.”


  “What happened to Grandfather Zook?”


  “Yes.” She pulled Sparky to a stop at a traffic light and in front of a McDonald’s. “But I meant driving the buggy. I’ve driven this buggy hundreds of times but not in months and never wearing jeans.”


  The light changed, and she made a clicking sound at Sparky. “Until I sat on the seat, I didn’t realize how much I missed it.”


  “That can’t be the only part of being Amish you miss.”


  “It’s not. I miss seeing my family every day and Maam’s meals. I even miss milking the cows.” She laughed. “I don’t miss the cows that much, but I guess I miss the routine. The cows were always there needing to be milked twice a day. It was something I could rely on. Now, everyday is different.”


  “Is variety a bad thing?”


  “No, just different.” Street light reflected off her teeth when she grinned. “And now that I found the cable television, I don’t know how I could ever go back to being Amish.”


  I laughed and snuggled deeper under the blankets. “What’s Thanksgiving like at your house?”


  “It’s the best.” Becky went on to describe all the food, detailing the ingredients and preparations for each dish.


  We stopped at the final traffic light on Coshocton, and Sparky knew his way home and pulled the buggy into the left turn lane. A pickup pulled up next to us in the right turn lane. It was green. I grew still as Becky chattered about pickling.


  I felt the driver of the green pickup watching me. As if my neck had a will of its own, it turned my head.


  Curt Fanning stared back at me. His dirty goatee was scruffier than before, and the features of his angular face were sharper as if he had both lost weight and aged beyond his twenty-five years while in prison. The red glow of the traffic light reflected off of his father’s dog tags hanging around his neck.


  A slow smile spread across Curt’s face. He puckered his lips and made a kissy at me. I recoiled. He turned right on red and was gone.


  I stared straight ahead. The light changed and Sparky took the left turn. Blissfully unaware, Becky was describing the proper consistency of turkey gravy.


  My heart felt like it would beat out of my chest. I inhaled and exhaled long, deep breaths as quietly as I could.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifteen

  


  In the Troyer horse barn, Becky covered Sparky with a wool horse blanket. She scratched the white star in the middle of his forehead, and he leaned into her touch like a cat. “You did gut, Spark. You probably saved Grossdaddi today. You deserve a big bag of carrots.”


  Sparky whinnied.


  We entered the Troyer home from the back door, which opened into a small mudroom. On the other side of the mudroom was the center of the home, Mrs. Troyer’s kitchen. The Amish mother spent the majority of her day in this space. It was where she cooked, baked, canned, ironed clothing, and sewed at the large table. Now that I thought about it, every time I visited the Troyer farm, Mrs. Troyer was in the kitchen working, no matter the time of day.


  The kitchen had all the appliances an Amish woman, or an English woman for that matter, would need. The refrigerator and stove were powered by propane. The sink had running water. Jars of canned goods lined the shelves of the beautifully-made Amish hutch in the corner of the room, and hand-embroidered tea towels hung from the oven door handle.


  While Mrs. Troyer was at the hospital, Ruth, Becky’s thirteen-year-old sister, kept the evening meal warm on the propane stove. The girl, who looked more like Becky every day, stirred what looked like stew in the huge cast iron pot on a front burner. Although her light blonde hair and features were like Becky’s, her expression resembled her father’s stony glare.


  I pulled off my gloves. “Hi, Ruth.”


  She only nodded.


  My forehead creased.


  Thomas zoomed over to me and took my coat. “Chloe, you came. Gut!” He took Becky’s coat too.


  A smile broke out on my face. The seven-year-old bounced out of the room, dragging our coats on the floor. He was back before I could take another step.


  “Thomas, don’t run,” Mrs. Troyer admonished the boy. Thomas slowed his pace just a tad as he fell onto the bench next to Grandfather Zook at the family’s long kitchen table. The table had pine benches on either side and paddle-backed chairs at the ends. The table ran the length of the kitchen, the largest room in the Troyer home, and could seat up to twelve people. Grandfather Zook sat at one end of the table, warming his hands on a large mug of coffee. The jagged edge of his beard had already been trimmed. “What took you two so long?”


  Becky rolled her eyes and gave her grandfather a hug before helping Ruth and her mother finish preparing the meal.


  Mrs. Troyer moved around her kitchen with confidence she never displayed outside of the safety of her own home.


  “Can I help you?” I asked.


  Like I knew she would, she shook her head. “You’re a guest.”


  I wondered if there would ever be a time when I would no longer be considered a guest.


  Timothy sat closest to the wall, and I was struck by how well he seemed to fit in to this place. I bit my lip. Did he miss being part of the Amish like Becky did? Would he ever want to go back? As much as I cared for him, I knew a transition from English to Amish was one I could never make.


  Naomi, the youngest Troyer, who had just turned four, was curled up on Timothy’s lap. She looked up at me with watery blue eyes. She clutched her faceless doll under her arm and said something in Pennsylvania Dutch to Timothy. She was still a year from school. The little English she knew she learned from her brothers and sisters. When I visited the Troyer farm, they often spoke English so that I could understand. She gave me a small smile and murmured, “Chloe here.”


  My heart melted.


  Ruth and Becky buzzed about the room, setting the table. Mr. Troyer was absent.


  “My son-in-law is checking on the cows,” Grandfather Zook said as if he read my mind. He patted the empty bench seat next to him. “Chloe, you sit right here next to me. The women will knock you down if you get in their way.”


  Ruth flew by me with a crock of stew. Grandfather Zook was right.


  Thomas wiggled in his seat. “I’m glad that Sparky took a bite out of the perp.”


  I couldn’t help but smile. Apparently, Grandfather Zook had shared his new favorite English word with the children.


  “Thomas!” Mr. Troyer’s voice cracked like a whip as he stepped into the room. “There will be none of that. The Lord commands us to forgive.”


  Thomas dropped his head. “Ya, Daed.”


  Mr. Troyer held the door open as he removed his work boots in the mudroom. A cold burst of wintry air blew through the kitchen. A paper napkin on the table took flight, and Naomi giggled into Timothy’s shoulder. He whispered something to her in their language, and her giggles increased.


  The door slammed shut after Mr. Troyer entered room. He washed his hands at the sink.


  “How do you think my trim looks?” Grandfather Zook scratched his chin and turned it back and forth, so that I could have a good look at it. “My beard hasn’t been this short since I was Becky’s age.”


  “You look distinguished,” I whispered, knowing that Mr. Troyer would not approve of my praising the shorter beard.


  He grinned. “I think so too. It will grow back better than ever.” He lowered his voice. “I do have one of the best beards in the county. This is probably why I was singled out. Beard jealously.”


  I smiled, but my tone was serious. “Are you sure you weren’t hurt? It must have been frightening.”


  “It was a shock, that’s for sure. I only have a few bruises, nothing a pack of ice and a hot water bottle can’t mend.”


  Ruth slammed a basket of rolls on the table between Grandfather Zook and me. Several fell out of the basket, and I quickly put them back. I raised my eyebrow at Grandfather Zook. He shook his head.


  Carefully, Becky placed a large tureen of stew in the middle of table, and the Troyer women took their seats. Mr. Troyer said grace in their language, and Becky whispered the translation into my ear, “And comfort the Young family during this time of loss.” Stew, rolls, biscuits, and mixed vegetables were passed around the table.


  Ruth’s smooth brow crinkled. “What’s wrong with the Young family?”


  Mr. and Mrs. Troyer shared a look across the table. “Ezekiel Young passed away yesterday.”


  Ruth frowned. “I didn’t know he was sick. I saw him a few weeks ago when I delivered cheese to Young’s and he was fine.”


  “He wasn’t sick,” Becky said.


  Ruth’s head snapped around in her sister’s direction. “What would you know about it?”


  Becky gripped her spoon. “I work at the Young’s restaurant and saw Ezekiel almost everyday. He wasn’t sick.”


  “Then, what happened?” Ruth looked to her parents for the answer. “Was there an accident?”


  “Let’s not speak of it in front of the younger children,” Mrs. Troyer said.


  Ruth’s lower lip protruded from her mouth. “We can never speak of anything because of the children.”


  “Ruth,” her father’s voice cut through the air like a knife. “That is enough.”


  Tears welled in her eyes. “No one will talk to me about anything. I’m tired of it.”


  Her father slammed his coffee mug on the table. “Ruth, you’re excused from the table.”


  She opened her mouth and then closed it. “Fine.” She picked up her dish, walked it over to the sink, and stalked from the room.


  We ate in silence for several minutes. Both Naomi and Thomas kept their heads down. Mrs. Troyer touched her youngest son’s arm. “If you’re finished, take Naomi upstairs to play.”


  He nodded and pulled his little sister from the room. Before they left, Naomi gave Becky, Timothy, and me each a goodbye kiss.


  Mrs. Troyer began to clear away the children’s dishes. She had barely touched her food.


  “Why is Ruth so upset?” Timothy asked.


  Mr. Troyer’s brow furrowed.


  Grandfather Zook buttered a roll. “Anna Lambright’s parents won’t let the girls see each other.”


  I frowned. Anna was Ruth’s best friend.


  “Why not?” Becky asked.


  “The bishop believes our family is a poor example to the district.” Grandfather Zook broke off a piece of his roll and held it. “And we may lead others away from the Amish way.” He tossed the bite of roll into his mouth.


  Becky’s mouth fell open. “Who have you led from the Amish way?”


  “You.”


  Becky’s head jerked back.


  Grandfather Zook sighed. “And Timothy. Had we have been a more Amish family, you would not have chosen to leave.”


  “Are you being shunned?” Timothy asked.


  “Nee,” Mrs. Troyer said as she retook her seat.


  Becky’s forehead creased. “What does the bishop expect of you? Does he think we will come back?”


  Mrs. Troyer moved food around her plate with the back of her fork.


  “No,” Mr. Troyer said. “But he wants us to be more Amish.”


  “How much more Amish could you get?” Becky asked.


  Mr. Troyer sipped his coffee. “The first step is distancing ourselves from you and Timothy.” He glanced at me. “And Chloe.”


  Tears welled in Becky’s eyes. “What?”


  Mr. Troyer’s typically stern face softened. “I’m sure this is only temporary until the new bishop finds his way. When he is in charge of the district for some time, he will see there’s no danger in seeing Englisch children. Until then, we need to limit how often you come to the house.”


  Timothy gripped his spoon so tightly the edge made an indentation in his skin. “How long is temporary?”


  “A few months, until we can prove to the bishop we have taken his guidance to heart.” Mr. Troyer set the dinner roll he was about to take a bite from back on his plate as if he had lost his appetite. I knew I had lost mine.


  Becky’s eyes welled with tears. “It’s because of me, isn’t it? Even though I left the church, it’s still trying to control me by hurting you.”


  Mrs. Troyer wrung her hands. “The bishop said—”


  “It wasn’t the bishop.” Timothy clenched his jaw. “Deacon Sutter is behind this. He was with the bishop when he delivered the news, wasn’t he?”


  Since moving to Appleseed Creek, I’d received a crash course in Amish governance. The bishop was the head of the district and set the rules. Each district had its own bishop. Rules varied between districts depending on who the bishop was since everything was at his discretion. Much had changed in the Appleseed Creek district because Bishop Glick had been a relatively liberal bishop. Apparently, Bishop Hooley was not. The deacon was the district’s enforcer. He was the one who made sure everyone followed the rules that the bishop established.


  Timothy’s mother wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Your father is right. The bishop will relax his rules after a time. Bishop Glick never shunned anyone over seeing their Englisch children.”


  Becky gnawed on her lower lip. “I thought you said you weren’t being shunned.”


  Her father’s brow furrowed. “We’re not. Yet.”


  His announcement fell like a lead weight in the middle of the table. The implication being that the family would be shunned if Becky, Timothy, and I continued to visit them.


  “We aren’t dealing with Bishop Glick anymore.” Timothy placed his hands on the table. “He’s dead. Deacon Sutter will hurt our family anyway that he can. He is using Bishop Hooley as his puppet. He must be thrilled he finally has a bishop who will make the rules he wants to enforce.”


  Mr. Troyer glared at his son. “Don’t speak of the deacon that way in my house.”


  “But Daed—”


  “He’s a leader in the community and deserves respect.” His father’s face softened. “Gott will help us, but we must obey the rules even if we don’t agree with them.”


  “What about Thanksgiving?” Becky cried.


  Mrs. Troyer dropped a dish, and it shattered on the floor. “Es dutt mir leed,” she apologized and knelt on the floor to began picking up the ceramic pieces.


  I sprang from my seat. “Let me.” I crouched on the floor next to her.


  “Nee, it is my fault.”


  I placed a hand over hers. “Please.”


  She nodded and stood.


  Grandfather Zook stamped the end of his butter knife on the table. “Thanksgiving is different. You will come here. Martha makes a meal like no other.”


  Mr. Troyer gripped his coffee mug. “The bishop . . .”


  “I don’t care what the bishop said. It’s a holiday. We can start obeying his rule after Thanksgiving.” The older man folded his arms across his chest as if the issue were settled.


  Mr. Troyer’s brows knit together and his nostrils flared.


  Grandfather stirred milk into his coffee. “Besides the Glick-Yoder wedding is on Thanksgiving. The whole district will be there. They’ll be too busy to worry about us.”


  “You’re not going to the wedding?” Timothy asked.


  “No, we’re not.” Mr. Troyer’s voice clearly said he didn’t want to talk about the Glick-Yoder wedding.


  Mrs. Troyer stared at her husband as if pleading with him. His stern expression softened just a tad. “Fine. They can come for Thanksgiving.” He didn’t look at me but added, “Chloe too.”


  A grin spread across Grandfather Zook’s face. “Chloe, will you help me into the living room? I’d like to sit a spell.”


  I stood and helped him into his crutches, then took his elbow as we shuffled into the adjoining room. I set him on a gray armchair and placed his feet on an ottoman. He settled into the seat. “Much better.”


  “Grandfather Zook, can you tell me anything more about the person who cut off your beard?”


  “What do you want to know?”


  “You said Sparky bit the man’s shoulder. You think the attacker was a man?”


  He touched his short whiskers. “Yes, it sounded like a man when he cried out.”


  “How big was he?”


  “I can’t say. Are you helping the lady police officer again?”


  I didn’t answer his question directly. “Could what happened to you be related to Ezekiel’s murder and the attack on the four Amish girls?”


  He took my hand. His cool and dry grasp felt like crepe paper. “Don’t put yourself at risk on my account. I don’t seek vengeance for what happened. Gott will use this for gut.”


  I squeezed his hand but couldn’t help wondering if that were true. I swallowed, gathering courage to ask my next question. “Will the family be shunned?”


  He settled back into his seat. “I can’t say. I know things are changing in the district, and change puts folks on edge. Hooley has a tough job stepping into Glick’s shoes. There wasn’t a more beloved bishop in the district than Glick. Perhaps Hooley believes he needs to flaunt his authority by being strict to get folks to give him respect.” He took my hand again. “Don’t worry about that. Gott knows we’ve done nothing wrong. Everything will be as the Lord wants it in the end.”


  His response did little to alleviate the guilt I felt by putting the Troyer family in this position with the district. On Thanksgiving, I would allow myself one final day to be with all of them, but after the holiday, I would stay away from the farm.


  Timothy drove Becky and me back to the hospital to collect my car and then followed us home. The moment I parked in the driveway, Becky ran into the house, leaving me to struggle with the monster mums.


  Timothy got out of the truck and held the car door open for me. “What is that?”


  My heart sank a little at his question. If he didn’t know what the mums were, he didn’t send them. “Someone sent flowers to my office today.”


  Even in the dim light, I saw his brow wrinkle. “Who would do that?”


  My heart sank a little further. I gave the flowers one final yank, and they popped out of the Bug. I stumbled back, and Timothy placed a hand on my back to steady me.


  He took the flowers from my arms, which hid his face. “Where’s the note?”


  “The student who delivered them lost it, and before you ask, she didn’t read it.”


  “Why would someone send you flowers?” The pitch of his voice rose, as if he were confused.


  I slammed the Bug’s door. “Is it hard to believe someone would want to send me flowers?”


  “N-no.” He dropped the arrangement a few inches so I could see his face. “Maybe they are from your dad?”


  I snorted. My father could afford an expensive arrangement, but he certainly didn’t have the time or desire to send it.


  “Tanisha?”


  “I doubt it. She barely has enough money to pay her rent.” This conversation grated on my nerves. Maybe it was a secret admirer. What would Timothy think about that? Was that so impossible to believe? It was time to change the subject. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about Grandfather Zook.”


  “We all have.” Timothy walked the flowers to the porch and set them by the door. He sat on the porch steps as if he knew this was going to be a long conversation.


  I turned up the collar of my winter coat to keep as much of the cold wind off of my skin as possible. “Grandfather Zook believes his attacker was a man.”


  Timothy stuck his hands deep into his coat pockets. “You think a woman could have done that? Thrown him against the buggy and cut off his beard?”


  I gave him a crooked smile. “That was mildly sexist. Women commit crimes as well as men, and there are some that are strong enough to do that.” I paused. “We need to talk to the other victims.”


  He sighed. “The other victims?”


  “Of the haircutting.”


  Timothy’s mouth formed a straight line.


  “I spoke with Miller about it today.”


  Timothy’s brow shot up. “Miller, why?”


  “His cousin is Leah Miller.”


  “I know who Leah is. She’s a couple of years younger than Becky.”


  “She was one of the girls who had her hair cut.”


  Timothy grew very still. “And that’s why you talked to Miller about it.”


  I nodded.


  “You want us to get involved again.” His voice was soft.


  “We are already involved. Look what happened to your grandfather today, and I found Ezekiel . . .”


  He pursed his lips. “I don’t like it. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  I grinned at him. “If you help me, you can make sure I won’t.”


  He watched me. “You’re going to do this whether I help you or not.”


  “Yep.”


  He shook his head. “Okay. But I think it’s a bad idea, and so will Greta.”


  “That’s the right attitude.”


  He rolled his eyes.


  “I want to start tomorrow. Miller told me Leah works at The Apple Core downtown.”


  “I know. It’s a gift shop that sells Amish trinkets to Englischers.”


  “Right. I plan to stop by there tomorrow morning and talk to her. Can you come with me?”


  He shook his head. “I promised Uri I’d meet him at Young’s first thing. He’d like me to check the pavilion job site to make sure that everything is okay now that the police are out of there. He can’t bring himself to go back inside it.”


  “That’s understandable. How is he?”


  “He didn’t sound good on the phone.”


  “He not only lost his brother, he lost his twin. It must be like losing a piece of yourself.”


  “Ezekiel and Uri were twins, but they were so different. You saw that Sunday at the dinner. I’m sure Uri is devastated, but the twins never struck me as particularly close. At least they weren’t as close as other twins I know.”


  I shivered. “Something has been nagging at me.”


  “What’s that?”


  “If we take for granted that all the haircutting attacks are related, why was Ezekiel the only one killed?”


  Timothy shifted into his seat. “That’s a good question. Grandfather Zook didn’t see his attacker, but maybe Ezekiel did and was killed so that he couldn’t talk.”


  “If he saw him, Ezekiel would have fought back. He’s not a small guy.”


  “Did you see any sign of a struggle?”


  After two days of trying to forget what I saw, I forced myself to remember the scene. Images flashed across my mind: the orange electrical cords snaking across the floor, the air-compressed nail gun, the sawhorse that tripped me up, Ezekiel’s beard and glasses covered in sawdust, the shears sticking out of his back, and the toolbox lying on the floor.


  “There is something,” I said.


  “What?”


  “A large tool box was on its side. Some of the drawers were opened and tools were on the floor.”


  “That’s something,” Timothy said. “Ezekiel was far too precise to treat his tools that way.”


  I buried my hands deeper into my pockets. “I wonder if Ezekiel had any other injuries, like defensive wounds.”


  “That’s something we will have to ask the chief.”


  He was right. “It’s probably best you can’t come with me to The Apple Core tomorrow,” I said, changing the subject. “Leah is more likely to talk to me alone. Woman to woman. I hope to meet the other two girls attacked too. Miller said their names are Abby and Debbie, and he said they work at The Apple Core too.”


  “They must be Debbie Stutzman and Abby Zug. You might want to talk to Becky. She went to the Amish schoolhouse with them.”


  “I will.”


  He touched my chin and turned my face toward his. “Promise me you will be careful.”


  I swallowed. “I promise.” I would be willing to promise him so much more.


  He let go of my face and stood. “You’d better go inside. It is too cold to sit out here.”


  I couldn’t disagree more. Reluctantly, I stood.


  Timothy picked up the flower arrangement while I opened the front door.


  Becky lay on her dog pillow in the middle of the living room, watching yet another Thanksgiving cooking special. Honestly, how many ways were there to cook turkey?


  Becky rolled over onto her back. “Do you think Daed would let us deep-fry a turkey this year?”


  Timothy arched a brow at me. “You let her watch too much TV.”


  “Hey, she’s an adult.”


  Becky grinned. “That’s right.”


  “Where should I put this?” Timothy asked.


  “By the front window is fine.”


  He set the pot down. “If you find out who sent these, let me know.”


  I shrugged. “Sure.” I held back the question on the tip of my tongue. Why do you care?


  
    


    


    Chapter Sixteen

  


  The next morning, I woke up at six as I normally would on a work day. When I remembered the events of the last few days, I couldn’t fall back to sleep. I lay in bed and listened to Becky dress for work. She had a long day ahead of her in the Young’s pie shop. She said there were over six hundred pie orders for Thanksgiving Day.


  Even though the Young family was devastated by Ezekiel’s murder, the restaurant and shop had to stay open this week for Thanksgiving, one of the busiest weeks of the year for them. I wondered if Ellie would be at the restaurant. If it were me, I would stay at home and let the staff handle the preparations. Becky poked her head into my room to say goodbye. Her bike was out of commission, but she was getting a ride from a friend that morning.


  I propped myself up on my pillows. Her prayer cap, which was part of her uniform, sat lopsided on her head. “Hey, before you go. What do you know about Leah Miller?”


  “Leah?” She straightened her cap. “Why do you want to know about her?”


  “I’m going to talk to her today. She’s one of the girls who got her hair cut off.”


  “Really?”


  “Why is that so surprising?”


  “Well, Leah is about the last Amish girl I’d expect that to happen to. She was a couple of years behind me in school, but I remember she was bossy. She always wanted to be the leader in everything. If she didn’t have her family’s store to manage, I always thought she’d make a great Amish teacher. She’d certainly keep the students in line. She wouldn’t spare the rod either.”


  “Even with a tough exterior, if someone came up behind her, that person could have overpowered her.”


  Becky twisted her mouth as if considering this. “I guess.”


  “What about her friends Debbie and Abby?”


  “You must mean Debbie Stutzman and Abby Zug. They were always Leah’s sidekicks, not the friendliest girls in the world, but more so than Leah. They were always together. So much in fact, our teacher called them the triplets.”


  Beep! Beep!


  “That’s my ride. Gotta go!”


  I swung my legs over the bed. It was time to meet the triplets.


  The leaves had long since fallen from the large oak trees in the middle of the square, and I could look out over the grounds right into the Amish Bread Bakery. Inside, Sadie placed pie in the display window. I hoped I would have a chance to talk to her.


  The Apple Core was on the opposite side of the square and catered to English visitors touring Amish Country. In the summer, it wasn’t unusual to have three or four tour buses in town on a weekend day. At ten in the morning, a bus idled in front of the store, Buckeye Country Tours, etched on the side of it. Two men sat outside the store on a park bench. One wore a gray ivy cap. The other wore earmuffs, his bald head red from the cold.


  “You think I should go in there and see what damage my wife is doing to my credit card?” Earmuffs asked his companions.


  “Nah,” Ivy Cap said. “It’s too painful to watch.” He wiggled his bushy eyebrows at me. “Hi there, little lady. You from around here?”


  Was I from around there? No, definitely not. “I live in town.”


  “Can you tell us where two old dodgers can get a cup of joe?” He hooked a thumb at the gift shop. “The women are in there blowing our Social Security checks. We’d like a warm cup of coffee before we climb on the bus to hear about all the wonderful Amish-made doilies they bought.”


  “I hate doilies,” Earmuffs piped up. “I used one as a coaster once, and the wife went ballistic.”


  I suppressed a chuckle. “There is a bakery across the square. They have lots of good treats to eat and a small coffee counter.”


  Earmuffs smacked his lips. “Do they have cinnamon rolls? I heart those.”


  “Heart? What are you talking about, you nut?”


  “That’s what my granddaughter says. She hearts everything. I’m trying out the lingo, so I can connect with the young folks. I figure she’s less likely to stick me in a home that way.”


  “You’re cracked.” Ivy Cap smiled at me. “Thanks for the tip, toots.” The pair shuffled away.


  Through The Apple Core’s front window I watched ladies ooh and ah over a display of hand-painted Amish figures. Quilted placemats, Christmas ornaments, and even doilies filled their plastic shopping baskets. The men were right—their Social Security checks were toast.


  The apple-shaped bell rang when I stepped into the store. At least twenty ladies crowded the shop.


  One held up a faceless Amish doll that reminded me of Naomi’s favorite toy. “Should I get this for my granddaughter?” she asked a friend.


  Her friend scrunched up her face. “I thought she asked for a Barbie Princess.”


  “She did, but this is close enough.”


  “Your granddaughter might not agree.”


  A counter with a cash register was on the right side of the room. An Amish girl I suspected was Leah Miller stood behind the counter. She was petite with brown hair and a prayer cap on the top of her head. Her features were sharp and looked much like her cousin’s. I stepped around a blue-haired woman in polyester pants and winter coat three sizes too large who examined a magnet display with such concentration that I doubted she would be able to make up her mind before Christmas.


  I smiled at the young woman behind the counter. “Leah?”


  The Amish girl nodded.


  “I’m, Ch—”


  The blue-haired woman knocked me in the shin with her cane.


  I jumped back. “Ouch!”


  “There’s a line, missy, and you better get to the end of it.”


  Her cronies agreed in angry whispers.


  Leah gave me a tiny smile and accepted the two dollars from the woman for a magnet shaped like an Amish buggy.


  As Leah placed the money into the cash register, a strand of hair fell from beneath her prayer cap. The lock’s jagged edge dangled behind her ear. It was clear it had been cut.


  The English woman squinted at her and pointed a bent finger. “Is your hair cut? Amish women don’t cut their hair. I saw a special about it on public television.” She turned back to a friend. “Her hair is cut. She’s not Amish. She’s an imposter.” She slapped the magnet back onto the counter. “I don’t want to buy an Amish magnet from a fake Amish girl.”


  Leah clenched her jaw.


  I stepped up to the counter. “She is Amish.”


  The woman looked me up and down. “How would you know? You aren’t Amish.”


  “I live in Appleseed Creek.”


  She sniffed. “I don’t believe you. Amish women don’t cut their hair. I saw it on television.” She spun around, whacking me in the shin again with her cane and stomp-hobbled out of the door.


  A middle-aged woman hurried to the counter. “I’m so-so sorry. Maureen takes her television programs very seriously.” She lowered her voice. “She thinks the TV talks to her.” Her face reddened as she grabbed two handfuls of Amish magnets. “Here, I’ll take these.”


  The remainder of the women purchased their items and left the store. The bell jangled after the last one.


  Leah pulled a bobby pin from her apron pocket and tucked the offending lock of hair back into place.


  “I feel like I have to apologize for that.” I adjusted my purse strap on my shoulder.


  “Why?”


  I smiled. “I guess because they are English from the city and I am too.”


  She shook her head. “I’ve heard worse. Unfortunately, I have to bite my tongue. Senior tour buses keep the shop open.” A small smile formed on her lips. “No one from Appleseed Creek would buy that many magnets.”


  “I’m—”


  “I know who you are. Darren said you would stop by the store today.”


  It sounded odd to hear Miller called by his first name.


  “I’m sorry about your hair.”


  The tears flooded her green eyes, giving them a swampy appearance.


  “Did Mill—Darren say why I wanted to talk to you?”


  “He said you found Ezekiel Young’s body.”


  I nodded.


  “I’m sorry to hear that. What a horrible thing.”


  The memory came back to me—the cut beard and the shears sticking out of his back. “It was.”


  She smiled as if she appreciated the honest answer.


  “His beard was cut off.”


  “Darren told me. I still don’t know what that has to do with me.”


  I removed my scarf. “I can’t help but think it’s connected to what happened to you and your friends.”


  “It could be.”


  “Can you tell me about it?”


  She squinted at me. “Why should I? Darren already made me talk to the police, which my parents didn’t like, and he told the Englisch newspaper about it.”


  “I know, but I thought I could help too.”


  She touched her prayer cap as if to make sure it was still in place, and arched an eyebrow at me. “Because you found a dead person?”


  “Something else has happened.”


  She moved down the counter and began putting the magnet display back together. “What has happened?”


  “Grandfather Zook was attacked last night. Someone cut off his beard.”


  She dropped the plow magnet she held, and it clattered on to the glass counter top. “How is that possible?”


  I shook my head.


  “Why would anyone do that to a sick old man?”


  I grimaced slightly, knowing Grandfather Zook would have hated to be described in those terms. “You can see why I’m sure curious about what happened to you now.”


  “I know you have an interest in the Troyer family. I know you and Timothy are courting.”


  She did? We were?


  She returned to tinkering with the display. “Grandfather Zook is one of the nicest men in the district. I can’t believe someone would do that to him. Ezekiel Young is another story. He was an old grouch. I’m sure there are many people who aren’t shedding a tear over his death.”


  “Like who?”


  She slid back to her place behind the cash register. “I shouldn’t have said that. It was wrong. Gott forgive me.”


  “Do you know someone who may want to see Ezekiel dead?”


  “I can’t speak of it. It’s wrong. I don’t know anything for sure.”


  “But—”


  “I said I won’t speak of it,” she snapped.


  I stepped back. “Okay, I’m sorry.” I paused. “Can you tell me about your attack? And the ones on your friends?”


  She licked her lips. “I will because Darren asked me too, and I trust my cousin even though he is an Englischer.”


  “Thank you,” I murmured. “Grandfather Zook believes his attacker was a man. Do you think so?”


  She watched the front door as if she were pleading with a tour bus to arrive. “Yes. It was definitely a man.”


  “How do you know? Did you see him?”


  “No.”


  “Did you hear him?”


  Irritation flicked across her face. “No, but I know it was a man. I could tell.”


  I decided to let that line of question go for now. “Can you tell me what happened?”


  “What did Grandfather Zook say?” She stepped around the counter and began to straighten pamphlets that sat in a wire rack by the glass front door.


  “He said someone came up from behind him, pushed him against his buggy, threw a bag over his head, and cut off his beard.”


  Her hands moved quickly through the pamphlet rack. It was a wonder she didn’t get a paper cut. “Yes, that’s similar to what happened to me. I was stopped on the side of the road. The chain on my bicycle fell off of the gears, and I was fixing it. I guess I was concentrating so hard I didn’t hear the man come up behind me.”


  “Were you wearing a bonnet?”


  “Yes.”


  “He put a bag over your head? It must have been large to fit over your bonnet.”


  She walked back behind the counter. “It was. It was a burlap potato bag that held thirty to forty potatoes.”


  “Where is it?”


  “The bag?”


  I nodded.


  “I threw it away. I don’t want something around to remind me of what happened.”


  That couldn’t have made Chief Rose very happy. She would have wanted the bag for evidence.


  “Is there anything that you remember about the man?”


  She shook her head. “It happened so fast.”


  “I would like to talk to Debbie and Abby too. When will they be here at the store?”


  Her eyes widened. “I don’t think they will talk to you.” She pulled a feather duster out from under the counter and began dusting around the cash register and displays. “I can talk to them for you.”


  “I think I should talk to them myself.”


  “Fine.” She examined my face. “They’ll be in after five helping me display the Christmas stock. You can talk to them while we work. There’s much to be done, so I hope you won’t take up too much of our time.”


  “Thank you.” I nodded. “Have you spoken to Sadie Hooley?”


  Her nose wrinkled. “What about Sadie?”


  “She was also attacked. Maybe she can be here too for our talk?”


  A strange look crossed Leah’s face. “Sadie is not a close friend of mine. If you want to talk to her, you will have to do that yourself.”


  “You don’t know her?”


  “I know Sadie, of course. We were in school together but are not friends.”


  “Who are Sadie’s friends?”


  “Sometimes I would see her with Becky Troyer before she left the district. Mostly, she’s by herself.” She pursed her lips. “Her father is the bishop.”


  “Has Bishop Hooley spoken to you since the attack?”


  Her mouth drew into a thin line. “Yes—to ask me not to talk about it. I guess I broke that rule. Just another of the dozens he’s set on the district since being chosen bishop. My father says Gott chose him, but why would Gott choose such a weak man to lead? Everyone knows Deacon Sutter is telling the bishop what to do. Finally, the deacon got the power he wanted.” She blushed. “I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn. I shouldn’t speak that way about the bishop or the deacon, especially to an Englischer.”


  “I know much in the district has changed since Bishop Glick’s death.”


  “Too much.” She looked at the analog clock on the wall. “I must get back to work. Come back at five if you would like to talk to my friends.”


  “I’ll be here,” I said, hoping that she would keep her promise.


  
    


    


    Chapter Seventeen

  


  I left the store lost in thought. The attack on Leah sounded so much like what happened to Grandfather Zook. The attacker came up from behind both of them when they were distracted by a task and threw bags over their heads. I shivered. It would be good advice to all the Amish to watch their backs.


  I paused in the middle of the sidewalk. If there was a burlap bag over the girls’ heads, how did the attacker cut off their hair? Something about Leah’s story didn’t compute, and there wasn’t a burlap bag near Ezekiel Young’s body. His eyes were open and glassy when I found him. Of course, the attacker may have taken it with him. Ezekiel was stabbed in the back. Was it possible there were two Amish haircutters in the county? It was hard to believe. Timothy said nothing like this had ever happened in the district before.


  “Red, if you think any harder, smoke’s gonna come out of your ears.”


  I jumped away from the voice I knew too well. Curt.


  He and Brock stood behind me, and I knew how they could sneak up on people without their knowledge. I started walking, unsure of where to go. I didn’t want them to follow me home although they already knew where I lived.


  “Where are you going, Red?” Baby-faced Brock sneered at me. In two steps he was beside me matching my stride.


  “Leave me alone.”


  Brock shook his head. “I thought you would be happy to see us since we’ve been gone for a little while.”


  “As far as I’m concerned, you can go back to jail.” I increased my pace, but it was still three strides to Brock’s one step.


  Curt came up on my other side. “That hurts.”


  My jaw twitched.


  Brock cracked his knuckles. “Red still has all of her sauciness, Curt.”


  Curt gave a dramatic sigh. “I noticed, brother.”


  Brock rubbed his chin. “I heard you found a dead guy.”


  I swung around. “What do you know about it?”


  Curt’s eyes narrowed. “Nothing. Why would I know anything?”


  I glared at Brock. “Do you know something?”


  “Me. Nope. Nothing.”


  “It’s not like you’d tell me if you did.”


  Curt sucked air in through his teeth. “Why would we? So you can run to your Amish boyfriend or the chief and turn us in?”


  Brock frowned. “I’m bummed. I thought you’d be the forgive-and-forget type, Red. Isn’t that what they preach in your church?”


  “I’m out of here.” I walked faster.


  “Now, wait a minute.” Brock stepped in front of me. “We want to talk to you.”


  I dodged around him and headed in the direction of town hall.


  Curt stopped on the sidewalk. “Looks like she’s walking us to the police station.”


  I kept going.


  Brock stopped too. “I’d rather not run into the chief. She’s hot and all but has an attitude worse than yours.”


  “See you around, Red,” Brock called after me when I turned the corner of town hall. I stood outside the door to the village police station, trying to catch my breath. I bit my lip. Should I go inside and tell Chief Rose I saw Curt and Brock?


  The navy blue metal door flew open and nearly missed my nose. The person on the other side pulled up short. “I’m so sorry.” Her voice was breathless.


  It was an Amish woman, her eyes hidden by a large black bonnet.


  “Sadie?”


  She peered out from under the bonnet’s brim. “Hello.” She skittered about me and disappeared around the corner of town hall.


  I hurried after her, Curt and Brock nowhere in sight. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


  She blinked at me from behind her glasses. “I need to return to the bakery.”


  “What were you doing at the police station?”


  She increased her pace. “I really must go.”


  “Sadie, please, I was the one who found Ezekiel Young’s body.”


  She pulled up short and turned around slowly. Tears sprang to her eyes.


  “Are you all right?”


  “No,” she whispered.


  I pointed at a park bench in front of town hall beneath the American flag. “Let’s sit for a minute.”


  She sank onto the bench as if her legs no longer had the strength to hold her up. I sat next to her and noticed a quarter-sized abrasion on her cheek for the first time.


  A hand flew to her cheek. “It’s getting better.”


  “Is that from the attack?”


  She lowered her shaking hand. “It’s from the bag that was over my head.”


  Then the bag part was true.


  “Were you at the police station to talk about your attack?”


  She nodded slowly as if it took effort to move her head up and down.


  “Why?” I couldn’t help but ask. “I thought you weren’t willing to speak to the police.”


  “Ezekiel,” she whispered.


  “Because of Ezekiel’s death?”


  She turned to me. “We were going to get married, and now he’s gone.”


  My mouth fell open. “Married?”


  She removed a handkerchief from her sleeve and twisted it in her lap. “I went to the police to tell them what happened to me.” Self-consciously, she touched the back of her bonnet as if to feel for the missing bun there. “I will do anything to help find the person who did this.”


  “What did Chief Rose say?”


  “She was very kind. She will do what she can.”


  “Who knew you and Ezekiel were to marry?”


  “No one knew. I wanted to take it slow because Daed is the bishop. I didn’t want my family to deal with too much change all at once. I needed to be home to help Maam with the children. Daed is gone so much now. I told Ezekiel we could marry next year after life is calmer for my family. He was patient and agreed.”


  In my mind, I tried to place grouchy Ezekiel Young and timid Sadie Hooley together as a married couple. The picture didn’t fit. “Did anyone in his family know? His mother?”


  She shook her head.


  “His twin brother?”


  She worried her thumbnail. “No. Uri and Ezekiel were twins but not close.”


  I wondered how they could keep this a secret in such a small place like Appleseed Creek. I told her about Grandfather Zook.


  Sadie dropped her handkerchief on the sidewalk as her hands fluttered her mouth. “This person has to be stopped, which is why I went to the police. If my father or the deacon knew, I would be in trouble.”


  I handed her the handkerchief. “I want to help the police find who’s responsible too.” I shifted in my seat. The chill from the cold, cement park bench crept into my back and thighs.


  “The police asked for your help?”


  I avoided the question. “Chief Rose has spoken to me about it.” I didn’t add that she was questioning me in relation to my discovery of Ezekiel Young’s body. “Can you tell me what you told her?”


  “There’s not much to tell. It was early morning, a little before four o’clock. I was unlocking the back door to go into the bakery, the one in the alley. It was my turn to get the breads started for the day. Someone came up from behind me, threw a bag over my head and pushed me against the wall.” She shivered. I didn’t know if it was the result of the cold or the memory.


  “Then what?”


  “There are two steps in the alley to the back entrance. The person threw me off of the steps and pressed my face into the ground.” She touched her cheek again. “That is how I got this mark. After that, it was a blur because I was just trying to breathe. I felt his knees in my back and he pulled the bag up in the back, ripped off my bonnet, and cut off my bun. I can still hear the sound of the shears ripping through my hair. I will never forget the sound.” She folded and refolded the handkerchief in her gloved hands. “Then, I heard footsteps running away. I didn’t dare move until I knew he was gone. I don’t know how long I lay there frozen in fear. Esther found me.”


  “Was it a man who attacked you?”


  “I don’t know, but it must have been. The person on my back wore trousers. I would have known if the attacker had worn a skirt. I didn’t hear a woman’s skirts, which are always loud in the winter with all the layers.”


  I didn’t bother to tell her that most non-Amish women wore pants. “Did the person say anything?”


  “Not a word. I think that was one of the most frightening things about it.” She gave a shuddered sigh. “The chief said I was helpful, but I didn’t feel like I was.”


  “When the person ran away, what did it sound like?”


  She closed her eyes as if she was picturing the scene in her mind. “Loud footsteps.”


  “More than one?”


  “I—I don’t know. Maybe.” She frowned. “There was another sound. After the footsteps ran away, I heard a vehicle cut through the alley.”


  “After the footsteps stopped?”


  She nodded. “It could have been completely unrelated.”


  Or it may have been the getaway car—or green truck.


  “Did you tell Chief Rose all of this?”


  “Yes.” She held the handkerchief over her eyes. “It’s too much . . .”


  “I’m sorry about Ezekiel . . .”


  “When my hair was cut, I thought that was the worst blow I could suffer. Ezekiel comforted me. He said it would grow back. But the last time I saw him we fought. I felt he should be more upset by what happened to me. He was sad of course, but not angry. I wanted him to be angry. He could become angry so easily over so many things. I thought this deserved his wrath.” Her breath caught. “I didn’t know then that I would suffer a much worse loss. I would shave my head to have my beloved back.” She buried her face in her handkerchief.


  I placed a hand on her back. A large tour bus drove by on its way to the square. Tourists stared out the window at us, and I saw several iPhones and digital cameras pointed in our direction. What an interesting attraction we made. An English woman in jeans and a wool Old Navy coat comforting an Amish woman in skirts, cape, and bonnet. I suspected the shot would be floating somewhere on the Internet within seconds. In that instant, I understood why the Amish shied away from cameras.


  She sat up. “Would you like to see?”


  “Your hair?”


  She nodded. “Maybe it will help you.”


  I didn’t know how, but I agreed. She removed her bonnet. Instead of an elaborate bun there was a stubby ponytail, two inches long. Sadie had the bonnet off for only a few seconds. Thankfully, she replaced it before another tour bus made its way down the street.


  “Thank you for talking to me,” I said.


  She stood and tucked her handkerchief back into her sleeve. “I know hatred is wrong, but I hate whoever did this. Please find them, and stop them.”


  A knot grew in my stomach. “I’ll try.” How could I ever make such a promise?


  She thanked me and continued down the sidewalk. I watched her go. I needed to pay a visit to the Young family to see if Sadie and Ezekiel’s engagement was as well a kept secret as they had thought.


  
    


    


    Chapter Eighteen

  


  When I stepped through the front door of my house, my cell phone rang. I checked the readout. It was a college number. “Hello?”


  “Miss Humphrey, this is Collette Williams from Harshberger.”


  “Hi,” I said, wondering how the marketing director got my cell number.


  “Where are you?”


  “At home,” I said slowly.


  “What are you doing there? You are supposed to be on campus.”


  “Campus is closed.”


  “I know that,” she snapped. “You are supposed to be here for the float.”


  The float? I’d completely forgotten about that.


  “I sent you an e-mail last evening.” She sounded exasperated. “You need to stop by campus today to prepare for the parade.”


  “I haven’t checked my college e-mail since I left work.”


  She sighed. “You should check your college e-mail every day. Holiday or no holiday.”


  I didn’t bother to argue with her. “What time do I need to be there?”


  “Now. The seamstress is here to fit you for your costume.”


  Inwardly, I groaned. I had forgotten the snowman costume. The only good part about it was I could take a photograph of myself and e-mail it to Tanisha in Italy. I’m sure it would make her week. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  I had planned to make a quick stop at home to grab my car keys and drive out to Young’s Flea Market, but my plans had been foiled. Even though the college was within walking distance, I drove so that I could go directly to Young’s after my fitting. I shivered at the thought. What woman wanted to dress up like a chubby snowman? Talk about giving someone body issues. Collette’s special project also worried me.


  The college grounds were deserted except for a handful of cars parked outside the gymnasium. A flatbed truck that looked like it had been on the receiving end of a snowplow sat in the parking lot. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen so much white outside of a National Weather Service certified blizzard. Quilt batting and cotton balls bought by the gross created the snow-like base. If it rained, the float would be waterlogged within seconds.


  Billy of Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos, an overweight man with bushy red hair, somewhere between the age of thirty and fifty, came around the side of the truck. He lumbered over as I exited my car and called to me as if we were old friends. “Chloe!” In a way, we were. Billy had loaned me a car when my last one was out of commission. It had been a deathtrap on wheels, but he’d meant well. He whistled. “How have you been?”


  I smiled. “Okay.”


  He ran a hand over his red mustache. “Timothy was in the shop last week to buy a part for his truck. I asked him about you, and he got all red in the face. I had to tease him a little.”


  My own face turned warm although I was secretly pleased to hear about Timothy’s reaction.


  “Wow, look at your new wheels. A VW Bug. Nice! I had one of the older ones at the shop once. I tricked it out with duct tape strips. Got tons of compliments on that car too. I was bummed when I finally sold it.” He walked around my duct tape-free Bug. “A few pieces of duct tape on the fender would really class it up.” Billy’s love of indestructible gray tape was legendry in the county.


  “I think I’ll pass. I prefer a duct tape-free car.”


  He shrugged as if it made no difference to him, then shot a thumb at the float. “Get a load of that.”


  “Nice. Did you make it?”


  “Yep.” He grinned from ear to ear. “The owner of the quilt shop in town almost had a stroke when I put in my batting order. I want it to be the best float of the parade.” He tapped a four-by-four cube of Styrofoam to his right. “I’m working on the igloo right now.”


  Oh boy.


  The gymnasium doors opened, and Collette stood in the gap. “Miss Humphrey, we need you now.”


  I turned to Billy. “Gotta go.”


  “Sure thing. See you Friday for the parade.” He picked up an electric saw and started shaping the igloo.


  Even on her day off, Collette was dressed to impress. She wore a cashmere sweater and charcoal pleated pants. I, on the other hand, wore jeans and a purple fleece sweatshirt. “I’m sorry I missed the e-mail.”


  She brushed her cashmere arm. “I’m not surprised. You didn’t tell the dean yesterday about your adventure at Young’s Flea Market.”


  I licked my lips wishing I had thought to put lip balm in my purse that morning. “My adventure?” Of course, I knew what she was talking about, but how much did she know?


  “Yes. You found a dead body there. You should really inform the college about these sorts of events.”


  “Why?”


  Her mouth puckered. “Because the college needs to know whenever an employee may be in the press.”


  “You want to use a man’s death as publicity?”


  She sniffed. “You make it sound like a bad thing when you put it like that.”


  And it’s not a bad thing?


  “The college can use stories like this to build up press, especially since there are Amish involved.”


  “What do the Amish have to do with it?”


  “The dean says you have several Amish friends.”


  “Yes,” I said slowly, annoyed she ignored my question.


  “Good. We will talk later about my new idea.”


  I folded my arms. “What new idea?”


  Collette pointed to the gym door. “The costumes are in there. We will talk about the Amish later.”


  Why does that sound like a threat?


  I stepped inside the gym. Banners from basketball and volleyball titles and championships hung from the rafters. The bleachers were tucked safely into their bearings. If I thought outside was a winter wonderland, I hadn’t seen anything yet. One quarter of the gymnasium floor looked like a cotton field. At this moment, I realized this parade was a big deal for the people of Appleseed Creek—and for the college.


  A small Amish woman came up to me. “Are you Chloe?”


  I nodded.


  “I’m Mary Yoder. Your snowman is over here.”


  I turned to see an enormous snowman suit complete with carrot nose, buttons for eyes, and a red bow tie. “Oh, my!” In that thing, I would be larger than Billy.


  She smiled shyly. “I made it myself.” She looked from me to the suit and back again. “It’s a little big for you.”


  No kidding. The history professor who was supposed to wear it was at least six feet tall. I was five foot four.


  She twisted her mouth, and then her face cleared. “I know. I will take off the bottom tier. You will be a two-tier snowman instead of three. Will that work?”


  I shrugged. “That’s fine for me.”


  She knelt on the floor and took scissors to the lower half of the dress. The snipping and tearing as the scissors moved through the fabric reminded me of what Sadie said about hearing the shears. For the first time, I wondered what type of shears had killed Ezekiel. Knowing that might lead me to the killer. Were they ones of a hairdresser? A tailor? Mary moved to the other side of the dress. Or a seamstress?


  “All done,” she said. “You can try it on now.”


  I was afraid she would say that.


  She helped me climb into the costume. I nearly tipped over. “It fits.” Her voice was muffled.


  This is what it must feel like to be inside of a pillow. I started to sweat. At least I wouldn’t be cold on the float. That was for sure.


  Mary removed the headpiece. “Was it comfortable?”


  I wiped a hand across my damp brow. Not wanting to hurt her feelings, I said, “It was soft.”


  She gave me a smile and helped me step out of it. “I’m sorry to have rushed you. Collette said that she called you to remind you to come.”


  “She did. I missed the e-mail she sent about the fitting.”


  “It’s okay. I could be here only a short time. I must go and finish putting the last touches on my sister-in-law’s wedding apron. Also, there is much cooking and baking to be done. She’s to marry tomorrow.”


  Yoder was like the name Smith in the Amish world, so I thought nothing of it when she introduced herself as Mary Yoder. However now that she mentioned the wedding, I knew she had to be a relation of Esther Yoder. There couldn’t possibly be another Yoder wedding on Thanksgiving in Appleseed Creek.


  “Esther is your sister-in-law?”


  Her eyes brightened. “You know her?”


  “From the bakery,” I said quickly. I didn’t want to reveal my connection to Becky. Mary may not know of me, but she would certainly know of Becky who Isaac was in love with until she left Amish life.


  “Esther has waited for Isaac a long time.” She placed her scissors into her sewing box along with her needles, thread, and seam ripper. “My favorite treat of the day will be the wedding fruit. It’s one of my favorite treats.”


  “What’s in it—”


  “Chloe, I’m so glad to see you,” Dylan interrupted us. He wore a spandex jumpsuit with enough sequins to cause temporary blindness. A pair of black ice skates, laced together, hung from his shoulder. “I’m an ice skater on the float.” His cheeks flamed red. “It wasn’t my idea.”


  “The snowman wasn’t mine either.” I gave Mary an apologetic smile.


  “Oh, you will be on the float too?”


  I was beginning to wonder if the history professor really threw his back out or used it as an excuse to get out of this circus.


  Dylan smoothed down a sequin on his forearm. “Did you like the flowers?”


  “The flowers?”


  Mary fell silent as she finished collecting her things. The smile she wore while describing Esther’s wedding was gone. She seemed to grow smaller as she packed her bags.


  “The ones I sent to your office yesterday. I’d hope you’d take them as an apology and a peace offering.”


  I nearly dropped my snowman head. “The flowers were from you?” Mary took the fuzzy white head from me.


  He frowned. “Didn’t you read my note?”


  “No. I never got it. The student who delivered the flowers lost it.”


  Dylan shook his head. “I wanted to apologize about confusion on Monday. The chief of police was right.”


  Confusion? That’s what he’s calling it?


  “I shouldn’t have been in your home without letting you know. This is my first rental property, and I’m still learning all of the rules.” His smile fell just short of charming. “I don’t blame you for getting upset.”


  “I appreciate that, Dylan.”


  “Good. I knew the flowers would work. They always did the trick on my wife.”


  “You’re married?” I couldn’t keep the relief out of my voice. If he was married perhaps all of this attention was really about the house, not me.


  His face fell. “I’m separated.”


  “Oh.” I didn’t know if I felt more disappointed for Dylan or for myself.


  He ran his finger along an ice skate’s blade. “I would like to work on the house on Friday. Would that be an okay day for me to come over?”


  “What were you planning on doing?”


  “I need to finish fixing that window latch for you.”


  I shifted from foot to foot. “That’s not necessary. Timothy did it.”


  Dylan clenched his jaw and blood rushed to his face. “I don’t want Timothy to work on the house.”


  I put my hands on my hips “Why not?”


  “Because I can’t afford him.”


  “He doesn’t expect to be paid. He did it as a favor to me as his friend.”


  He blew out a breath. “This house is an investment for me. I can’t have Timothy mess up things.”


  I jumped to Timothy’s defense. “He doesn’t mess up things.” Should Becky and I look for a new place to live?


  He shook his head as if I couldn’t possibly understand. “If the window is already fixed, I’d like to inspect the rest of the house, so I can compare it to the original floor plan. I may have a worker or two with me to help. How does one o’clock sound?”


  “What about the parade?”


  “That’s long after the parade is over.”


  What could I say? It was his house, and he was giving me more than twenty-four hours notice. I sighed. “One o’clock is okay.”


  He grinned and thanked me before he left the gym. I scanned the room for Mary. I wanted to say goodbye to her and maybe glean more details about Esther’s wedding. No such luck. Mary was gone.


  
    


    


    Chapter Nineteen

  


  On the way to Young’s, I called Chief Rose’s cell phone number, the one she’d given me during the summer. The chief answered on the second ring. “Humphrey, what’s going on?”


  “Two things.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “I saw Curt and Brock.”


  She was silent.


  “Nothing much happened. I bumped into them on the square. They left me when I headed to the police station.”


  “I didn’t see you come into the station, and no one told me you were there.”


  “I didn’t make it in. I ran into Sadie leaving the department and spoke with her.”


  “Uh-huh.” She sighed. “What was the second thing?”


  “What kind of shears were used on Ezekiel Young?”


  There was a long pause, and I thought she wasn’t going to answer my question. The chief took in a deep breath. “What do you mean exactly?”


  “The ones he was stabbed with . . . what are they normally used to cut? Hair? Boxes? Rope? The type of shears wasn’t in the paper.”


  “That’s because I wouldn’t let the press know. I have to keep some of the facts hidden.”


  “Will you tell me?”


  She sighed. “Wool.”


  “Wool?”


  “Yes. Wool shears used to shear sheep.”


  “Oh.” I paused. “I have another question.”


  She sighed. “I think you are up to three things now.”


  “In the pavilion when I saw Ezekiel, I remember a toolbox on the floor.” I moved the phone to my other ear. “Was there any sign of struggle? Did he fight back?”


  The chief waited a few beats before answering. “Not much. We think that the killer snuck up on Ezekiel when he was working. Ezekiel didn’t hear his approach over the sound of the nail gun’s motor. The person stabbed Ezekiel in the back. The person either knew anatomy or got lucky, because the shears got him in the heart.”


  I shuddered.


  “He didn’t die immediately. It took a couple of minutes. We think as he was struggling, he knocked the box off of the workbench. There wasn’t much blood because his coat absorbed a lot of it. There was a mark on the floor that indicated the killer flipped him over onto his stomach. The county crime lab thinks Ezekiel crumbled to the floor on his left side. While on his side, the killer cut off his beard.” She paused. “Ezekiel may have even been alive while his beard was cut. He was in too much pain to fight back.”


  Bile gathered in my throat. “What about fingerprints, shoe prints, anything like that?”


  “I can tell you’ve been watching television.” She cleared her throat. “There weren’t any fingerprints other than the workers who would have been in the pavilion. Timothy’s were all over the place.”


  “You’re not suggesting he—”


  “I’m not. As for shoe prints, the killer was careful. It looks like he used a pine branch to wipe his prints in the sawdust as he left. We found one outside the pavilion covered in sawdust. Before you ask, there were no fingerprints on the branch.” A tapping sound, like the chief’s pencil against her desk, resounded through the phone. “My turn for questions. Why are you so interested?”


  “I think Timothy and I can help you find out who did this.”


  She sighed again. “I won’t bother to tell you to stop, but if you find out anything I might think is important, you tell me.”


  “Deal.” I ended the call and turned into Young’s massive parking lot. The restaurant part of the lot was filled with cars and buses as usual, and the hitching post had more horses and buggies than it normally did. The Buckeye Country Tour bus was one of the buses waiting at the back of the lot. I planned to avoid the lady with the cane.


  I stepped inside the building. The pie and gift shops buzzed with happy activity as visitors made their selections. There was no indication of the tragedy that happened in the pavilion two days ago. Typically, Ellie stood at the hostess stand seating guests or telling the young Amish girls who worked for her how to do it properly. Instead Aaron Sutter, Timothy’s best friend, was at the hostess station. From his wheelchair, he collected names from guests yet to be seated and handed menus to an Amish girl to lead the parties to their tables.


  He shot me a grin, and his coal black hair fell over mischievous hazel eyes.


  My shin ached when I saw his next customer—the lady with the cane.


  “How long is the wait?” she croaked.


  “Only twenty minutes.”


  “Twenty minutes? I can’t wait that long. I’m hypoglycemic and need to eat now.”


  Aaron frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that, but the wait is twenty minutes. We have lots of treats in the pie shop you can purchase if you are hungry now.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re trying to get me to spend more money.”


  “No ma’am.” The corners of Aaron’s mouth twitched as he held back a chuckle.


  “Do you want me to spoil my dinner?”


  “Absolutely not. Young’s has the best food in the county. I want you to enjoy it.”


  The lady with the cane cocked her head as if surprised by his friendly response. I suspect his was much different than the typical reaction to her disagreeable temperament. Finally, she hobbled in the direction of the pie shop.


  There were no more customers waiting to give Aaron their names, so I walked up to his chair.


  “One for lunch?” Aaron asked with a small smile.


  “I’m afraid not, but it smells great. I’m looking for Ellie. Do you know where I can find her?”


  “She’s at home today because . . . well . . . you know why.”


  I nodded. “Are you working here now?”


  He shook his head. “I’m helping out while the Young family makes arrangements. The bishop asked for volunteers, so here I am.”


  “That was nice of you.”


  Becky walked by with a tray holding at least a dozen huge glasses of pop and water. It was a wonder she didn’t drop the tray on the floor. I know I would have. Aaron turned his head and blushed when he saw Becky. I suspected that Becky working in the restaurant was the deciding factor for Aaron to help out at Young’s.


  I stopped short of snapping my fingers to regain his attention. “Where’s Uri?”


  “The whole Young family is in Ellie’s house, behind the pavilions, preparing for Ezekiel’s funeral.”


  “When will the funeral be?”


  “Typically, it would be tomorrow since that’s three days after Ezekiel’s death, but the police haven’t released his body yet, so I don’t know.”


  The restaurant’s front door opened letting in a burst of cold air. A large group of people stepped inside, and behind them, I could see even more stepping off of the tour bus.


  “I’ll get out of your way,” I said.


  Aaron winked at me and greeted his next guest. Aaron had said that Ellie’s house was behind the pavilion. In past visits, I had noticed a two-story home at the edge of the property and never thought much of it. I couldn’t go there now and interrupt her grief. I left the restaurant through a side door and walked around the building toward the pavilions. Maybe as a team, Timothy and I could think of what to do next.


  I followed the sound of power tools. As I rounded the first pavilion, I saw two Amish men, one I had never seen before, speaking in their language. The man had a brown and gray beard and silvery hair sticking out from underneath his black felt hat. His face was drawn and he wore glasses over small eyes. The second man I knew right away—Deacon Sutter. The deacon was a tall man with a black beard and hair, and a perpetual scowl on his face. I’d never seen Deacon Sutter smile.


  I took a step back. The last person I wanted to run into, aside from Curt and Brock, was the deacon. I slipped on some loose gravel, and the deacon turned. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m looking for Timothy.”


  His dark eyes narrowed. “You are still bothering the Troyer family.” His lip curled. “I’ve warned the family about you.” Deacon Sutter turned back to his companion. “This is the Englischer I told you about, Bishop. She is the one who found Ezekiel Young. She tempted Rebecca and Timothy Troyer from the Amish way.”


  Bishop? That made the other man, Bishop Hooley, Sadie’s father.


  The bishop’s gaze met mine, his expression the same as Sadie’s this morning—sad, afraid, and weary.


  I held my ground. “Both Timothy and Becky had left the Amish before I met them.”


  The deacon swung back around, and his dark eyes narrowed. “But you insist on visiting the Troyers who are still Amish. You’re trying to lead them all from the Amish way.”


  “No, I would never do that.” I glared back at him. “The Troyers are my friends.”


  Deacon Sutter looked dubious. “Bishop Hooley made the right decision when he advised the district to keep their distance from the Troyers.”


  “You’re shunning them.”


  His jaw twitched. “What would you know about shunning? What you read in a book? You know nothing.”


  My eyes flicked to the bishop. He didn’t say a word. He looked everywhere but at my face, as if he were afraid to make eye contact.


  Deacon Sutter continued to speak for the bishop. “The Troyers are not shunned. The bishop has only advised district members to limit their contact. However, if they continue to disobey the rules of the district, the bishop will have no choice but to turn them out from the People.”


  “Don’t you mean your rules, Deacon Sutter?” I asked.


  “It may be fine to speak to your elders like that in the Englisch world, but it’s not in the Amish. If the Troyers are your friends, you would leave them alone. Instead you have chosen to be the reason they are alienated from the district.”


  His words felt like a slap across the face. Maybe I shouldn’t go to the Troyers for Thanksgiving? Maybe it would push the bishop and deacon too far?


  Deacon Sutter said something to the bishop in their language before the pair walked past me, gazes straight ahead, in the direction of the restaurant.


  I stood there for a moment collecting myself. The Troyers were right. The deacon was in charge of the district now. The bishop had been too terrified to speak.


  Now, I knew the truth. Becky thought she was the reason why her family was being ostracized. She wasn’t.


  It was me.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty

  


  There you are!” Timothy’s voice broke through my black thoughts. He jogged up to me. “I was just inside the restaurant, and Aaron said you were here.” He studied my face. “What’s wrong?”


  I bit my lip. I couldn’t tell him exactly what the deacon had said. What would he think if he knew I was the reason his family suffered? “I ran into Deacon Sutter and Bishop Hooley.”


  Timothy made a face. “What did they have to say?”


  “The bishop didn’t say anything.”


  “No surprise there. Back when he was a preacher, and I was still in the district, his voice would shake when he preached. It was painful to sit through the services knowing he’d rather be doing just about anything else.”


  “Why is he the bishop, then?” My teeth began to chatter. The sun was shining, but it was much colder outside than it looked.


  “You’re shivering. Let’s go inside and get something hot to drink. Aaron’s in the break room.”


  Timothy led me in through the kitchen entrance. Amish women moved around the stainless steel appliances with ease and efficiency. I followed Timothy into the break room, the same spot Chief Rose interviewed me in after I found Ezekiel’s body. The night of Ezekiel’s death I had been too woozy to notice much about the room. It was a simple space with the same small, white tile found in the kitchen and one wall lined with shelves, which served as overflow for the restaurant’s extensive pantry. There was a sofa there as well and a round table surrounded by six wooden chairs.


  Aaron sat at the table eating a meat loaf dinner. “I could get used to this. Work a few hours and get all the food I can eat.”


  The meat loaf smelled heavenly, and I realized I hadn’t eaten anything all day.


  Aaron must have seen me drooling. “Want some?”


  “I am hungry,” I admitted.


  Timothy laughed. “I’ll go see if they have extra in the kitchen.”


  I sat next to Aaron while he cut his meat loaf into tiny, uniform pieces. “Hmm, I’ve never heard Timothy offer to get food for someone, especially for a pretty girl.”


  “He’s just being nice.”


  “Really nice,” Aaron said.


  Timothy reentered the room carrying a waitress’s tray of two meat loaf dinners with green beans, seasoned potatoes, and two glasses of Coke. “Order up!”


  Aaron winked at me.


  I thanked Timothy, and Aaron gave a short blessing over our impromptu meal.


  I cut into the meat loaf, and it fell apart on my plate. “I met the bishop outside.”


  “How’d that go?” Aaron asked.


  “He doesn’t seem all that comfortable. Why didn’t he turn the job down?”


  Aaron forked a red-skinned potato. “He can’t. He must do the work Gott has called him to do.”


  “The district had to know that Bishop Hooley wasn’t comfortable with being a leader. Why didn’t it choose someone else?” I wanted to ask why the district chose someone like Aaron’s father to be deacon, but held my tongue. Father and son disagreed on many things, but Aaron was still the deacon’s son and must care for his father. If he didn’t believe that, wouldn’t he have left the district like Timothy had? My eyes fell on his wheelchair. Maybe he felt he had no choice but to stay.


  “The district doesn’t pick the leaders of the church, which are the bishop, the deacon, and the two preachers. Gott chooses them.”


  My forehead creased. “How?”


  “Each man that the district puts forward gets a copy of a songbook. Inside one of the songbooks there is a piece of paper with a Bible verse written on it. The man who receives that songbook is the man selected by Gott. It is as simple as that.”


  “It sounds a little like a game of chance,” I said.


  Aaron frowned, and I was afraid I went too far. “I can see why you would think that, but we believe it is the best way to know the will of Gott.”


  I thought about that. It seemed like a risky way to know God’s will.


  Timothy pushed green beans around his plate. “Your father was with the bishop when Chloe met him.”


  Aaron sipped from his coffee mug. “I knew they were here visiting with Ellie.”


  “Has your father said anything about the haircutting?” I scooped up a forkful of green beans.


  “He talks about it often. He believes it’s a church matter, and we should not involve the police. Now that there’s been a murder, the deacon won’t be able to keep the cops away.”


  “Do you think the haircutting and the murder are related?”


  “Yes,” he said, simply. “If they are not, then we have two crazies running loose in the county. I think the person doing this is Amish.”


  I almost dropped my fork. “You do?”


  He nodded. “What Englischer would know the significance of cutting off an Amish person’s hair? I suppose they could find that out in a book or from talking to someone, but that seems unlikely. To me, it seems like a particular insult given Amish to Amish.”


  I considered that. This certainly ruled out Curt and Brock. They couldn’t be farther from Amish if they tried.


  “You’re going to a wedding tomorrow.” Timothy said this as a statement, not as a question.


  “I’ll be there.” Aaron’s brow knit together. “Is Becky upset about the wedding?” He squinted as if bracing himself for the answer.


  “She was upset when she heard the news, but I think she was more surprised that they are marrying so quickly.” I smiled at Aaron. “But she’s not upset Isaac is marrying. I don’t believe she thinks of Isaac much anymore.”


  A grin spread on the young Amish man’s face. “I’m glad to hear it.” He pushed back from the table. “I’d better head back to work. I don’t want to get fired. I kind of like working here. It might be a new career path for me.”


  Timothy grinned. “Is it the work or your coworkers you are most interested in?”


  Aaron smirked.


  Timothy held the door for Aaron as he rolled out of the room. He closed it after his friend, then turned back to me. “How did it go at The Apple Core?”


  “I’m meeting with Leah and her two friends late this afternoon.” I went on to tell him about my visit at The Apple Core.


  “Do you want me to come with you?”


  “No, I think they are more likely to talk to me if I’m by myself.” I tucked my napkin under my plate. “I spoke with the chief.”


  “You’ve been busy. And?”


  “I asked her about any sign of struggle.” I went on to tell Timothy about how the crime scene techs believed Ezekiel’s last minutes went.


  Timothy swallowed. “That’s awful.”


  I blew out a breath. “I’d like to talk to Ellie before I head back into town.”


  Timothy twisted his mouth. “Maybe you should wait until after the funeral.”


  “That might be too late. Whoever is doing this may strike again.”


  “I’ll see if Ellie can see us. If she says no, we have to respect her wishes.”


  “Okay.” I forked the last piece of meat loaf, and it melted in my mouth. My diet was a complete disaster at this point.


  “Did you find out who sent the flowers?” There was a forced casualness in his tone.


  I swallowed and the tiny piece of meat loaf felt more like a baseball in my throat. “The flowers?”


  “Yes.” He watched me.


  I guzzled my Coke. “Actually, I did. I forgot to tell you about the float the college is putting on for the Holiday Parade.” I grimaced. “Dean Klink drafted me to be a snowman.”


  A smile spread across Timothy’s face. “That will be a sight.”


  “You have no idea. There was a fitting this morning and Dylan was there.”


  His smile disappeared.


  I scraped my fork on my nearly empty plate. “He told me that he sent the flowers as an apology for Monday.”


  “That’s an expensive apology. Couldn’t he have just given you a note?”


  “If he had, the student would have lost it,” I said, trying to turn it into a joke.


  Timothy didn’t even crack a smile. “I was afraid of something like this.”


  “Afraid of flowers?”


  “I don’t like it. It’s too personal.” He flattened his hands on the tabletop. “I don’t like the idea of that guy having a key to your house.”


  “We can’t really change the locks on him. He owns the place.” I pushed my plate away.


  Timothy’s jaw twitched.


  I stood. “I think we should spend less time worrying about Dylan and the flowers and more time worrying about the deacon and whoever killed Ezekiel. I told the chief we were looking into it.”


  Timothy remained in his seat. “How’d she take that?”


  “She didn’t say no.”


  Timothy sighed and pushed his chair back. “I’m happier knowing she knows what you’re up to.” He stood. “I’ll go find Ellie.”


  “Thank you.”


  Timothy piled the plates back onto the serving tray. “Promise me you won’t push her too hard.”


  “I promise.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  Timothy kept his promise, and Ellie agreed to meet with me. In the late afternoon, we walked together toward her home. Although the air was cool, the sun’s rays warmed my face. Timothy laughed. “Enjoy the sun while you can, because bad weather is headed our way. The weatherman predicts snow. We haven’t had a white Thanksgiving in more than ten years. If there is enough snow, maybe we can talk Grossdaddi into hooking Sparky up to his sleigh.”


  “Grandfather Zook has a sleigh?”


  Timothy nodded. “He’s almost as proud of it as he is of his buggy.”


  That was saying a lot.


  As we got closer to the house, I notice two houses in the back of the property. The large white two-story home with gray shutters could be seen from the pavilions, but beyond that a smaller one-story ranch-style home stood behind it painted the same colors.


  “The first house belongs to the twins,” Timothy explained as we passed the larger home. “Ellie and her husband lived there, but after her husband passed on, the family built the small home, leaving the big house for her sons.”


  “Neither of the twins married?”


  He shook his head.


  Clearly Timothy didn’t know about Sadie and Ezekiel’s relationship. I wondered who did. It was a miracle the couple kept the secret in such a close-knit community. Did the bishop know about it? Did he approve or disapprove? Could I find out from Ellie if she knew without breaking Sadie’s trust?


  Timothy squeezed my hand. “You look nervous.”


  Several Amish men stood outside Ellie’s house, drinking coffee from metal thermoses. Remembering what the deacon said about my influence on the Troyer family, I removed my hand from Timothy’s grasp.


  Timothy’s expression fell. He recovered, then approached the men, speaking to them in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  A man who was a good foot taller than me stepped over to us. I got a crick in my neck looking up at him. “She’s grieving,” he said in English.


  “I know,” Timothy said.


  The man was stone-faced. “You will have to come another time.”


  I stepped back, ready to go. The front door to Ellie’s home opened, and Uri poked his head out. “It’s okay, Levi. I knew they were coming. My mother is expecting them.”


  Levi cracked his knuckles and stepped away from the door. I suspected he was the Amish equivalent of a bouncer. In the English world such a man would be outside of a bar. In the Amish world he was posted outside of a home in mourning.


  Uri held the door open so that Timothy and I could enter. We stepped into the living room, its furniture simple except for a large china cabinet against one wall containing a collection of beautiful hand-painted dishes. Three women sat in the room, working on needlepoint projects. They didn’t look up from their work when we entered.


  The house smelled like cookies. “Maam is in the kitchen.” Uri’s eyes were bloodshot and no remnant of his teasing nature remained. Despite everyone saying the twins were not close, the death of Ezekiel had obviously come as a blow to his brother. He nodded toward the kitchen. “It’s the place she feels the most comfortable.”


  We followed Uri through the shotgun-style house with the kitchen in the back. The restaurant’s kitchen had all the modern conveniences: stainless steel appliances, blenders, food processors, and electricity. Electricity was allowed in the family place of business. Their home was a different story. The kitchen was much like the one in the Troyer farm. It had running water, but the white appliances ran on propane, even the refrigerator, which hummed in the corner. A lit kerosene lamp hung low over the kitchen table causing me to wonder if anyone had ever knocked it with their head and caught their hair on fire.


  “Maam,” Uri said. “Timothy and Chloe are here.”


  Ellie pulled a cookie sheet out of the oven and placed it on the stovetop. She placed another sheet in the oven. “Have a seat and a cookie.”


  The kitchen table was piled high with cookies: chocolate chip, peanut butter, shortbread, and the list went on. Each one perfectly baked. There wasn’t a burnt or misshapen cookie in the lot. “Wow, that’s a lot of cookies.”


  She grunted as she straightened up. “I have to be ready for the viewing.”


  Uri leaned against the wall. “Maam, you know every lady in the district would make the cookies for you.”


  She eyed him. “They wouldn’t be half as good. I won’t have mediocre cookies at my son’s wake.”


  I studied Ellie. Outwardly she appeared fine. Is this how the Amish women grieve? Through baking? More likely this reaction was specific to Ellie. Timothy and I sat at the table in front of a pile of white cookies that resembled coconut macaroons. They smelled like cinnamon. Despite having just eaten a full meat loaf dinner, my mouth watered.


  “Go ahead and have one,” Ellie said. “Those are my sour cream cookies.”


  Sour cream in a cookie? What did I know? I only baked those break-apart premade cookies from the supermarket. All you had to do was slap them on the tray and pop them in the oven. Still, half came out burned to a crisp and the remainder raw.


  I selected the smallest of the sour cream cookies. Timothy reached across the table and took the largest one. It was light and fluffy, somewhere between a cookie and cake. “This is the best cookie ever.”


  Ellie moved perfectly round shortbread from a cool cookie sheet to the wax paper lying across the table. “I’m glad you like it. I’ll give you the recipe.”


  I smiled, knowing my cookies would never come out like these. However, I’d happily share the recipe with Becky. Sigh. My diet was suffering a long and painful death. My wayward thought startled me and I cleared my throat. “When is the viewing?”


  She sat at the head of kitchen table and selected a peanut butter cookie from the pile in front of her. “The police chief said his body will be released to the funeral home at four o’clock today. Uri, with the help of the men, will bring him here from the funeral home.”


  My brow shot up. “The Amish use a funeral home?” I clamped my mouth shut, feeling crass for asking such a question.


  Ellie broke a cookie in half. “Yes, we do for the embalming part of death. We don’t have anyone to do that, and it is the law. We don’t have services there as the Englischers do. Instead, we hold our own services on the third day after death.” She broke the cookie into quarters. “Because of the violent nature of my son’s death, we have had to delay it. The body will be displayed in my home for two days and friends and family will visit. The funeral is on the third day.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.


  “Death is unavoidable.” Her expression fell. “No mother wants to outlive her child, but I have to accept this as the will of Gott.”


  I wasn’t as sure about that. I still couldn’t find God’s will in my mother’s death nearly eleven years before.


  Timothy swallowed another sour cream cookie. “Grossdaddi sends his condolences.”


  Ellie smiled at that. “He’s a gut friend. I hope he will be well enough to attend the funeral.”


  “I know that he will want to,” Timothy said. “But the bishop has instructed the district to avoid him and the rest of the family for a time. Grossdaddi would not want his appearance to disrupt such a solemn day.”


  Ellie stacked peanut butter cookies five high. “I don’t much care what the bishop and deacon want right now. If I want you and your family to be there, you should come. Chloe, I would like you to come too.”


  Uri cleared his throat. “Maam, this isn’t a gut time to irritate the bishop.”


  “There’s never a gut time for that. I hope he will respect my wishes.”


  “He’s not the one I’m worried about,” Uri muttered.


  A timer dinged, and Ellie bustled to the oven. She pulled out the cookie sheet and slipped a new one inside. The baked cookies were just as perfect as every previous batch. “I know you and Timothy aren’t here to talk about the bishop and deacon.” Ellie returned to her seat and started stacking cookies.


  I glanced at Timothy and he told Ellie about the attack on his grandfather.


  Ellie dropped a cookie on the floor. “That’s horrible. He could have been killed. Do the police think it’s the same person who killed my son?”


  Uri picked up the fallen cookie and tossed it into the sink.


  “That’s one possibility.” I stacked a few cookies.


  “It is hard to believe there would be two monsters like this in the district.”


  Uri plucked a sour cream cookie from the table. “Do you really think they are monsters, Maam? They may only be desperate men who made poor decisions.”


  She held her son’s gaze. “Whoever would consider murder an option is a monster in my thinking.”


  Uri grabbed two more cookies and leaned against the wall.


  She glanced back and forth between Timothy and me. “The police must catch this person.”


  “That’s why we’re here. We’re helping the police in a . . . um . . . unofficial way.” I resisted the urge to pick up another cookie.


  Uri leaned against the wall again. “What does unofficial mean?”


  “It means we are concerned citizens.”


  He didn’t seem satisfied with that answer. Even to my own ears it sounded weak.


  “I know Gott has a reason for all this, but I don’t want it to happen again or to someone else’s child.” Ellie nudged her cookie stacks away from the table’s edge. “How can I help you?”


  “Can you answer a few questions?” I asked.


  She snapped a cookie in half. “Go ahead.”


  I took a deep breath. “Do you know if anyone was angry with Ezekiel?”


  “Chief Rose asked me the same thing. Ezekiel rubbed lots of folks the wrong way. A vendor or supplier always seemed to be mad at him. I don’t know how many times I heard my son arguing with someone over the phone about the cost of something. He was a shrewd businessman and felt we deserved the best price and terms on everything. But we’ve worked with all of those vendors and suppliers for over twenty years. I cannot see why any of them would hurt my son now after all this time.”


  Ellie had a point. After twenty years, it seemed like a waste of time for those vendors and suppliers to kill Ezekiel now.


  “My son was gut at his job. Without him the business would have failed when my husband died.” She sighed.


  Against the wall, Uri flinched.


  “Was he close to anyone outside of the family?” Timothy asked.


  Sadie’s round face came to my mind.


  Uri shifted in his place against the wall. “I loved my twin, but he didn’t have many friends. He was prickly. Even so like Maam, it’s hard for me to imagine anyone would want to kill him. Most people were irritated by him.”


  “It’s hard to imagine the business without him.” Ellie removed another cookie from the pile and placed it in front of her. “I know how to cook and run a kitchen, but I have no head for figures. Ezekiel took over managing the business, and it’s tripled in size in the ten years since my husband’s death.” She sighed. “It will be up to Uri now to keep the business running.”


  Uri pushed away from the wall and scowled. “I’ll be in the barn.” He stomped out of the room.


  Ellie sighed. “Uri’s never had much interest in the business. He’s let his brother do most of the work for years. He must realize that it’s on his shoulders now.”


  I began stacking chocolate chip cookies. “And if Uri can’t manage the business?”


  She frowned and moved cookies crumbs around on her placemat. “Then I will have to reconsider what I want for the restaurant and flea market. My eldest daughter, Bridget, and her husband James have already hinted to me that they are willing to help.” She frowned. “James has had his eye on the flea market since the day he showed up in his courting buggy.”


  Mentally, I added James to my list of people to talk to. “Do Bridget and James live in the district?”


  She nodded. “They have a sheep farm down the road. It’s been in James’s family for generations.”


  I knocked over a stack of cookies and quickly restacked them. Sheep farm? Didn’t Chief Rose say the killer stabbed Ezekiel with sheep shears?


  “Are Bridget and James here today?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t sound as eager as I felt.


  “They were, but they had to go home to tend the flock. They will be here as much as possible,” Ellie said.


  “Uri will rise to the challenge,” Timothy said, “in time.”


  She smiled. “You might be right. You know it was his idea to enclose the pavilions, which despite everything, will be a great improvement for our family. Perhaps he will pull through.” She sighed. “Time is what he needs. He’s taking it hard. I know everyone thought the twins spent most of their time fighting, but they were close. They have lived together their whole lives. I worry about Uri. I hope he knows he can go on without Ezekiel.”


  I leaned forward. “Was Ezekiel acting strangely before he died? Anything out of the ordinary?”


  She thought for a minute. “He was his typical grouchy self, but somehow he seemed less so. I even caught him smiling to himself once. I asked him what he was smiling about, and he snapped at me. That was his way. He didn’t have time for frivolity.”


  Sadie. She was the one who’d managed to bring a smile to Ezekiel’s face. I twisted my mouth. “Was there anyone else Ezekiel talked about outside of the family?”


  She snapped a butter cookie in half. “You mean in business. He spoke of many people. You wouldn’t believe the number of vendors, suppliers, farmers, and merchants we deal with on a daily basis to keep the restaurant and flea market running. Also, now with the construction, the number of folks Ezekiel dealt with had doubled.”


  “Any . . . um . . . friends?”


  Timothy stared at me.


  Ellie frowned. “Nee, my Ezekiel was too busy for friends, and neither of my sons has shown much interest in marriage.”


  “How old are the twins?” I asked.


  “They just turned thirty this past May.”


  “That’s not too old.”


  “Maybe in the Englisch world, but for the Amish they should have two or three children by now.”


  Timothy, who was twenty-seven, shifted in his seat. Had he stayed Amish, he would certainly be married by now with children. The idea made me sick to my stomach.


  The timer went off on the oven again. “Do you have any more questions?” Ellie asked.


  I opened my mouth, but Timothy was faster. “Not right now. Thank you for speaking with us, Ellie.”


  She opened the oven door. “You’re welcome. In return, I expect to see both of you at the funeral.”


  I opened my mouth again to make an excuse, but again Timothy spoke first. “We will be there.”


  Timothy and I walked back to the restaurant together. “Why did you tell her that we would attend the funeral? You know how the bishop feels about it.”


  He peered down at me. “If a grieving mother wants me to attend her son’s funeral, I’m going to be there. It’s as simple as that.”


  “Are you free now?”


  “I can be,” Timothy said with a smile.


  “Good, because I need to meet some sheep.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  As I expected, Timothy knew the location of the Zug Sheep Farm. Mabel barked in the backseat of his pickup as the vehicle jostled onto the Zug’s private road. Timothy stared straight ahead and concentrated on driving because over the past week the snow and ice had added more ruts and dips to the road.


  “So,” he said as the truck leveled out on a fairly even piece of froze ground. “You think James Zug murdered his brother-in-law so that he could take over the Young family business.”


  “It’s a possibility,” I said, defensively.


  Woof! Mabel agreed from the backseat. I scratched her under the chin to thank her for the support.


  “If that’s the case, why kill one twin? Why not kill them both? There’s no guarantee that Uri’s not up to the task of operating the business.”


  “Maybe he feels he knows Uri well enough to know he won’t be able to handle all the responsibility.”


  “I’m not arguing with you.” Timothy lightened his tone. “We have to check out every lead. I just wanted to warn you that this might not turn into anything. Besides, if I were a sheep farmer, I sure wouldn’t use sheep shears to kill someone.”


  Grudgingly, I admitted to myself that he had a point.


  Riding along the Zug’s driveway, even more rut-covered than the road, felt like an amusement park ride as Timothy’s pickup bumped and hopped up the incline. Fencing lined with chicken wire protected either side of the drive and more sheep than I could count. The sheep wore thick, off-white winter coats, their limbs and faces black. I didn’t see any lambs, only adults and yearlings. A yearling leaped over a larger sheep sleeping just on the other side of the fence. He landed in white powder and rolled onto his back, as if making a sheep’s version of a snow angel.


  “They’re cute.”


  Timothy gave me a sideways glance. “They’re not super bright.”


  “What does brightness matter when compared to cute?”


  He rolled his eyes and parked the truck about twenty yards from a large red sheep barn. Farther down the road, stood a one-story ranch-style home. “Most likely they are in the barn since Ellie said they left to care for the sheep. I imagine they will do everything they need to here, then head back to Young’s.”


  Timothy and I hopped out of the truck, and Mabel jumped out too. Her tail went into overdrive when she saw the sheep.


  Timothy eyed her. “Mabel, sit.”


  She sat by the truck. Her tail swept back and forth across the frozen ground like a broom, but her eyes never left the sheep.


  An Amish man in muddy work boots and a black overcoat came out of the barn. His beard was sandy blond, and he wore a black stocking cap on his head.


  “Timothy,” the Amish man said. “What can I do for you?” He shot a curious glance in my direction.


  Timothy stuck his hands in his jeans pockets. “We’ve just come from Ellie’s and shared our condolences.”


  A strange look crossed James’s face. “Danki. It’s been a hard time for my wife and her family.” He half turned and shouted something in Pennsylvania Dutch into the barn.


  A woman and girl stepped out of the barn, their skirts mud-encrusted at the hemlines. The girl was sixteen or seventeen and had round cheeks, bright pink from the cold, and dark hair tucked under a bonnet. The woman was an older version of her daughter.


  “This is my wife, Bridget, and my daughter Abby.”


  Abby Zug. She was one of Leah’s two friends. Would James attack his own child like that? Why hadn’t Ellie mentioned her granddaughter was one of the girls attacked?


  I cleared my throat. “Nice to meet you.”


  Abby wouldn’t meet my eyes.


  James placed a hand on his wife’s arm. “Timothy and . . .” He looked at me questioningly.


  “Chloe,” I supplied.


  He nodded. “ . . . Chloe are here to pay condolences for your brother.”


  “We are so sorry for your loss,” Timothy said. “Ezekiel was a smart man, a great business man.”


  “Danki.” Bridget lowered her head and removed a white handkerchief from her black apron pocket. As she pulled her hand from the pocket, I saw a flash of metal, shaped like a circle.


  “Business is all Ezekiel Young cared about,” James muttered.


  “James,” Bridget said. “My bruder was a fine man.”


  James snorted. “A fine man. His twin bruder could barely tolerate him.” He grimaced. “I’m sorry for the family’s loss. Ellie’s been gut to us. I don’t wish any of them any ill will, but let’s not pretend that Ezekiel was a saint just because he is gone.”


  I stared at the circle of metal sticking out of her pocket. “Are those sheep shears?”


  Bridget removed the shears from her pocket. “Yes. We were trimming some of the yearlings just now. They won’t really be sheared until spring, but Abby and I were cutting out the burrs and knots from their coats.”


  The seven-inch long shears were like two butcher knives facing each other, welded together by a compressed circle of metal. They had a medieval appearance. If I were a sheep, I certainly wouldn’t want to see those prehistoric scissors coming at me. The tips were sharpened to a fine point.


  James turned to his wife and daughter, speaking to them in their language. They nodded and went back to the barn. When they were inside the barn, he glared at Timothy and me. “What is this really about? You could have paid my wife condolences the next time we were at Young’s. I know you are working for them, Timothy.”


  Timothy shifted from foot to foot. “Do you know why anyone would want to hurt your brother-in-law?”


  His eyes narrowed. “Nee.”


  “Where were you the night your brother-in-law was killed?” I asked. It was a simple question but held so much weight.


  James turned his hazel eyes on mine for the first time. “I was at the auction house, bedding down my sheep for the night. I sold them next day. Do you doubt this?”


  I swallowed. “No.”


  “Because if you do, you can talk to any number of livestock owners who were there.” He turned to Timothy. “Do you think I killed my brother-in-law?”


  “We heard you want to run Young’s,” Timothy said.


  James’s jaw twitched. “I’ve made no secret of that. Why shouldn’t I be included in the business? It is part of my wife’s heritage. I could contribute to it.”


  “Uri and Ezekiel didn’t want your help.”


  “Of course, they don’t. They want to keep all of it, including the money. Let’s make no mistake, theirs is one of the wealthiest, Amish or Englisch, families in the county.” James’s face turned red. “I will not let you insult me on my land. Please leave.”


  I shook my head. “We didn’t mean . . .


  “I know exactly what you meant. Please, go. I see now why the bishop advised us to stay away from the Troyers.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “We are sorry to have offended you.” He turned to me. “Let’s go, Chloe.”


  Inside the truck, I stopped just short of punching Timothy in the arm. “Why didn’t you tell me Abby Zug was Ellie’s granddaughter?”


  He shrugged. “I guess I forgot.”


  “You forgot? How could you forget that?”


  “Chloe, everyone in the Amish community is related to someone else in some way either by marriage or blood or both. Half the folks in the county are related to me. It’s hard enough for me to keep all my own relatives straight.”


  I sat back. “It changes things.”


  “You’re right about that. Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you to meet with the girls?”


  “I’m sure.”


  It was too narrow to turn around in the Zug’s driveway, so Timothy backed all the way out. As he did, James, his sheep, and his barn, grew smaller and smaller. Halfway down the drive, a face, pale and still, peeked out of the barn, and watched us go. It could have been either of the women standing there, but I was betting on Abby.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  Before I left Young’s, I went looking for Becky to make sure she had a ride home. I found her standing next to Aaron at the hostess desk, laughing at something he said. Her eyes were bright. Nope, Becky wasn’t upset by Isaac’s upcoming wedding—not one bit.


  “Chloe?” She blushed. “Aaron said you were here. Where have you been?”


  “Timothy and I visited with Ellie.” I didn’t mention our trip to the sheep farm.


  Becky frowned. “How is she? She hasn’t been in the restaurant all day. I think this is the first day since I started working here that I haven’t seen her.”


  “She’s baking.”


  Becky nodded as if that made complete sense. For someone who loved to cook and bake as much as Becky, it probably did.


  “I’m going to take off now. Do you have a ride?”


  She nodded. “Timothy found a new chain for my bike and put it on this morning.”


  As I drove out of Young’s parking lot, a small red coupe cruised in. I blinked. The driver was Collette Williams. What was Harshberger’s marketing director doing at Young’s? Young’s was one of the best restaurants in the county, so Collette might just be having dinner there. At least this is what I would have thought if I hadn’t known about her interest in my connection to the Amish in Knox County.


  I turned my thoughts from Collette to the Zug family. Was it a coincidence that two people from the same family, Abby and Ezekiel, were attacked? Did I believe James Zug’s alibi? Timothy said he would call one of his friends, who worked at the auction barn, to see if James was really there the night Ezekiel was murdered. Perhaps Abby would speak to me away from the other girls.


  I still had over an hour before my meeting with Leah and her friends at The Apple Core. I drove home and was relieved to find Gig the only one there.


  At five o’clock on the dot, I stepped into The Apple Core. There were no customers and half of the shop’s lights had been turned off. Leah locked the door after me. “Debbie and Abby are already here. They are stocking the shelves in the back of the store. We like to do this after the shop closes, so we don’t bother any customers.”


  We wove through the aisles of gifts. On the back wall a tall girl in a plain, navy dress and white prayer cap, Debbie I assumed, handed Christmas-patterned tins to Abby who stood on a step ladder. The girls moved together in a comfortable rhythm. Pick up, hand, and place. Pick up, hand, and place. They didn’t speak. I couldn’t imagine Tanisha and I working together as quietly. Once we tried to paint the living room in our old apartment and got more paint on each other than on the wall. Mr. Green came over and finished the job in record time.


  Leah said something to them in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  A tin froze in Debbie’s hand. She replaced it on the stack and turned to face me. She had dark, wide-set eyes, and a slight overbite.


  “Chloe, this is Debbie, and Abby is on the ladder.”


  Abby shimmied down the ladder’s rungs, giving no indication that we had met only two hours before. “I already told them about what happened to Grandfather Zook.”


  “And Abby’s uncle?” I asked.


  Abby kept her head down.


  Debbie was breathless. “Ezekiel Young was a cranky man, but it’s hard to believe that anyone would hurt him. We never—”


  “We don’t know anything about what happened to Grandfather Zook,” Leah said. “Or Ezekiel.”


  I unzipped my coat. “You think it was the same person?”


  “Maybe it was someone different.” Debbie wrapped her arms around her waist. “Maybe over a bad business deal? My father said Ezekiel Young could talk a man out of his favorite horse and make him feel bad for not giving the horse up sooner.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Abby shuffle a few steps back.


  Leah called over her shoulder. “You can talk to us as we stock. We all have to get home soon.” She picked up a box of wooden dolls painted to resemble Amish people and set them delicately, one by one, on the wooden shelves across from the girls stocking tins.


  “Can I help?” I asked. “It will make your work faster.”


  “There’s a box by the door to the stock room that has Christmas ornaments. Hang them on the wire stand at the end of the row.”


  “Do you have a Christmas tree to hang them on?”


  “Amish don’t have Christmas trees.”


  No Christmas tree? “If you don’t have a Christmas tree, why do you have the ornaments?”


  “Because the Englischers buy them,” she said.


  “Right.” I picked up the box and positioned it near the stand. I could see all three girls clearly from my spot.


  Abby climbed back up the ladder. Debbie handed her a tin, her hand shaking.


  “Debbie, can you tell me what happened to you?”


  She shot a quick glance at Leah before she started talking. “I was on my way home from work. Most of the time, I work in the cheese shop next to the bakery, and I help out here when Leah needs me. I was just outside of Appleseed Creek when someone ran up from behind and cut my hair.”


  I had an ornament suspended in my hand. It spun on its plastic thread. “Someone ran up and cut your hair, just like that?”


  “Yes.”


  “You didn’t try to run away or fight back?”


  She shook her head.


  “Did you hear the person running toward you?”


  She blushed. “No.”


  That was hard to believe. “Why not? They couldn’t have been completely silent.”


  “I was listening to my MP3 player.”


  I blinked at her.


  “I haven’t been baptized yet,” she said defensively. “I’m allowed to experiment.” She straightened in her seat and removed the lime green device from her pocket. “One of my Englisch friends at the cheese shop gave it to me. I tell her what music I like and she loads it on my device from her computer. I don’t use the computer myself.” Her eyes widened. “You’re not going to say anything, are you? My daed and the bishop wouldn’t like it.”


  I held up a hand in mock Girl Scout salute, which was lost on the Amish girls. “I won’t tell anyone.”


  “The music was loud, and I didn’t hear the person until it was too late.”


  “Did you see the person?”


  She shook her head.


  “He threw a burlap bag over your head just like he did to me,” Leah said.


  Debbie shot a glance at Leah, who gave the faintest of nods. “That’s right.”


  Was I wrong to think Leah was coaching her friends? “What about you, Abby?” My forehead creased. “How could someone cut off your hair if there’s a bag over your head?”


  Leah glared at me. “You don’t believe us.”


  “I didn’t say that.” I spun a Christmas ornament in my hand. “I’m only trying to understand.”


  Debbie and Abby looked at Leah for the answer.


  “The person surprised us from behind and threw the bag over our heads. While we struggled to get it off, he knocked us down to the ground. While we were pinned to the ground, he lifted the bag just enough to rip off our bonnets and cut off our hair.” Tears gathered in her eyes. “We were taught not to fight back. Even if we’d wanted to, we were too scared to do it.” Leah turned to her friends. “Isn’t that what happened?”


  They nodded.


  I remembered the abrasion on Sadie’s cheek from being thrown to the ground. There was no such mark on any of the girls.


  “Where are the burlap bags that were over your heads?”


  Leah slid a box of trinkets across the floor. “I told you I threw mine away. Debbie and Abby did the same thing. We don’t want a reminder of such a horrible memory around us.”


  Abby dropped the tin and it rolled on its side across the pine plank floor.


  Debbie chased after it and picked it up.


  Leah placed four more figures on the shelf in a tight row. Tap, tap, tap, tap. “Abby, tell her what you told us.”


  She’s definitely coaching them. Why?


  “I was delivering eggs to my neighbor’s house. They weren’t home, so I left them on the front porch. I was writing a note to them when someone came up from behind me.”


  I hung two more ornaments on the display. “You didn’t hear them either.”


  She shook her head.


  “You had an MP3 player too?” I asked.


  She shook her head.


  “Who was the neighbor?”


  “It was the Lambright family, but like I already said. No one was home.”


  Anna Lambright is Ruth’s best friend.


  “And your uncle?” I asked.


  Abby climbed down the ladder. She was shivering so hard, she nearly missed a rung. “I don’t know anything about my uncle or how he died.” She glanced at Leah. “My mother and grandmother are heartbroken over his death.”


  Tears pooled in Debbie’s eyes. “I can’t believe this has happened. Nothing bad ever happens here.”


  “Have you told all of this to the police?” I asked.


  Leah adjusted the Amish figures on the shelf. “The deacon advised us not to because this is a district problem.”


  “Now that there’s been a murder, it’s much more than a district problem.” I hung another ornament and it spun from its wire.


  Leah cleared her throat. “I spoke with the police because Darren asked me too. Abby and Debbie haven’t.”


  Debbie clutched a tin to her chest. “We can’t. The bishop wouldn’t like it. Things are bad enough.”


  “Bad how?” I asked.


  “We’ve been mutilated.” Again, Leah answered for her friend.


  “Because your hair was cut?”


  Leah slammed a final wooden doll on the shelf. “It’s so horrible. Everyone stares at us since it happened, and what man will want to marry a woman with short hair?”


  “It’s not your fault,” I said. “And the hair will grow back.”


  “You don’t understand,” Debbie snapped. “We are forbidden from cutting our hair.”


  “It wasn’t your decision to cut your hair, so how can anyone blame you?”


  Leah flinched. “It doesn’t have to be our fault for the bishop to blame us.”


  Debbie clutched a tin to her waist. “Everything in the district is different since Bishop Glick died. The deacon watches our every move and reports on what all the young people do at church.” She stuck her MP3 player back into her apron pocket. “If the bishop knew about my music, he would tell my parents and ban me from Sunday services for two weeks. He’s done it to others.”


  “Why do you have the MP3 player, then?”


  “Bishop Glick allowed it as long as I was discreet, which I am. My family hasn’t even seen it. Until I’m baptized, some rules about technology don’t apply to me.” Debbie handed a tin to Abby.


  “Can’t the bishop set the rules?” I hung an ornament from the highest part of the display.


  Abby climbed off of the ladder. “He can, but he’s not the one who is doing it. Deacon Sutter is.”


  If the girls were so unhappy, why’d didn’t they leave the district? Not that it was easy. It had been difficult for Timothy and Becky, and they had an unusually supportive family—at least until the bishop reprimanded the Troyers.


  Leah picked up her empty box and flattened it. “If you don’t have any more questions, we need to finish our work so we can go home.


  I had more questions for Abby and Debbie, but clearly I would not get honest answers while Leah was around.


  “That’s all,” I said.


  “Gut.” Leah took the ornament box from me. “Danki for your help.”


  I had been dismissed.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  My cell phone vibrated on the nightstand. I squinted at it, stifling a yawn. Tanisha’s face grinned back at me from the picture I took of her when her parents and I dropped her off at the airport for her flight to Italy over five months ago. Hard to believe I hadn’t seen my best friend in such a long time. The screen went dark.


  Almost immediately, the vibrating began again.


  I snatched it up. “What time is it?”


  “Noon here, which makes it six your time.” Her voice was chipper, as usual.


  I groaned.


  “Sorry to call so early, but I couldn’t wait another minute. Happy Thanksgiving!”


  “Happy Thanksgiving,” I mumbled, half into the phone, and half into my pillow.


  “Anything new and exciting out in the country there?”


  Her question made my eyes pop open. “You could say that.”


  “Ooh, that’s sounds good. Does it have to do with dreamy Timothy? I almost died when you e-mailed me his picture. He’s hot.”


  Heat rose in my cheeks.


  “Are you blushing?”


  “How would you know that?”


  “Because you sound like you’re blushing.”


  “I sound like it? You can’t sound like you’re blushing.” I flipped over onto my back.


  “Trust me, you can. I always know when you are blushing. I wish I could find a boyfriend like Timothy.”


  “First of all, Timothy is not my boyfriend. At least we’ve never spoken about it.”


  She snorted. “From everything you’ve told me, you’re dating him.”


  “We’ve never been on an actual date.”


  “Girl, you need to ask him, then.”


  “I can’t do that. He’s Amish . . . or used to be. He might be offended if a girl asked him out.”


  “I don’t want to go all Women’s Lib on you, but if he has a problem with that, there might be bigger issues down the road. You’re not the type to sit home, have babies, and cook.”


  “Who said anything about babies?” I yelped. Beth Hilty? Now, Tanisha? “And cooking. He already knows I can’t cook.”


  “See, and he still likes you. He’s not as Old School as you think.” She paused. “Maybe he thinks you’re courting? How sweet is that? It’s like you’re living out a scene from Pride and Prejudice.”


  “More like Little House on the Prairie,” I muttered. Desperate to change the subject, I ventured, “Speaking of guys, have you heard from Cole?” Cole was Tanisha’s former fiancé. He broke off their engagement months ago when she refused to leave her teaching job in Milan to marry him earlier than planned. This was after Cole never voiced concern about Tee being away for two years of their engagement.


  It was Tee’s turn to groan. “Yes. I have ten e-mails from him in my inbox right now.”


  “What do they say?”


  “I don’t know. I haven’t opened any of them.”


  “Tee . . .”


  “I’m afraid to open them. What if he never wants to see me again?” She sighed. “What if he wants to get back together?”


  “Which is worse?”


  She groaned. “I don’t know.”


  “Do you still love him?”


  “I do, but there’s another problem.”


  I didn’t like the sound of this. “What?”


  “You know how the dumpee keeps the engagement ring?”


  “Uh-huh.” I had a sneaking suspicion this story wouldn’t end well. “You have the ring, then?”


  “No.”


  “You gave it back to him?”


  “No.”


  Uh-oh. “Tee, where is the ring?”


  “Well . . .”


  “Tee?”


  She took a deep breath. “The weekend he dumped me was sweltering in the city. A group of teachers from school traveled to Lake Como to escape the heat. I went too.”


  I didn’t like the sound of this. A lake was involved. I was afraid of what I would hear next.


  “I kind of threw it into the lake.”


  “You . . . kind of?”


  “Okay, I did. I threw the ring into the lake. It felt good.” She paused. “At the time.”


  I closed my eyes and saw the pear-shaped, one-carat diamond ring that I’d spent hours helping Cole select. He wanted the perfect ring for Tanisha, and I knew what she liked better than anyone. I winced at the cost of the ring. It would pay six months of my rent.


  “Are you still there?” Tee asked.


  I rolled over to the other side on the bed. “I’m here.”


  “So, can’t you see why I’m afraid to talk to him?”


  “No kidding.”


  “And I don’t want to hear a lecture about why I shouldn’t have thrown the ring in the lake, okay?”


  “I wasn’t going to give any.” I sighed. “Forward the e-mails to me. I’ll read them for you. If they’re bad I’ll give you the Cliff’s Notes version. If he wants to get back together, maybe he won’t be that upset about the ring. Maybe he will understand.”


  “You think so?”


  No. Not really. I wasn’t going to tell her what I thought Cole’s reaction would really be. Cole had expensive taste and appreciated money. He wouldn’t want his ring to be at the bottom of Lake Como.


  To get both of our minds off of our pathetic love lives, I said, “I have other news.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I found a dead body.”


  “What?!”


  I had to hold the cell phone away from my ear.


  “Tell me what happened. You let me go on and on about Cole and you are dealing with dead people. Spill.”


  “It was an Amish man.”


  Tanisha gave a sharp intake of breath. “What is it with you and dead Amish guys?”


  I didn’t have an answer for that. I proceeded to tell her about the haircutting and discovery of Ezekiel Young’s body.


  “How gruesome,” Tanisha said, although the tone of her voice held a hint of morbid interest. After a moment, she said, “Do you think you’re in any danger?”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  I could smell bread baking. Becky must already be up.


  The smile came back into her voice. “Timothy will protect you.”


  “What about Women’s Lib?”


  “I use it when convenient. Look, Chloe, I have to go. The American teachers at school are having a little Thanksgiving for all the school staff tonight. I’m making a pumpkin pie.”


  “Where did you find the pumpkin over there?”


  “It wasn’t easy.” After a beat, she said, “I know this weekend must be weird since it’s the first time you’re not going to your dad’s for Thanksgiving. Even though I’m not there, I want you to know how much I love you.”


  I released a deep sigh. “I love you too, friend.”


  After we hung up, I was unable to fall back asleep, so I threw my legs over the side of the bed. It didn’t feel like Thanksgiving. Typically, on this morning, I was in California in my father’s guest bedroom trying to talk myself into getting up and going downstairs to subject myself to my stepmother’s criticism. Oddly, I missed it.


  More than that, I missed the chance to see my half brother and half sister. I barely knew them, but each year they grew a little taller and a little more like mini-adults. I wondered if I would see them again. Would this be a standard thing? Sabrina talking my dad into a vacation each Thanksgiving? Maybe she planned it that way because it was the one holiday of the year that I spent with them. Almost ten years later, she had finally severed all contact between my father and me. Not that she was solely the blame. My father didn’t try to stop her, and a small voice reminded me I gave up long ago. I had gotten burned too many times.


  I followed the smell of baking bread and the drone of the television downstairs.


  Becky hummed to herself as she removed sweet potatoes from the oven. A crust of lightly browned marshmallows lay over the top. On the small kitchen table sat an assortment of fresh baked breads and casserole dishes.


  My mouth fell open. “What time did you get up?”


  “I never went to sleep.” She grinned. “I was up half the night looking for recipes on your computer. I found so many I liked, I had to make them all.” She removed her oven mitt. “Maam said I could bring a few things for the meal today.”


  “A few things? It looks like you have the entire meal covered.”


  “Not even close. There’s no turkey, and I could never make a pie crust like Maam can.”


  I pulled a kitchen chair out from under the table. “Can I help?”


  “You can help pack everything in the car when the time comes.”


  “Deal.”


  “Do you want anything for breakfast?”


  I shook my head. “By the looks of it, I’d better save my appetite.”


  “I can’t wait to share all these recipes with my family.” Her cheeks glowed from the heat of the oven.


  When it was time to head to the farm, we carefully loaded the backseat and trunk of my Bug with all of Becky’s dishes. She climbed into the passenger seat, and I handed her a casserole dish. “You’ll have to hold the sweet potatoes. There’s no room for them in the backseat.”


  “Too bad Gigabyte can’t come,” Becky said. “I don’t like it he’s alone on Thanksgiving.”


  “He doesn’t like to ride in cars.” I shivered at the memory of Gigabyte howling the entire way to Appleseed Creek the day we moved to town. “Plus Mabel will be there. They aren’t exactly friends.”


  “We’ll bring him some turkey.”


  “He’d like that.”


  As we turned out of town, Curt’s green pickup approached from the other direction. He honked the horn as he passed me, and waved. I clutched the steering wheel and forced myself to stare straight ahead.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  Becky froze. After a long moment, she whispered, “I guess they really are back”


  I loosened my hold on the steering wheel. “I’ve seen them a couple of times.”


  “You didn’t tell me that.” She gripped her casserole dish. “When?”


  “I came across them in town yesterday.”


  Becky shifted in her seat, so that she faced me. “Did they say anything to you?”


  “They know about Ezekiel’s death and that I discovered his body.”


  “How would they know that?”


  “Gossip, I’m sure. The whole town, both English and Amish, know by now.” I checked my rearview mirror.


  “Do you think they know because they did it?”


  I shivered and wished I could reach into my coat pocket and grab my gloves, which were trapped by the seat-belt buckle. “I don’t know.”


  Becky frowned. “Do you think they have somewhere to go this Thanksgiving?”


  I pulled my eyes off the road to stare at her. “What? Why? You don’t want to invite them to your parents’ house, do you?”


  “No,” she said quickly. “Only, I feel bad for anyone that may have to be alone on the holiday.”


  “I’m pretty sure Curt’s mother lives somewhere in the county, and besides they aren’t alone. They have each other.”


  “I suppose.”


  I turned onto the Troyers’ road, and a long line of buggies moved slowly up the street. Amish traffic jam. This was worse than the interstate during rush hour. “What’s going on?”


  “The Glicks live about a mile up the road.”


  The wedding. How could I forget?


  I bit my lip and pulled in line with the Amish buggies. My little VW looked like an alien vessel fallen from the sky during the nineteenth century. “Good thing we left earlier. It might take us a little while to reach your house. We’re not moving at all.”


  She wrapped her arms around the casserole dish like she was giving a teddy bear a good-night hug.


  “You okay?”


  The buggies inched forward two feet, and we did too. The Troyers’ long gravel driveway came into view, but we were still too far away to turn in. A young Amish boy no more than six poked his head out of the back window of the buggy in front of us. He waved widely. The hand of an unseen adult reached out and pulled him back into the buggy.


  “I think so. It feels strange to think Isaac’s getting married. I don’t love Isaac. I don’t think I ever really did, but I thought for so long we would marry, if not for love, for companionship. It ties my stomach in knots to think about him marrying someone else, especially Esther Yoder.” She gagged.


  “I can see that.”


  “I do miss his friendship though. We had a lot of gut—I mean good—times together. Maybe someday he will forgive me.” Her tone was sad. “The truth is, if roles were reversed, I don’t know if I could forgive him. How can I expect him to forgive me?”


  The buggies started moving again. Finally, we were even with the turnoff to the Troyers’ drive. Behind us, a couple in the courting buggy watched Becky and I turn into the driveway.


  Becky sighed. “The whole district will know we are at my parents’ house before the first wedding sermon is over.”


  I thought about the warning Deacon Sutter gave me the day before. “Do you think we should leave?”


  She poked her head out of the Bug’s window. “It’s too late for that now.”


  As I parked my car close to the house, I suspected she was right. We climbed out of the Bug and started to remove Becky’s dishes from the trunk. The front screen door slammed against the house. Thomas flew down the steps, yanking his winter coat up onto his shoulders.


  Becky handed him a casserole dish of sweet potatoes. “You’re just in time to help us carry everything inside.”


  Ruth came more slowly down the steps. The hood of her shawl hid her face.


  “Ruth, can you help too?” Becky called.


  The thirteen-year-old ignored her older sister and sat on a bench overlooking her mother’s vegetable garden on the opposite side of the house. The plants were long gone, plowed back down into the earth. A layer of dead leaves covered the vegetable patch to protect the rich topsoil. I removed the loaf of cranberry bread from the trunk, as snow began to fall in large, fluffy flakes. A white Thanksgiving, just as Timothy had predicted.


  Timothy came out of the house then to help us carry in the rest of the food, followed by his roommate, Danny Lapp. Danny was also formerly Amish. His family lived in western New York. Unfortunately, they were much stricter than the Troyers and had no interest in seeing their son after he left the order.


  I nodded my head at Ruth. “What’s going on with her?”


  Danny’s ever-ready dimple popped out. “Teenagers.” He rolled his eyes.


  Becky pulled a cake carrier from the backseat, a three-layer red velvet cake inside. My thick coat muffled my growling stomach. Maybe skipping breakfast was a mistake. “Is she upset about something?”


  Danny took the cake from her hands. “Oh, yeah.”


  Before Becky could question him further, he spun on his heels and carried the cake into the house. Becky arched an eyebrow at Timothy.


  Her brother pursed his lips. “She wanted to go to the wedding and was angry when Daed said no.”


  Becky’s brow knit together. “Did he say no because of me? I don’t mind if Ruth goes to the wedding.”


  Timothy shook his head. “The bishop said no one from our family was welcome. It must be related to the warning they gave our parents.”


  Becky’s mouth formed a perfect “O” lined with her pearl-pink lipstick.


  The deacon had told me the truth, as much as it hurt. The Troyers weren’t excluded because of Becky or Timothy. Ultimately, they were excluded because of me. Guilt stabbed my heart. Silently, I promised myself that this would be my last visit to the Troyer farm.


  I would make it count.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  Mrs. Troyer’s gaze took in the array of dishes we had brought in. “Becky, how can we possibly eat all of this?” She lifted the lid from one of the casseroles Becky had prepared. “What’s this?”


  “Manicotti.” Becky removed the cornbread from the oven. “I got the recipe from television.”


  For the briefest moment, a pained look crossed her mother’s face. Becky missed it, though, because she had closed her eyes to savor the warm cornbread smell. It did smell wonderful. Everything did. I groaned inwardly. My diet would resume after Thanksgiving, I promised myself. “Can I help?” I placed the red velvet cake on the maplewood hutch in the corner, piled high with desserts.


  As expected, both Becky and Mrs. Troyer said in unison, “No, you’re a guest.”


  Mrs. Troyer replaced the lid on the manicotti. “There is one thing, Chloe. Could you go outside and find Ruth? She should be in here to help her sister and me.”


  I supposed that since Ruth wasn’t a guest that was allowed. “Okay.” I wrapped my scarf back around my neck. I hadn’t yet removed my coat.


  During the brief time I had been indoors, the snow had picked up considerably. As I slipped across the slick grass, I wished I’d worn practical snow boots instead of the stylish, calf-high pair with no tread. The boots were meant for walking the sidewalk of a city, not the fields of an Amish farm.


  Ruth had not moved from the moment she stormed out of the house. She still sat on the bench, staring into the remnants of her mother’s summer vegetable garden. Now a thin layer of snow lay over the leaves piled on the garden to protect the soil during the long winter. Snowflakes also gathered on the brim of Ruth’s bonnet and her black apron.


  “Ruth, are you ready to come back inside? Your mom sent me out here to look for you.”


  She shook her head.


  “Mind if I sit?”


  When she didn’t react, I took that as a yes—or at least an I don’t care.


  As best I could, I brushed off the snow that had collected on the bench. The wet snow soaked the cotton fingers of my gloves, so I buried my hands deep into my coat pockets. “What are you doing out here in the cold?” I sat beside her on the bench. Lord, give me the right words to say.


  She shrugged.


  “You’re not wearing your cloak. We should go inside. You’ll freeze if you sit out here much longer.”


  “I don’t care.” Her voice was sullen. Spoken like a true teenager.


  I suppressed a smile. Amish teens weren’t that much different from English ones. Same attitude, just no Internet. “Why don’t you care? Is it because you didn’t go to the wedding?”


  She gave a long, suffering sigh. “Yes, no, it’s everything. I don’t get to go anywhere anymore. I never see my friends, not even Anna.”


  I had the itchy feeling I wasn’t the best person to have this conversation with Ruth, but I forged ahead. “I know rules in the district have gotten stricter.”


  She turned to me, her blue eyes accusing. “What would you know about it? You’re an Englischer.”


  I swallowed. “I know what I’ve heard when your family has spoken about it.” I wrapped my arms around myself for warmth. “But you’re right, I don’t really know about it. How has the district changed?”


  Some of the anger died in her eyes. “The smallest step out of line is held up in front of the church during Sunday services.”


  “What do you mean by ‘held up’?”


  “Well, when one of Anna’s brothers had his hair cut too short, the bishop mentioned it in church and asked us to pray for him. That way next time he would know the right way to style his hair. Anna’s family was horrified. Her father was furious at Anna’s brother.”


  “Maybe this is one reason they won’t let Anna see you. They don’t want that to happen again.”


  She folded her hands in her lap. “I know it is. No one wants to be embarrassed in front of the church.” Her knuckles turned white. “Bishop Glick would never have reprimanded someone in front of the entire church for something so minor.” She shivered, then continued, “The next week the bishop talked about our family. You should have seen Daed’s face—I’ve never seen him so red.” She paused. “The bishop spoke of you visiting us. Becky and Timothy, too. He warned how close friendships with Englischers can lead the community away from the church. Ever since then, we’ve been treated like lepers.”


  “When was that?”


  “Two weeks ago.”


  And I’m just hearing about this now? Had I known all along, I would have stayed away from the Troyer home. I didn’t want to be the reason for friction between them and their district.


  “Yesterday, the deacon was here and told us not to go to the wedding. My parents weren’t going to go, but Grandfather Zook promised to take me. I love weddings.” Her eyes filled with tears. “At school, I told Anna I would be there. Now, she must think I forgot about her.”


  “You can tell her at school what happened.”


  “If she will talk to me.”


  “Sounds like she talks to you at school.”


  “Some. Not like before. She’s afraid our teacher will tell her father. I only see her for a few minutes at recess.”


  “I’m sorry, Ruth.” I didn’t know what else to say.


  “We aren’t the only ones who have been singled out by the bishop. For the young people on rumspringa, the bishop and deacon have canceled all kinds of singing and social times. Many of the teenagers are angry. I saw a bunch of them standing outside church a few weeks ago, whispering together. The bishop canceled their fall social.”


  “Who were they?”


  She thought a moment. “There must have been ten of them. I remember Leah Miller was there because she looked the angriest.”


  Leah again.


  I kicked off the snow collecting on the top of my boots. “Isn’t rumspringa free time for Amish youth?”


  “It is, but the deacon and bishop don’t care.” She twisted her hands in her lap. She hadn’t worn her cloak, but at least she’d had enough sense to wear her gloves. “Truth is they are going to drive more people away from the Amish.”


  For thirteen, Ruth was an astute observer of human nature. I stood. “Maybe the new bishop’s adjusting. That’s what your father thinks. It can’t be easy being thrown in as leader. After some time, he will relax the rules, and I’m sure that Anna’s family will let you see each other soon.”


  “You don’t know how it works. The only way we can be gut friends again is if you, Timothy, and Becky stay away from us.”


  Her words stung. I suspected, though, that they were the truth.


  She brushed snow from her lap and stood. “Sometimes I wish Becky and Timothy would come home, so we can be like we were before. Why can’t they be happy with us being Amish?”


  “It wasn’t an easy decision for them.”


  She dropped her head. “I know.”


  “You think you will stay Amish when it’s your time to decide?”


  Her eyes widened. “Of course. I don’t want to be anything else.” She paused. I don’t,” she added, as if to convince us both.


  I bumped her shoulder. “Not even for Danny Lapp?”


  She turned bright red and covered her face with her hands. “I can’t believe I behaved like this with Danny in the house. He must think I’m such a child.”


  “Ruth, he’s at least ten years older than you.”


  “Daed’s eight years older than Maam. That’s not much different.” She looked wistful. “Do you think he will come back to the Amish?”


  I doubted it, but I didn’t tell her that. “Let’s go inside.”


  The long dining table inside the kitchen was set. Becky and her mother bustled around the room with ease, Mrs. Troyer in her simple dress, apron, and prayer cap, Becky in her pink cable knit sweater, jeans, and makeup. I suspected that last Thanksgiving Mrs. Troyer had not thought that her daughter would be assisting a year later wearing American Eagle jeans.


  Mrs. Troyer handed Ruth an oven mitt. “I’m glad you were able to make it inside, daughter.”


  Ruth bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Maam.”


  Her mother nodded.


  As the women worked in the kitchen, the men sat in the next room chatting in Pennsylvania Dutch. I smiled at the low-pitch rumble of their words punctuated by higher-pitched exclamations from Thomas and Naomi, who was too small to help her mother in the kitchen. I was not a man or a small child. I didn’t fit in the living room.


  Mrs. Troyer smiled and took pity on me. “Chloe, can you fill the water glasses on the table?”


  I smiled. It was the first time Mrs. Troyer had asked me to help.


  Finally, the meal was ready. Mrs. Troyer ventured into the living room to tell the men and Naomi that it was time for dinner. The family slid onto the bench seats with Grandfather Zook at one end, and Mr. Troyer at the other. As one we bowed our heads for the blessing. I waited to hear the Pennsylvania Dutch words.


  Every Thanksgiving dish I could imagine, and some I didn’t expect—like Becky’s manicotti—covered the long oak table. The turkey, its tanned skin glistening and shining in the gaslight hanging overhead, had been placed near Mr. Troyer’s plate. Mashed potatoes oozed butter next to a white, porcelain gravy boat. Amish noodles, green beans, corn, and relish all had their own serving dishes too. I didn’t even look at the dozens of desserts on the hutch, waiting to be served.


  “Dear Lord,” Mr. Troyer began, his head bowed and eyes tightly closed. “Thank You for Your abundant blessing on this Thanksgiving Day.”


  My head snapped up. It was the first time he’d given the blessing in English, and it was for me. I was the only one in the room who couldn’t understand Pennsylvania Dutch. Tears formed in the corners of my eyes. As I started to bow my head, I caught Timothy watching me. His smile showed me that he knew how I felt about the prayer. Mr. Troyer finished and the moment he said, “Amen,” empty plates and full-serving dishes were being passed around the table.


  Grandfather Zook took a sip of his water. “Chloe, did you see my beard? It grew at least an inch overnight. I have such a fine chin to grow a beard. That must be why the perp sought me out.”


  “Daed,” Mrs. Troyer chided. “That sounds prideful.”


  Her father selected some dill pickles from a dish. “It’s not prideful, just a statement of fact.”


  “It does look a little longer.” I added relish onto my very full plate.


  The old man grinned. “See? You don’t notice, Martha, because you see me all day long, but those who are away notice more.” He speared a pickle with a fork. “I’m looking forward to showing the boys at the general store come this spring.”


  “If they’ll talk to you,” Ruth muttered into her piece of manicotti.


  A pained expression crossed her parents’ faces.


  Danny cocked his head. “Why wouldn’t they? I imagine Grandfather Zook is the center of attention when he goes to the store.”


  Grandfather Zook pointed the pickle at Danny. “You’re right about that.”


  Mr. Troyer spooned stuffing onto his plate. “Much in the district has changed in the last few months.”


  Thomas spoke up. “The bishop canceled the Thanksgiving play at the schoolhouse, even though we worked so hard on it.” He created a small mountain of corn on his plate. “He said theatrics were sinful.”


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “The Amish Bread Bakery said they didn’t need our milk or cheese anymore. They would get it from someplace else.”


  Mr. Troyer scowled at his father-in-law and said something in their language.


  “Daed?” Timothy paled. “Is that true?”


  “It is,” his father answered.


  “It won’t be long before other Amish businesses fall in line. Everyone wants to stay out of the deacon’s way.” Grandfather Zook cut into his ham slice. “Becky, this is gut!”


  She beamed.


  “Don’t you mean the bishop?” Danny asked.


  “The deacon’s the one who is really running the show. I’m sure he’s happy to see our dairy struggle.”


  A knot formed in my stomach. The dairy farm is struggling?


  Danny’s dimple receded into his cheek. “Sounds an awful lot like my old district.”


  Becky sliced into the turkey breast on her plate. “What did you do about it?”


  Danny cleared his throat. “I left.”


  Mr. Troyer set his mug of coffee on the table. “Most of our milk goes to the Englischer milkman. There is no need to worry. No more talk about the bishop or Grossdaddi’s beard. This is Thanksgiving. We should be counting our many blessings from the Lord, not our challenges.”


  I cleared my throat. “I’m going to be in the holiday parade tomorrow.”


  Thomas bounced in his seat. “What? Really?”


  I told them about the snowman costume. Even Mr. Troyer cracked a smile.


  Thomas looked at his father. “Can we go? I want to see Chloe, the snowman.”


  Mr. Troyer considered this. “We’ll see. It depends how you behave today. If you are gut, maybe Grossdaddi will take you.”


  Grandfather Zook chuckled. “That means eating all of your carrots.”


  Thomas’s eyes widened. He looked at the carrots his mother had piled on his plate. With determination, he forked one and shoved it into his mouth.


  The conversation shifted as Danny, who worked as a stable hand at a horse farm, told about the summer he worked as a rodeo clown. Everyone laughed at his story except Ruth.


  Suddenly, the very real threat of tears caused me to duck my head. This was the Thanksgiving dinner I had always hoped for, and in a place I never expected. I composed myself and looked up. Ruth had barely touched her plate.


  As much as I wanted to be with this family, though, I wouldn’t be the cause of Mr. Troyer’s farm failing—or the reason Ruth wouldn’t eat.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  Unable to sleep because of worries about the Troyer family, I got up in the middle of the night. I pulled my iPad from my nightstand and logged onto my e-mail account. The box was full of notices about great Black Friday sales in stores I used to frequent when I lived in Cleveland. Not one of those stores existed in Knox County. I deleted them all. Following the ads were four forwarded message from Tanisha—all from Cole.


  I opened the first one. I’m sorry. Cole.


  My stomach constricted. The message was dated in October.


  Next message, a few days later. Baby, I’m sorry. Can you forgive me? C


  The next e-mail showed up two weeks after that. I never expected you to be this cold. Please contact me. I love you. C


  I bit my lip. The final message was dated the Monday before Thanksgiving. Tanisha, if you can’t forgive me, I want my ring back. Cole.


  Uh-oh.


  There was another e-mail from Tanisha. Okay, give me the Cliff’s Notes version. I can take it. Tee.


  I wasn’t so sure about that. I sent a reply. Umm . . . he’s sorry, says he loves you, and asked about the ring.


  Instantly, her e-mail reply appeared. First, what are you still doing up? It must be two in the morning there. He asked about the ring? Not good.


  I typed my reply. Not good at all.


  We e-mailed back and forth until I was too tired to hold my iPad up.


  The next morning you wouldn’t know it was Black Friday in Appleseed Creek. The only open shops in town were Amish owned, and the grocery store didn’t have the same draw that the large department stores in Columbus or even the English discount stores in Mount Vernon did.


  I didn’t miss the frenzied shopping. Typically, on this day I would be in the San Diego airport waiting for my flight back to Cleveland. As expected, I ate way too much at the Troyers’ farm yesterday and felt queasy when my alarm went off at seven that morning. I groaned.


  By the time I arrived at Harshberger’s gymnasium I was more awake, but no less queasy. I hadn’t even bothered entering the kitchen that morning because our refrigerator and counters were packed with leftovers from the day before.


  I walked around the building and pulled up short. The float. Two days before it looked like a flatbed truck that had gone three rounds with an enormous cotton ball. Today, it looked like a winter wonderland. A large igloo with a pretend campfire in front of it sat on one side. Red and orange tissue paper agitated by a small fan underneath moved the flames back and forth. On the opposing end, a blue kidney-shaped platform represented a frozen pond. The largest stuffed animal polar bear I’d ever seen stood at the edge of the pond. It was taller than I was. In the middle of the float stood a red and white North Pole.


  “Like it?” Billy asked. “I bought the bear on eBay. Thirty bucks.”


  “It’s impressive.” I peered into the igloo. “Can someone fit in there?”


  “Sure. I fit, and three people your size would be comfortable.” He pointed to the middle of the float. “That’s where you’re going to stand, right next to the North Pole. You will be the float’s main attraction.”


  Great.


  Collette stepped out of the gymnasium, her face pinched. “Chloe, please come inside and put on your costume. We have to join the parade line in twenty minutes.”


  Was it a bad sign that I may need the entire twenty minutes to don my snowman suit?


  I wanted to ask Collette what she was doing at Young’s on Wednesday afternoon, but she bustled around the gym with an irritated expression on her face. This wasn’t the time.


  Mary was waiting for me in her makeshift sewing studio in one corner of the gym. Next to her was the snowman suit.


  She smiled shyly at me. “What do you think?”


  What could I say? The snowman was cute. The first piece was the body and would fall to the middle of my calf. It had large black buttons running down the tummy and a red bow tie. The head had a felt carrot nose, eye holes, and a red fabric smile. Regardless of the costume’s cuteness, I didn’t want to wear it.


  Collette strode by at a fast pace. “Stop staring at it and put it on.”


  Mary took a step back from her. While Collette moved on to the next victim, I rolled my eyes at Mary, and she smiled. She handed me a pair of white leggings and the body of the snowman suit. I stepped behind a Chinese screen in the corner of her work area. As I waddled out from behind the screen, I knew what a penguin felt like.


  Mary adjusted the suit on my shoulders so that it hung straighter.


  “How did the wedding go yesterday?” I ventured.


  “Gut. I don’t think I have ever seen Esther so happy.” She took a lint brush to the back of the costume.


  “I’m glad for her,” I said, meaning it.


  She put the lint brush away in her sewing box. “I’m sorry that none of the Troyers were there. I heard you were at their home yesterday.”


  I hadn’t mentioned the Troyers when Mary and I met, but apparently she already knew my connection to the family. Becky had been right. Our presence at the Troyer home during Thanksgiving was known across the district. “I was. We had a nice Thanksgiving meal.”


  She picked up the snowman head from the floor. “The bishop wasn’t pleased when he heard the news.”


  “What did he do?”


  She wagged her chin and handed me the head. “Everyone else is outside.”


  I pressed her. “Did he say anything?”


  She began to pack up her sewing kit. “I can’t say.”


  I’d been dismissed. Reluctantly, I waddled out of the gym. Collette stood with Billy and Dylan next to the float. Billy had hitched it to a pickup truck and would be driving us through the parade. I blinked when I saw Dylan’s costume. I’d seen Dylan’s male figure skater getup on Wednesday, but apparently it hadn’t yet received its full, bedazzled treatment by then. I hadn’t seen so many sequins outside of Disney World. I muffled a giggle. A professor from the art department was his skating partner.


  Looked like Dean Klink was unable to find any more recruits for the float.


  The art professor ignored me. She was already on the “ice,” practicing her moves. Dylan however made a beeline for me. “You look great, Chloe.” His voice was muffled.


  He had to be joking, right? I was a snowman. The costume’s large head impaired my view, so I couldn’t see his expression.


  “All aboard,” Billy cried.


  Dylan hopped onto the float and took his place next to the art professor. I stared at the step up. It was two feet off the ground. Normally this would be a minor challenge at my height. In a snowman suit, it was impossible.


  Billy chuckled. “Let me give you a boost.” Despite the enormous suit, Billy picked me up and placed me on the float as if I weighed no more than a matchbook.


  He climbed into the truck’s cabin.


  Collette pointed at each of us in turn. “Please don’t embarrass the college. Chloe, we need to talk after the parade.”


  Talk? About what?


  The truck fired up and Billy jerked the trailer along after him. I grabbed the North Pole to keep from toppling over. Billy waited for the high school marching band, the mayor in a convertible, and a flock of cheerleaders to pass before he turned the float into the line.


  I kept my hand firmly placed on the North Pole as we made the turn. A block away from the college, the citizens of Appleseed Creek lined the tree lawns and sidewalks six deep. I hadn’t ever realized there were that many people living in town. Most were English, but I saw several Amish faces in the crowd too. A little boy cried “Frosty!” when the float rocked by, and I found myself smiling. This wasn’t so bad.


  We crawled another block and turned onto the square. Chief Rose stood at the edge of the square with her hands on her hip, her sober, don’t-mess-with-me face, firmly in place.


  Sadie stood outside of the bakery. The smallest of smiles played on her face. I hoped the parade lifted her spirits. I waved at her. She waved back even though she couldn’t possibly know who was behind the giant Frosty head.


  I suspected she was alone at the bakery today. Esther would be at the Glick farm, cleaning up after the wedding. I decided to stop by the bakery after the parade. Collette and her talk would have to wait.


  Curt and Brock stood a little farther down the sidewalk. The pair made wolf whistles at the art professor in her sequined outfit. I was never happier to be in the snowman suit. I didn’t wave to them. Not that they noticed.


  Through the open back window of the pickup, Billy called, “We go around the square twice. Be sure to hold on tight during the curves.”


  When we passed the place were Curt and Brock had been standing, another familiar pair stood in front of the cheese shop—Deacon Sutter and Collette. The odd duo stood inches apart. Collette waved her arms as she spoke, and the deacon, arms folded, glared back at her. My hand slid from the North Pole, and I righted myself so as not to fall off of the float. Appleseed Creek was tiny, but how did she get there so quickly from the college? What could they possibly have to say to each other? As the trailer pulled around the next curve, I pivoted so I could look at them. The stomachache I’d had earlier in the morning came back with a vengeance.


  Billy turned down the next road off the square, keeping pace with the cheerleaders frolicking in front of him. As we turned the corner, Timothy, Becky, Grandfather Zook, Thomas, and Naomi waved widely at me. They knew who was hiding in that snowman suit. I waved back and grinned from ear to ear. I had family waiting for me. An unfamiliar sense of peace washed over me.


  “Yea! Chloe, the snow lady!” Thomas cried in top voice over the marching band and the cheerleaders. As we passed, I turned so I could wave to them until we were out of sight. As I did, I faced the art professor and Dylan, who stood as if frozen on the ice. He no longer twirled about the blue platform with his partner, but instead, stared at me and the way I gleefully waved at the Troyers. His partner continued to twirl and leap as if she were giving a private performance for the Olympic trials.


  I dropped my hand.


  Back at the college, Billy lifted me off of the float. I removed the snowman head.


  The art professor leaped off the float. “That was wonderful.” Then she danced away.


  Dylan walked over to me. “Chloe, I hope you didn’t forget I planned to work on the house today.”


  I chewed the corner of my lip. I had forgotten.


  Irritation crossed Dylan’s face. “You forgot.”


  “It’s fine if you come over. I have to run an errand now, but Becky should be there if I’m not home by the time you get there. She doesn’t have to work until late this afternoon.


  He nodded and turned away.


  I waddled back into the gym. Mary and her makeshift studio were gone. She had left a note asking me to leave the costume in the corner of the gym and someone would collect it. I stepped behind the Chinese screen and changed back into my jeans and sweater.


  I placed the snowman suit in the place directed. I was the only person in the gym. Apparently, Dylan and the art professor had somewhere else to change. Unless the outfits were part of their private collections. I could believe it about the art professor.


  Collette was missing too, for which I was grateful. Guess our talk would have to wait. Her conversation with the Amish deacon may have been completely innocent, but something in my gut fluttered.


  Behind me, footsteps echoed through the gymnasium. My chest tightened. I had thought I was alone in the building. The steps quickened. I glanced behind me as a looming figure stepped out from behind the folded bleachers, and poised myself to run.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  I picked up the snowman head, ready to hurl it at the approaching figure.


  “Whoa, Chloe!” A campus security guard stepped up to the bleachers. “What are you doing with that snowman?”


  My face burned. “I . . . um . . . I was on the float.” I let the snowman head drop to the ground.


  He eyed it as if he knew there was more to it than that. “Are you done here? I need to lock up the building.”


  I replaced the head in its designated spot. “I’m done. Have a nice weekend.” Then, I fled.


  From Harshberger’s gym I walked straight to the Amish Bread Bakery. The bell on the bakery door rang as I entered. Sadie worked alone in the front of the shop, business brisk as parade watchers came in for a sweet treat and something warm to drink. A lock of hair fell from Sadie’s prayer cap. This time, no one made any comment as she tucked the jagged, stray hair behind her ear.


  A woman in a neon orange winter coat stepped to the front of the line. “Five donuts,” she said.


  Sadie lifted a piece of waxed tissue paper from the box on the counter and selected the donuts. The line grew longer as she moved to the cash register to ring up the woman’s purchase.


  A large man stepped into the store, surveyed the line, then let out an irritated sigh and left. I wove through the crowd. At the cash register, Sadie looked close to tears.


  “Do you need any help?” I asked.


  She blinked at me. “I—”


  “Miss, miss,” the English woman waiting to pay for her donuts said. “I don’t have all day. My daughter and I want to get to Columbus to shop before all the deals are over.”


  Sadie seemed confused by this comment. I slid behind the counter, washed my hands in the small sink, and donned a white apron that hung from a peg by the kitchen door. “Sadie, you run the cash register, and I will help customers with their selection.”


  I turned to the next customer. “What would you like?”


  “Three blueberry muffins, please.”


  I removed the wax tissue paper from the box and selected three muffins from the large, domed-glass counter case. My movement spurred Sadie into action. She rang up the impatient shopper.


  After the last customer left, I removed the apron and hung it back on the peg.


  “Danki for your help.” She opened the cash register and counted out some bills. Sadie held some out to me.


  I waved the money away. “No.”


  Her shoulders relaxed, and she returned the money to the drawer. “Would you like some kaffi?”


  “I’d love some.”


  She took two large, white mugs from the shelf from behind the counter and filled both with black coffee. She set a cream pitcher and sugar dish on the small table in the coffee nook. “Why don’t you pick out a couple of donuts for us?”


  My stomachache was completely gone, and I realized I was hungry. I selected two chocolate cake donuts. My diet would start the day after the day after Thanksgiving.


  I sat with Sadie at the table, each of us doctoring our coffee to our liking.


  The cake donut melted in my mouth.


  “Danki again. Esther’s not here today because of the wedding.”


  I warmed my hands around the coffee mug. “Did you attend? How did it go?”


  “Gut. I think they are a match for each other. Both Isaac and Esther were happy.”


  “I’m glad.” Isaac deserved some happiness after the year he’d had.


  Her eyes dimmed. “Yesterday I couldn’t help but think of my wedding, the one that is not to be.” She touched a paper napkin to the corner of her eye.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I am. This must all be part of Gott’s plan for me and for Ezekiel. The hardest part is no one knows about our understanding. You are the only one I’ve told.”


  “You didn’t tell any of your friends?”


  “Ezekiel was my only friend. Everyone else turned away from me when my father became the bishop. They blame me for his rules, as if I can change his mind. I can’t. The only time anyone speaks to me is here at the bakery. That is, except for you.”


  I thought for a minute. Sadie’s situation wasn’t much different from the Troyers’ and it circled back to the rules imposed by the bishop and deacon.


  “Do you know why your father has become so strict?”


  She was quiet for a moment, and I wondered if she would answer at all. “He never wanted this. He didn’t even want to be a preacher. Being the bishop is so much more. He was heartbroken when he found the verse in his songbook.”


  “Sadie, did Ezekiel have a dispute with anyone?”


  The chocolate donut stopped halfway to her mouth. She set it back on the plate. “What do you mean?”


  “Could there be anyone that may have wanted to hurt him or his family?”


  “I thought the person who cut my hair killed him. Isn’t that what the police think?”


  To be honest, I didn’t know what the police thought. Chief Rose hadn’t shared her theories with me, although she had certainly expected me to share my ideas on the crime with her.


  “I can’t think of anyone.” She grimaced. “Ezekiel wasn’t well liked. He could be prickly. He was a shrewd businessman and didn’t show many people his softer side. I may be the only one who saw it.”


  What was it about Sadie that made Ezekiel lower his guard?


  “Did he ever talk about his brother-in-law, James Zug?”


  “Maybe once or twice.”


  “What did he say?”


  She moved the donut crumbs around her plate with the tip her finger. “James wanted to be part of the business. Ezekiel and Uri didn’t want him to be.”


  “Why not . . . he’s family?”


  She blinked at me from behind her glasses. “Because it’s owned by the Young family and should stay in the Young family.”


  “Bridget is a Young. She’s still part of the family.”


  “She’s married. It is different.”


  Primogeniture was alive and well in Amish world.


  “And James is Abby’s father, which makes Ezekiel her uncle. Don’t you think it odd that two people in the same family were so brutally attacked?”


  “I—I don’t know. Everyone is related to everyone else in the district,” she said, basically giving me the same explanation that Timothy had.


  “How did he get along with his brother?”


  Sadie’s eyes darted all over the bakery. “His brother?”


  I nodded. “I know they were twins, but they seemed distant.”


  She laughed, but the mirth didn’t reach her eyes. “Different temperaments.”


  “Is that all?” I reduced my donut to crumbs and stopped myself from licking the plate clean.


  “Ezekiel was angry at Uri about something.”


  I leaned forward. “What?”


  “I don’t know. Ezekiel wasn’t one to talk about how he felt. Most Amish men don’t. I knew he was angry about it because Ezekiel and I went on a walk right after he fought with Uri. I’ve seen him upset at Uri many times but never this angry.”


  “What did he say? Do you remember anything specific?”


  “He said if he wanted something done right, he would have to do it himself.”


  “Was he angry enough to confront his brother? Maybe the two got into a fight?”


  “Ezekiel wasn’t afraid to confront anyone. That’s what I loved about him. I’m afraid of my own shadow, but Ezekiel’s fearless.” She twisted her paper napkin on the tabletop. “He’d protect me.”


  “Can you show me the alley?” I asked.


  “The alley?”


  “The back entrance of the bakery where you were attacked.”


  She shivered, and after a long minute she nodded. She led me behind the counter and through the kitchen. Huge mixers and convection ovens stood quietly, waiting until the early morning when they would be used again. In the back of the kitchen, Sadie opened a heavy metal door, and propped it open with a chair.


  Even in the middle of the day, the light in the alley was dim, blocked by the shops facing the square, such as the bakery and cheese shop next door, and the one-hundred-year-old bank building that soared above us. Two cement steps led to the gravel-speckled blacktop. I imagined Sadie standing on the steps in the early morning darkness, trying to unlock the door. A faceless man comes up behind her, throws the burlap bag over her head, and knocks her to the ground. I swallowed.


  The alley was wide enough for one car to drive through, or perhaps a delivery truck, although it would be a tight fit. A green Dumpster sat between the bakery and cheese shop back doors. Sadie had said she heard a vehicle drive down the alley after her assailant left. Could it have been Curt and Brock?


  Sadie pointed to a spot to the left of the door on the blacktop. “This is where I was held on the ground.” Tears gathered in her eyes.


  “I’m sorry, Sadie.”


  Through the open back door, we heard the front door bell ring.


  She exhaled a breath, as if in relief. “I must go.”


  I touched her arm. “Can I pray for you?”


  Tears gathered in her eyes. “Ya.”


  Sadie and I returned to the front of the store to find an English customer examining the bakery’s cake selection. I thanked Sadie for the donut and left the shop. A conversation with Uri Young was in order, but I would wait until Timothy was able to join me. The next stop I could make on my own.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  Like in the bakery, locals and visitors in downtown Appleseed Creek for the morning’s parade crowded the small cheese shop. Three women worked at the deli counter cutting Swiss, Muenster, Colby, and other cheeses to their customers’ specifications.


  Long, open-air refrigerator cases lined the two walls and another case ran down the middle of the room. What looked like Astroturf surrounded large hunks of cheese and their handwritten name cards. A white container of toothpicks sat beside each card with quarter-inch cubes of free cheese samples.


  A line wrapped around the store as visitors wanted to taste every cheese. Debbie was halfway up the first chill counter, refilling the containers of samples. I stepped into line. Two middle school boys were in front of me in droopy jeans and coats three times too large for them. They whispered together as they skewered cheese. “You ask her,” one snickered.


  “No way? You ask,” the friend whispered back.


  We inched forward. The boys stuffed their mouths with cheese. Finally, they were right next to Debbie. They jostled each other. The larger of the two asked, “Hey, do you have an outhouse?”


  Debbie blinked at them.


  His friend laughed. “She can’t answer you because she doesn’t speak English.”


  The larger kid asked more slowly, “Do. You. Have. An. Outhouse?”


  Debbie concentrated on her work of refilling the cheese tubs.


  I stepped between the boys and Debbie, and arched an eyebrow at them. “Do you have a belt?”


  The kid straightened his shoulders. “I wasn’t talking to you, Red.”


  I’d met a mini-Brock. I gave them my best responsible adult glare. “I know you weren’t talking to me, and she wasn’t talking to you either. Why don’t you pull up your pants and get out of here.”


  Mini-Brock, who was almost as tall as me, got in my face. “Are you gonna make me?”


  “No, but that guy will.” I pointed to a large Amish man who had just stepped into the store with a milk delivery.


  The smaller of the two pulled on his friend’s sleeve. “This is lame. Let’s go.”


  “Yeah. We weren’t going to buy anything anyway.”


  Like that’s a surprise.


  “Are you okay?” I asked Debbie when mini-Curt and Brock were out the door. The milk delivery man left the store not knowing the role he’d played.


  “I’m sorry. Usually kids like that don’t bother me.”


  “Does that happen a lot?”


  She shook her head. “Not every day.” Her wide-set brown eyes brimmed with tears. “Today, I’m afraid of my own shadow.”


  “After what has happened to you, I can see why.”


  She began refilling the peppercorn cheese.


  “Did I say something wrong?”


  “No. I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat. “Can I help you make a selection?”


  “Of cheese?”


  “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? That’s what we sell.”


  “I know that. I’d like to talk to you about—”


  “I can’t,” she whispered. “I’ve already told you everything I know.”


  A woman elbowed between us. “Sue! Sue!” she cried to a friend. “They have peppercorn. Isn’t that your husband’s favorite?” She stuck her toothpick into the largest piece. “Oh my, it melts in your mouth, but there’s a kick.” She stepped out of line and joined her friend at the deli counter.


  “What kind of cheese do you want?” Debbie asked.


  How could I possibly take more food into the house with Thanksgiving already overloading our kitchen? “Did Abby say anything about her uncle?”


  Debbie moved to the next cheese container. Onion cheese. “You will have to ask her.”


  I plan to.


  “I can’t talk to you about this. Leah said not to talk to you.” She replaced the lid on the onion cheese container.


  “Do you do everything Leah says?”


  She glared at me through watery eyes. “Do you plan to buy something? Now, what kind of cheese would you like?”


  I sighed. “Cheddar.”


  She stepped away from the counter. “Follow me.” I wove around guests to the end of the opposing counter where she gestured to its contents. “We have fourteen kinds.” Then she walked away.


  In the end, I bought a half pound of yellow cheddar. I knew Becky could use it for something.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty

  


  I parked on the street in front of my house and stared at the all-too-familiar green pickup truck in my driveway. A shiver traveled down my spine. Should I call Chief Rose? Timothy? Both?


  Before I could make up my mind, the front door opened. Dylan stepped onto the front porch followed by Curt and Brock. I jumped out of the Bug. “Dylan! What’s going on here?”


  A slow smile moved across Curt’s face. “What’s the matter, Red?”


  Dylan walked down the porch steps. “What’s wrong? I told you I’d be working on the house today.”


  “I knew you were, but you didn’t tell me that they’d be here,” I hissed.


  “They are helping me with the restoration. I told you I might have some workers with me.”


  “Yes.” I didn’t want to get into my history with Curt and Brock. “Please, ask them to leave.”


  Snow fell onto Dylan’s dark head, like dandruff. He brushed the snow away. “I can’t ask them to leave now. We just started.”


  “I’m sorry, Dylan, but you will.”


  Curt and Brock poked at each other on my front porch, reminding me of the two boys at the cheese shop.


  “Where’s Becky? Is she here?” It made me queasy to think of Becky being in the same house with Curt and Brock.


  “She left for work a half hour ago.” Dylan’s voice sounded close to a whine.


  “She let them inside our house?”


  “No, Curt and Brock were late.” He flushed slightly. “She left before they got here.”


  “I want them out, Dylan. Now. They aren’t welcome in my house.”


  He glared at me. “It’s not your house. You sound like my wife. I can make decisions too.”


  I stepped back. “I’m sure you can, but if they are going to be on the property, Becky and I are moving out.”


  “You can’t do that—you have a lease.” He gave me a lopsided smile. “Besides, they said they were friends of yours.”


  “Do they look like my friends?”


  Brock lumbered down the steps. “Aw, Red, that hurts. It really does.”


  “You two have to leave.” My voice shook.


  Curt moseyed over. “Why’s that? We’re working.”


  “If you don’t leave right now, I’ll call the police.” I pulled my cell from my coat pocket.


  “No reason to get your dander up, Red.” Brock held up his hands in mock surrender. The snow crunched under his feet as he took a step back.


  Curt turned to Dylan. “If you have another job, give us a call. This one’s not going to work out for us.”


  Dylan’s mouth fell open. “But . . .”


  Tobacco juice flecked onto Curt’s cheek. “See you around, Red.”


  He and Brock sauntered to their pickup. Seeing the two of them around was becoming more frequent by the day.


  After the green truck roared down the street, Dylan threw up his hands. “Now, I have to find someone else for the job.”


  I tried to keep my voice level, but I heard it shake. “Curt and Brock aren’t welcome here. The Troyer family and I have a history with them. I don’t want to talk about it. If you want to know what it is, read last summer’s edition of the Mount Vernon newspaper.”


  “This is my investment. I can’t tiptoe around when I have progress to make.”


  “I live here, and you should respect my wishes,” I snapped. “Timothy offered to help you.”


  “I don’t want any Amish help,” he said through gritted teeth. “And I most certainly don’t want Timothy’s help.”


  “Timothy’s a professional.”


  “Are you saying I’m not?” he asked. “Kara, you don’t trust me at all.”


  I froze. “Who’s Kara?”


  He blinked at me as if waking up from a dream.


  “Kara is your wife, isn’t she?” I whispered.


  He turned and stalked to his car in the driveway. “Next time I show up with a work crew, we are going to work. I don’t care if you approve or not.” He slammed his car door.


  I stood on the frozen lawn in stunned silence. Timothy’s truck came up the street from the opposite direction. He turned into my driveway and hopped out, holding a small brown sack in his hand. “It’s freezing. What are you doing outside?” He stepped closer to me. “Chloe, what’s wrong?”


  I told him.


  Timothy clenched the fist holding the paper sack. The brown paper crunched under the pressure. “I think you and Becky may need to find another place to live.”


  I silently agreed. It no longer felt like home. It no longer felt safe.


  “You’re going to catch a chill. Let’s go inside.” He steered me in the direction of the house.


  Gigabyte crawled out from under the sofa when we stepped through the front door. He yowled.


  I scooped up the cat. “Oh, Gig. Are you okay? They didn’t hurt you, did they?”


  He yowled again.


  Timothy placed the sack on the coffee table and removed his coat. “I’m going to take a look around.”


  I perched on the edge of the armchair with Gig in my lap and listened as Timothy moved from room to room.


  He was back within minutes. “I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary . . .” He stared at the wall that separated the living room from the mudroom and kitchen.


  “What is it?”


  Timothy traced his finger along the wall.


  I stood up, still carrying my cat, and stood by him. There was a faint penciled X on the wall.


  Timothy knocked on the wall there. “This is hollow.” He peered up. “See at the ceiling line the plaster is a lighter color? This wall was added after the original construction of the house.”


  I pointed at the X. “Becky and I didn’t do that.”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t think you did. Dylan drew this line. He’s going to knock down this wall.”


  “What?” I squeezed Gigabyte to my chest. He kicked at me with his back claws, and I dropped him to the floor. “He can’t do that.”


  “We need to talk to Chief Rose about this and maybe Becky’s lawyer too.” Timothy dropped his hand from the wall.


  “I don’t think they were here very long.” I crossed my arms. “Dylan said they came after Becky left for work, so they were here all of twenty minutes before I arrived.”


  “Good thing. You might have returned to find a hole in your wall.” He sighed. “I wish I’d been here sooner.”


  “Why are you here?” I paused. “Not that I don’t appreciate it.”


  Timothy walked over to the brown bag on the coffee table. “To bring you this.” He handed it to me.


  I opened the bag and saw a delicate African violet inside. The leaves were velvety and deep jungle green, the petals soft and almost black purple. “It’s beautiful.”


  “I know it’s not very big, but I saw it at Young’s gift shop today and thought of you.”


  Unwittingly, my eyes glanced at Dylan’s mum arrangement by the front window. It was lavish, bright, and over the top. In comparison, the violet was small, understated, and alive. I bit my lip, hoping that my black thumb would keep it that way.


  Timothy misread my expression. “I know it’s not as big as Dylan’s flowers.”


  I placed a hand on his arm. “It’s perfect. I love it. Thank you.”


  A smile broke on his face. “Ellie thought you’d like it too. She wrapped it up for me.” He reached into his jeans pocket and handed me a folded piece of loose-leaf paper. “She wrote down the directions on how to care for it too.”


  “These will help.” I took the paper. “Is Ellie back at work?”


  “No, she just happened to be in the shop when I made the purchase.”


  “When is the funeral?” I placed the violet on an end table by the front window. It was a miniature next to Dylan’s mums.


  “Tomorrow.”


  “I’d like to talk to Uri about his brother.”


  Timothy sat on the couch. Gig jumped into his lap, turned twice, and lay down. Timothy stroked Gig’s back. “That makes sense. Uri knew his brother best.”


  “Do you think I can talk to him today?”


  Timothy’s brows knit together. “I don’t know. I suppose we can go over to Young’s and see if he’s in the office. He planned to be there most of the day. Really, he should be sitting at home with his mother.”


  I told him about my visit with Sadie Hooley and Debbie Stutzman. “I can’t help but think Leah, Debbie, and Abby know more than they are telling. Sadie too, but I think she knows something different from the other three girls.”


  “I could see Abby knowing something because Ezekiel is her uncle. And yes, now that I’ve thought about it, I do think it’s strange that two members of the same family were attacked.”


  “Thank you.”


  “But what would Sadie Hooley know about any of it? She was an innocent victim as far as I could tell.”


  I sat back in my chair. “She knows more than you think. She and Ezekiel were secretly engaged.”


  “What? Sadie Hooley and Ezekiel Young? I don’t believe it! She’s so quiet and sweet, and he was . . . well . . . not.”


  “It’s true. She’s brokenhearted by his death. She says I’m the only one who knows about it. Now, you know too. You can’t tell anyone. From what she says, her father would not approve of the match.”


  “I’m not surprised. The Youngs are one of the more liberal families in the district. How did she keep it a secret?”


  “The question isn’t how they did it—it’s whether they were able to do it. I think there might be a connection between the engagement and the murder and haircutting.”


  “That may be true, but it still doesn’t account for what happened to Grossdaddi or those three girls.”


  I frowned. “You’re right.” I paused. “What about James Zug?”


  “No luck. I talked to my friend who works at the auction stables. James was there until after ten bedding down his sheep for the night. My friend saw him when he did his rounds at three, five, seven, and nine. James was with his sheep each time. When did you find Ezekiel?”


  “Six thirty.”


  “That ends it, then. The auction barn is twenty miles from Young’s. There’s no way he could have been gone for a long period of time without someone noticing, and it would have taken almost an hour to get to Young’s from the barn by buggy. That’s one way.”


  “That leaves us with Uri,” I said.


  He removed his cell from his pocket. “Let me call Uri’s office. If he’s there, we can head over now.” Timothy punched a number into his cell phone. When the person on the other end of the line answered, he hung up. “He’s there.”


  “You hung up on him. He’s going to know it was you who called and try to phone you back.”


  He laughed. “Chloe, the Amish don’t have caller ID, even for their businesses.”


  He held out his hand and helped me out of the chair. Spontaneously, he pulled me into a hug and whispered into my hair. “Please be careful.” After a beat, he added, “For me.”


  I swallowed hard and promised him I would.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  The back quarter of Young’s parking lot closest to the family homes was filled with Amish buggies. Timothy nodded at them as he parked his car near the back entrance to the restaurant. “They’re here for the viewing.”


  “Ezekiel’s body is in the house?”


  Timothy nodded. “Been there since yesterday afternoon.”


  I grimaced.


  As Timothy and I walked to the front door, I asked, “Where’s his office?”


  “It’s in the back of the restaurant. He shared it with his brother.”


  Despite the wake happening a building away, the energy in the restaurant was festive. The buffet was set up for a second go at Thanksgiving dinner, and English guests loaded their plates. I didn’t know how they could eat a meal like that two days in a row. However, I doubted their Thanksgiving menu had been as extensive as mine.


  Aaron waved at us as we passed the host stand, but we didn’t stop to chat. Instead we continued down a long hallway to the left. Uri approached us from the opposite direction. “Timothy, how is everything in the pavilion?”


  “Fine,” Timothy said. “Can we talk to you?”


  His head turned back and forth between us. “This is about my brother, right? I don’t know what more I can add to what my mother told you.” His brow furrowed. “I’ve spoken with the police already. Twice. Chief Rose is relentless.”


  “I can vouch for that,” I said. “I was surprised to learn Abby Zug was your niece.”


  Uri’s head jerked back. “Why’s that?”


  “Her hair was cut too.”


  “I know that, but it can’t be related to my bruder.”


  “Why not?” Timothy asked.


  “It doesn’t make any sense. It’s too random. You and the police have this all wrong. What if the person who cut off the girl’s hair wasn’t the same person who killed my brother?”


  “But the haircutting . . .”


  Uri shrugged. A waitress walked by and slipped into the restroom.


  Timothy nodded in her direction. “I don’t think we should talk about it out here.”


  “This is not a good time,” Uri said. “I need to get home for the viewing. If I’m away much longer, James will have my mother convinced to sign the flea market over to him.”


  “Do you think James could have done this?” I asked even though I knew the sheep farmer had an alibi.


  “Nee,” Uri said.


  My cell phone rang. I reached a hand into my pocket to silence it.


  “You should answer that.” Uri moved to step around me. “I have to go.”


  I held up my hand. “What did you fight with Ezekiel about a week before he died?”


  Uri sucked in air. “How would you know about that?”


  Timothy watched Uri. “So, you did fight with him.”


  Uri glared at him. “We had an argument about the business. Timothy, I suggest you stop this Englisch girl’s questions or you will be out of a job, and I will make sure your fledgling contracting career never starts.” He stomped away.


  My cell rang again. This time, I removed it from my pocket and checked the read out. “It’s Miller.” I placed the device next to my ear.


  “Chloe?”


  “Hi, Miller. Did you have a nice Thanksgiving?”


  Miller breathed heavily. “Leah tells me you are pestering her and her friends.”


  I spotted a white bench outside of the restroom and sat. “I talked to them, yes. I told you I wanted to do that.”


  “I know that. When I said you could talk to them, I didn’t think you would bother them.”


  “I thought you wanted to find out who hurt them too.”


  “Leah’s very upset by all your questions. I should have known better than tell you where to find her. The best thing for you to do is leave this to the police.”


  “Miller, I didn’t mean any harm. I want to help.”


  “The police don’t need any help. I’ll see you Monday.” He hung up.


  Timothy arched an eyebrow. “That didn’t sound like it went well.”


  “It didn’t. Leah told Miller I pestered her and her friends. He told me to stop investigating.”


  “Will you?” he asked with a knowing smile.


  “No. However, it does make me even more suspicious of Leah and her friends. When I spoke to Debbie this morning, she was scared, but she still wouldn’t tell me anything. Leah trained her well. If anyone in that trio will talk, it will be Abby.”


  “You can play up her uncle’s death.”


  I frowned. “That’s what I was thinking. Do you think she’s at the wake?”


  “If James and Bridget are here, she is too.”


  I bit my lip. “Do you think Uri will fire you?”


  “I don’t know,” Timothy said.


  “I don’t want that to happen.”


  “Neither do I, but if he killed his brother, I don’t want to work for him.”


  He had a point.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  Halfway through the night I lay awake going over in my mind everything that I had learned. How could all the people from the victims of the haircutting be related? Grandfather Zook, Leah and her two friends, Sadie, and Ezekiel. The only things that they all had in common was they were Amish and had their hair or beard cut by some unknown assailant. Other than that there wasn’t any known connection. However, I was able to group them.


  Sadie and Ezekiel were together because of their secret, possibly not so secret, engagement.


  Abby and Ezekiel were family.


  The three Amish best friends were together.


  Then there was Grandfather Zook. He didn’t fit into any group. Perhaps because he was the one who stuck out, then he was the key to the case. If I fit Grandfather Zook’s puzzle piece into place, maybe the rest would fall in line too.


  I sighed. To see Grandfather Zook I would have to visit the Troyer’s farm. I didn’t want to get the Troyers in any more trouble with the bishop than they already were. Thinking of the bishop turned my thoughts to the deacon. What was he doing talking to Collette today? He didn’t seem to be enjoying the conversation, but they were an odd pair. Curt and Brock standing a few feet away making catcalls to the cheerleaders made the scene even more peculiar.


  Of all the people Dylan could hire to work on the house, why Curt and Brock? Was he really going to knock down that wall in the living room? I pulled the covers up over my head as when I was frightened at night as a child. Timothy and I agreed not to tell Becky that Curt and Brock were inside the house. She was making great progress getting over the trauma of the summer, and we didn’t want anything or anyone to upset that.


  Dylan’s charm came off phony to me. I didn’t trust him. I thought a distant landlord was bad, but I have since discovered that one living down the street was much worse. I needed to get out of this rental, which was a shame because I loved the house. It had so much character.


  My thoughts were muddled. Silently, I prayed for clarity and for sleep.


  A scream from the next bedroom shook me from my thoughts. Fully awake, the sound was even more eerie than when it woke me from a deep sleep. Becky’s nightmares were back. Gigabyte slipped under the blanket as I found my slippers. He wasn’t going to risk me stomping on his tail again.


  I stepped into Becky’s room. Outside the window, the streetlight reflected off the falling snowflakes. We’d wake up to several inches of snow the next morning.


  “Ah!” Becky sat up straight in bed, her eye clenched shut and fists shaped into tiny, pale balls.


  Remembering my chin knock the last time, I touched her shoulder from an arm’s length away. “Becky? Becky! Wake up!”


  Her eyes snapped open, and she panted, holding her chest.


  I took a step closer. “Lay back down.” I pressed down on her shoulder until she reclined. “You had another nightmare.” I patted her hand.


  “I-I’m . . . sorry.” Her breathing was heavy.


  “It’s fine. Take a deep breath.”


  She lay there just breathing for a full minute. Then, she said, “I’m better.”


  “Maybe we should talk to someone about your nightmares.”


  She blinked at me. “Who?” Her eyes reflected the ambient night-light, like Gigabyte’s.


  “A counselor. A pastor. This is a deeper problem and these episodes are happening more often.” I almost added “psychiatrist,” but thought that would be pushing it.


  “I don’t want anyone to know. They will tell.”


  “A counselor or pastor can’t tell anyone anything you say in confidence. It’s part of their job.”


  She licked her chapped lips. “I don’t know.”


  “Think about it.” I tucked the sheet and blankets over her again and started to leave.


  She grabbed my arm. “Chloe, wait.”


  I sat back down on the bed.


  “I’ve been thinking about something.”


  “What is it?”


  “I do want to go to college. Will you help me study for the GED?”


  I smiled. “Of course. I’ll help you any way I can.”


  Her shoulders relaxed. “I’m glad.”


  I started to stand, and she grabbed my arm again. “And I want to cut my hair.”


  “Your hair?”


  “I’m not Amish anymore. It’s a heavy weight pulling on the back of my head. It gives me headaches. I think if I cut it, the nightmares will stop.”


  “Becky, your nightmares aren’t related to the length of your hair.”


  “I know that, but then, they kind of are.”


  Her parents wouldn’t like this. I knew it. Her jeans and makeup were one thing: the jeans could be replaced by plain clothes, and the makeup could be washed away by soap. Her uncut hair would never be uncut again. Even if it grew back to its impressive length, it had still been cut.


  I thought of Sadie and the other girls. Their hair had been cut when they didn’t want it to be. Someone else made the choice for them in a brutal fashion. I winced. Maybe I had been pressuring the girls too much. I was engrossed in the facts instead of considering their loss.


  Becky cutting her hair would be the final statement that she was no longer Amish and wouldn’t be going back. Aaron came to mind. I knew Becky cared for him, but he was baptized. If he left the Amish to be with her, he would be shunned. It would not be the awkward tightrope Becky and Timothy walk. For Aaron, it would be complete exile, as if he never existed. The Troyers would have to shun him too.


  Would she be Amish again for Aaron?


  I sighed. Becky’s hair wasn’t my decision. I squeezed her hand. “Whatever you decide about your hair is fine with me. Long, short, buzz cut—it doesn’t matter.”


  “Thank you, Chloe.”


  “Promise me something. Before you cut it off, pray about it.”


  “I promise.”


  I finished tucking her in and left the room.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  Good morning, Chloe.” Tyler Hart, Becky’s lawyer, answered his phone on the first ring. “Is everything okay with Becky?”


  “Everything is fine. Officer Fisher is going to recommend Becky’s probation be reduced as soon as she finishes her community service hours.”


  “That’s great news. She should be able to place the entire accident behind her by springtime.”


  Thinking of Becky’s nightmares, I wasn’t so sure.


  “So what’s up, if it’s not related to Becky?”


  “This time it’s about me.”


  “I hope you don’t need a criminal lawyer.” His voice was teasing.


  “No, I don’t, but I do think I need a lawyer or at least legal counsel. I don’t know who else to ask.”


  “What’s the problem?”


  I told him about Dylan purchasing the house and insisting to remodel it while Becky and I still lived there.


  “I can see why you would want to move.” His tone was thoughtful. “I’ll tell you what. E-mail me a copy of the lease and I will take a look at it today and let you know what I think. I’ll give Greta a call too about this. You said she met the guy.”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll get Greta’s take. If she doesn’t trust him, I wouldn’t either. She’s a good judge of character.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t believe he can knock down walls while you are living there.”


  “He wants to restore the house to its original form. Everything must be historically accurate. He flipped out on Timothy for using the wrong latch on the window.”


  “Maybe I can get a blueprint of the house from when it was originally built. The historical society should have one. Those ladies would love it if I dropped in for a visit.” He chuckled. “When was it built?”


  “1909. 1910. I’m not sure.”


  “That gives me a ballpark at least.”


  I thanked Tyler and went straight to my laptop and e-mailed him the lease.


  Becky walked into the living room rubbing her eyes. “You’re awake before I am. What’s going on?”


  “Dylan was here yesterday.”


  She flopped on her dog pillow. “I know. I let him in, remember?”


  “Check out that wall.” I point to the one with the penciled X on it.


  “What about—did you draw on it?”


  “I didn’t. Dylan did. Timothy thinks he wants to knock it down because it’s not an original part of the house.”


  She sat up. “While we live here?”


  I nodded. “This place will be unlivable with debris floating around, not to mention the noise. I just got off the phone with Tyler, and he’s going to read the lease to see if there is a way out of it.”


  Her eyebrows shot up. “Where would we go?”


  “I’m sure we can find another house to rent somewhere in town.”


  She frowned. “I like this house.”


  “I do too, but I don’t like someone we don’t really know going in and out of it all the time.”


  She stuck out her lip. “I guess.” She stood. “I’d better get ready for work.”


  After Becky left, I found myself torn between whether or not to pay a visit to Grandfather Zook to ask him again about the attack. This was one of those times I wished the Troyers had a house phone. I could call him with my questions and the deacon would never know.


  Instead I called Timothy’s cell. “I want to visit Grandfather Zook and talk to him again about the attack.”


  “Okay,” he said, the tone of his voice confused, as if he didn’t understand my hesitation. “I’m sure he’d love to see you.”


  I bit my lip before speaking. “I know he would, but I’m worried about causing more trouble for the family.”


  “Chloe, we can’t be afraid to visit my family.”


  “I know you’re right, but Ruth was so upset. If we stay away, maybe Anna’s parents will change their minds and let the girls see each other.”


  “Ruth’s thirteen. Waking up in the morning upsets her.” He paused. “And Anna’s parents base their decisions on what the bishop says. A quick visit to see my grossdaddi is not going to worsen the bishop’s opinion of us.” He sighed. “You know what? I have an even better idea. We can talk to Grandfather Zook, but there’s a stop I’d like to make first. Be there in ten minutes. Wear old boots with a good tread, not the ones with the heels.”


  As promised, Timothy arrived on my doorstep ten minutes later. I held up my foot, so that he could get a clear view of my old, ugly but practical, winter boots. “These babies were made for the Iditarod trail.”


  Timothy’s expression was total bafflement. “What’s that?”


  I laughed. It wasn’t the first time I made a reference to something from the “outside world” that Timothy knew nothing about. “I’ll tell you in the truck.”


  The truck bounced along new potholes in the road that snow and ice had left behind. “So where are we going?” I stroked Mabel’s head as it lolled over the front seat.


  “Bishop Hooley’s.”


  I searched his face. “Are you joking?” Mabel’s head popped up, giving him a good once-over too.


  “Nope. It’s time to go to the source of all the changes in the district. Maybe he can explain some of them.”


  “Timothy,” I began as gently as I could. “Do you really think he will listen to you? You’re not a member of the district anymore.”


  He tapped the steering wheel. “That’s true, but my family is. I need to know what is really going on and what needs to be done to get him to leave them alone.”


  “Aren’t you afraid this will make it worse?” I didn’t want to voice that concern, but I thought that I must.


  “I am, but I have to try.”


  Another concern came to mind. “Won’t my being there make it worse?”


  “I don’t think so. The bishop and deacon may say they have a problem with you, but their real problem is with Becky and me. We are the ones who left before we even knew you.”


  “Won’t he be at the funeral?”


  “He will be, but it won’t start for a few more hours. Since he will have to speak there, I know where to find him. That is if he hasn’t changed his habits since he was a preacher.”


  Timothy pulled the truck up alongside a frozen pasture peppered by the occasional tree. That was it. No houses, no barns, not even any outbuildings.


  “Where are we?”


  “A field.”


  I eyed him. “I know that, but I thought you were taking me to the bishop’s house.”


  “I said I was taking you to the bishop. I never said his house. He’s in the pasture with his sheep.”


  “His sheep?”


  Timothy smiled. “You’ll see. Mabel, stay in the truck.”


  The black and brown dog settled in the backseat for a nap.


  I followed Timothy along a well-worn path through the pasture. The crunch of frozen ground under our sturdy boots was somehow comforting. I watched Timothy’s gloved hand as we walked, wishing that I had the courage to reach out and grab it. I frowned. As much as I wanted to do that, I didn’t believe that walking hand in hand with their oldest son would help our case that I wasn’t corrupting the Troyers with my English ways.


  The phrase, “Are we there yet?” was on the tip of my tongue when we went over a rise. Ten yards in front of us was an Amish man. He wore a calf-length, black wool coat, and black stocking cap instead of the usual felt hat.


  He faced a flock of thirty or so sheep. Most of them stood on the snowy ground staring at him. A handful found patches of earth where the snow had melted away and lay down with their hooves tucked under their wool coats.


  The bishop held a crook in his hand as he spoke to the sheep. He spoke Pennsylvania Dutch, so I didn’t understand a word. Despite not knowing the language, I heard a hesitation in his voice. Every so often he stamped the end of his crook into the ground to make a point.


  “He’s practicing his sermon for Ezekiel’s funeral.”


  “To the sheep?” I whispered.


  The bishop spun around and found us standing there. His dark brown eyes glared at us, but something else registered in his gaze. Fear.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  Bishop Hooley said something in Pennsylvania Dutch. His tone was sharp, but the hesitation was there.


  Timothy stepped forward. “Please speak English, Bishop. Chloe doesn’t understand our language.”


  The bishop’s dark gaze turned to me. “V-very well. Wh-what are you doing here? This is my pasture land. Y-you have no business here.”


  No wonder the bishop was uncomfortable speaking. He had a stutter.


  “We came to talk to you,” Timothy replied, his tone respectful. “May we?”


  “What about?” the bishop asked. He fumbled over the two simple words.


  “About my family.”


  The bishop stood a little straighter and grasped his crook as if it were the support holding up his confidence. “I have no r-reason to talk to you about them. You are no longer Amish.”


  “You’re right. I’m not.”


  Timothy’s straight answer gave the bishop pause.


  “But I do have a right to talk about them. I’m their son. They are my family. My being Amish or not Amish doesn’t change that.”


  One of the sheep ambled over to the bishop and bumped his hand with her head. The bishop’s sheep were a different variety than James’s. They were larger, and their faces and limbs were a tan shade. The bishop sunk his fingers into her wool as if the sheep’s touch offered him comfort. “I see. Nothing you can say to me w-will change how I manage the district. Only Gott can influence me there.”


  “Only Gott?” Timothy asked. “What about Deacon Sutter?”


  The bishop’s eyes flashed. “The deacon has been a trusted advisor, but I make all the decisions about what happens in the district.”


  Sure, you do.


  “If you make all of the decisions, then you’re the right person for us to talk to about my family.”


  “Fine, you may talk. I don’t have much time. Ezekiel Young’s funeral is this afternoon. Since your family is so close with the Youngs, I trust you will allow me to go.”


  “Of course,” Timothy agreed. “What has my family done to make you single them out in the community?”


  “What does single them out mean? I don’t understand your Englisch expressions.”


  “Why did you say before church that the community should keep their distance from my family? Why are parents not allowing their children to play with my younger siblings?”


  The sheep lay at the bishop’s feet, and a second one joined the first. Bishop Hooley gripped his crook. “If parents in the district choose not to allow their children to socialize with a particular a child, that is the parents’ choice, not mine.”


  Timothy blew out a long breath. “You advised them to do it.”


  “I advised them to be wary of the Englischer influence that seems to have overtaken your family.” He pointed at me. “You are the Englischer who has caused all this trouble.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked, speaking for the first time.


  “The deacon has told me what you have done.”


  “Can you tell me? Because I honestly don’t know what I did that was so horrible to offend him.”


  “The entire district is talking about it. You are leading the Troyers astray from the community. You may have tricked Timothy and Rebecca, but I won’t allow anyone else to fall under your spell.”


  Timothy’s face turned bright red. “I left years before Chloe ever moved to Appleseed Creek. Becky left before too. Chloe living here had no influence on our decisions about being Amish. They were ours and ours alone.”


  “Y-you say that, but isn’t it true she is holding you there in the Englisch world? Isn’t it true you care for her when you could have affection for an Amish girl and join the church?”


  “Yes, I could love an Amish girl and be very happy.”


  Timothy words cut into my heart like a paring knife, nicking off the corner.


  Timothy continued. “Many are happy in the Amish. Many can feel close to Gott in the Amish way. I cannot, and there’s nothing wrong with that.”


  The bishop took a step forward. “You deny how you feel about her? She has no power over you?”


  They spoke as if I wasn’t even there. Part of me wanted to turn and flee, but I feared my practical boots were frozen to the ground both figuratively and physically.


  Another sheep stood, this one smaller than the others, perhaps even a yearling. Instead of going to her master as the first sheep had, she sauntered in my direction. She lay on my boot-clad feet. Instantly, her heavy warmth sunk into my frigid toes.


  Timothy’s voice was low. “I would never deny how I feel about Chloe. No more than I would deny how I feel about Gott.”


  What does that mean?


  Timothy took my hand. “If I had to choose between her and being Amish again, I’d choose her.”


  The bishop seemed taken aback by Timothy’s response.


  A smile formed on my lips.


  The bishop glared at me as he took in my expression. “You’ve made your choice, then. Now, I must go.” He turned and started walking away from us, across the field. The sheep followed without being asked. Even my foot warmer stood up. The moment she moved, my toes curled in against the cold. The sheep baaed and joined her flock.


  Timothy’s chest was moving up and down as if he couldn’t catch his breath.


  “Timothy, are you all right?”


  He nodded, but I had my doubts. I wanted to talk to him about what he’d said to the bishop, about how he felt about me. I had a million questions. I wanted to tell him I felt the same.


  Instead I squeezed his hand. “Let’s go talk to your grandfather now.”


  Walking back to the truck, I held his hand the entire way.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Five

  


  As Timothy turned on the road that held his family’s farm, a realization struck me. I grabbed his forearm. “Timothy!”


  He shook off my grasp. “Chloe, don’t grab my arm like that when I’m driving. We could get into an accident.”


  I retracted my hand as if burnt. “I’m sorry.” The warmth I felt walking hand in hand back to the truck evaporated like mist on a pond.


  He flashed a quick smile. “It’s okay. I’m sorry I snapped at you like that. What is it?”


  “I just realized Bishop Hooley is a shepherd.”


  “So?”


  I turned in my seat, so he could see my face. “Timothy, Ezekiel Young was stabbed with sheep shears.”


  I watched as that news sunk in. “You don’t think the bishop . . . he wouldn’t . . . what motive would he have?”


  I frowned. “I don’t know, but he would have shears.”


  “Every Amish barn in the county has a pair of sheep shears.”


  The memory of standing in the cloakroom at church came back to me. “When I was in the cloakroom at church and heard those two ladies gossiping, one suggested the haircutting was a message to the bishop about his rules imposed on the district. Maybe because the bishop was a shepherd, sheep shears were used to drive the point home?”


  Timothy glanced at me. “Was that a pun?”


  “No, I’m serious. Whoever is doing this wants the bishop to notice.”


  “How could he miss it?” He turned to me again. “I’m not shooting down your ideas. You may be right. Let’s see what Grossdaddi has to say.” Timothy parked the truck by the Troyer home and got out. Mabel jumped out after him with a joyful woof. My hand hovered over the door handle of the passenger side. I’d broken my promise to myself. I was at the Troyer farm two days after I thought I would never be back. My fingers touched the handle. What if this visit was the final act to make the bishop decide to shun the Troyer family? I felt sick.


  Through the windshield I saw Timothy frown. He walked to my side of the truck and opened the door. “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t want your family to be shunned,” I whispered.


  “Neither do I,” Timothy said again as more snow began to fall.


  “Then we shouldn’t be here, especially after the argument with the bishop.”


  “It will be all right, Chloe.” He reached across my body and unbuckled my seat belt. His arm brushed my waist. “Let’s go inside.”


  I climbed out of the truck, knowing it was a mistake.


  When Timothy and I walked into the kitchen, Ruth was at the ironing board, pressing laundry with an old-fashioned iron that needed to be heated on the stovetop. “What are you doing here? You promised to stay away.”


  “Watch your tongue, Ruth. I’m still your eldest bruder.”


  She lifted her hand from the iron’s handle, leaving it on the white shirt in front of her. “I know that.”


  Timothy hung his coat over a kitchen chair. “Where is Grossdaddi?”


  Ruth didn’t look up. “In his room. He hasn’t been feeling well.”


  Timothy left the room.


  Ruth yelped and removed the iron from the shirt. A brownish burn mark marred the front of her father’s white dress shirt. “Now, look what you made me do. Maam is going to be furious. This is Daed’s new shirt too. He’s never even worn it.”


  “Maybe she can fix it,” I said.


  She gaped at me. “You don’t know anything about laundry.” She added under her breath, “Or our ways.”


  I bit the inside of my lip. “Ruth, I’m sorry you haven’t seen Anna and you missed the wedding because of me. Can you forgive me?”


  She looked up from her father’s ruined shirt. Tears were in her eyes. “If you were sorry, you’d stop coming here, but here you are.” She stormed out of the room.


  Ruth’s words stung.


  I should have followed my instincts and avoided the Troyer home. Lord, please give me the strength to stay away from this family I’ve grown to love.


  Grandfather Zook stepped into the kitchen, leaning heavily on his crutches. Timothy followed him with his hands out poised and ready to catch his grandfather if he stumbled. Grandfather Zook took his place at the kitchen table with a groan. It was the first time I’d seen the older man show a visible sign of physical pain. He’d seemed better at the hospital right after his beard was cut.


  “These old bones don’t work as well as they used to,” he lamented. “It’s like the cold weather freezes my joints. The winter can’t pass fast enough in my opinion.”


  “Mine too,” I sat on the bench. “I much prefer summer. It’s been snowing here, but I don’t think you get as much snow as I’m used to in Cleveland.” I shivered. “And the cold wind coming off Lake Erie is enough to blow you flat on your back.”


  Grandfather Zook grinned as if he liked the image of someone being blown over by a cold wind gust. “I shouldn’t complain. Gott created winter, so that we have a better appreciation for summers.”


  “You might be right.” I squeezed his papery wrist.


  Timothy sat across from me.


  “Ruth stormed past us and up the stairs as we entered the kitchen.” Grandfather Zook rubbed his short beard. “She reminds me of Martha when she was that age. My, she was a hot potato. Just about anything would set her off.”


  I arched an eyebrow. “Hot potato. Isn’t that an English phrase?”


  Grandfather Zook grinned. “I heard an Englischer say it at the grocery store when talking about his wife a few weeks ago, and I liked it very much.”


  Between “hot potato” and “perp,” Grandfather Zook was becoming fluent in American slang. I tried to imagine Mrs. Troyer as the moody “hot potato” that Grandfather Zook described. It didn’t fit.


  “Where are Maam and Daed?” Timothy asked.


  “They went to the funeral.” He frowned. “I wanted to go myself, but my legs are acting up, and I don’t have the strength to climb into the buggy.”


  “The bishop won’t complain that they are there?’ Timothy asked.


  Grandfather Zook pulled at his short beard. “He will, but no one will make a scene at the funeral.”


  Timothy and I shared a look. I prayed that was true. And I hoped the bishop wasn’t too upset by our confrontation with him in the pasture that he would take it out on the Troyers. Grandfather Zook folded his hands on the table. “I hope Ellie’s not too upset with me for missing it.”


  I patted his hand. “She will understand.”


  He twisted his mouth in uncertainty. “What brings you two here? Not that I’m not happy to see you.”


  I cleared my throat. “We want to talk to you again about the night you were attacked.”


  Grandfather Zook nodded. “I thought you would come back to that. Ask away. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I knew you were investigating.”


  I grinned. “You were hitching Sparky, and the person came up from behind you.”


  “That’s right.”


  “You said it was a man.”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  His white bushy eyebrows shot up. “Yes. I heard him cry out when Sparky bit him. You think whoever cut my beard killed Ezekiel.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Ezekiel Young was a strong man. How could a woman stab him in the back like that?”


  Rage, I thought. Complete and full-blown rage. The only problem was I couldn’t find anyone with rage against the flea market owner. Annoyance, disdain, jealousy, yes, but no rage.


  Grandfather Zook propped his chin on his fist. “I guess the only one who really knows the killer’s identity, is Old Spark. He bit a chunk out of the perp after all.”


  I smiled when he used the word “perp” again. I suspected it would be a permanent fixture in his working vocabulary.


  “If you find that coat, you find the killer,” Grandfather Zook said after a long moment.


  How could we find a black wool coat in a sea of black wool coats? It was like being in the church cloakroom all over again.


  He stood on shaky feet. “You know, I don’t feel much better, but if you wouldn’t mind, I would love a ride out to Young’s. Pain or no pain, I have to pay my respects.”


  Minutes later, I slid into the tiny backseat of the truck cabin with Mabel. Timothy helped his grandfather into the front passenger seat with care.


  “Fire up your horses,” Grandfather Zook said after he was buckled in.


  Timothy revved the engine, and the old man laughed.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Six

  


  At Ellie Young’s house, Timothy helped his grandfather out of the truck and walked him over to the group of mourners.


  Ellie broke away from the others. “You shouldn’t be here,” she chided him. “Martha and Simon told me you were too ill to come.”


  “I’m not tip-top, but I will get by.” He adjusted his crutches on his elbows.


  Ellie squeezed my arm. “Chloe and Timothy, I’m happy to see you. Thank you for bringing Joseph.”


  The bishop and deacon were watching. I caught Timothy’s eye and nodded in their direction. “We’re just here to drop off Grandfather Zook.”


  Ellie shook her head. “You’re staying. I insist.”


  The deacon and bishop weren’t the only ones who were watching us. Uri glared at us too.


  Ellie took Timothy and me by the hand and led us into her house. In the living room all of Ellie’s furniture was removed. Bishop Hooley, Deacon Sutter, and two other Amish I didn’t know stood at the front of the room beside Ezekiel’s open casket. I looked away as Ellie pointed to two seats for Timothy and me. His seat was on one side of the room, and mine was on the other. I gave a sigh of relief when I saw it was next to Becky. She wore her plain dress, which was her uniform at the restaurant. I slipped into the seat, feeling conspicuous in my jeans and pea coat and aware I was being watched by nearly everyone in the room. Was the bishop right? Was everyone in the district talking about my friendship with the Troyers and my relationship with Timothy? If the hairs standing up on the back of my neck were any indication, he was.


  The room was dark and tightly packed, hot even. I would have removed my coat if I didn’t think I would elbow someone in the head during the process.


  Bishop Hooley opened a large black tome, the German Bible, and read from it. Each of the four men spoke in turn, some read and some spoke from memory. Ellie sat at the front of the room with her head bowed. There were no wails or outward demonstrations of grief. No flowers, eulogies, or songs.


  My mother’s funeral took place in a large church in downtown Cleveland I had never been in, nor been back to since. Family and friends came from all over the country. My father’s wealthy clients and business associates were there, everyone dressed like they were ready to walk the streets of New York. Paid singers from Severance Hall and members of the Cleveland Orchestra, who never met my mother, provided the music. Famous preachers spoke about dying young, but not about the woman my mother had been, because they didn’t know. There had been so many flowers my father paid the funeral home to dispose of them. He didn’t want them in the house.


  How was that better than this?


  The bishop closed the Bible. He and the four men closed the casket. Several young men from the community stood and lifted the simple pine box onto their sturdy shoulders.


  Men and women filed out of the house. “Where are they going?” I whispered to Becky.


  “To the cemetery. It’s about a mile away at the back of the Young’s land,” she whispered back. “Don’t worry. We don’t have to go. I need to get back to the restaurant. Come with me.”


  I followed Becky out through Ellie’s kitchen. On the way to the restaurant, I scanned the crowd climbing into their buggies to ride to the Amish cemetery.


  Becky quickened her pace. “Don’t worry. I texted Timothy and told him you were with me. He’ll meet us inside.”


  I blinked at her. Now, why did she think of doing that before I did?


  Becky and I entered Young’s through the side door. I sighed when I saw the other Englischers in their blue jeans and bright-colored parkas. Here, I blended in with the crowd. My cell rang as Becky waved to me as she ran to the kitchen.


  “Chloe, it’s Tyler.”


  I walked through the restaurant and sat on a bench near the entrance to the bustling pie shop.


  A binging sound came over the phone like Tyler knocked his pen on a coffee mug. “I’ve looked over your lease.”


  “And?”


  “It’s with the company in Cincinnati. There is no mention of Dylan at all, and no mention the lease can be transferred upon the sale. I can get you out of it. No problem.”


  Relief washed over me. “Now, I have to find a new place to live.”


  “I might have a solution for you there too. I have a client who spends the winter in Florida. He’s looking for someone to watch his house during the winter months. That will give you until spring to find the place you really want.”


  “That might work. I’ll have to talk to Becky.”


  “It’s a big house. Has a huge kitchen.”


  I smiled. Even Tyler knew Becky loved to cook. “Becky will love the kitchen.”


  “I did some digging on Dylan Tanner too.”


  “What did you learn?”


  “He doesn’t have a criminal record or anything like that.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Greta checked him out the day you thought he broke into your house.”


  I wasn’t surprised.


  Tyler continued. “He’s worked at the college for the last four years in the biology department. His wife recently left him.”


  “Was her name Kara?”


  “That’s it.”


  The name Dylan called me.


  “I happened to talk to a friend of Kara’s. Her father died about a year ago and left her a substantial inheritance. Not like millions or anything, but somewhere between twenty and thirty grand.”


  “That would be a lot of money to Dylan.” I knew how much Harshberger’s faculty made.


  “Right. Anyway, Dylan invested the money into a new business and lost it all.”


  “I assume that didn’t go over well with Kara.”


  “You got it. She left him over it.”


  “Where’s Kara now?”


  “She moved to Oregon.”


  “Trying to get as far away from Dylan as possible?”


  “I think that’s the idea.” Tyler made a humming sound. “Here’s where it gets really strange. I told you I would talk to the ladies at the historical society about your house.”


  “Yes.”


  “They found the original blueprints right away. Dylan was there just three weeks ago looking for them.”


  “That makes sense if he wants to restore the house.”


  “The strange part is the name of the original owner of the house. Gerald Tanner.”


  “Tanner? That’s Dylan’s last name.”


  “Exactly.” He paused. “I figured you’d want to talk to the ladies at the historical society. I told them you would stop by. They close at three today, so you’d better get over there right now.”


  I thanked him.


  “Don’t mention it.” A phone rang on the other side of the line. “I gotta go. Unfortunately, I can’t do anything about the lease until Monday since it’s the weekend.”


  “I understand. Thanks for your help.” I hung up as Timothy walked through Young’s front door.


  I jumped up, and a smile spread across his face. “Let’s go.” I linked my arm through his.


  “Where to?” He tightened our arm link.


  “To learn some local history.”


  His brow shot up as I pulled him through the front door.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

  


  The Appleseed Creek Historical Society was in a centennial home close to the square, much like the house in which Becky and I lived. The home was a narrow mint green Queen Anne with a tower and wide front porch. Bungee cords held forest green tarps over the wicker furniture.


  Timothy rapped the horse-shaped knocker. The door flew open a half second later and a five-foot-nothing elderly women peered up at us. She wore a blue and white Scandinavian print sweater that hung to her denim-clad knees, and her hair was set in white pin curls. A smile broke across her face. “She’s here!” The woman called over her shoulder. “I told you if Tyler said she’d come, she’d come. Tyler is a good boy and hasn’t let me down yet.” Her head swung back toward us. “Don’t stand there and let all of the heat out.”


  The front door of the Victorian led into an arched foyer, which opened into a large sitting room. Antique chairs and waist-high display cases dotted the space, and floor-to-ceiling bookcases circled the room. An elderly man with a white handlebar mustache peered at a yellowed document with a magnifying glass. He had white gloves on his hands that reminded me of the ones the bell choir at my small home church in Cleveland wore when playing the bells. “Tyler’s a lawyer,” he said without looking up. “How can he be a good boy?”


  “You used to be a banker,” she shot back. “You have no room to talk.” She walked into the room with the man. “Max, this is Chloe Humphrey. She’s the girl Tyler was telling us about, who lives in the old Tanner place on Grover Lane.”


  “I know who she is.” Max straightened his back with a groan. “Tyler left no more than a half hour ago. You think I forgot what he said?”


  “Your memory isn’t as reliable as it used to be. You forgot what year Appleseed Creek was established.” She whispered to Timothy and me. “It’s 1808. Max said 1807.”


  Max glared at her. “You always throw that back in my face.” He eyed Timothy. “Who’s the Ken doll?”


  Timothy’s brow wrinkled, which made me smile. I suspected he had no idea who Ken, not to mention Barbie, was.


  The older man pointed his magnifying glass at me. “If he’s Ken, I guess that makes you Skipper.”


  I frowned, no longer finding the comparison amusing.


  Still looking confused, he said, “I’m Timothy.”


  “Silly me! I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Minerva Hammer, the president of the Appleseed Creek Historical Society.” She stood a little straighter as she recited her title, then she pointed a thumb in Max’s direction. “Max Dudley’s the secretary-treasurer.”


  Max’s mustache shook. “The secretary-treasurer is an important job.”


  “Did I say it wasn’t?”


  “You implied it.” He chewed on his mustache.


  She waved a dismissive hand at her cohort. “Sit, sit, you two.”


  Timothy and I each sat in a flower-patterned wingback chair.


  “We haven’t had this many visitors in years. The Tanner boy, Tyler, and now you two. We are going to be spoiled by all the attention.” She perched on a blue velvet settee.


  I folded my scarf in my lap. “When was Dylan here?”


  Max tucked the magnifying glass in the breast pocket of his button-down shirt. “About three weeks ago.”


  “He was here about the house on Grover?” I unzipped my coat. The home was unbearably warm. Both Minerva and Max wore short sleeves.


  Minerva nodded. “He said he bought the Old Tanner place on Grover and planned to restore it. He wanted blueprints of the house’s original plans.”


  He bought it over three weeks ago and never thought to mention it to me. We work at the same college. Our offices are in the same building.


  Timothy removed his winter coat and a sheen of sweat gathered on his forehead.


  “Are you hot?” Minerva asked. “Max, go turn on the floor fan.”


  A stand-up fan was in the corner of the room. Max grumbled under his breath but followed her directions. The oscillated air came as a relief.


  “Our thermostat is stuck at eighty. It’s been broken all weekend. We haven’t been able to get the furnace man out because of Thanksgiving. He was supposed to be here this morning but hasn’t shown up. We’ve called four times.”


  Max’s mustache wiggled like a caterpillar. “It wouldn’t be that way if you hadn’t cranked it up in the first place.”


  She glared at him. “It was so cold in here, it felt like a tomb. I had to take the chill off.”


  Max moved the fan as close to us as the cord would allow.


  “I can take a look at it if you want,” Timothy said.


  Minerva brightened. “Would you?”


  Max wasn’t nearly as thrilled. “Are you licensed in HVAC repair?”


  “No,” Timothy admitted. “But I’m a contractor and have worked on heating and cooling before. I still recommend that you have your regular guy out, but at least I can stop the furnace. Your heating bill will be astronomical.”


  “I say we do it, Max, and since I’m the president, what I say goes. We’ll show you where everything is right after we finish our little visit.”


  Max’s white eyebrows knit together. “As I was saying, Dylan Tanner visited three weeks ago. I was mighty impressed with his knowledge of local history. It’s nice to see young people taking an interest.”


  Timothy pushed the sleeves up on his flannel shirt. “What is the history on the house?” Minerva opened her mouth, but Max was faster. “Gerald Tanner, Dylan’s great-great grandfather, built the house in 1910. He lived there until he died in 1945. He was seventy-five when he passed. He was a local boy and by the time he retired was a vice president of the largest bank in the county. Really, though, he was a frustrated architect. He designed and drew up the plans of the house himself.” Max tapped the document on the glass top with his white-gloved finger. “Come take a look. I have the original drawing right here.”


  Timothy and I walked across the room. Max stood closer to the fan and it ruffled his mustache. The paper, yellowed with age, had an ink drawing of the interior of my rented house. The plan was rough, however, it did show the location of the walls. The wall in the living room that Dylan marked with an X wasn’t in the rendering.


  Timothy leaned over the drawings. “Those don’t look like any blueprints I’ve ever seen. It’s not even to scale.”


  “This was Gerald’s first rough sketch of the plans. The real one, the one the workmen and contractor must have used to build the home, is lost. It’s possible the village was never given a copy.”


  “It could have been misplaced too,” Minerva chimed in. “The historical society wasn’t formed until 1940. Before that no one really kept track of these pieces of history.”


  “This is all you have? You didn’t give Dylan the blueprint?” I asked.


  Max’s eyebrow shot way up. “Certainly not. Nothing in the historical society is available to loan. Artifacts may only be viewed in house under the supervision of a board member.”


  “So Dylan doesn’t have a copy?” Timothy asked.


  “He does,” Max said. “He took a picture with his camera.”


  “May I take a photograph with my phone?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Max said. “But no flash.”


  I retrieved my smartphone from my purse, turned off the flash, and snapped two photos of the blueprint. Within seconds I e-mailed them to my personal and work accounts.


  I slipped the phone into my pocket. “When Dylan saw the blueprints of the house, did he know that his great-great grandfather once owned the house?”


  “Oh yes.” Minerva nodded. “He knew and asked us to find whatever we had on Gerald. We were more than happy to help.”


  “Did you find anything else?” I asked.


  “Not much. If the family doesn’t donate to us, we don’t have much record other than what we found in the village newspapers—Appleseed Creek used to have two papers, one English and one Amish—and town photos.”


  “Anything in the newspaper?”


  “His retirement was announced from the bank in 1928. Close call for him. Had he stayed one year longer he would have lost everything in the crash.”


  Timothy’s brows knit together. “The crash?”


  “The Great Depression. The stock market crashed in 1929,” I said, surprised Timothy didn’t know about it.


  Max gave Timothy a skeptical look. “They aren’t covering the Great Depression in school anymore? This is a travesty. How is the country supposed to move forward if we don’t learn from our mistakes?”


  “They didn’t cover it in my school,” Timothy said, leaving it at that.


  I tried to steer the conversation back to Gerald. “Wasn’t Gerald’s money in the bank? Wouldn’t he still lose money even if he didn’t work there?”


  “He would have if his money was in the bank. Look at these photos.” He pulled three black-and-white photographs from a white acid-free envelope and lined them up on the glass top.


  Timothy traced a finger along one of the pictures. Max slapped Timothy’s hand away with his white-gloved hand. “Don’t touch that! You’ll ruin it.”


  Timothy retracted his hand. “I wasn’t going to rip it or anything.”


  “The oils from your hand will get on the photograph and make it degenerate faster. Only the person with the white gloves can touch the artifacts.” Max held up his hands to show us. “I’m the only one with white gloves. I’m the only one who can touch.”


  Minerva rolled her eyes. “Max, don’t be such a fussbudget.”


  Timothy glanced at me as if wanting me to translate “fussbudget.” I shook my head.


  Max gave us each a beady look. “Now that we have set the ground rules. Look at the second photograph.” He handed me the magnifying glass because the picture was tiny. It was about six inches tall and four inches across. I leaned over the photo holding the glass, taking care not to touch it. The image was grainy but showed an elderly man in a bow tie and full beard looking down at something on a tabletop. I leaned closer. A cloth-padded tray of coins sat in the foreground of the picture. Understanding settled over me. “This was how he preserved his money. Coins.”


  I straightened up and felt a twinge in my back. If he leaned over tiny pictures like this all day every day, I could see why Max had a slight arch to his back.


  Minerva beamed at me. “That’s right. She’s a bright one.” She winked at Timothy. “I’d keep her if I were you.”


  My cheeks flushed. If anyone asked, I planned to blame it on oppressive heat.


  “Was he a collector?” I asked.


  Max nodded. “Yes. The money he didn’t spend building his home, he spent on coins.” He walked across the room and removed a file from the small writing desk in the corner. He opened the folder on the glass-topped case to an old newspaper clipping inside. “The English paper wrote a feature on the coin collection. The date on this is March 1, 1931.”


  The clipping had a photograph of Gerald in front of the house on Grover. It looked much the same from the outside, but clearly the one in the picture was in much better repair than the house falling down around Becky and me. “That date is right in the middle of the Depression,” I said. “Can I take a photo of this too?”


  Max nodded, and I snapped another picture. In addition to the photograph of Gerald Tanner and the house, there were three close-ups of coins.


  “Look at all those old coins.” Timothy’s finger hovered over the picture. He was careful not to touch it so he wouldn’t get smacked by Max a second time.


  “They’re from the Civil War.” Minerva squeezed in between Timothy and me. “Some are Northern and some are Southern.”


  “Did he specialize in Civil War coins?” I asked.


  Max stepped back. “No. He was an equal opportunity collector. The only criterion was that the coin was valuable. He didn’t waste his time on pennies. His collection would be worth a bundle nowadays, especially with the dollar going into the tanker.”


  Timothy rocked back onto his heels. “Dylan knew about the coin collection before he came here.”


  “Oh, yes,” Minerva said. “He said the family frequently talked about Gerald and his coins.” She clapped her hands. “Max, take this handsome man downstairs to take a look at Big Bertha.”


  Timothy squinted. “Big Bertha?”


  “That’s what we named the furnace.”


  Max smoothed his mustache with a white-gloved hand. “That’s what Minerva named the furnace.”


  Minerva sniffed. “I figured with all the trouble she’s causing, she earned a name.”


  It was Max’s turn to roll his eyes. “Come on, Ken. I’ll show you where the furnace is.”


  “My name is Timothy.” He sounded confused again. I would have to explain Ken and Barbie to Timothy later, but I would leave Skipper out of it.


  Max shook a wrinkled finger at Timothy. “And know that I’ll be watching you like a hawk every minute to make sure you don’t break anything.”


  Timothy glanced over his shoulder and gave me a pleading look as Max led him from the room.


  I mouthed, You’ll be fine.


  While Timothy and Max went to see about Big Bertha, I scanned the books on the shelves. Most were local and Ohio history. Did Dylan want to restore the house in memory of his great grandfather? Then, why didn’t he just say that? Why give me the story about wanting to restore the house to flip it?


  Minerva sat in the wingback chair Timothy had abandoned. “You might as well take a seat. They’re not coming back any time soon.”


  I sat on the matching chair.


  Her eyes sparkled. “So tell me about that delicious man.”


  My face flushed.


  A knowing smiled crossed her face.


  I scooted as far away from Minerva as I could without actually standing up and leaving my chair. “He’s a friend.”


  She tsked. “What a waste. I can tell by the way he watched you that he doesn’t want to be just a friend.” She wiggled in her seat. “He’s a keeper. I can always tell. Good man stock comes from the farm. He’s a farm boy, isn’t he?”


  I nodded.


  She tapped her teeth with a hot pink fingernail. “And you’re a city girl. There lies the issue. You think the two of you are too different.”


  We were different. And there was the whole Amish thing, but I wasn’t going to explain that to Minerva.


  “How are you going to snatch him up? Do you have a plan?”


  “A plan?”


  “Oh yes,” she said seriously. “I’m positive you aren’t the only girl with your eye on him.”


  I grimaced, thinking of Hannah. Tomorrow was Sunday, which meant I would see her at church again.


  “I see from your sourpuss face, I’m right. You need to tell that boy how you feel before he thinks you don’t care and looks elsewhere. I bet your competition doesn’t have any reservations about making her feelings known.”


  Hannah certainly didn’t have any qualms about that. Everyone knew how she felt about Timothy—even Timothy. I wished he’d discourage her more.


  Suddenly, there was silence. The constant hum of the furnace, which I hadn’t noticed before, had stopped.


  Minerva clapped her hands. “He did it. We are saved.” She winked at me. “Told you, he’s a keeper. If you can find a man who can fix things, string a complete sentence together, and is as easy on the eyes as your Timothy, I say snap that boy up.” A small smile curled her lips. “Trust me, if I was forty years younger, I’d give you some competition.”


  Much to my relief, Timothy and Max reentered the room. “Call the furnace man as soon as you can,” Timothy told Max. “He still needs to come and look at it. All I did was turn it off. If you turn the furnace on, it might jump to eighty once again.”


  Max nodded. “I will.” Then, grudgingly, he added, “Thank you.”


  Timothy smiled.


  I jumped out of my chair. “Are you ready to go?”


  Timothy’s eyebrows shot up. “I guess you are.”


  I nodded and grabbed our coats from the chairs. We thanked Max and Minerva for their time.


  “Remember what I said,” Minerva called out the front door behind us.


  The cold wind felt good on my overheated skin, so I left my coat off and enjoyed the cool air while we walked to the truck.


  Timothy tossed his coat into the back of the pickup, waking Mabel in the process. She opened one eye and closed it again. “What did Minerva mean by that last comment?”


  I climbed into the truck. “Nothing important,” I mumbled, even though the opposite was true.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

  


  As Timothy drove the truck around the town square, I asked, “Why didn’t Dylan tell me the house belonged to his family?”


  Timothy shook his head. “I knew there was something off about that guy the moment I met him.”


  I frowned. Why hadn’t I known?


  “Those old photographs made me think.”


  “About the coins?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t have any pictures of my great-grandparents, my parents, or my younger siblings. Seeing those pictures, I could see how looking at them could bring someone comfort. I see how the picture of your mother brings you comfort. Is that why you keep it?”


  “Yes, and I’m afraid I will forget what she looks like.” I scratched Mabel’s head hanging over the front seat.


  As Timothy’s truck rolled down our street, I saw a buggy in front of the house. Timothy slowed. “That’s not Daed or Grossdaddi’s buggy.”


  I sat up straighter. “Who else would it be? We aren’t particularly popular among the Amish right now.”


  Timothy pursed his lips. “That’s why they’re here.”


  “They?”


  Before he could reply, I saw who he meant. Both Deacon Sutter and Bishop Hooley stood in the middle of my front lawn watching the house.


  “It’s probably best if you wait in the truck,” Timothy said.


  “But—”


  He squeezed my hand. “Chloe, please.” Timothy stepped out of the truck and walked over to the two men. I rolled down the window, but the trio spoke in Pennsylvania Dutch. Their words were meaningless to me.


  Deacon Sutter pointed his gloved index finger at the truck, but more specifically at me. Mabel whimpered in the backseat. “I know, Mabel. I don’t like them either.”


  Guilt twisted in my gut. I knew going to the Troyer farm had been a mistake and attending the funeral had been a worse one. What would this mean for the Troyer family?


  The conversation became more heated. The deacon threw up his hands and shook his fist at Timothy. The bishop said nothing and didn’t move. Timothy listened to the deacon with his arms folded across his chest.


  “Mabel, you stay here.”


  I stepped out of the pickup. The cold air, welcome after being inside the historical society’s house, chilled me to the bone. I walked to the back of the truck to stay out of the men’s way while fumbling with the zipper of my coat.


  “Psst, Chloe!” Aaron waved from the backseat of the buggy.


  I hurried around to the other side of the buggy so that the deacon and bishop couldn’t see me. “What are you doing here?”


  He arched an eyebrow at me. “Paying a call to you, I guess. I thought I was headed home after another day at Young’s, but Daed decided on the detour.”


  “The bishop came with you.”


  “I should have realized we weren’t going straight home since the bishop was riding along.”


  “What are they saying to Timothy? What’s going on?”


  “They are yelling at him for attending the funeral today.”


  “Did Ellie get in trouble?”


  Aaron shook his head. “The bishop believes she was misguided by grief.”


  “What else are they saying to Timothy?”


  Aaron shrugged. “The usual. The deacon tells him to stay away from the Troyer family because his presence, oh, and yours and Becky’s too, are leading them from the Amish way. He says this is the final warning. The next time you all are seen with the family, they will be shunned.”


  I bit my lip.


  Aaron frowned. “I feel so useless. I’m stuck up here. I can’t even climb out of the buggy to defend my best friend to my father.”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  Aaron shooed me. “They are coming back to the buggy.”


  I waved and hurried around the back of the buggy only to run smack into Deacon Sutter. We both stumbled back after the impact.


  “You need to watch where you’re going,” the Amish leader hissed, reminding me of a snake.


  I straightened my shoulders. “What are you doing here?”


  Timothy stepped around the deacon’s horse and stood beside me. “Come on, Chloe. They both said everything they needed to say.”


  The deacon glared at me. “Not everything.” He pointed a finger at me. “I don’t know how you’ve been able to worm your way into the affections of the Troyer family, but rest assured that’s the only family you will lead from the Amish way.”


  “I didn’t . . .”


  Timothy squeezed my elbow as if telling me to stop, but I couldn’t. A question which had been plaguing me popped into my head. “Deacon, what were you doing Friday talking to Collette Williams?”


  The deacon glowered. “What are you talking about?”


  “When I was on the float, I saw you speaking with Collette from the college. I want to know why.”


  Deacon Sutter clenched his jaw. “You mean the Englisch woman who wanted me to tell her how wonderful the college is to my community. The college does nothing for my district. We do not want or need Englischer help. I’m offended by the idea of it. You were the one who put her up to it, then?”


  I felt my cheeks grow hot. “No.”


  His glare darkened. “I don’t believe you. The college has had no interest in us before you moved here.”


  “I—”


  Ding, ding! The bell on Becky’s bicycle announced her arrival. She cruised down the street and slowed as she saw Timothy and me squaring off against the deacon and the bishop on the road side of the buggy.


  It was dusk. The temperature seemed to fall with each inch of sun that disappeared behind the houses to the west. Becky jumped off her bike while it was still in motion and dropped it in the middle of the driveway. Seeing how she treated it, I knew why her chain broke so often.


  She hurried over. “What’s going on?”


  Timothy glanced at his sister. “Bishop Hooley and Deacon Sutter were just leaving.”


  Becky chewed her lip and glanced up into the buggy. Her eyes lit up when she saw Aaron. He grinned back at her and cleared his throat. “You need to be careful, Becky. It’s not safe for you to ride your bicycle home this late. You could have been struck on the road.”


  “I was careful.” She gave him a high-wattage smile.


  The deacon watched their exchange. A red stain crept up Deacon Sutter’s neck and onto his wind-blown cheeks. He balled his leather-gloved hands into a tight fist as a knowing expression crossed his stern face followed by one of resolve. He snapped at his son in their language.


  Aaron responded in English. “Becky is my friend. If I want to talk to her, I will.”


  The deacon turned a peculiar shade of purple. He turned to Becky. “Stay away from my son.” His voice shook. “You will not lead him away.”


  Becky glared at the deacon but did not reply. She wore her own look of resolve that twisted my stomach up into knots.


  The bishop and deacon climbed into the buggy, and the Troyer siblings and I stepped back onto the front lawn of the house. As the buggy drove away, Aaron waved at us. Becky waved wildly back, with the deacon watching her in the buggy’s side mirror.


  Timothy sighed when they were out of sight. “I need to get back to Young’s to make sure the job site is shut down for the night. Are you girls going to be okay?”


  I nodded.


  Becky picked up her bike and walked it to the garage.


  Timothy touched my arm. “Before you go to bed tonight, take one of your kitchen chairs and shove it under the doorknob of the front door. That will make it more difficult for anyone to get inside the house.”


  “Like the deacon?”


  “Like Dylan.”


  I stuck my hands in pockets. “I don’t think he’d bother us at night.”


  Timothy didn’t appear convinced. “Maybe I should spend the night on the couch.”


  I shook my head. “You need your rest, and that couch wasn’t made for sleeping on. We’ll be fine. I’ll use the kitchen chair.”


  He smiled. “Thank you. Call me if you feel uncomfortable.”


  “I will.”


  When Becky and I were safely inside the house, I said, “I thought of another good reason to move.” I locked and bolted the front door.


  “What’s that?” Becky asked.


  I shoved the kitchen chair under the doorknob just as Timothy had told me to. “Deacon Sutter won’t know where we live.”


  That night, I sat up in bed looking at that rough printout of Gerald Tanner’s original plans for the house on my iPad. I enlarged the space in the living room that was missing a wall. Then, I scanned the plans for the second floor. Another wall was missing between mine and Becky’s bedrooms. Instead of three small bedrooms on the second floor, there had been one large room and a smaller one. In the house now, the extra bedroom was empty. Becky and I didn’t have enough furniture to fill it.


  I grimaced. Would Dylan want to knock down the wall between our bedrooms? I prayed Tyler was right and that getting out of the lease would be as easy as he thought.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

  


  Becky and I walked to church on Sunday morning. “Can we please avoid Hannah as much as possible?” she said. “I don’t want to hear how wonderful Esther’s wedding was.”


  Fine by me.


  I stepped over a pile of gray snow. “I thought you were over the fact that Isaac is married.”


  “I am, but I still don’t want to hear about it.” She slid along the icy sidewalk like a child pretending to skate. I was only five years older than Becky, but sometimes I forgot how young she was. Having grown up Amish, she was much more naïve than other nineteen-year-olds I knew.


  “I spoke with Tyler yesterday.”


  “What did he say?”


  “He will start working on the lease problem tomorrow.”


  She looked crestfallen. “I’m still going to miss that house.”


  “Me too.”


  The church came into view. Because of the freezing temperature, no one stood outside waiting for the service to begin. The church’s snow-covered steeple appeared as if it had been cut from a postcard and carefully placed against the bright blue sky. Despite the cold, the sun shone. The bright winter sun and blue sky misled people into believing that nothing bad could happen in a place like Appleseed Creek. I knew better.


  Becky slid to a stop. “Have you heard from your dad or Sabrina? Are they back from their trip?”


  Her question made me stumble on the edge of the sidewalk. She put out a hand to steady me. The peace of the wintry scene vanished. “I haven’t heard from them and don’t expect to. I’m not sure when they are getting back. Sabrina doesn’t give me a detailed itinerary of their plans.”


  “Do you think that they will ever visit you here?” She began skating again. “Will I meet them?”


  I barked a laugh. “Not likely.”


  She slid to a stop again. “Did I say something wrong?”


  I forced a smile. “No.”


  She frowned. “You never talk about them, and they’re your family. Don’t you miss them?”


  “I do.”


  “Then invite them to come here. I’m sure the children would love Ohio at Christmas. They will see snow.”


  “Becky, it’s too complicated.” I shivered, imagining what my stepmother would think and say about Appleseed Creek. Surely, she would offend the entire town within the first fifteen minutes of her visit. “You have to understand that your family couldn’t be more different from mine.”


  I hurried up the church’s steps speckled with rock salt, hoping that was the end of the conversation. A greeter opened the church door for us. “Good morning, ladies.”


  We smiled and replied with our own good mornings.


  Timothy and Danny sat in a pew toward the back of the sanctuary, and—surprise, surprise—Hannah and her minions sat in the pew behind them. As the opening music played, Hannah leaned over the pew, patting Timothy on the arm.


  Becky pulled back and hissed. “We can’t sit over there. Hannah will talk about the wedding. It will be excruciating. She’ll tell me about every bite of food and what everyone wore. She’ll be sure to tell me what they said about me.”


  I watched Hannah laugh at something Timothy said as if it were the funniest comment she’d ever heard. I took a step in that direction. What had Minerva said? I’d better make my feelings to Timothy known or someone else would snap him up. Hannah looked like she could snap really well—like an alligator.


  Becky pulled my arm. “Chloe, please. I can’t bear to hear her go on and on about it.” Her large blue eyes were the size of ping-pong balls.


  “Okay.” I followed Becky to the other side of the room. We sat next to an elderly man who was already asleep even though the sermon hadn’t begun.


  Hannah tossed her dark hair over one shoulder and caught my eye. A catlike smile curled on her lips as she whispered to her two friends.


  “It’s like watching church leaders huddle together before they shun someone,” Becky whispered.


  I was thinking it was more like watching the three witches of Hamlet, but I suspected either of our cultural references would be appropriate.


  Hannah tossed her hair again. If she weren’t careful, she’d hit the parishioner behind her in the eye. She, Kim, and Emily stood and moved to Timothy’s pew. Timothy shook his head and pointed to the seat next to him. Hannah pouted and shook her head. She scooted an inch closer to him. Timothy scooted away and bumped into Danny. Hannah pouted more and pointed at me. Timothy turned and we made eye contact. His eyes drooped, as if hurt. I opened my mouth, but he wouldn’t hear me unless I shouted across the sanctuary. Not a good idea.


  Hannah turned Timothy’s head back to face her.


  My stomach dropped. Maybe Minerva was right.


  A few rows up from Timothy and Hannah, Beth Hilty, Hannah’s mother, turned all the way around in her pew to watch the exchange between her daughter and Timothy. A catlike smile, identical to her daughter’s, curled her mouth. As if she sensed my gaze, her head snapped in my direction, and her eyes narrowed.


  “I don’t think she likes you,” Becky said under her breath.


  The pastor began morning announcements, sparing me from a reply.


  After church, Timothy and Becky had choir practice. They both signed up to sing in the Christmas cantata in a few weeks. I couldn’t hum a tune, so I walked home alone.


  I kicked a pile of snow as I walked. Hannah was also in the choir, and no doubt she’d stay as close to Timothy as possible during practice.


  As I climbed my porch steps, I heard a scraping sound. Startled, I dropped my house key on the porch. When I scooped it up, I found Abby standing in front of me. I gasped. “What are you doing here?”


  “I need to talk to you.” She inched away from me to the far corner of the front porch.


  I clutched the keys in my hand. “Okay.”


  “Not now. I have to get back home. I was able to sneak away from services for a few minutes.”


  I glanced up the street. No buggy. “How did you get here?”


  “Don’t worry about that. I have to go. Will you meet me?”


  “Why can’t you talk to me now?”


  Her eyes skittered back and forth. “I can’t. I’ve been gone far too long already.”


  I pursed my chapped lips. “Where and when would you like me to meet you?”


  “Later today. Meet me at Appleseed Pond at one o’clock.” She retreated farther away to the side of the house.


  I took a few steps after her. “Where is that?”


  She held up her hand to stop me. “Not far. It’s a mile past Young’s on the same road. It’s in between my farm and the flea market. I’ll tell my parents I don’t feel well enough for afternoon church and meet you.” She disappeared around the side of the porch. I waited half a second and ran around to see where she had gone. I leaned over the porch railing and looked into the backyard, but I couldn’t see her. I blinked. Where did she go?


  I reached into my pocket for my cell phone and called Timothy. Voice-mail. I called Becky next. That call went to voice-mail too. Practice wouldn’t be over until three. I sent them both text messages and hoped they would get them in time.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty

  


  I wouldn’t call the place in front of Appleseed Pond a parking lot. More like a muddy field. The Bug bumped along the uneven, half-frozen ground. I gripped the steering wheel a little tighter with each thump. The little car wasn’t built for this type of terrain. As I climbed out of the car, there wasn’t a soul around.


  A twig snapped to my left and Abby stepped out from behind a tree. “I’m glad you came.”


  “Why couldn’t you talk to me back at my house?”


  “No one can see us together,” she whispered. “It could be dangerous.”


  “Dangerous? Why?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “Does this have something to do with the haircutting? With your uncle Ezekiel?”


  Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I don’t know anything about Ezekiel,” she said in a rush. “I don’t.”


  I opened my mouth again.


  “Follow me. The pond is only a half mile in. It’s beautiful this time of year and frozen over. We are too close to the road here. Someone will see.”


  I waved my hand. “Lead the way.”


  We walked for several yards in silence. Only the crunching sounds of our boots on the ground and the twittering of birds that didn’t bother to fly south for the winter disturbed the quiet.


  “I’m sorry we had to meet like this. Between the farm and stocking at The Apple Core, I have very little time to myself.”


  “Are you still stocking for Christmas at the shop?”


  “Yes. Leah expects better sales this year and ordered extra of everything. She, Debbie, and I will finish tomorrow morning before the shop opens. I’ll be happy when it’s done. I’m more comfortable on the farm.”


  I cleared my throat. “Abby, why did you want to talk to me?”


  “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” She stopped in the middle of the path. “Can you stop it?”


  “Can you tell me something that will help me stop it?” I plucked a dead leaf from a tree.


  She turned away from me, her face hidden by the edge of her bonnet. I wondered if Amish women really wore bonnets for modesty or as a way to conceal their feelings from the rest of the world. “Things went too far. This wasn’t what we wanted.”


  “Things? What things? What do you mean ‘we’? You, Leah, and Debbie?


  Before she answered, Appleseed Pond came into view at four times the size of Archer Pond on Harshberger’s campus, which was inappropriately named Archer Lake. About a quarter mile across, it appeared frozen solid. Instead of floating in its chilly water, Canadian geese waddled across its glassy surface, squawking at each other as they went. The dead stems of reeds and cattails circumnavigated the edge. Leafless willow tree branches dipped into the pond and froze into their prayerful positions.


  A doe ate grass poking up through the snow on the other side of the pond. Her head popped up as we drew closer to the water. She turned and fled into the woods with her white tail upright in retreat, and I turned to Abby. “How did I not know this was here? It’s beautiful.”


  For the first time since I’d met her, Abby gave me the smallest of smiles. “It’s one of the best kept secrets in the county. Most Englischers don’t know about it because it’s on Amish land, and they don’t pay attention to anything they can’t see from their cars. Courting couples in the district have skating parties here in the winter and picnics in the summer. At least they did before.”


  “Before what?”


  She raised the hood of her cloak over her bonnet. “Before we got a new bishop.”


  “It seems like few in the community are happy with Bishop Hooley.” I dropped my leaf and it slid onto the frozen ground. A chickadee clung to one of the willow branches with his talons, choosing to hop up its length rather than fly.


  “Why would they be happy with him? He’s a tyrant. Everything’s different now. I never before thought about leaving the Amish, but now I don’t know if I can stay.”


  “Before you said it’s gone too far. What did you mean?”


  “Th-the district. The bishop holds us back.” She walked around the edge of the pond.


  I watched my footing. The pond was frozen, but on closer inspection, the ice wasn’t as thick as it appeared from farther away. “What went too far?”


  She looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. “I can’t.”


  “Can’t what.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t do this. Everything will be fine,” she said more to herself than to me. “I know it.” She stopped in front of another trailhead. “You should stop meddling in Amish matters. We will solve this in our own way and in our own gut time.”


  I blinked. Her demeanor had completely changed. Gone was the frightened young girl. A new assertive person, one with resolve, had taken her place.


  What wasn’t she telling me? She asked me to meet her at the pond as some sort of confession but couldn’t bring herself to actually do it.


  “Abby, what did you want to tell me?” I said in a hushed voice.


  Some of her strong façade cracked. “I can’t do this. I can’t tell you.”


  “I’m only trying to help.”


  She wrapped her arms about her waist. “I can’t.”


  “I thought you didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.”


  She glared at me. “You cannot understand. You’re Englisch.”


  “Did Leah tell you not to talk to me?”


  “Leah is my friend.”


  “I know that.”


  “She protects us.”


  “Who? You and Debbie? She didn’t protect you from getting your hair cut off.”


  Abby blinked away tears. “I must go.” She pointed down the trail. “It’s faster for me to walk home this way. Follow the trail back the way we came and you will reach your car.”


  Before she disappeared into the trees, I said, “If you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”


  She didn’t reply. Instead she just kept walking.


  I stood on the edge of the pond and watched the geese squawk at each other as they slipped across the ice. Maybe I would ask Timothy if he’d like to go ice skating here. Tanisha was right. I shouldn’t be afraid to ask him out on a date. If he were truly part of the English world now, he should know how it works. I doubted Hannah was as discreet.


  I turned my thoughts from Timothy and Hannah and back to Abby. She and her two friends, Leah and Debbie, knew much more about the haircutting than they were telling Chief Rose or me. How would I convince one of the girls to talk? Abby seemed like the weakest link, yet just now, she had not cracked. I frowned. I should tell Chief Rose and let her try. I bet she was pretty good at getting a confession when she needed one.


  A twig snapped. I turned expecting to see Abby returning on the trail or another deer rushing through the thicket. Instead I saw the two people I least wanted to come across while alone in the woods.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-One

  


  Mrs. Green always said that some people were like a bad penny—they kept turning up. As Brock and Curt smirked at me, I finally understood that expression.


  Brock stood in the trailhead that Abby had walked down, and Curt blocked the one that led to my car. The only other option was to walk across the pond. The ice might be firm enough to hold the geese, but that didn’t mean it could hold me.


  In a moment of panic I wondered if Abby had set me up.


  “Did Abby tell you I would be here?”


  “Who’s Abby?” Brock asked. “That Amish girl you were talking to? You spend too much time with the buggy riders, Red.”


  Curt nodded. “Brock’s right. You don’t need those Amish wimps. Come with Brock and me. We’ll show you a good time that will calm you right down.” He took a step forward.


  I took a step back toward the ice. Maybe if I can get them to follow me onto the ice, I can circle back around and run to my car. My cell phone felt heavy in the inside pocket of my coat. The phone’s plastic body sat on my chest, but it might as well have been in my office at Harshberger—it was buried under too many layers in my coat to grab easily.


  Brock walked to the edge of the pond. “You aren’t thinking of going ice skating now, are you?”


  “You know how to ice skate?” I snapped.


  A lazy smile crossed his face. “I might be willing to learn for the right person.”


  My stomach curdled. “Can’t you leave me alone? Don’t you realize Chief Rose wants an excuse to throw you back in jail?”


  Brock straightened to his full height. “That hurts, Red, that really hurts.”


  Curt pulled at his goatee. “I don’t care what the lady cop wants. I only care about what we want. Right now, it’s you.”


  My heart pounded so hard in my chest, I wondered if the geese could hear the thumping. Without a thought about the thinness of the ice, I raced for the frozen pond. My boot, sturdy or not, slipped on the glassy surface. When I was on the ice, I saw the movement of water. My stomach dropped. The pond was melting.


  Brock took advantage of my hesitation and stepped on the ice.


  I held out my hand. “Don’t come any closer!”


  He rushed ahead.


  “No! The ice will break.”


  As I yelled the last word, a deafening crack shook the ground beneath my feet. I turned and ran full tilt to the opposing shore. The cracking sound followed me. Behind me I heard a cry and a splash. I didn’t look back until safely on firm ground. Grasping my knees, I gulped air.


  Brock’s head bobbed over the edge of the ice.


  “Dude, stand up!” Curt’s voice was three octaves higher than normal.


  “I can’t.” Brock was already turning a bluish gray color. “The water is too deep. I can’t touch.”


  Brock was over six feet tall. The water had to be eight or more feet at that point for him not to be able to touch the muddy bottom.


  Curt took a step onto the ice. A crack raced across the surface, and he jumped back. His eyes, wide with fear, locked with mine across the ice. “You have to help. I’m too heavy. I’ll break the ice.”


  Brock’s eyes were the size of softballs.


  I could easily get away now. They would have no way to stop me. I could be in my car within five minutes, but I knew I could never leave them like that. “Is your truck here?”


  “Yea. So?” Curt said. Even with his best friend in danger he had attitude to spare.


  I ignored his tone. “We need some rope. Do you have any rope in your truck?”


  He nodded.


  “Go get it.”


  Curt didn’t move.


  “Go!”


  Curt turned and ran. I heard him stomp through the forest breaking branches and leveling saplings in his wake. While Curt got the rope, I fumbled with my coat and pulled out my cell phone.


  “911. What’s your emergency?”


  “This is Chloe Humphrey. I’m at Appleseed Pond. Someone fell through the ice.”


  The operator voice was sharp. “How long as the person been in the water?”


  “Maybe three minutes,” I guessed. It seemed longer than that.


  “I’ll send a squad right away. What’s the name of person in the water?”


  “Brock Buckley.”


  I looked out over the ice, no longer able to see Brock’s head.


  “Brock! Brock!”


  “Miss, what’s going on?”


  “I can’t see his head. I have to go look.”


  “Miss, stay on the phone . . .”


  I tucked the phone back into my inner coat pocket but didn’t hang up.


  “Brock! Wave a hand if you hear me.”


  The tip of his fingers appeared and relief rushed through my body. I took a tentative step out onto the ice. The cracking started again. It wasn’t as loud as when Curt stepped onto the pond. I crouched on all fours and slid onto my stomach to distribute my weight more evenly across the ice. The ice would be less likely to crack that way—at least I hoped so.


  “Lord, please don’t let the ice break,” I whispered.


  Cold seeped in through my jeans and coat. My legs were soaked to the skin. I slid. Brock was twenty yards away from me.


  I inched closer and reached the edge of the hole Brock bobbed in. His face was blue. Ice crystals gathered across his eyebrows and eyelashes.


  I lowered my right hand into the hole in the ice. Freezing water slashed my exposed wrist, sending chills through every nerve in my body. “Give me your hand.”


  His teeth chattered, and eyes stared at me as if he didn’t understand the words coming out of my mouth.


  “Give. Me. Your. Hand.”


  He did, his fingers so blue they reminded me of the blue raspberry popsicles Mrs. Green gave Tanisha and me in the summers. I shook the childhood image from my mind and concentrated on Brock.


  Curt crashed his way back through the forest. “I got the rope!”


  I gripped Brock’s hand, my fingers already numbed by his frigid touch. The cotton glove I wore was no help. I cranked my neck in an awkward angle to see Curt. “Make a loop with the rope that’s big enough to fit over his head and shoulder. Can you do that?”


  Curt nodded.


  “Then do it,” Brock snapped. It was the first time he had spoken in a long while.


  Curt fumbled with the rope. Finally he was able to tie it into a loop.


  I was eye to eye with Brock now, closer than I ever wanted to be. I could make out the individual shapes in the tobacco stains on his teeth. I saw the hair inside of his nose and the bloodshot veins in his eyes.


  “Throw it to me!” I yelled.


  Curt threw the rope, but it landed way off the mark to my right. I would have to let go of Brock’s hand in order to reach it. My hand was so cold, I knew if I let go I wouldn’t be able to grip his palm again.


  “Try again.”


  “He can’t throw a rope.” His teeth chattered. “C-Curt’s never done that. He’s not a c-cowboy,” Brock said.


  “Be quiet,” I snapped. “You’re not helping.”


  Despite the blue look to his face, he glared at me. The fear I saw earlier was gone. Now, he was angry.


  The rope hit me in the side, and I grabbed it with my free hand. It’s roughness scratched the surface of my palm. I hadn’t realized I’d lost my left glove sometime during the rescue.


  While I tried to maneuver the rope into place, I felt Brock’s fingers slip from mine. I gripped them. “Don’t let go of my hand.”


  His eyes were closed and his head lolled to the side. Thankfully, it rested on the edge of the ice, so it wasn’t under water where he could drown. I let go of the rope and slapped him across the face.


  His eyes snapped open. They were glassy, but fury resided there too. I felt the strength come back into his hand as he held onto mine. A half hour before, he could have crushed my small hand in his. Now my hand was keeping him alive. I reached again for the rope and slipped it over his head and under his left armpit, pulling it tight. To do that, I had to put my arm up to the elbow in the icy water. It felt like a thousand syringes stabbing my hand and arm all at the same time.


  I angled my body, so that I could see Curt. “I got him. Pull on the rope.” I slid back on the ice to make room. Brock held onto my hand with renewed strength. “W-Where are you going?”


  I pulled my hand from his. “I have to go to the pond’s edge to help Curt pull you out.”


  Tears sprang to his eyes and he placed his large head back on the side of the ice. A stab of guilt hit me.


  “I need help!” Curt cried, spurring me into action. I belly-crawled in his direction.


  “He’s too heavy,” Curt said. “Or he’s caught on something. I can’t pull him out.”


  Thrashing and cries came from the direction of the parking lot in the woods—like Big Foot himself was headed our way.


  The first one to pop into the clearing was Chief Rose. She took in the scene.


  “We’re holding him up by a rope but can’t pull him out.” A full body shiver shook my being. I wrapped my arms around myself.


  EMTs crashed through the woods. One took the rope from Curt’s hand, while a second EMT tethered yellow nylon to the harness around his waist. He wore a wetsuit. Something told me this was not the first time someone had been fished out of Appleseed Pond.


  Someone wrapped an aluminum blanket around my shoulders. It helped, but I wondered if the shivering would ever end.


  The EMT wrapped another rope around Brock and spoke with him. He held up his thumb, and three large EMTs yanked on both of the ropes. Nothing. The EMT on the frozen pond used an ice pick from his tool belt to free the parts of Brock’s clothing that had stuck to the edge. He gave the thumbs-up sign again.


  They yanked and Brock popped out of the hole like a penguin from the ocean.


  The EMT on the ice wrapped an aluminum blanket as best as he could around Brock, and they pulled him the rest of the way to safety. Suddenly he was surrounded by EMTs.


  Curt crowded them. “What’s going on? Is he okay?”


  One of the EMTs elbowed him away. “We need room to work.”


  Curt jumped back like a puppy that had been struck on the head.


  Chief Rose sidled up to me. “How are you?”


  My teeth chattered. “Fine, I think.”


  Those ever-present aviator sunglasses sat on the top of the police chief’s head, tucked in between her brown curls. “What on earth were you doing out here with these two? More than once I thought I told you to stay away from them.”


  “I wasn’t here with them. We ran into each other.”


  “You seem to run into them a lot.” She removed her leather gloves and tucked them under her arm. “Give me your hands.” She sounded so much like I had just moments before when I asked Brock to give me his hand. She removed the soaked-through cotton glove from my right hand and stuck it into her leather coat pocket, then she put her gloves on my hands.


  Her gloves were a touch too large. My fingers didn’t reach all the way to the tip, but they were warming up. “Thank you,” I murmured.


  “How did you run into them?”


  My teeth chattered again. “I was here talking to Abby. There was something about the haircutting she wanted to tell me.”


  “What was it?” Her tone was sharp.


  My shoulders drooped. “I don’t know. She chickened out and wouldn’t tell me. In the end, all she told me was to stop investigating and leave the Amish alone.”


  The chief looked disappointed. “I hear that all the time myself.”


  “My gut tells me Abby and her friends are more involved in this than we were first led to believe.”


  “You might be right. I will take a look at them again, but I don’t believe any of them were strong enough to stab Young like that.”


  An EMT walked up to us. It was Nate, the same one who took me to the hospital the night I found Ezekiel’s body. “Chief, we need to take Miss Humphrey to the hospital to check her out.”


  I grimaced. “I feel fine. It’s nothing a hot cup of coffee and a warm bath can’t fix.”


  Nate shook his head. “We either check you out at the hospital or you sign a form that says if you die from hypothermia it’s not our fault.”


  Excellent bedside manner. Grudgingly, I said, “I’ll go.”


  “This conversation is not over,” Chief Rose said. Her curls bounced as she moved, giving her a girlish air. However, one look into her eyes told you she was no girl. She placed a hand on my shoulder. “You know, if you hadn’t been here, he might have drowned. You saved his life.”


  The weight of her comment sunk in. I watched as a group of EMTs hoisted Brock onto their shoulders on an emergency plank. Curt followed at a distance. He seemed to have shrunk in the last hour. Uncertainty ruled his expression, and his hands were clamped together as if he didn’t trust their movement.


  “Will Brock be okay?” I asked the EMT.


  “He should make a full recovery. He won’t even lose any fingers or toes.”


  Really, the guy should go into grief counseling.


  The EMT cleared his throat. “You are going to have to call someone from the hospital to drive you home.”


  I dreaded that call to Timothy. He wasn’t going to be happy about it. Neither was Becky. They already thought I was fragile from my spill after finding Ezekiel’s body. This incident, because it involved Curt and Brock, almost felt worse than finding a dead body.


  “What about my car? Should I just leave it here?”


  Chief Rose held out her hand. “Give me your keys. I will have one of my officers drop it off in front of your house.”


  I reached into my pocket and dropped the keys into her glove-less hands.


  She clasped her fingers around them. “I’ll be seeing you later at your house—not at the hospital.” She smiled. “You keep going to the hospital like this, Humphrey, they will have to name a ward after you.”


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Ah.” She snapped her fingers. “I got a smile out of you. That’s what I wanted.”


  I knew she wanted a lot more than that.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Two

  


  I couldn’t believe I was in the emergency room again. I was even on the same examining table, surrounded by a pink curtain. A nurse slid a protective covering on an ear thermometer. “I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon.” She checked my temperature. “Ninety-seven point nine. Low, but nothing a hot mug of cocoa can’t cure.” She made a note on my chart and slipped behind the curtain.


  I let my feet dangle from the hospital bed as they did on doctor’s visits as a child. Thump, thump, thump. My heels hit the drawers under the bed. In a rush, I remembered being at the doctor with my mother and her telling me not to kick the hospital bed. In my mind, I heard her voice and saw her annoyed expression. It took my breath away.


  The nurse pulled back the curtain. “We have a couple of guests that insist on seeing you.”


  Timothy and Becky rushed toward me.


  Becky threw her arms around my neck. “Chloe, what happened? Timothy said you fell into the ice and almost drowned.”


  I hadn’t much time to explain to Timothy what had happened. I’d told him over the phone that someone had fallen into the Appleseed Pond. I hadn’t meant to imply it was me. I figured it was better to tell him about Curt and Brock in person. “No, I’m fine. I wasn’t in the water.”


  The nurse made another note on her chart. “She saved the guy who fell in. She’s a hero.”


  “You saved someone.” Becky squeezed my hand. “Tell us everything.”


  Timothy frowned and watched me closely, as if he knew he wouldn’t like what I was about to say.


  I swallowed. “It was Brock.”


  Becky dropped my hand. I doubted she could be more surprised if I had told her I’d flown to the moon and back while they attended choir practice.


  Timothy became extremely still. “How is Brock?” He directed his question to the nurse.


  “He’ll be fine. We’re keeping him in the hospital overnight for observation. His temperature dropped dangerously low, but I expect he’ll be discharged by early afternoon tomorrow.” She patted my shoulder. “You’re free to go now, Chloe. Do me a favor. Don’t show up here for a while. This is turning into a weekly occurrence.” The nurse slipped by the curtain and on to the next patient.


  I climbed off of the examining table. “I’ll need to grab my coat and we can head home. The nurse said it was at the front desk. I left it in the ambulance.”


  “Becky, can you find her coat?” Timothy asked.


  Becky’s face fell into a slight pout. “I want to hear about what happened.”


  “You will.” His tone was firm. “I want to talk to Chloe alone for a moment.”


  I sat back down on the table.


  Annoyance flashed across Becky’s heart-shaped face, but she did as she was told.


  When she disappeared behind the curtain, Timothy glared at me. “What were you doing alone with Brock?”


  “Curt was there too.”


  His eye twitched. “Does that make it better?”


  I folded my arms across my chest. “I tried to call you twice. I sent you a text message.”


  “What did it say? I’m going into the woods with Brock and Curt. See you later.”


  “No. If you’d ever look at your messages, you’d know I was meeting Abby there. There was something she wanted to tell me about the haircutting.”


  He glared down at me. “What was that?”


  My face flamed. “I-I don’t know. She changed her mind. She’s afraid of something or someone.”


  “Okay, so you were in the woods with Abby. First of all, why didn’t you meet her in town? How stupid it is to go into the woods alone with someone you hardly know. I thought you were from the city. Don’t you have street smarts?” His voice shook.


  “She wouldn’t talk to me otherwise. She was scared someone would see us, and furthermore, she’s an Amish girl. What harm could she do to me?”


  “Plenty. What happened after she didn’t tell you whatever she had to say?”


  “She left and I was about to walk back to my car when Curt and Brock showed up.”


  “How did they know you were there?”


  “They saw my car from the road. I ran away from them across the pond. Brock followed me, but he was too heavy. The ice broke and he fell in. Since I’m lighter than Curt, it made sense that I hold onto Brock until the EMTs and police arrive. Did you want me to leave him there to drown?”


  Timothy’s chest heaved up and down. “No. I wouldn’t want that.”


  I threw up my hands. “So then what’s the problem?”


  He took one long stride and was right in front of the examining table. Our legs touched. He grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me up until I was right in front of him. Without ceremony, he lifted my chin and kissed me full on the mouth. My body went rigid, and against my own will, relaxed into his embrace. When he finally released me, his voice was an octave lower than before. “Please, don’t run off like that again without telling me.”


  A smiled curved on my lips. I couldn’t help it. It was as if my muscles had turned against me. My mind told me to be upset by his behavior, but my body had no qualms with it at all.


  The nurse peeked through the curtain and found us standing there toe to toe. “Everything okay in here?”


  Heat rushed up from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head.


  “Everything’s fine,” Timothy said.


  She looked at me.


  I nodded. “We’re fine. Thank you for checking.”


  She nodded and disappeared behind the curtain again.


  Timothy took my hand. “Let’s get you home.”


  My fingers laced with his. I was calling Tanisha tonight. I didn’t care if I woke her up.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Three

  


  Becky stood in the ER waiting room—a room I was a little too familiar with having only lived in Knox County for four months. She held up my coat, and her eyes fell to my hand interlaced with Timothy’s.


  I took the coat with my free hand, reluctant to release myself from Timothy’s grasp. It was as if holding onto his hand made the kiss more real, and less a figment of my imagination. Timothy squeezed my hand reassuringly, as if he understood my hesitation.


  I was about to let go when someone from behind me cleared his throat.


  Becky took a step back. Timothy and I turned around and came face to face with Curt Fanning, the last person I wanted to see when so happy. He was the sewing needle to my happiness balloon.


  His eyes fell on my hands intertwined with Timothy’s, and his lip curled. Timothy held my hand a little more tightly.


  Curt fondled the dog tag hanging from his neck. “I want to talk to you.”


  “Why?” the question popped out of my mouth.


  “This isn’t easy for me to say,” he said, his voice barely above a growl. “But thank you.”


  My mouth fell open. Curt might as well have tap danced in the middle of the waiting room.


  His Adam’s apple bobbed. “If it hadn’t been for you, Brock would have died. I can hardly stand him most of the time, but he’s my best friend. I don’t know what I would do if I’d lost him.”


  My mouth felt dry. “You’re welcome,” I managed.


  “There’s something else,” he said, sounding more like himself.


  Of course there was. Who was I to think that Curt would say thank you and let that be the end of it?


  He sucked on his teeth. “I think I know why that Amish girl, the one you were with in the woods, wanted to talk to you.”


  I went very still. “Why?”


  “To confess.”


  “To what?”


  “The haircutting.”


  I took in a sharp of breath. “What are you talking about?”


  “Two weeks ago, Brock and I got back into town from . . . being away.” He gave me a level stare when he said this. “It was late, like four in the morning.”


  A light went off. Was Curt and Brock’s green truck the vehicle Sadie had heard that morning?


  “Don’t you mean early then?” Becky asked.


  His eyes cut in her direction. “It would if we’d gone to sleep that night.”


  Becky inched toward her brother. “Oh.”


  “What did you see?” I asked.


  “I took a shortcut down the alley behind the bakery. That Amish girl that works in the bakery, not the cute one, but the one with glasses, she was being held on the ground by another Amish girl wearing men’s clothes. A potato bag was over her face. A third girl used some type of old fashioned scissors to cut off her hair.”


  “There were only three girls there?” Timothy asked.


  Curt cracked his knuckles. “No, there was a fourth. She was watching the alley.”


  “Other than Sadie, who works at the bakery, what did the girls look like?”


  He squinted at me. “I don’t know. They were Amish.”


  “Why would an Amish girl cut off another Amish girl’s hair? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Becky argued.


  “I don’t know,” Curt growled. “I just know what Brock and I saw.”


  “Why didn’t you stop them?” Becky pressed.


  Curt’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not my job to interfere with the Amish.”


  Timothy jaw twitched. “That must be a new policy for you.”


  “So what if it is, buggy rider?” Curt’s lips curled back. “You don’t believe me?”


  “It’s hard to believe,” Timothy said.


  “Brock and I saw them. They cut off that girl’s hair.”


  “You can’t be serious,” Becky blurted out. “Maybe you are the ones who did it, and you’re making up this story.”


  He glared at her. “I’m telling the truth.”


  “It would be the first time.” Timothy gripped my hand so tightly my knuckles hurt.


  I pulled my hand from Timothy’s grasp. “Curt, I believe you.”


  Timothy’s face was incredulous, but I did believe Curt. “The chief is going to want to talk to you,” I said.


  His expression became hooded again. “I’m not talking to the cops.”


  The receptionist leaned over the counter. “Mr. Fanning? The doctor said Mr. Buckley has been moved to his room on the third floor. You can visit him there now. Visiting hours end at seven.”


  Mr. Fanning? Mr. Buckley? The receptionist’s formal address of Curt and Brock didn’t fit them.


  He turned to go.


  “Curt,” I called.


  He pivoted on the linoleum floor, the rubber soles of his boots squeaking.


  “Thank you for telling me this.”


  “You’re welcome.” He said the words as if they caused a strange taste in his mouth, then continued down the hallway.


  Timothy was gaping at me. “You believe him?”


  “Yes, I think this is what Abby wanted to tell me today, and she lost her nerve.” I ignored the No Cell Phone sign and called the chief. The receptionist glared at me but didn’t tell me to put the phone away.


  “What is it, Humphrey? I told you I would see you later,” Chief Rose said in my ear.


  “Something new has come up.” I repeated Curt’s story.


  “Huh.”


  “Huh? You don’t sounds too surprised.”


  “I’m not. There was something about those girls’ story that didn’t sit well with me. I need to talk to Curt.”


  “I told him that. He’s not eager to talk to you.”


  She chuckled. “I’m not surprised. Typically we start a conversation with me Mirandarizing him. Is he still there?”


  “As far as I know. The hospital is keeping Brock overnight. Curt was just told he could go up and see his friend.”


  “All right.” She clicked her tongue. “I’ll head to the hospital.”


  “Do you want us to wait for you?”


  “Nah. I’ll swing by your house after I talk to Curt. Do not talk to the girls. I don’t want them to get spooked that we know something.”


  I hung up.


  “Where do we go now?” Becky asked.


  “Home,” I said.


  I just prayed Dylan wouldn’t be there.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Four

  


  Timothy threw a pillow into the corner of the couch. “This will work for me.”


  Becky removed her coat and hung it in the hall closet. “The pillow?”


  Gigabyte yowled at her first, and then at me. He was tired of being alone so much.


  “The couch,” Timothy said. “I’m staying the night. I’ll sleep right here.”


  I slipped off my boots and eased myself into the armchair. The aches and pains of pulling Brock from the icy water were beginning to set in. My right bicep was sore. If rescuing people was going to become a regular thing with me, I should start lifting weights. I glanced at Timothy. “You don’t have to do that.”


  He set his jaw. “Yes, I do.”


  Becky flopped onto her dog pillow on the floor. “Why? Do you think Curt and Brock will come here?”


  “Brock’s not going much of anywhere until the hospital releases him, and I think Curt will be at his side until that happens.” I rubbed my arm.


  Becky shook her head. “Who would have thought Curt cared so much about Brock?” She stood up. “I’ll pull some leftovers together for dinner.”


  Becky made up hodgepodge plates of leftover manicotti, turkey, mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, ham, homemade cranberry relish, and green beans. Despite the strange assortment, my mouth watered. Saving someone’s life had made me work up an appetite.


  “Can we eat in front of the TV?” Becky asked. “Paula Deen is coming on.”


  “Sure.” I went to the hall closet and pulled out folding TV trays.


  Timothy set up the trays, and we ate in the living room watching one of Becky’s favorite cooking shows. I laughed as I watched Timothy and Becky chew with their eyes glued to the TV.


  Timothy swallowed. “What?”


  I grinned. “I was just thinking you two are eating dinner in front of the television. You really are English now.”


  The doorbell rang, and Timothy hopped up to answer it. “Come on in, Greta. We were having dinner. Would you like to join us?”


  Her peridot eyes sparkled. “I would.”


  Timothy grabbed a kitchen chair and a fourth TV tray while Becky went to the kitchen to fix a plate for the chief.


  She handed me her coat and I hung it in the closet. Then I moved myself and my tray to the front of the couch, next to Timothy’s spot. “You can sit in the armchair.”


  “What service,” Chief Rose said as she sat down. Timothy set the tray in front her.


  Becky appeared with a plate. “I brought you a little of everything.”


  “Looks good to me.” The chief placed her paper napkin on her lap.


  We sat back in our places, and Becky reluctantly turned off the TV. One of these days I was going to have to show her how to use the DVR.


  The police chief bowed her head before she started eating. She picked up her fork, then caught me gawking at her. “Does it come as a surprise to you, Humphrey, that I pray?”


  Embarrassment washed over me. “Uh, yes . . .” I flushed. “I mean no.”


  “Are you a Christian, too?” Becky asked the chief.


  The side of Chief Rose’s mouth tipped up. “I am. I don’t think I could be a police officer without my faith. I see the worst of what people can do to each other. If I didn’t know God, that’s all I would see.” She cleared her throat. “So I talked to Curt.”


  Relief washed over me when she let me off the hook.


  “What did he say?” Timothy picked up his water glass.


  She cut a small bite of ham. “Same thing that he told all of you.”


  “Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Becky sounded unconvinced.


  “I do. I spoke to Brock, too, separately. He was irritated that Curt told us about what they saw, but he corroborated the story.”


  “But why did he tell us?” Becky asked. “I feel like he must have some type of motive.”


  The chief was thoughtful, her fork poised over her plate. “It’s always possible Curt had an ulterior motive. That is his method of operation. However, right now, as far as we know, he didn’t really have any reason except to show Humphrey his gratitude.”


  “Gratitude?” Becky murmured. “That must have been different for him.”


  “Do you think the girls killed Ezekiel Young?” I asked.


  Timothy tapped his fork on the side of his plate. “Ezekiel was Abby’s uncle. It’s so hard to believe.”


  The police chief shook her head. “No. Whoever did that was much taller than any of the girls. I got the autopsy report back today. The coroner said the person was either Young’s height or taller. Since Young was six feet tall, I can only assume I’m looking for a man. Not many Amazons strutting around Appleseed Creek.”


  “There are two groups cutting off Amish hair?” I asked.


  “That’s my thought. I believe the murder was a copycat crime. The haircutting is well-known in the county. Whoever wanted to kill Young used that to his advantage and made it look like it was related to the other crimes against the Amish.” She diced her sweet potato. “I’m not sure where the attack on Grandfather Zook falls in all of this.”


  “Grossdaddi did say he was certain that whoever cut off his beard was a man,” Timothy said.


  “Are you going to arrest the girls?” I asked.


  “I could, but like Becky, most people wouldn’t think much of a story like that from an ex-con. Who are they going to believe? Three innocent-looking Amish girls . . . or Curt? Don’t answer that. I know the answer.” She paused for a sip of water. “Also, if I arrest the girls outright or even question them about their whereabouts, it will cause hard feelings between the English and Amish in town. I would like to keep the peace. There is enough division between our two worlds as it is.”


  Becky’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. “So you’re going to do nothing?”


  The chief’s eyes narrowed into heavily made up slits. “No. Here’s the deal. The Amish don’t want me to come knocking on their door, but they might talk to you, Humphrey. I don’t know what it is about you. You’re like the Amish whisperer or something.”


  Becky rolled her eyes.


  “What do you want me to do?” I asked.


  “I need you to talk to the three girls together.”


  I moved my water glass onto the other side of my TV tray. “Abby told me she, Leah, and Debbie were going to finish stocking The Apple Core for Christmas tomorrow morning before the store opens.”


  The chief clapped her hands. “Perfect. Tomorrow, I want you to stop by The Apple Core and talk to them. Tell them that you discovered something about the haircutting they need to know.”


  “I have to work tomorrow. It’s the last full week of the semester, and the office is going to be busy with student computer meltdowns.”


  She shrugged. “Your staff can handle it.”


  I opened my mouth to dispute that.


  “Besides,” she waved her hand, “I already called Dean Klink and got you off the hook. I told him you were in the hospital today because you saved someone’s life. I promised him the Mount Vernon newspaper would include that you worked at the college when they write it up. He was very enthused about the life-saving piece.”


  “Gee thanks,” I muttered.


  “You’re welcome.” She ignored the sarcasm in my tone. “At the meeting, get them to confess. I will have you wear a mic. I’ve been dying to try out the hand-me-down wire I got from the sheriff’s department.”


  Becky’s nose wrinkled. “What’s does ‘wear a mic’ mean?”


  The chief sipped her water. “We are going to bug Humphrey.”


  Becky scrunched her forehead, looking even more confused.


  “It means Chief Rose will record my conversation on a microphone.”


  “Oh.” Becky nodded, as if that made sense.


  Chief Rose arched an eyebrow at Becky. “You need to watch more cop shows.”


  “And how do I get them to confess?” I asked, hoping to get the conversation back on track.


  “That’s up to you. Like I told you, you’re the Amish whisperer.” The police chief stood. “Thanks for dinner. Humphrey, I’ll be here at nine a.m. tomorrow to pick you up.”


  “What about us?” Becky asked.


  The chief arched an eyebrow again. “You can go about your day as normal.”


  “I’m going with Chloe,” Timothy said.


  “The girls are more likely to talk to Chloe alone, but if you want to sit in my cruiser and listen to her wire, you’re welcome to do so.”


  “Can you get me out of work tomorrow?” Becky sounded hopeful. “I want to listen to the wire too.”


  “Sorry.” The chief collected her leather coat. “You’re on your own there.”


  After Chief Rose left, Timothy folded his arms across his chest. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  “What choice do I have? If the girls attacked Sadie, we need to know why. They may lead us to whoever attacked Grandfather Zook and killed Ezekiel.”


  Timothy nodded, his expression sobering.


  Becky started clearing the TV trays. “How cool is it that you will wear a wire like a spy or something?”


  I admitted, if only to myself, that yes, it was kind of cool.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Five

  


  Unable to sleep, I called Tanisha. It was early morning in Milan, and I knew she would already be up. Tee was one of those irritating people who woke up cheerful in the morning. Her entire family was like that.


  When I lived with them, the Greens knew I wasn’t fully awake until ten a.m. or after an extra strength dose of coffee. I smiled while listening to the phone ring, waiting for Tee to pick up. Christmas morning was the worst. The Greens unwrapped gifts at four a.m. Since Tee would be in Italy for Christmas, I wondered what I would do this year. I’m sure the Greens would be happy to have me. I hadn’t been back to Cleveland since I moved to Appleseed Creek, but a larger part of me wanted to spend the holiday with Timothy.


  “Wow, what time is it there?” Tanisha asked, fully awake.


  “Midnight.”


  “What are you still doing up?”


  “Remember those two guys I told you about? Curt and Brock?”


  “Yeah. I thought they were in jail.”


  “Not any more.” I told her about my day.


  “Chloe, I can’t even believe this. How’s it possible you’re having a more adventurous life in Amish Country than I am in Italy?”


  “I have no idea. I didn’t move here looking for adventure. Have you heard anything more from Cole?”


  Her sigh was so exaggerated it sounded like a wind tunnel in my ear. “I sent him an e-mail and told him about the ring.”


  “How’d that go over?”


  “About as well as you’d expect.” She groaned. “I don’t want to talk about Cole anymore. How’s Timothy?”


  “Well . . .” I told her about the kiss. Good thing the room was dark. Not that she’d be able to see my red cheeks or the stupid smile on my face.


  She squealed. “What?”


  “Sheesh, keep it down. You’re going to wake up your roommates.”


  “They won’t care. I’ve told them all about you and Buggy Boy, and they are in love. I can’t wait to tell them the latest installment.”


  I rolled my eyes and said good-night.


  The next morning, Chief Rose showed up at nine o’clock on the dot. She rubbed her hands together. Her peridot eyes, outlined in forest green, which made them appear even more catlike than usual, sparkled. “Let’s get to work.”


  In my opinion, the chief was far too excited about the wire I had to wear.


  She eyed the sheets and blankets folded in the corner of the sofa.


  “Timothy spent the night,” I said.


  The chief removed her stocking cap. Her brown curls flew in all directions. “Ah.”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “I slept on the couch.”


  “Relax, Troyer. I wasn’t thinking anything tawdry.” She patted the black case, roughly the size of a toaster. “I brought everything with me.” She set the case on the coffee table and opened it up. It contained a tiny microphone and a receiver, not much different than the wireless lapel mics we used at the college.


  She held up the microphone. “I’m going to have to tape this to your breastbone to conceal it. Lift your sweater up.”


  Timothy’s cheeks reddened. He turned his back, and she affixed the tiny microphone just below my clavicle with cloth tape. “There.” She clicked on the receiver and a screeching sound broke the silence of the room. Gigabyte jumped three feet in the air before streaking out of the room.


  Timothy held his hand over his ears. “Turn it off.”


  The chief moved the switch to the off position.


  “Let me give it a try,” I said.


  She stepped back and cocked her head. “You think you can make it work?” she asked, her tone dubious.


  “I do this kind of stuff for a living, remember?”


  “Fine. Knock yourself out.” She gave me some room.


  I made some adjustments to the frequency and volume. “That should do it.” I turned the mic back on. Nothing.


  “It’s not doing anything,” Timothy said.


  “That’s a good thing,” I said. “I’ll go upstairs and see if you two can hear me.”


  In my room, I whispered, “Testing. One. Two. Three.”


  “We can hear you!” the chief called up the stairs.


  When I got back downstairs, the chief’s eyes glowed. “We’re good to go. I’ll have my officers stationed near the front and the back of the store in case the girls make a run for it.”


  I arched an eyebrow. “Do you really think that will happen?”


  “No, but it’s good practice for the team. They’re getting lazy. We don’t see much action.” She zipped the case closed and looked me in the eyes. “At least we didn’t until you moved here, Humphrey.”


  Somehow, that didn’t bring me comfort.


  Slipping the strap over her arm, she said, “You know what to do. Timothy and I will be in earshot.”


  I nodded.


  “You have nothing to be afraid of.”


  “I’m not afraid.” I wasn’t. Maybe I was a little afraid I wouldn’t be able to get the confession, but that was it.


  Becky laced up her boots to bicycle to work. “I wish I could go too.”


  The chief shook her head. “It’s for the best. Can’t have too many cooks in the kitchen, you know.”


  “Shouldn’t you have a code word if something goes wrong?” Becky asked. “That’s what they always do on TV.”


  Chief Rose dug one hand into her hip. “How much television do you actually watch?”


  I could answer that. “A lot.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Six

  


  The apple-shaped bell over the glass door of The Apple Core rang. I wasn’t afraid. Leah and her friends may have been able to jump Sadie when she was caught off guard, but I knew what they were capable of. What bothered me was the why. I believed Curt’s story about what he saw, but why would the girls do that to Sadie, and presumably to themselves too?


  Did they do it out of spite, like some Amish version of a high school clique? Apparently, American high school wasn’t as far from the Amish as I’d thought.


  “May I help you?” Leah asked from her post behind the counter. Her face fell. “It’s you.”


  “Good morning, Leah. I was wondering if I could talk to you and Abby and Debbie. They’re here, aren’t they?” I removed my coat and hung it over my arm. I was afraid that the wool would muffle the microphone too much. “It’s about the haircutting. There’s been a development in the case you should know about.”


  She paled. “Debbie and Abby are in the back putting up the rest of the holiday stock.”


  Debbie appeared from around a display shelf. “Leah . . .” she paused. “Oh, I didn’t hear the bell.”


  “Can you go get Abby?” Leah’s voice was tight. “She has something to tell us about the haircutting.”


  Debbie swallowed and disappeared behind the display. She and Abby, her face pale, reappeared a minute later. “What are you doing here?” Abby asked.


  “I need to talk to all three of you.”


  Leah folded her arms on the counter. “What about?”


  “Don’t you find it odd that of the four girls whose hair was cut, only Sadie is missing from this tight little circle?”


  Debbie walked behind the counter and stood next to Leah. “So? What about Grandfather Zook?”


  I wondered how far to take this. Chief Rose should have given me confession extracting tips before I talked to the girls. I squared my shoulders, keeping my eyes on Abby. “I don’t think Grandfather Zook or the death of Abby’s uncle is related to what happened to you.”


  Abby concentrated on the tops of her black sneakers.


  Debbie nudged Leah, their ringleader since the very beginning, in my estimation.


  “Just because you think something doesn’t make it true,” Leah said.


  “A man didn’t cut your hair, did he Abby?” I said. “It was a girl your own age. Wasn’t it.”


  Debbie’s mouth fell open. “Abby, what did you tell her?”


  Abby shook her head. “N-nothing.”


  I continued. “Abby and I had a nice talk yesterday.”


  Leah glared at the pale girl. “What?”


  Abby’s head snapped up. “She’s telling a falsehood.”


  I cocked my head. “Did you or did you not ask me to meet you at Appleseed Pond yesterday to talk about the haircutting?”


  Perspiration gathered above Abby’s brow. “Ye-yes.”


  Debbie cried out. “You told her!”


  “Debbie, be quiet,” Leah barked.


  “N-no,” Abby stuttered. “I didn’t tell her. I didn’t.”


  “But you wanted to,” I said.


  Abby gave the faintest of nods. A tear slid down her cheek. “I can’t keep this awful secret anymore.”


  Leah ran around the counter and pinched her friend’s arm. “Don’t say a word.”


  Tears fell from Abby’s eyes. “I have to. I have to. It’s different for you and Debbie. My uncle is dead.”


  Debbie’s hands were flat on the counter. “We had nothing to do with that.”


  “I know.” Abby pulled her arm from Leah’s grasp. She looked at me. “We did it,” Abby whispered.


  “What?” I stepped closer to her, wanting the microphone to pick up her words.


  “We cut our own hair . . . and Sadie’s.”


  Leah stepped away from her friend, her expression twisted, as if she didn’t even know the person in front of her.


  “Why?” I asked.


  Debbie’s face crumpled. “The bishop. He’s ruined everything in the district. We had to show him that he wasn’t in control. The haircutting embarrassed him.”


  Through gritted teeth, Leah said, “Stop talking.”


  Debbie’s eyes filled with tears. “I cannot, Leah. I can’t keep this secret anymore either. We did this to embarrass the bishop, but we are hurting each other more.” Gruffly, she wiped a tear from her cheek with her hand, her gaze steady on me “You don’t know what it’s been like. The bishop and the deacon have been horrible. A half a step out of place and they punish you. Look at the Troyer family you love so much.”


  “Is Sadie involved? Is she part of your little group?” I asked.


  “No.” Abby held herself around the waist. “We were afraid the deacon or police would realize we cut our own hair because we were close friends, so we decided to cut the hair of someone we weren’t friendly with.”


  I nodded. “The extra bonus was that she’s the bishop’s daughter.”


  Debbie hung her head in shame. “Yes.”


  “And Grandfather Zook? What about his beard?”


  “We didn’t do that,” Abby spoke up. “We would never hurt an elderly man like that.”


  “You wouldn’t hurt an old man, but what about Ezekiel Young. Did you kill him?”


  Abby gasped, then covered her mouth and ran from the room. After a moment, we could hear the faint sound of retching from the back of the store.


  Leah leveled her glare at me. “No. That is enough.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said. “I know you didn’t kill Abby’s uncle—the coroner already proved that. But someone has used your haircutting prank to his advantage and committed murder. A copycat crime.”


  Debbie removed a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed the corners of eyes. “What does that mean?”


  “It means someone saw what you girls were doing and copied it to cover up his crimes.”


  Debbie gasped. “Are you saying it’s our fault Ezekiel was killed?”


  I almost said yes, but that answer wasn’t completely true. It was only part of the issue. The girls only gave the killer the idea of how to cover up the crime—the plan to murder must have already been in place.


  “Do you realize that a killer used your antics to his advantage? And he may get away with murder because the police have wasted so much of their time looking for whoever cut your hair.”


  Debbie began to cry in earnest, but Leah’s jaw was set.


  The bell at the front of the store rang, and Chief Rose and her two officers entered. Leah’s eyes cut over to me. Before that day, I wouldn’t believe a young Amish girl could carry so much hate in her eyes. Leah whispered something to Debbie in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  The chief smiled. “Don’t talk? That’s probably the best advice you could give her.”


  Leah’s eyes grew wide.


  “What? You’re surprised I know your language? I couldn’t manage in this town without it.” Chief Rose turned to me. “Where’s the third one?”


  More retching sounds came from the back of the shop. I pointed a thumb in that direction. “In the back.”


  Chief Rose nodded to one of her officers. “Make sure she’s finished with her tummy issues before you put her in the cruiser. I’m not in the mood to clean the upholstery.” She handed Leah a piece of paper. “Here’s a warrant, by the way. I imagine we will find a pair of sheep shears somewhere in this building.”


  Leah clenched her jaw so tightly I was surprised we couldn’t hear the grinding of her teeth.


  I stepped away as the chief read Leah and Debbie their rights and handcuffed them. Instead of feeling relieved that this ordeal was over, sadness washed through me. I slipped out of the shop.


  Timothy stood outside, watching through the window. “You did a good job,” he said.


  I frowned. “It doesn’t feel that way. I feel dirty and sneaky. I don’t like it.”


  “You didn’t do anything wrong. You helped the police. Now maybe the district can heal.”


  “To a point.” I pulled my cotton gloves out of my pocket and slipped them on. “The person who killed Ezekiel Young is still out there.”


  He nodded.


  “How do you think the bishop and deacon will react when they learn about the girls?”


  “I don’t know. My fear is they will come down harder on everyone else. I know that’s what Deacon Sutter would want to do.”


  I nodded and then a thought hit me.


  “What is it?”


  “Miller’s at work. Leah’s his cousin.”


  “Oh.”


  “What am I going to tell him about all this?”


  “The truth.”


  I bit my lip. I suspected the truth about his cousin was the last thing the programmer wanted to hear.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Seven

  


  Even though Chief Rose had spoken to Dean Klink and gotten me a full day off of work, I headed to the office that afternoon. I couldn’t stay in my big rented house all by myself and stare at that pencil-drawn X on my living room wall. Becky was at Young’s all day, and then would head to the elementary school after work to help the teacher prepare for Tuesday afternoon’s art class. Timothy had gone to Young’s too, to work on the pavilion. Life went on despite the arrest of the three Amish girls.


  Chief Rose called to tell me that she had already heard from CNN. The haircutting story received national attention as the newswire picked it up. The Amish way, foreign to the rest of the country, made today’s arrests sensational news. The police chief warned me not to talk to the press, and that was fine with me.


  On campus, I stepped into the office, and found Clark at the conference table editing video of the college’s fall play on his laptop. “Hey boss, Klink told us that you weren’t coming in today. He said you dove into a frozen pond and saved a drowning child.”


  I rolled my eyes. It came as no surprise that the dean’s version of the story was more sensational than the truth. I feared what he would make of the three Amish girls. “That’s not quite what happened.”


  “You didn’t save someone?”


  “I did, I guess, but it wasn’t a child. And I didn’t dive into a freezing pond.” I told him a shortened version of the story.


  “Wow. I’m impressed, but the diving in the pond would have really kicked the story up a notch.”


  “I’m sure it would. Where’s Miller?”


  “He left about an hour ago. He got a phone call about some type of family emergency.”


  I winced. I knew the nature of that emergency. “Did he say anything about it?”


  “Nah. You know Miller. You have to use a crowbar to get anything out of him.”


  The door to the computer services office opened, and Dean Klink entered with Collette Williams close at his heels.


  “Chloe!” Dean Klink grinned from ear to ear. “I saw your car in the parking lot and called Collette right away.”


  Clark hid a smirk behind his laptop screen.


  “We need to jump on the good press you’ve created for the college.” Collette smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle from her sleeve.


  “Good press?”


  “Of course, by pulling that drowning Amish girl from the water, you’ve gotten media attention. This could get national media attention. I only need to confirm a few facts before I blast the press release to all the outlets.”


  I held up my hand. “Wait, wait, wait. I didn’t pull an Amish girl from the water.”


  Collette’s head jerked back. She turned to the dean. “Dean Klink, you said . . .”


  The dean licked his lip. “Chloe can tell us what really happened.” To Collette, he said, “There still could be a story there.”


  The dean and the publicist sat at the conference table. Clark didn’t move. No chance he was going to miss this show. I didn’t see a way out of it either. I sat and told them about yesterday’s event at Appleseed Pond. Carefully, I left Abby out of the story. I shivered to think what Collette would do when she learned about my involvement with the Amish haircutting.


  Dean Klink smacked his hand on the conference table. “That’s still a great story. Excellent stuff. Poetic even.”


  Collette’s face was pinched. “I’m disappointed no Amish were involved. Chloe, the Amish angle is something I planned to talk to you about.”


  My brow shot up. The Amish angle?


  Collette scribbled on a small leather-bound notebook. “The Amish are such a curiosity in the news and media right now that I believe the college should take more advantage of our proximity to them. We should advertise our ties and closeness to the Amish culture. It may attract students.”


  Clark coughed to cover a laugh. “You think American teenagers are going to choose to go to Harshberger because there are Amish nearby?”


  Collette pointed the end of her pen at him. “Our best strategy in this tough academic market is to highlight our uniqueness. Our location makes us unique. Harshberger is located in a bucolic countryside. Parents see it as a quiet and safe place to send their children.”


  Clark only shook his head. “Discounting the fact we’ve had two murders in town in the last year.”


  Collette glared at him and turned her pen on me. “Chloe, the dean has told me about the close relationship you have with the Amish.”


  I didn’t like where this was going. “I have Amish friends.”


  “Perfect. In addition to the one about you saving this guy, I want to write another article about you and your ties with the Amish. The college could receive some national attention on this.” She flattened both hands on the tabletop. “Did you hear there was an arrest for the haircutting this morning? Three Amish girls.”


  I didn’t say anything but felt Clark watching me.


  She smiled. “Stories like that will bring national attention to Appleseed Creek and to Harshberger.”


  “National attention!” The dean beamed. “That would do a world of good for the college. It may even have an impact on enrollment. High school seniors are choosing colleges now, so now is the time to strike.”


  I cleared my throat. “I don’t think the fact that there have been crimes within the Amish community will convince parents of college-aged kids to send their children to Harshberger.”


  Collette tapped her pen on the table. “Perhaps not, but the most important thing is to keep Harshberger in the spotlight. Right now, our closeness with the Amish in Appleseed Creek is the best way to do that. Maybe we can do some kind of outreach to the Amish. I spoke to their mayor about it during the parade.” She pursed her lips. “I can’t say he was that receptive.”


  Clark choked back a laugh. “Mayor?”


  “I think you mean deacon,” I told the marketing director.


  Clearly, Collette knew little about the Amish. I was much the same before moving to Appleseed Creek, but then again, I didn’t plan to use their culture for my own purposes. “For the most part, the Amish take care of themselves. They will resent any offer of help. Also, the Amish in Appleseed Creek are better off than some of the English residents.”


  Collette looked unconvinced. She stood. “I need to write up this press release. Chloe, I trust you will do everything you can to promote the college. You need to think about what’s best for Harshberger.”


  I gritted my teeth.


  The dean beamed at Collette as they left the office.


  Clark shook his head. “Boss, I think you might be in trouble with that lady.”


  Unfortunately, I thought Clark might be right about that.


  I went into my office and tried to concentrate on work for a few hours, but Collette and her plans for the Amish worried me. Finally, I couldn’t sit there any longer. I poked my head out of my doorway. “I’m going for a walk.”


  Clark nodded and focused his attention back on his computer screen.


  I headed to the stairwell and climbed to the second floor. I’d only been to this part of the building a handful of times. It housed the biology department, its classrooms, labs, and faculty offices. It was also the location of Dylan Tanner’s office. The drone of a lecturer speaking to a class of drowsy undergraduates echoed through the hallway. As the department chair, Dylan had a corner office, and I had to walk through his lab to reach it.


  Black, shiny countertops covered the examination counters, and four-legged metal stools surrounded each work station. The lab was empty. A tank of tropical fish sat on a rolling cart, and frogs hopped around an atrium. I grimaced, hoping they weren’t headed for dissection.


  Dylan’s office door was closed, and I sighed with relief. He wasn’t here. I didn’t know what made me come up and snoop around his space. I tried to shake off my curiosity, but it hung there, like a cloud. Again, I knocked on the door, needing to feel extra sure he wasn’t in the office. Nothing.


  I turned to go, but at the last second, tried the doorknob. The office door swung open. Although the light was off, books and documents clearly covered every surface. The room felt cramped. I peered through windows to the outside where the sunlight had dimmed and softened to pink. It was almost five.


  There was another fish tank in the office, this one housing a single blue and red Siamese fighting fish. The fish circled the tank like a shark. I sidestepped away. The keyboard of Dylan’s desktop computer was buried under a pile of glossy catalogs. They didn’t look like they were about biology. I crept closer to the desk and peered at one of the magazines.


  The one on top was opened to a page about Civil War coins. Each listing included an up close, front and back shot of the coin and its current market value.


  With a knot in my stomach, I glanced back at the fish. He swam three tight circles in the tank.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Eight

  


  I walked home, dodging runoff from melted snow and piles of brown and gray slush. From the gutters of buildings, enormous icicles dripped under the last few rays of sunlight. City work crews wrapped Christmas garland around the town’s lampposts and strung blue-and-white twinkle lights from the young trees. For the town of Appleseed Creek, it was full speed ahead toward Christmas.


  I couldn’t help but wonder how Ellie and Uri planned to spend the holiday. The first Christmas someone was missing from the dinner table was the worst. I wished I could tell them it became easier with the passage of time, but it doesn’t. Not really. The void is always there. This would be my eleventh Christmas without my mother, and I felt her absence as keenly as if it were the first. Although the pain was different now, its sharpness dulled by regret for the time lost.


  I wondered what my mother would have thought of Timothy. Would she have liked him? Disliked him? Approved of the match? Was it a real match? I knew I cared about him, even loved him, but being with Timothy meant being in Appleseed Creek permanently. That was never a part of my plan.


  Dylan’s sedan was parked in my driveway when I came up the walk. I took a hesitant step. The biology professor hadn’t told me he’d be working on the house today. I certainly wouldn’t have okayed it if he had. Between what I’d learned at the historical society on Saturday, and snooping in his office, something didn’t feel right about the professor.


  Tentatively, I climbed the porch steps. I heard a thwack, thwack, thwack followed by the sound of something shattering. I threw open the front door. Directly across from me was a hole in the wall large enough for a small child to climb through.


  Muslin tarps covered the living room furniture and a sheen of plaster dust covered the hardwood floor. Dylan wore safety glasses and work gloves and took a sledgehammer to the wall. Thwack! He hit the wall again, and plaster crumbled to the ground, sending dust and debris into the air.


  “What are you doing?” I cried.


  He turned around with his sledgehammer poised as if to strike. I took a step back into the doorway.


  “Welcome home, Chloe.” He still held up the sledgehammer, his eyes appearing boggled behind the safety glasses.


  I pointed at the sledgehammer. “Can you lower that, please?”


  “Oh, right, sorry about that.” He dropped the hammer to his side.


  “What are you doing?” I asked again, trying to keep my voice even, though I could still hear the quaver in it.


  He blinked at me. “I found the original plans for this house, and there used to be an archway here that led into a breakfast room by the kitchen. I think it’s the place you use as a mudroom now. One of the previous owners must have closed it off years ago. I’m putting it back to the way it was, the way it’s supposed to be.”


  “But . . .” I was at a loss.


  “The house is going to be returned to its glory. I thought it would be best to start with all of the structural stuff before I moved on to the smaller details.”


  “But Becky and I live here,” I finally managed. “You can’t make holes in walls while we live here.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Why not? This is my house. I own it.”


  “I know that. You repeat that in every conversation we have.” My bag was heavy on my shoulder, which was still sore from holding onto Brock in the pond. I placed it on the floor.


  He gripped the hammer a little more tightly. “It’s the truth.”


  “You didn’t tell me that you’d be doing this serious of a demolition. This is not like mending a broken latch.”


  “I don’t know what your problem is. I protected your furniture with tarps.” He said this as if he did me favor.


  “I can’t live like this,” I whispered.


  “What did you say?” he asked.


  “You didn’t tell me you were coming this time.” I paused. “Dylan, you are going to have to leave.”


  “To leave? This is my house. You have no right to tell me what to do. I’m tired of people telling me what to do. My wife. Now, you,” he spat.


  The sledgehammer came up a fraction of an inch, and fear gripped me by the back of the neck. Being alone with Dylan when he was in such a temper was not the best idea I’d ever had.


  “You’re just like Kara. She thought I couldn’t do anything right either.”


  “Dylan . . .” I began.


  “If I want to knock a wall down on my property, I should be allowed to do it.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me this house used to belong to your family?”


  He blinked at me. “How?”


  I pointed to the wall. “We saw the X on the wall and knew you planned to knock it down. The people at the historical society told me the house’s history.”


  His face turned beet red. “You have no right to pry into my personal matters.”


  “I wasn’t prying. I needed to know what you were up to. Becky and I have to live here.”


  He gripped the sledgehammer. “If I didn’t need your rent money, I would kick you out.”


  “Trust me, I don’t mind moving at this point.” I didn’t tell him Tyler was attempting to release us from the lease. I took a deep breath. “Does the demolition have anything to do with Gerald Tanner’s coin collection?”


  He took two steps toward me. His jaw clenched, and sweat gathered on his upper lip and forehead.


  I jumped back into the open doorway. Heat flowed to the outside, but I didn’t care. No way would I block my escape route.


  I kept my gaze steady on him, and he was breathless. “Did you find the coins? Give them to me. They’re mine. You have no right to them.”


  I took a smaller step back. “We didn’t find them, but that’s what you’re looking for, isn’t it?”


  “You’re lying,” he snarled. “You found the coins and are keeping them for yourself.”


  I patted my pocket, feeling for my cell phone, never taking my eyes off of him. “I didn’t. I don’t want the coins.”


  His gaze darted around the room, his eyes wild. “I know they’re here somewhere. My family has spoken of them for as long as I can remember. Gerald hid them in the house during the Depression because he was afraid the family would sell them. Then, the old coot could never find them again.”


  “You think he hid the coins inside of the wall?”


  “Where else could they be? I’ve looked everywhere.”


  My chest tightened. How had Dylan been able to look everywhere else for the coins unless he had been in the house many times without Becky’s or my knowledge? Another thought came to mind. I lifted my chin, facing him. “Did Curt and Brock know about the coins?”


  He scowled at me. “No. Do you think I am stupid enough to tell them? They thought this was a standard remodel job.”


  Relief, albeit a small amount, flowed through me.


  A bead of sweat ran down the side of his face. “Kara, you don’t understand that I’m doing this for us, so you will come back.”


  “I’m not Kara,” I whispered.


  Dylan blinked a few times and placed his free hand to his forehead.


  “Are you all right?” I asked. As long as he held that sledgehammer, I didn’t dare move closer to him.


  “I . . . I have to go.” He dropped the sledgehammer to his side, then stumbled to the front door. I sidestepped out of the way and watched as he tripped down the front steps and into his car. He backed out of the driveway, then swerved his way up the street.


  My heart pounding, I shut the door behind him and locked it. I leaned my forehead against the door, listening to the frenetic pace of my own breathing and the thumping of my heart, almost afraid to turn around.


  After a moment, I spun around and found myself inspecting the hole. At eye level, I could see all the way through to the mudroom and out the back window.


  The framed photograph of my mother had shattered on the floor. It must have fallen while Dylan knocked the hole in the wall. The picture itself was unharmed. I grabbed a broom and dust pan from the mudroom and swept up the shards of glass. As I did, Gigabyte tiptoed into the room, creeping low to the ground on his haunches, looking for any sign of Dylan and his loud hammer. Seeing none, he straightened—although he looked ready to bolt back into hiding at a moment’s notice.


  I put the broom away and called Tyler. “I need to be out of this lease like yesterday.” I told him about my confrontation with Dylan.


  “I’m on it. I should have you out of there by the end of the week. In the meantime, I don’t like the sound of Dylan’s behavior. He seems erratic. I suggest you and Becky camp somewhere else until you can officially move out of there.”


  I exhaled. “Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned the coins. It . . . um . . . upset him.”


  “Probably not. Be careful, Chloe. Dylan doesn’t sound stable to me.”


  “I will.” I hung up and called Timothy. I wanted to ask him if Becky and I could bunk at his place for a little while. Gigabyte wouldn’t like rooming with Mabel, but it was better than the alternative. The only other option was staying with the Troyers, and I knew that would be more than enough reason for the bishop to shun the entire family.


  My call went directly to voice-mail. I left a message. Becky would be at the elementary school by now, so I sent her a text telling her to go to Timothy’s after she finished at the elementary school. I got one immediately back that said, “OK.”


  I went upstairs and quickly packed overnight bags for Becky and me with just the essentials. If we needed anything else, we could get it the next day when Timothy was with us. We would be completely out of the house by the weekend—no matter what.


  In the kitchen, I tossed Gigabyte’s favorite toys and several cans of cat food into my overnight bag. He followed me into the mudroom, where I pulled his cat carrier off the shelf. He hissed and ran from the room.


  “Gig!” I groaned. “Come on, buddy. We have to go.”


  A cat-sized lump hid under the muslin tarp that covered the couch. Casually, I walked in that direction. The only visible part of him was the dark brown tip of his tail, which twitched. I pounced onto the lump. Gigabyte hissed. Finally, I was able to wrestle him out from under the tarp.


  I carried the hissing cat to the mudroom and shoved him inside his cat carrier. “I’m sorry.” I sucked on the scratch on my left hand. “But it’s not safe here anymore,” I mumbled. He yowled in my face. I sighed. Poor Mabel was going to be stuck bunking with a very angry cat tonight.


  I carried Gig and the overnight bags to the other side of the room. As I did, something dark on the couch caught my eye. A coat. I set Gig and the bag down and picked it up, feeling for the pockets. Dylan. He had left without putting on a coat. As I moved it to the other end of the sofa, my fingers slipped over a jagged seam.


  My fingers turned to ice. I lay the coat on the sofa and spread it out so I could get a good look at it. On the top of the right shoulder was a poorly sewn seam of black thread. Whoever had sewn it wasn’t confident with a needle. I tugged on either side of the seam, and the thread gave way with little effort, revealing a hole the size of a man’s fist—or the mouth of a horse.


  I sat on the couch, staring at the hole. Grandfather Zook’s words came back to me. “If you find the coat, you find the killer.”


  Dylan cut off Grandfather Zook’s beard. Did that also mean he killed Ezekiel Young?


  A cold sweat broke out on my skin. What if Dylan realized that he forgot his coat? What if he knew I’d be able to put two-and-two together? He had a key to my house. I had to get out of there. Once he realized his mistake he would come back for it—and no way could I hide what I knew from him.


  Gig yowled from his carrier.


  I glanced at my pet. “Gig, we are out of here.”


  I grabbed my own coat and tucked Dylan’s under my arm. I stumbled out through the front door carrying the coats, bags, and Gig, placed everything into the Bug, and called Chief Rose.


  “Humphrey, what’s up? I read the piece about you saving the world in the press. Nice.”


  “It was the dean’s idea.” Before she could go on, I said, “Listen, I know who killed Ezekiel.”


  She sucked in a sharp breath. “Tell me.”


  I peered over my shoulder, reassuring myself that I was still alone. Then I told her about the coat.


  “I do have a piece of wool from Sparky’s mouth as evidence, but I’ll want that coat to compare.”


  “You can have it,” I said.


  “I’m in Newark for law enforcement training. I’ll swing by your house on the way home to get it.”


  I shook my head. “I’m not staying in the house. I’m going to Timothy’s.”


  “Good thinking.” She paused. “I’m leaving now. I’ll call your cell when I get close to knowing when I can get the coat. Don’t lose it.”


  “I won’t,” I promised.


  Remembering the promise I had made to Timothy in the hospital, I called his cell again, to tell him we were in danger. It rang three times then went to voice-mail.


  He probably couldn’t hear it over the tools.


  When I reached Timothy’s house, it was dark. I knocked on the front door. No answer. Neither Danny nor Timothy was home. I tried the doorknob, but it was locked. I swallowed and glanced around, goose bumps rose on my skin. I called Timothy a third time. Voice-mail.


  An idea popped into my head. I’d swing by Young’s and collect Timothy’s house key. Gig yowled as I turned on the engine and backed out of Timothy’s driveway. He wasn’t fond of car rides.


  The restaurant lot was half full with evening diners. The spaces near the flea market were empty except for, to my relief, Timothy’s blue pickup truck parked by the second pavilion.


  I shoved Dylan’s coat under the passenger seat of my car. It was in the lower forties and I thought Gigabyte would be warm enough in the car while I ran into the pavilion to fetch Timothy’s house key. I glanced at my cat, his eyes wide. “I’ll be a minute.”


  He yowled. It would be a long time before he forgave me for all this running around.


  I jogged to the second pavilion. “Timothy?” I called out while ducking under the plastic sheeting.


  No response. I heard the echo of a power tool running at the end of the pavilion near the meat and dairy counter Timothy had started building before the murder. I shivered. I hadn’t been inside the pavilion since finding Ezekiel’s body. I followed the noise.


  My shoulders relaxed a little when I noticed that the sawhorse that had tripped me during my last visit was gone. Perhaps, Chief Rose had confiscated it for evidence. “Tim—” His name died on my lips. The air compression nail gun lay on the ground, humming in the corner of the pavilion. It was not being used.


  My body shuddered. About fifteen feet from the gun, I saw the back of an Amish man, his hands in the air. Another man faced him—Dylan Tanner. He held a handgun, with an extra long barrel, and pointed it at the Amish man’s chest.


  
    


    


    Chapter Forty-Nine

  


  I spun around. Phut! Debris from the ceiling fell onto my head, the largest piece the size of a Matchbox car.


  “Don’t move!” Dylan’s voice cut through the air like a razor.


  I froze.


  He narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing here?”


  “I—I was looking for Timothy.” I shivered. Dylan’s gun didn’t have an extra large barrel on the end—that extra length was a silencer.


  He curled his lip. “He’s not here.”


  I took a huge step back carefully stepping over an orange electrical cord. “I’ll go check the other pavilions, then.” We’re not going to mention the gun in your hand? That’s fine by me.


  The Amish man turned slightly so that he could see me. It was Uriah Young. His hands were still in the air, away from his body.


  “Don’t look at her!” Dylan snapped at Uri. He caught me in his sights again. “Where are you going?”


  “To find Timothy.” I turned to go, and as I did, he seemed to remember the gun in his hand—and the man he held at gunpoint. “Stop! Or I’ll shoot him. You’re not going anywhere.”


  Slowly, I pivoted on my heels to face Dylan.


  “Dylan, let the girl go,” Uri said. “She had nothing to do with this.”


  “She has everything to do with this. Everywhere she goes, she’s in my way.” Dylan’s eyes were bloodshot. Had he been drinking?


  “How could she possibly be in your way?” Uri’s tone was condescending. I wasn’t sure if that was the best tactic to use against Dylan. “She’s just a girl.”


  “You shut up,” Dylan ordered through clenched teeth. “You’ve said enough already.”


  Ignoring the gun was no longer an option. I spoke slowly. “What’s going on Dylan?”


  A smile that did not reach his eyes curled on his mouth. “I’m finally doing this right. No mess-ups this time.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that. “Mess-ups? What do you mean?” I tried to keep my voice level. My knees knocking together sounded like a thump, thump, thump in my head. Or maybe that sound was the pounding of my heart.


  “Last time,” he paused. “Last time, I made a mistake.”


  “Everything you do has been a mistake.” Uri’s voice sounded patronizing.


  I spoke up. “No it hasn’t.”


  Uri shrugged. “I guess your wife would know that for sure.”


  Dylan’s lips trembled.


  Was I imagining things or was Uri trying to keep Dylan’s attention on himself? The phone felt heavy in the inner pocket of my coat. If I could get away, I could call Chief Rose on my cell phone.


  As if Dylan read my mind, he pointed to the ground. “Cell phone. Throw your cell phone to me.”


  My mouth went dry. “I—I don’t have it.”


  He shot the ceiling above my head. More debris fell. A chunk of lumber the size of a brick crashed at my feet.


  Where was Timothy? If he couldn’t hear the gun, couldn’t he hear the roof falling in? What about Ellie? Couldn’t anyone at the restaurant hear it?


  “Phone. Now!” Dylan yelled.


  I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket and pulled out the phone. I hit the speed dial button for Timothy’s phone then threw it to Dylan’s feet. The device clattered to the cement floor. The back of the smartphone broke off and the glowing screen went black. I lifted my eyes to Dylan. “Chief Rose already knows everything. I called her after you stormed out of my house.”


  He stamped his foot on the floor like a toddler. “That’s my house. My house! Can’t you get that through your skull?” His forehead was damp with perspiration. “After I am finished with him, you will show me where you put Gerald’s coins.” Maybe the college professor was on something stronger than alcohol.


  I stepped back. “I don’t have them. I never had them.”


  “Liar!”


  I tried to keep my voice steady. “Chief Rose already knows you killed Ezekiel. I found your coat. You left it at the house.”


  His gun fell a fraction of an inch. “My coat?”


  “Yes. The one Grandfather Zook’s horse took a bite out of when you cut off his beard. Why did you cut off his beard, Dylan?”


  Uri cut in. “To throw off the police.”


  I wished I could see Uri’s face, so that I could signal him to be quiet.


  Dylan’s eyes darted from Uri to me and back again. “I didn’t mean to hurt the old man. He was an easy target—one those girls could have easily gotten to.” He licked his lips. “I need to decide what to do now. Everything was fine until you got in my way.”


  Uri scoffed. “Fine? You have to be joking.”


  “Shut up!” Dylan’s voice echoed through the pavilion.


  “What are you going to do, Tanner,” Uri said. “Shoot both of us?”


  Why don’t you give him more ideas, Uri?


  Dylan trained the gun on Uri’s heart. “You shut your mouth.”


  “If you kill us, it will be another mistake, but this is the one that will ruin your life.”


  “What mistake did you make, Dylan?” I tried to keep my voice level.


  “I killed the wrong twin. After weeks of planning, I killed the wrong one.” Sweat gathered on Dylan’s upper lip. “I thought it was you!” His voice quavered. “You ruined my life!”


  “You killed my bruder.” Uri loomed over him as if daring Dylan to shoot.


  Does Uri have a death wish?


  “Uri,” I said. “Leave him alone.”


  His head snapped around. Instead of fury, I saw sorrow. “He killed my bruder when he wanted to kill me. I don’t deserve to live when my bruder died in my place.”


  My mouth went dry. “Why did you want to kill Uri, Dylan?”


  “Don’t you use past tense,” he snapped. “Wanting to kill Uriah Young has not died away. No, it’s gotten much worse with every passing moment.”


  That didn’t sound good.


  “He cost me my savings—and my wife.”


  “Don’t you mean your wife’s savings?” Uri said.


  I wished I could mind meld with Uri, and say, You’re not helping! Instead all I could do was shoot him a disapproving look.


  Dylan wiped sweat from his eyes with his free hand. “Don’t mention my wife.”


  “It’s the truth. She left you because you lost the money she inherited from her father’s will.”


  “I gave the money to you. You convinced me to invest in the pavilion, and when the contractor you hired ran away with my money, you took no responsibility for it. You found another investor and hired a new contractor as if nothing happened. You went on with your life when mine was ruined.”


  “It wasn’t my fault,” Uri said.


  Phut! The gun went off. Uri fell against the plywood side of the half-finished cheese counter and slid to the floor. A streak of blood marked his path.


  My heart pounded wildly.


  Dylan stared at Uri lying on the floor, as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just done.


  I knelt by Uri’s head. “Uri! Uri!”


  His face was ashen. Blood soaked the front of his shirt. I ripped off my coat and pressed if to Uri’s chest. Lord, don’t let him die. I looked up. There was a hole in the plywood. The bullet went clean through.


  “Get—get away from him,” Dylan stuttered.


  I picked up Uri’s hand and placed it over the coat. “Press down hard.” I barely breathed the words.


  “Stand up!”


  Slowly, I stood.


  Without my coat the cold drafty air of the pavilion bit into my skin.


  “I should have shot him in the first place, instead of that ridiculous plan.” His voice grew quiet, distant. “My wife told me that all of my plans are horrible. Nothing good comes of them.” He raised his eyes to me. “She was right.”


  I felt Uri’s hand on my ankle, and he squeezed it with strength. I didn’t dare look down.


  Dylan panted. “I said get away from him.”


  I spoke calmly. “He needs medical attention.”


  “Get away from him now, or I will shoot you too.”


  I inched away from Uri. “Dylan, you don’t want to do this.”


  “How do you know what I want? Why do you even pretend to care? I want to find the coins in my house. If I find them and sell them, I will have money, more money than before, and Kara will come back.” Sweat dripped off the tip of his nose. “But you won’t even let me do that. Everyone is trying to stop me from being successful.”


  There was no point in arguing with him. We had moved long past arguments.


  He ran a free hand through his hair and licked his lips. “Now, what am I going to do? You weren’t supposed to be in here.” He leveled the gun, so that it pointed directly at my chest. “I will have to shoot you too.”


  A chill ran from the back of my head all the way to my heels.


  He shook his head, slowly. “I didn’t want to do that, but you left me no choice.”


  “That’s wrong, Dylan, you have a choice.” My lungs constricted. “You always have a choice.”


  “No, I don’t,” he said through gritted teeth.


  With a cry, Uri leapt from the cement floor and threw himself against Dylan’s knees. The gun went off as the pair crashed into the vegetable booth. Wood splintered as they hit the floor in a heap.


  Uri groaned and rolled onto his side. Dylan lay there for a few seconds with the wind knocked out of him. Somehow he’d managed to keep hold of the gun. I scanned the room for some type of weapon. The hum of the air compressor grabbed my attention. I picked up the nail gun, but the air compression hose was tangled around Timothy’s work bench. I knelt on the floor to loosen it, my fingers numb and moving clumsily to remove the kinks in the hose.


  Dylan sat up, gulping air. Uri was no longer any help, his breathing choppy as he held a bloody hand to his upper chest.


  I almost had the last kink out of the air hose.


  Still holding the gun, Dylan stood on shaky legs. “What are you doing?”


  The hose pulled free. I turn the nail gun on him, closed my eyes, and squeezed as hard as I could—just like Timothy had shown me.


  The nail hit him in the calf. Dylan cried out in pain. I scrambled to my feet and aimed the nail gun at his right hand, the one holding the automatic weapon, and took a shot. A nail hit him in the hand. He screamed and dropped the gun on the floor—and I kicked it as hard as I could. It skittered across the cement floor.


  “Police!” Chief Rose and her officers barged into the pavilion through the plastic sheeting.


  “She shot me!” Dylan squealed. Blood poured out of the wound in the back of his hand.


  Chief Rose examined his wound and arched an eyebrow at me. “A nail gun?”


  I blew out a harsh breath. “It was the only thing I could find.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifty

  


  Chloe?” Timothy shouted to me from about twenty feet away. One of Chief Rose’s officers held him back.


  “You’ll be able to see her in a minute,” the officer said. “The chief is interviewing her right now.”


  I called out to him, my voice flooded with relief. “Timothy!”


  He wrestled free from the officer and reached me in three long strides, wrapping me in a hug so hard that my sore shoulder cracked. Pain shot down the length of my arm, but I didn’t care.


  I looked up into his face, still holding onto him. “Where were you?”


  He flinched at my accusatory tone, and I wished I could grab the words out of space and shove them back into my mouth.


  He frowned and held me tighter. “I was with Ellie. She wanted to walk to the cemetery to visit Ezekiel’s grave. The Amish cemetery is on the back corner of the property, and I didn’t want her to walk alone. She had come into the pavilion to ask Uri to go with her, but he wasn’t here.” His blue eyes searched my face. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. Dylan and Uri are hurt.”


  He scanned the room and stopped, transfixed by the blood-stained wall. He swallowed hard. “Where are they?”


  “They’re both alive and on the way to the hospital. Uri has a gunshot wound to the shoulder and . . .


  “And Dylan?”


  I bit my lip. “I shot him with your nail gun.”


  Timothy’s mouth fell open.


  “In the leg and hand. The construction lesson you gave me came in handy.”


  He crushed me to him in another hug.


  
    


    


    Epilogue

  


  Becky looped back into the living room of our new home. “Did you see the kitchen? Stainless steel appliances like in a professional kitchen. A six-burner range. Think of all the great food we can cook!”


  I grinned at her. “We? Don’t you mean you?”


  “Right, me! It’s going to be amazing. I can’t wait to invite everyone over. I’m thinking I’ll make tacos, a real authentic Mexican meal. My family’s never had Mexican food. They’re missing out.”


  “It sounds great.” I didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm, but I doubted that the Troyer family would ever come to our new home. That would be certain shunning for them.


  She twirled about the room. “We should host a Christmas party too. Wouldn’t that be fun? I’ve always wanted to go to an Englischer party.”


  “What do you think an English party is?”


  “From what I’ve seen on television, there’s lots of food, laughter, and music.”


  “We’ll see. I’ll need to check with the Quills. This is their house, and we will only be here for a short time.”


  “It will be great. You’ll see.” She waltzed around the room. “Can we have a Christmas tree?”


  I smiled. “Of course. We will definitely have a Christmas tree.”


  She grinned. “My first one!”


  Timothy grunted as he carried Becky’s trunk into the house. “What do you have in here? Horseshoes?”


  “It’s my hope chest, bruder.”


  “Oh.” He set it inside the door. “Where does it go?”


  “My room,” she said. “On the second floor.”


  Timothy groaned as he lifted the chest.


  There was a tap on the frame of the front door. “G-Gude Mariye,” a deep voice ventured through the open door.


  Timothy nearly dropped Becky’s hope chest.


  “Timothy, be careful,” his sister cried.


  With care, he set the trunk on the carpeted floor.


  “Bishop Hooley?” I asked.


  “M-may I come in?”


  “Yes, of course.” I gestured to the Quills’ sofa.


  The bishop stood tall and looked more like the leader he was chosen to be.


  “I have already been to your family farm and told your parents that I was wrong to put those restraints on them. They do not have to worry about being shunned from the community. After what h-has happened with the haircutting and attack on my d-daughter, I see how holding too tightly to something can be worse than loosening one’s grip.”


  A smile spread on Becky’s face. “So we can visit home again?”


  He nodded. “Y-yes, with no fear of me.”


  Timothy’s reaction was much more solemn. “Thank you, bishop.”


  “How is Sadie?” I asked tentatively.


  “She is much better now. Now that she knows who attacked her. She is less timid, less afraid to venture out. S-she told me of her engagement to Ezekiel Young.” Tears gathered in the corners of the bishop’s eyes. “I h-hope she can heal from that wound too. The man who killed Ezekiel should be punished.”


  I bit my lip. After his arrest, Dylan went off the deep end, thinking every woman he saw was his estranged wife. Chief Rose said he had a good shot at an insanity plea, but I didn’t share this with the bishop. Eventually, both the English and Amish papers would cover the trial. Gerald Tanner’s coins were never found.


  “And Leah and the other girls?” Becky asked.


  The bishop’s eyes were sad. “Sadie has forgiven them and chosen not to press charges. However, the chief of police told me if the judge decides to call the act a religious hate crime, Sadie’s forgiveness will not matter to the c-court. For right now, the girls are free and home with their families.”


  Becky fingered her long braid. She’d yet to cut her hair.


  “When you are my age, it is easy to forget how it felt to be y-young, to be in rumspringa.” The bishop laced his fingers together in front of himself as if in prayer. “Even leaders in the ch-church do not have all the answers. Gott shows me the way if I am diligent in my obedience to Him.”


  “He does the same for all of us,” Timothy said.


  The bishop’s eyes were hooded. “Deacon Sutter’s unhappy with my change of heart, and I fear he may agitate for a time about the changes in the district.”


  An angry deacon was never a good thing.


  The bishop moved toward the open door. “I have told you what I needed to say. Now, I must go.” He tipped his black felt hat and closed the door behind himself.


  “Did I imagine that? Or did Bishop Hooley apologize to us?” Becky asked.


  “He apologized,” I whispered.


  “A Mexican-themed Christmas party might really happen, and we can invite the whole family. I’m going to work on the menu.” She jumped off of the couch and ran to the kitchen.


  “I thought you were going to help me unload the pickup,” Timothy called after her.


  “Later. Christmas is only two weeks away. I haven’t much time,” she called from the kitchen.


  The doorbell rang.


  I shook my head. “Another visitor already?”


  I opened the door. Thomas grinned up at me. “Chloe, we have come to take you on a sleigh ride.” Beyond Thomas, Grandfather Zook and the other Troyer children waved from a large, open-air black sleigh.


  The Quills’ home was in the country, four miles from Appleseed Creek. Our nearest neighbor was a half mile away. Because of the house’s remoteness, we were one of the last roads for the county to plow. Timothy’s truck tires and the bishop’s buggy wheels were the only tracks to mar the freshly fallen snow.


  Sparky stamped the snow-covered country road, and the bells on his harness rang. Ruth grinned from the front seat of the sleigh. A brown-haired girl about her age, Anna Lambright, sat between Ruth and Grandfather Zook. Ruth, it seemed, had been reunited with her best friend.


  Timothy stood behind me in the doorway. “Ready to go on a real Amish sleigh ride?” he whispered in my ear.


  “Yes.” I smiled up at him.


  More than ready.
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    Discussion Questions

  


  1. What was your favorite part of the novel? Why?


  2. Which character did you identify with the most? Why?


  3. The Amish in the novel celebrate Thanksgiving. How is their celebration similar to yours? How is it different?


  4. There is an Amish wedding during the novel. How are Amish wedding customs different from yours?


  5. What did you think of the author’s description of late fall, early winter in the novel?


  6. Who is your favorite character and why?


  7. Why is the cutting of Amish women’s hair and Amish men’s beard so offensive to the Amish?


  8. The novel includes descriptions of many Amish-owned shops in Appleseed Creek. Which would you like to visit most?


  9. Consider the position Becky and Timothy’s father is in between the bishop and his children who have left the Amish way. Do you understand his struggle?


  10. Chloe is estranged from her father. What do you think about that relationship?


  11. Of the antagonists in the novel, which did you dislike the most? Why?


  12. What do you know about Amish shunning?


  13. Before the end of the novel, who did you think the murderer was? Were you right?


  14. What did you think about the conclusion of the mystery? What about it surprised you?


  15. If you had the opportunity to visit Ohio’s Amish Country, what activity would you most like to do?
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    Dear Reader Letter

  


  Dear Reader,


  I knew the moment I added Billy from Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos to A Plain Death, the first Appleseed Creek Mystery, he would have a larger role in a future book in the series. I didn’t know he would have a dark past and be a murder suspect. Characters doing the unexpected is one the great delights of writing, and the characters in A Plain Disappearance are no exception. All the characters have astonished me in some way, even my protagonist, Chloe Humphrey. When they surprise me, that’s when I learn the most about them as characters and when I learn the most about myself as a writer.


  However, even though I typically write without an outline, I know where some key characters will end up. One example is Curt Fanning. I hope he surprised readers in this novel, but I knew the position he would be in by the end of this book before I finished writing A Plain Death. I hope you agree with me that it’s the place he needs to be.


  In interviews, I am consistently asked what the theme is in my writing. I answer this question with “I don’t write to themes. I don’t have a theme in mind.” This is true. My goal as a writer is to tell a story. That is all. There is no big message I am trying to express to the reader. However, when I finished A Plain Disappearance, I surprised myself yet again because I realized I wrote a theme into this series even if it was unintentional. The series’ theme is forgiveness. The forgiveness is between the English and Amish in Appleseed Creek, between the Troyers and their children who left the Amish way, between Timothy Troyer and his past, between Becky Troyer and her ambitions, between criminals and their victims, and we hope between Chloe and her father. Only future novels will tell how the story ends for Chloe and her father.


  May the characters make you smile, the mystery raise your suspicions, and the romance touch your heart.


  Blessings and Happy Reading!


  Amanda Flower


  
    


    


    Chapter One

  


  Steam rose from Sparky’s nose and mouth into the frigid late December air as he shook his bridle and pulled the sleigh over a small hill. The sleigh owner’s grandson, Timothy Troyer, sat in the driver seat, wearing a thick wool coat, black knit cap, and navy scarf wrapped about his neck. He held the reins with a light but firm touch, and he looked every bit the part of a young Amish man out for a sleigh ride—even though he’d left the Amish way years before.


  Did that mean I was the Amish girl to complete the picturesque scene? I pulled the wool blanket up closer to my face and chuckled to myself. Beneath it I wore a purple and gray ski jacket and flannel-lined jeans. A pink and purple Fair Isle stocking cap, complete with pompom, covered my shoulder-length, straight red hair, and tortoise shell-patterned framed sunglasses protected my hazel eyes from the sun’s glare off of the snow. Not exactly Amish attire.


  Timothy cut his bright blue eyes to me, and a smile played on the corners of his mouth. “What’s so funny?”


  I burrowed deeper under the heavy wool blankets wrapped around me cocoon-style. “I was just thinking that this was unlike any first date that I’ve ever been on.”


  Amusement lit his eyes. “Have you had many first dates?”


  “A few,” I teased.


  “Really. And what did you do on these dates?”


  I thought for a minute. “Went to the movies or out for coffee. Once a date took me putt-putt golfing.”


  “Putt-putt golfing?” He laughed. “And how am I doing in comparison to that?”


  “Not bad. The putt-putt guy didn’t ask me out on a second date when I beat him twice in a row.”


  He winked at me. “I’m glad to hear it.”


  Ahead of us a weathered barn came into view through a stand of pine trees. The trees stood well over twenty feet high in a straight line perhaps to protect the barn from the wind and rain flying across the fields. If their purpose was to shelter the barn from Ohio’s dramatic change in seasons, nature won that battle. What remained of the old building consisted of grayish-white weathered boards, the structure’s edges and shape barely discernible in the falling snow until Sparky and the sleigh cleared the stand of trees.


  Timothy pulled back on the reins. “Whoa!”


  The horse came to a stop.


  I released my hold on the blanket. “Why are we stopping?”


  “I thought it might be nice to stretch our legs. The hardest part of the winter for me is being stuck indoors.”


  I tilted my chin. “You don’t exactly have a desk job.” Timothy was a sought-after carpenter in Knox County and he’d parlayed his business into being a general contractor. Unlike me, he never sat still. As the Director of Computer Services at Harshberger College, I spent most of my time sitting at a desk in front of a computer screen. I inhaled the cold air, and it stung the inside of my nose. “A walk sounds nice.”


  Timothy hopped out of the sleigh and whistled. His black-and-brown, mixed-breed dog, Mabel, snuffled from her spot under the bench seat but made no move to leave the warmth of the sleigh. Her body curved around the warm brick that Grandfather Zook—the sleigh’s owner—had placed inside before we left the Troyer farm. “Come on, girl,” Timothy said.


  The reluctant dog whimpered.


  Timothy placed his hands on his hips—a pose his mother made on a daily basis when she dealt with her seven-year-old son, Thomas. I stifled another chuckle.


  Mabel woofed softly, but finally she wriggled out of her place. The dog jumped into the snow, and a cloud of white flew into the air and covered her entire body with a fine dust.


  I stood, about to jump from the sleigh myself.


  “Wait!” Timothy ran toward me.


  I glanced around in search of any danger that may have caused Timothy’s outburst. All I saw was the old forgotten barn, the pine trees, and the white fields. “What? What’s wrong?”


  He beamed at me and extended his hand. “Let me help you.”


  My face grew hot, but I placed my gloved hand into Timothy’s and jumped lightly to the ground. To my pleasure, when I found my footing, he didn’t release my hand. Despite the leather gloves that kept our skin from touching, a charge passed between us—something I first had noticed when I met Timothy five months ago after moving to Appleseed Creek, Ohio, from Cleveland.


  Despite Mabel’s grumbling about leaving the warmth of her blankets in the sleigh, she leaped over a snow-covered stump and rolled onto her back, lavishing herself in the feeling of white powder against her fluffy body.


  Timothy blew out a mock sigh. “It’s going to take me an hour to brush all of the knots out of her coat.”


  I smiled. Snow fell all around us, as if Timothy, Mabel, and I moved forward inside a snow globe shaken by a giant’s hand. I could almost hear the tinkling notes of the music box.


  I pointed to the barn. “Whose farm is this?”


  Timothy squinted against the snow’s glare. “This is the old Gundy place.”


  “Gundy? I don’t think I’ve heard that name before.”


  Timothy brushed away the snow gathering on his coat sleeve. “They moved to Colorado six or seven years ago.”


  “They didn’t sell their property before they moved?”


  “Not as far as I know.”


  I took in the crooked window shutters and gaping hole in the roof of the barn. “It is pretty in a sad, abandoned sort of way,” I said. “Becky should come here sometime with her paints and try to capture its loveliness before it falls to the ground.”


  Becky was Timothy’s nineteen-year-old sister, my housemate, and an aspiring artist. Her brother had left the Amish in search of a different kind of Christian faith, but she left the Amish way to pursue her art—a pursuit put on hold by a terrible auto-buggy accident. The collision left an Amish bishop dead and Becky with a criminal record.


  Timothy grabbed my other hand and turned me toward him. “I’m glad you like it, but I didn’t bring you here just to see the old barn. I brought you here to give you your Christmas gift.”


  I frowned. “I thought we agreed to exchange them with your family tomorrow on Christmas Eve. I didn’t bring mine for you.”


  He smiled. “I wanted to give you something without the entire family watching.” He removed a small black box with a bright red bow on top from his coat pocket.


  My breath caught. It was too soon. I wasn’t ready for what he was about to ask me. He placed the box into my hand, and by its long rectangular shape I realized it wasn’t a ring box at all. Disappointment replaced the sudden rush of fear that had coursed through my body.


  “Open it,” Timothy whispered. His voice sounded so much like Mr. Green’s did when he watched his children, Tanisha, my best friend, and her young brother open one of their presents Christmas morning, I felt a rush of homesickness for the family that took me in when my father walked away from me. For Mr. Green the joy of Christmas was truly in the giving. I wasn’t the least bit surprised that Timothy was the same way.


  I opened the box. Inside on a bed of baby blue velvet laid a delicate silver necklace with two small charms on it. One of the charms was a computer mouse, the other a hammer. I glanced up at Timothy.


  He removed the necklace from the box. “Don’t you see? These things can be side by side.”


  He didn’t need to explain. Timothy was the hammer, and I the computer mouse. It was such a thoughtful and creative gift, that it brought tears to my eyes. Embarrassment surfaced, too. Timothy bought me this lovely gift and I had a new ratchet set wrapped for him under my Christmas tree. How romantic was that? I suppressed a groan.


  “Let me put it on you.” Timothy stepped behind me and hung the necklace around my throat. He tucked the clasp under the collar of my ski coat, his calloused fingers brushing the nape of my neck, raising goose bumps on my skin. He moved back around to face me.


  I kept the charms out on top of my scarf and rolled them back and forth between my fingers. “How did you find these?”


  “Google.” He laughed. “Actually, I found them with Becky’s help.”


  Although Becky left her Amish family much more recently than Timothy had, she was already a whiz at searching and shopping online. Before long she would become better at it than me—and I worked with computers for a living.


  “Thank you. I love it. It’s the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received.”


  Timothy leaned forward, and I closed my eyes. Nothing happened. I opened them again and I blushed. Timothy was staring at Mabel. She was hunched low to the ground as if prepared to spring into action. A growl escaped from deep within her throat.


  I tucked my silver necklace from sight under my coat. “I’ve never heard her make that sound before.”


  Timothy placed his hand on the dog’s fluffy head. “Neither have I.”


  Mabel’s growls became louder and more ferocious.


  I scanned the white landscape. “Do you think a wild animal is out here? Like a bear or a coyote?”


  Timothy shook his head. “I’ve never seen a bear in Knox County and a coyote is too skittish to hang around us with Mabel’s scent in the air.”


  “What—”


  My next question was cut off as Mabel launched from her frozen position, running full tilt for the barn. Without a word, Timothy and I ran after her.


  We drew closer, the barn much larger than I had first thought. In its prime, it could have housed horses, cows, and other large livestock. We reached the barn and icicles the size of baseball bats hung from eaves twenty feet above us. Mabel had already rounded the far corner of the weathered structure.


  We followed her, and I hoped that she wouldn’t run too far, or worse, come across the bear I worried about. As we jogged around the corner, we stopped short to avoid tripping over Mabel who, in a hunched position, stared at an object half-buried in the snow.


  We peered over her at the mound of black and navy cloth. On closer inspection, it was much more than cloth that had caught Mabel’s attention—a bluish, fine-boned hand stuck out of the snow, reaching for us.


  
    


    


    Chapter Two

  


  Timothy knelt on the ground beside the buried body. He shoveled snow away with his gloved hands, revealing a girl’s head and neck. The black bonnet confirmed what I thought the moment we saw the hand: She was Amish and young. Her face was like a porcelain doll’s—flawless skin and fine-boned much like the hand. It was lovely except for the otherworldly bluish tint to it. Timothy placed a finger to her neck. I knew what he would say even before he opened his mouth. No one that blue could still be here on earth.


  Timothy dropped his hand to his side and sat back on his feet. “She’s dead.”


  I removed my cell phone from deep in my parka’s inner pocket and dialed a number with which I was all too familiar.


  Chief Rose answered on the first ring. “What is it, Humphrey? Did you run into Fanning and Buckley?” She asked this in her typically terse fashion.


  I closed my eyes. Curt Fanning and Brock Buckley, a couple of local thugs, had spent the last few months harassing me and the entire Troyer family. Could they have had something to do with the Amish girl’s death? I winced from the stab of a headache coming on.


  In the background, I heard laughter, conversation, and Christmas music playing. Was the Appleseed Creek Chief of Police at a holiday party? I found it startling to think Chief Rose had a life outside of her job, which she seemed to live, breathe, and eat. At least until I heard the background music playing through my phone.


  “Are you still there?” she asked.


  I removed my Fair Isle hat and pressed the phone closer to my ear. “Yes. I’m still here. We have a problem, and it doesn’t involve Curt and Brock. At least, I don’t think it does.”


  “I’m not going to like this, am I? Whatever this is, it’s going to cause me to leave this party, isn’t it?”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “Where are you?” Sharpness in her voice replaced the sarcasm.


  “Um.” I lowered the phone just a tad. “Timothy, where are we?”


  He stood and held out his hand for the phone. I gave it to him and listened while he described our location and the sad discovery.


  Mabel’s growling stopped. She walked over to me and leaned against my leg with a whimper. I dug my fingers into the curly fur on the top of her head. “You did good, girl.”


  I turned my eyes away from the girl’s face then. She was so young—just a teenager—a life cut short. I swallowed the lump in my throat.


  Timothy handed the phone back to me. “It’s going to take Greta and her officers a little while to reach us. Also, depending on the location, the sheriff and some deputies may have to be rounded up too. I don’t know if this property falls within the limits of Appleseed Creek.”


  I couldn’t look at the blue face, so I concentrated on the hand. “Do you know her?”


  Timothy grimaced. “Ya,” he said, using the Pennsylvania Dutch word. He was more likely to pepper his English speech with his first language when he was around his family or when he was upset. At this moment, it was the latter.


  “Who is she?”


  He walked over to stand next to Mabel and me. “Katie Lambright.”


  Katie Lambright. I rolled the name around in my head. I didn’t remember meeting a Katie since moving to the county, but my stomach dropped. I did know a Lambright. Anna Lambright was Timothy’s thirteen-year-old sister, Ruth’s, best friend. I prayed I was wrong. “Is she related to Anna?”


  He turned to me, tears in his eyes. “Katie was Anna’s older sister.”


  Ruth and Anna had only recently been allowed to see each other again. The bishop and the deacon had punished the Troyer family for continuing contact with Timothy and Becky, who left the Amish way, by forbidding Anna to interact with Ruth. The separation had hurt Ruth deeply and almost ruined their friendship. However, when the bishop changed his mind and saw there was no harm in the Troyers interacting with their English children, Ruth’s father had relented.


  This tragedy could sever their friendship again—especially since Timothy and I were the ones to discover Katie’s body.


  Timothy strode around the corner of the barn.


  Mabel and I hurried after him. “What are you doing?”


  He slowed just long enough to glance at us over his shoulder. “I want to take a look around before Greta arrives.”


  The barn door stood halfway open and hung awkwardly from its hinges. A drift of snow four feet high blocked the doorway. Undeterred, Timothy stepped into the snow drift and sunk up to his thighs. He turned his head. “Mabel, stay.”


  The brown and black dog sat with a whine.


  Timothy’s steps broke a path into the barn that I was able to follow. The drift was deep but not long. It extended perhaps four feet into the huge expanse of the barn.


  Inside the barn was dark, but the gaping hole in the roof worked as a sky light. We stood and let our eyes adjust. The items inside of the barn were what I expected to find: piles of old boards, rusty nails sticking out of the pillars, and grungy wagon wheels. Nothing was of any interest or relation to Katie Lambright, who lay dead on the other side of the barn wall.


  Light from the hole in the roof reflected off the metal surface at the back of the building. Without discussion, Timothy and I moved toward the reflection.


  The source of the light was a rearview car mirror sticking out of a blue milk crate. The crate was half-covered with an enormous blue tarp. Timothy pulled back the tarp, revealing dozens, maybe hundreds, of automobile parts from steering wheels to spark plugs. Ten tire irons were piled in a stack. “Looks like someone used this old barn for extra storage.”


  “Is that allowed?”


  He shook his head. “Not without the permission of the owner.”


  “Who is somewhere in Colorado.”


  “Right.”


  “Maybe all this belonged to the Gundys.”


  Timothy shook his head. “They’re Amish.”


  The sound of snowmobiles broke into the tranquil quiet of the frozen farmland. Chief Rose and her posse were coming.


  Timothy turned. “We’d better step outside. Greta won’t like it if she finds us in here.”


  “She’ll know we were. We can’t really hide all the tracks we made in the snow.”


  Timothy shoved his hands into his pockets. “You’re right.”


  I scanned the car parts one last time because I knew Chief Rose would never allow me to snoop in the barn after she arrived. I gasped and stared at one of the mirrors.


  Timothy touched my arm. “Chloe, what is it?”


  Silver duct tape covered every inch of it except for the mirror itself. The duct taping had been a careful job, free of bumps or creases. Only one mechanic in Knox County, perhaps in the entire state of Ohio, used duct tape as a fix-all for automobiles and everything else: Uncle Billy from Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos.


  “What is it?” Timothy asked a second time.


  I pulled a smaller tarp off of another crate, dozens of new shiny rolls of duct tape inside. “Duct tape.”


  Timothy picked up the duct-taped mirror. “It could just mean that this is Billy’s stuff. It doesn’t mean he has anything to do with . . . with Katie outside.” He set it back inside of the crate.


  Although Timothy made sense, something told me that Billy might have a larger role in this than either of us wanted to believe.


  The noise outside grew louder now. I followed Timothy out of the barn as three snowmobiles pulled up about twenty yards from Sparky and the sleigh. The horse whinnied and kicked the ground as if to complain about the noise. Mabel was less discreet and barked at the intruders. The chief and her officers cut their engines.


  Timothy grabbed Mabel by the collar and pulled her back toward the sleigh and agitated horse.


  Chief Rose removed her helmet and her short poodle curls sprang perfectly into place. Had I removed my stocking cap, my straight hair would have stuck up in all directions as if I had been electrocuted. She hopped off her snowmobile and set the helmet on the seat, the other two officers following suit. As there were only three Appleseed Creek police officers, our discovery brought out the entire department.


  Chief Rose stomped over to me, her peculiar peridot-colored eyes flashing. “For crying out loud, Humphrey, can’t I even have Christmas off?”


  I gave her a weak smile. “I guess not.”


  She pointed her thumb at the barn. “Is the body in there? I thought you said it was outside.”


  “It is. It’s behind the farthest corner of the building.”


  She reached into her coat pocket and removed a navy stocking cap, placed it on her head, and pulled it down over her ears. “Then you and Troyer must have a really good reason for being inside of the barn.”


  I buried my hands deep inside my pockets. “We took a look around.”


  “I hope you’re not up to your old tricks, Humphrey.” She watched Timothy as he covered Sparky with a green horse blanket and tucked Mabel back into the sleigh. The dog would be asleep within seconds.


  I tilted my chin. “What tricks are those?”


  “Snooping. I don’t need the extra headache.” She rested her hand on her gun belt. “Did you touch anything in there?”


  “No.” I hadn’t. Timothy had. I knew she would ask him the same question, and he wouldn’t lie.


  Timothy strode over to us.


  A smile spread across the police chief’s face. “So, Troyer, you were taking Humphrey out for an old Amish sleigh ride. How cute.”


  Timothy didn’t rise to the chief’s bait. “Do you want to see where we found her?”


  Chief Rose whistled at the two officers, and they came running. “Riley, you stay here and keep watch.”


  Riley, a middle-aged man with a goatee, snapped his gum. “Watch what? There’s nothing for miles.”


  She narrowed her eyes to forest-green-lined slits. The chief seemed to wear a different color of eyeliner every day. Was the new shade in honor of Christmas?


  Riley snapped his gum. “I’ll stand watch, Chief.”


  She nodded. “Nottingham, come with us.”


  Nottingham knew better than to argue with Chief Rose. He was the youngest of the officers, maybe around my own age of twenty-four.


  I let Timothy lead the way, not eager to see Katie’s body again.


  “Don’t walk in any of the existing tracks,” Chief Rose said.


  “The only tracks here are Timothy’s and mine,” I said.


  She turned her gaze on me. “Humor me.”


  We gave the tracks a wide berth. As we rounded the last corner to where Katie lay, my eyes zeroed in on her blue hand reaching out from the snow drift. The first time I saw it I didn’t know the victim’s name. Now that I knew the potential impact Katie’s death had on the Troyer family, the sight seemed that much more terrible, that much more gruesome. I swallowed, and stopped fifty feet away. “I’ll stay back here.”


  Timothy squeezed my shoulder before he walked on with the two police officers. Despite the distance, I could hear their conversation clearly in the stillness of the winter air.


  Chief Rose crouched a few feet from the body and examined the scene. “Nottingham, take photos.”


  The young officer removed a SLR camera from its case slung over his shoulder. Carefully, he moved around the body. In the silence, the snap-snap of the camera’s shutter sounded like the crack-crack of a handgun.


  “Will the sheriff be coming out?” Timothy asked.


  “Nah.” The police chief straightened her legs to standing. “This is still within Appleseed Creek’s village limits, even if just barely. The Knox County sheriff will be happy to leave this mess in my hands. I’ll give him a heads-up, of course.” She peered at the baseball-bat-sized icicles hanging menacingly from the barn’s eaves. Then she dropped her gaze, removing a collapsible trowel from her utility belt and unfolding it. She inched around Katie’s head and carefully removed snow that surrounded her bonnet.


  I crept closer to them as Chief Rose worked.


  “Nottingham, get a shot of this.” She pointed to a depression in the bonnet’s frame. She continued to dig about Katie’s head and revealed large pieces of ice frozen to the ground and to the girl’s cloak. She looked up again. Then, I saw it—an empty space between the icicles. It stuck out like a missing tooth.


  “Did the icicle kill her?” I asked, feeling oddly hopeful. If Katie’s death was accidental maybe there would be no impact on the Troyers.


  Chief Rose ignored my question. “Nottingham, how long before the coroner arrives?”


  Nottingham pushed up his parka sleeve and checked his watch. “It will be another thirty minutes.”


  She grimaced. “Let’s call it forty-five. He’s always late, even on a good day, and two days before Christmas is not a good day.”


  Christmas. The word struck me like a blow. The Lambright family would be notified that their daughter died close to the holiday. From now on, this day would always hold a bitter taste for them.


  Chief Rose stood. “We might as well record your statements while we wait. Humphrey, you’re up first.” She walked away from the barn out of earshot of Timothy and Nottingham, as the officer continued to snap photos of the barn, the snow, the icicles, and of Katie.


  I worried my lip. Timothy gave me the briefest of nods and his grim smile buoyed me somehow to follow Chief Rose. The necklace he had given me rested against my skin.


  The chief cleared her throat. “I hope you can answer a few questions after you and Troyer stop mooning over each other.”


  Heat rushed to my cheeks. I gritted my teeth, determined not to reply in kind. “Ask away.”


  “Tell me what happened from the beginning. Start by telling me why you were here. With luck, you and Troyer’s stories will match.”


  “They will,” I snapped.


  Mischief glinted in her eyes. “That’s good to hear.”


  I went on to tell her everything that had happened since Timothy and I left his family’s farm with Sparky and the sleigh. When it came to the part of finding the car parts in the barn, I paused.


  Her gaze sharpened. “What is it?”


  I swallowed. “One of the mirrors is covered in silver duct tape. It struck me as odd.” She could draw her own conclusions.


  She understood immediately. “Sounds like I should talk to Uncle Billy.”


  I shouldn’t be surprised the police chief came to the same conclusion. No doubt she was smart and very good at her job. Little happened in Appleseed Creek that Chief Rose didn’t know about.


  “I know another thing about this case, Humphrey.”


  “What’s that?” I asked, unsure that I wanted to hear the answer.


  She squared her peridot-colored gaze on me. “You are the common denominator in every murder case on my books.”


  I bit the inside of my lip because . . . she was right.


  
    


    


    Chapter Three

  


  After the coroner and Chief Rose’s officer loaded Katie’s body onto the sled attached to the back of a snowmobile, the chief waved us over to Grandfather Zook’s sleigh. “I have a favor to ask, Troyer.”


  Timothy’s brow shot up.


  “You know the Lambright family, don’t you?” she asked.


  Timothy nodded. “They are my parents’ close neighbors. My sister Ruth is good friends with the youngest daughter in the family.”


  She cocked her head. “What can you tell me about the family?”


  “There are four children, Katie and Anna—Ruth’s friend and the youngest—and two much older stepbrothers. The girls’ mother died six years ago. A year after her death, Jeb Lambright married his new wife, Sally, who was a widow and had the two boys.”


  My brow shot up. I didn’t know this about the family. In fact, the only thing I knew about them was Ruth’s friendship with Anna, who I had met a few times while visiting the Troyer farm.


  The chief noted everything Timothy said, her expression tense, sobering. “I’d like you to come with me to notify the family. I think it would be good if there was someone Amish—or with an Amish connection—along with me.” As if ten years passed in a breath, the police chief aged before our eyes, the heaviness of her duty weighing on her narrow shoulders. “I never know if an Amish family will be willing to talk to me. Perhaps they will be more likely with you along.”


  Timothy nodded. “I’ll go with you.”


  Was this the right decision? The Lambright family would associate him with Katie’s death. They would associate the Troyers with Katie’s death, which meant they would associate Ruth with the death. But I held my tongue.


  “We should arrive there about the same time, so I’ll meet you at your family farm. I need to take the snowmobile back to my cruiser.”


  “I’ll be waiting,” Timothy promised.


  The snowmobiles fired up as Timothy helped me into the sleigh. Hours had passed since he had given me the necklace. The sun hung high in the sky, and rays made the surface of the snow sparkle like the ground was covered by a blanket of diamonds. My breath caught by the beauty of it. How could such a tragic place also be so beautiful at the same time? It wasn’t fair or right.


  Timothy took my hand. “Beauty lives on.”


  I stared at him in surprise. How did he know what I was thinking?


  He smiled. “Every thought travels across your face just like those cute freckles across your nose.”


  Mabel whimpered from her place under the seat. I knew how she felt. The ride back to the Troyer farm was somber, each of us lost in our own thoughts. As much as I wanted to tell Timothy it wasn’t a good idea for him to deliver the terrible news to Katie’s parents, I knew it was no use talking him out of it. In some way he felt responsible for Katie now, just like I did.


  As promised, Chief Rose waited for Timothy at the end of the family’s driveway. She nodded to us from the warmth of her cruiser. Seven-year-old Thomas ran to meet us as Timothy parked the sleigh behind the barn, his bright blue mittens tethered to his black wool coat with a piece of yarn flying behind him like wings. I couldn’t help but smile at the image. Thomas was a mini replica of his older brother with silky white-blond hair and bright blue eyes. All five of the Troyer children had the same light coloring like their mother.


  Thomas’s eyes were the size of tennis balls. “Timothy, why are the police here? Are you going to the pokey?”


  I covered my mouth, knowing that Thomas must have learned this new English slang word from his grandfather. Ever since he learned the word “perp” from Chief Rose in November, Grandfather Zook had peppered me for similar English vernacular. He thought such words were a riot. His son-in-law didn’t find them nearly as amusing.


  Timothy hopped out of the sleigh and tweaked his younger brother on the nose. “I will tell you when I get home. I need to go with Chief Rose for a bit.” He handed Thomas the reins. “Drive Sparky into the barn.”


  “But—”


  “Go on now. Chloe doesn’t know how to drive the horse. She needs your help.”


  The seven-year-old cocked his head. “I’ve been driving Sparky since I was six,” he said proudly. “Chloe, you should really know how to drive a horse by your age.”


  I patted the wooden bench. “Then, why don’t you teach me?”


  He puffed out his chest, scrambled up into the sleigh, and took the reins.


  I placed a hand over his to stop him from flicking the reins, and glanced at Timothy. No doubt, worry etched across my face. “Timothy?”


  He gave me a reassuring nod. “I’ll be fine.” He smacked the side of the sleigh. “Teach her everything I taught you, kinner.” He turned and walked back down the long driveway to Chief Rose and the waiting cruiser.


  I released my hold on Thomas’s hands, and he urged Sparky on. The horse headed straight for the barn.


  Thomas pulled back on the reins, hard. “Sparky, nee. We have to give Chloe a driving lesson.”


  The horse ignored his commands and continued plodding toward the barn. As we rounded the corner of the whitewashed building, a large wagon came into view. Two young Amish men I’d never seen before were loading the wagon with crates of wooden objects fitting them around pieces of Amish-made furniture. The young men looked to be somewhere in their twenties, and they were clean shaven, meaning unmarried. The blond draft horses in front of the wagon kicked the ground, creating a deep rut into the frozen earth.


  Sparky blew hot air through his nose and pulled the sleigh farther away from the wagon as if he had no desire to approach horses twice his size. He stopped a few yards away and shook his bridle. Thomas grumbled at the animal in Pennsylvania Dutch, but the horse refused to take one more step.


  The boy sighed. “Sparky never listens to me.”


  I bumped his shoulder. “It’s not you. Sparky is tired. Timothy and I had him out a lot longer than planned.”


  He examined my face with his sky blue eyes. “Why?”


  Time to change the subject. I gestured toward the wagon. “Who are those two guys over there?”


  Thomas cranked his neck. “Nathan Garner and Caleb King. They buy Amish stuff from Grossdaddi and sell it to Englischers.”


  My eyebrows shot up. “They buy Amish stuff?”


  “Ya.”


  “What stuff?”


  He stood and jumped from the sleigh without answering my question. I followed while Mabel opted to stay put.


  As I approached the wagon, the two young men ignored me. The one on the ground said something to the other in Pennsylvania Dutch. I couldn’t understand the words, but I recognized the sharp, irritated tone. The young man on the wagon shot the other a dirty look. The air temperature dropped several degrees as they glared at each other.


  A middle-aged Amish man with a dark brown beard slowed his pace to match Grandfather Zook, who shuffled forward on his metal braces. The man handed Grandfather Zook an envelope.


  “Danki.” Grandfather Zook said. “Frehlicher Grischtdaag, Levi.” He had wished the man a Merry Christmas.


  “Danki.” Levi replied and switched to English. “Your wares will bring a good price at the warehouse.”


  Grandfather Zook grinned.


  “Let’s go buwe,” he said to the young men, calling them boys. “We have one more stop before heading back to the warehouse.” He pulled up short when he saw me, and then tipped his felt hat. A dimple showed in his right cheek when he smiled. “Gude Mariye.”


  “Good morning,” I replied. “I’m Chloe.”


  His dimple grew. “Ya. I thought you might be. Joseph talks about you often.”


  Grandfather Zook took a few more shaky steps onto the uneven frozen ground. I hurried to his side in case he stumbled. “’Course I talk about Chloe. She’s a gut girl.”


  I blushed.


  Nathan and Caleb, although I still didn’t know them apart, finished loading the wagon and secured the gate at the end. The young men climbed into the back and wedged themselves into uncomfortable-looking spots between the hard-edged furniture, but as far away from each other as possible.


  “You will have to forgive my son Nathan and his friend Caleb,” Levi said. “They are in an awful fight over a girl.”


  Grandfather Zook chuckled. “That’s what will always break a friendship in half. Best thing to happen would be for the girl to choose neither.”


  I glanced back at Nathan and Caleb. They mutually scowled at Grandfather Zook’s idea. Now that I knew Nathan was Levi’s son, I could pick him out in the pair. Like his father, he had dark, wavy hair sticking out from under his black felt hat. I couldn’t see Caleb’s hair color under his black stocking cap, but the tightness of the hat made his sharp cheekbones even more pronounced.


  Levi climbed into the driver seat of the wagon. Carefully he backed the blond team away from the barn. Thomas peeked out to watch as Levi masterfully turned the horses to face down the long driveway.


  Thomas tugged on my sleeve and whispered, “I’m going to make Sparky listen to me like that someday.”


  Levi waved as he drove the team away, but Nathan and Caleb ignored us and each other.


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “Boys are crazy when it comes to their young ladies.”


  I arched an eyebrow at Grandfather Zook. He laughed, which morphed into a dry cough. I supported his elbow. “You shouldn’t be out here in this cold.”


  “Fiddlesticks,” the elderly Amish man said. Yet he allowed me to lead him back into the barn.


  The front corner served as Mr. Troyer’s workshop, and Grandfather Zook eased himself onto a stool. “Thomas, go unhitch Sparky and bring him into his stall.”


  The boy ran out of the barn.


  “Does he need help?” I asked.


  The elderly man shook his head. “Nee, and he will likely be offended if you offer it. He wants to do everything Timothy can.”


  I bit my lip. Did that mean Thomas would leave the Amish like Timothy had?


  Grandfather Zook pointed one of his braces at me. “I know what you are thinking. Thomas will make his choice when it is his time. He will follow Gotte’s way for his life, whatever that might be.” He then picked up a hand chisel and a rectangular block of wood from the workbench.


  Thomas led Sparky into the barn and opened his stall door. The horse walked right in. “Sparky, I’m very disappointed in you.”


  I covered my mouth. Thomas sounded so much like his mother when she was reprimanding him.


  Grandfather Zook began to whittle at the piece of wood. “What is wrong, Thomas?”


  A tear rolled down Thomas’s cheek, and his forehead bunched in frustration. “I’m supposed to give Chloe a driving lesson, and Sparky won’t listen.”


  Grandfather Zook snorted. “You can’t tell Old Spark anything when his mind is made up. That’s why he never made it very far as a racehorse. He wouldn’t listen to the trainer.”


  Sparky lowered his ears as if he understood everything his master said.


  Grandfather Zook struggled to his feet and adjusted his metal braces onto each arm. He suffered polio as a child, and the titanium braces helped support his crooked legs. “Don’t you make that face at me,” he told the horse. “You know it’s the truth.” He turned to Thomas. “Grankinner, Old Spark’s been out for a long time and he is cold and tired.” He shot a curious look at me, then, “You can give Chloe a driving lesson on another day.”


  Thomas pouted.


  I bumped his shoulder. “It’s lunchtime anyway, Thomas. You don’t want to miss your mom’s cooking because of me, do you?”


  His face cleared. “Nee. She’s making meatloaf sandwiches.”


  Grandfather Zook poked his young grandson with the end of one of his braces. “You’d better hurry up then, or your daed’s going to eat your portion. He’s been working hard since the sun was up and is mighty hungry.”


  Thomas’s eyes went wide, and he dashed from the barn.


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “One of these days that kinner will learn to walk from place to place.”


  I smiled, then glanced at the wood and chisel on Grandfather’s workbench. “What are you making?”


  “Napkin holders.” He pointed to eight of them lined up on the workbench. Each completed napkin holder had an Amish scene chiseled into the front of it—a quilt, a horse and buggy, and a one-room schoolhouse.


  I stepped closer to them and ran my fingers along their glossy surfaces. Grandfather Zook had sanded even the deepest crevice smooth. “I didn’t know that you made these.”


  “From where do you think Timothy gets it?” He dug the chisel into the outline of a leaf. “Do you think I sit in my rocking chair all day and eat my daughter’s meatloaf sandwiches?” His mischievous grin took the bite out of his words.


  “Kind of,” I teased back.


  He snorted. “I make these and other small Amish kitchen utensils, like paper towel holders, wooden spoons, and letter holders to sell to Garner Dutch Furniture Warehouse. That’s Levi’s business. He is the man you just met. They come every two months or so to pick up more projects. They put them up for sale in their warehouse, and when they sell, we split the money. It helps the family and keeps my hands busy.”


  “So you sell them on consignment.”


  Grandfather Zook knit his bushy eyebrows together. “I don’t know that Englischer word.”


  “It just means what you described.”


  “Consignment,” he said, as if tasting the word. “I must use this in conversation with my son-in-law. It always riles him up when I add an Englischer word in my speech.” He began sanding the wood, which would be the front of another napkin holder. “When you two took Old Spark out this morning, Timothy said that you’d only be gone for an hour or two. That has long passed.”


  I perched on an empty wooden stool. “I know. We were held up.”


  His silver, bushy eyebrows shot up, and my face grew hot. I swallowed. “Timothy and I were, um, delayed. He took me to the Gundy barn.”


  He nodded. “A nice spot.”


  “Yes. It was nice until . . .”


  He raised his chin and examined my face. “Something bad has happened.”


  “Yes,” I whispered. “We found Katie Lambright there.”


  “Katie? She’s a quiet girl. Was she there by herself?”


  “Yes and she—she was dead.”


  Grandfather Zook’s chisel clattered to the floor. He started to struggle out of his seat to reach it.


  I hopped off my seat to collect the chisel, and placed it on the workbench. “Timothy left with Chief Rose to tell the Lambrights about Katie.”


  “She is Anna’s sister,” he whispered. Like me, Grandfather Zook knew immediately the ramification Katie’s death could have on the Troyer family, especially thirteen-year-old Ruth.


  Tears threatened at the corner of my eyes. “I don’t know how to tell Ruth.”


  Grandfather Zook picked up the chisel again. “If Timothy and the lady police officer are going over to the Lambright farm to tell the family, then Ruth already knows. She is there visiting Anna.”


  I wrapped my arms around my body against the cold. Poor Ruth.


  
    


    


    Chapter Four

  


  Grandfather Zook struggled to his feet. “Let’s go inside. It’s too cold out here for my old bones, and a hot meal will do us both some good.”


  I took his arm and helped him inch along the beaten-down, snowy path to the Troyer home. Knowing that I didn’t have the responsibility of telling Ruth about the death of her best friend’s sister didn’t make me feel any better. If anything, it made me feel worse, realizing that Ruth would be there to see the devastating impact such a message would have on the Lambright family.


  I helped Grandfather Zook over the threshold and into the house. He grunted. “It’s been a bad winter. I’ll be happy when all of this snow and ice melts. It will be much easier to move around then.”


  I kicked the snow from my boots just outside the back door, then left them in the mudroom and followed Grandfather Zook into Mrs. Troyer’s warm kitchen, inhaling the sweet scent of caramel corn. Fresh caramel-coated corn cooled on waxed paper next to a stack of red and green tins that sat on the kitchen counter. When the popcorn cooled, Mrs. Troyer and her daughters will pack it into tins to give as Christmas gifts to friends and family. The Amish exchanged gifts just like the English, but the gifts were simpler and homemade. I resisted the urge to snatch a piece of the hot corn from the waxed paper. I’d done that when Mrs. Troyer made her first batch earlier in the week and burned my fingertips.


  “Where’s Timothy?” Mrs. Troyer asked.


  Grandfather Zook sat in the paddle-backed chair at the far end of the table. His daughter placed a stoneware mug of hot coffee in front of him.


  Before I could answer, Mr. Troyer stepped into the kitchen from the living room. “Chloe, why did Timothy leave in a police car?”


  I bit my lip.


  Mrs. Troyer dropped the tea towel from her hands. “What has happened? Is Timothy in trouble?”


  Timothy had been in trouble with the law right after he left the Amish, before he found his way again in the Mennonite church in Appleseed Creek. I picked up the towel and handed it to her. “Timothy’s not in trouble.”


  “But something has happened.” Mr. Troyer sat down at the head of the long kitchen table. Backless pine benches, which could seat four adults, sat on either side of the matching table.


  I nodded. “Yes.” I took a seat myself on one of the benches, relieved that Thomas and the youngest Troyer, four-year-old Naomi, were not in the room as I told them about Katie’s death.


  Mrs. Troyer lowered herself onto the bench next to me. “What happened? Had she lost her way?”


  I straightened a fork that lay in front of me on the table. “We don’t know, but Chief Rose believes an icicle knocked her on the head.”


  Mr. Troyer’s dark eyebrows knit together like a piece of shaggy wool. “An icicle?”


  “There are giant ones hanging from the eaves of the barn. One was missing right above where we found Katie,” I said.


  “Icicles are dangerous. If they are big enough, they can knock a man out,” Grandfather Zook said. “What a terrible shame. She was such a sweet girl.”


  Mrs. Troyer reached into her black apron pocket and removed an embroidered handkerchief. “What would Katie Lambright be doing there all alone?”


  I shook my head. They assumed she was alone when she died, but I wasn’t convinced of that yet.


  Mrs. Troyer held the handkerchief to her chest. “The police think Timothy knows something about what happened to Katie? Is that why they took him away?”


  I placed a reassuring hand on her arm. “No. Chief Rose asked Timothy to go with her to notify the family. She thought it would be easier with someone they knew there.”


  Mr. Troyer’s face was like stone. “That is gut of my son to share the burden. The Lambright family needs the support of our community.”


  “Ruth is there now,” the mother of five said. “Simon, you should go and fetch her.”


  He shook his head. “Timothy will be home soon. He will know to bring Ruth with him. The family needs their privacy today.”


  “You’re right.” Mrs. Troyer jumped up. “I’ll make them a care basket. Ruth and I can take it over tomorrow.” She covered her mouth, then lowered her hand. “On Christmas Eve.”


  The back door opened and Naomi and Becky’s laughter floated into the kitchen from the mudroom. It was nice to hear Becky laughing with her youngest sister. Before Bishop Hooley said that it was allowable for the Troyers to interact with their English children, tension buzzed through the house any time Timothy, Becky, or even I entered the property. It had been difficult for Mr. Troyer to reconcile himself with obeying his church and loving his children who chose a different way of life.


  Although twenty-seven now, Timothy had left the church in his late teens, and as far as I could tell, his relationship with his family had hardly changed. When Becky left during this past summer, everything was different. I could not help believing it was because she was a daughter—not a son. The auto-buggy collision she was in shortly after she left home had only made matters worse. The district’s beloved Bishop Glick was killed, and even though the accident wasn’t her fault, Becky was sentenced to probation and community service—both of which would not end until after the first of next year.


  Becky held short boughs from an evergreen tree, and Naomi carried a bouquet of Christmas holly cut from the bush in their mother’s garden. Even without a Christmas tree and twinkle lights, the Amish home was prepared for the holiday.


  Finding us all in the kitchen, Becky pulled up short. “What has happened?”


  I was startled by how much she had changed since meeting her months ago on my first day in Appleseed Creek. The look of innocence had faded from her eyes, and a new appearance of maturity and understanding took its place. She was still the sweet, beautiful girl I first met, but an expression of sadness told that she knew all was not right with the world and that bad things happened to good people—even her family.


  Mrs. Troyer helped her youngest daughter out of her wool coat and mittens. “Naomi, go upstairs and choose a basket from the closet. We are making a Christmas gift for the Lambrights.”


  “Any basket?” the four-year-old asked in English. When I first met Naomi, she knew few English words, but she had learned so much in a short time. Since I don’t speak Pennsylvania Dutch, the Troyers spoke in English whenever I visited.


  Her mother smiled. “Ya, you pick.”


  She ran from the room.


  Becky wore a guarded expression as she placed the evergreen boughs into a bushel basket by the threshold to the living room. “Why are you making a basket for the Lambrights?”


  “Timothy and Chloe found Katie by an old barn.” Mr. Troyer paused. “She was dead.”


  Becky’s mouth fell open. “Dead? How can that be?”


  I told her Chief Rose’s theory about the icicle, and as I did, the sweet smell of caramel emanating from the kitchen made me nauseous.


  Becky’s eyes shined with unshed tears. “What was she doing there?”


  A very good question.


  Mr. Troyer folded his arm across him chest. “There is no point asking why now.”


  “But—”


  Mrs. Troyer stood. “Becky, help me choose items for the basket. Should we send some of my blackberry jam?”


  “Mamm, we can do that later. I want to know what happened.”


  Mr. Troyer’s brow was hooded, but Grandfather Zook spoke up. “You can’t have all the answers now. The best way you can help the Lambright family is to make a basket that shows them we care and stand by them during this time.”


  If either of her parents had said the same thing, Becky would have argued with them, but since the advice came from her grandfather, she sprang into action and started to open pantry doors, seeking homemade treats to tuck into the Lambright care basket.


  Mr. Troyer tapped his fork on the table. “Let’s eat supper first. Even at a time like this, I must return to the barn and tend the cows.”


  Mrs. Troyer placed her jar of blackberry jam back on its shelf. “Ya, your daed is right. We must continue the work Gott has given us. Help me put together that last of the sandwiches. We will finish the basket after supper.” She gave a shuddered sigh.


  A few minutes later Naomi and Thomas entered the room and sat on either side of me on the pine bench as their mother placed the platter of meatloaf sandwiches in the middle of the table. A tiny triangle of construction paper dangled from Thomas’s shirt. I plucked it off. “What’s this from?”


  He smiled brightly and leaned close. “Naomi and I are making a Christmas garland of paper for the railing. Teacher had us make one for the schoolhouse, and Maam said I could teach Naomi how to make it. By the time she starts school, she will be the very best at cutting construction paper.”


  “You’re a good big brother.”


  He shrugged and reached for a sandwich, but his mother swatted his hand. “Wait until Daed blesses the food.”


  The child retracted his hand with a frown.


  Mr. Troyer bowed his head and gave the blessing. “. . . And may you comfort Katie Lambright’s family during this difficult time. Amen.”


  Grandfather Zook murmured, “Amen,” and selected a sandwich from the platter.


  Thomas scowled. “You took the biggest one.”


  Grandfather winked. “I’m old. When you are as old as me you can have the biggest one.”


  Thomas placed two sandwiches on his plate.


  “Thomas Troyer,” his mother said, “You will never be able to eat all of that.”


  He scrunched up his face. “I will. I’m growing big and strong like Timothy.”


  “Where is Timothy?” Naomi whispered.


  I took one of Thomas’s sandwiches and moved it to my plate. “He will be here—”


  The front door of the Troyer’s farmhouse slammed shut, the sound of it echoing through the wall followed by the staccato sound of footsteps running upstairs. The footsteps stopped and another door slammed.


  Naomi leaned close to me. “Is Ruth mad?”


  I wrapped my arm around her. “I don’t think she is mad.”


  Timothy entered the kitchen, his face ashen and drawn. “Have a seat, my grandson.” Grandfather Zook patted the bench closest to him.


  Timothy fell into the seat without greeting anyone. He appeared so stricken by his visit to the Lambright farm I wanted to take his hand, but I knew that the family frowned on this. They knew that Timothy was “courting” me, but the Amish did not approve of public displays of affection.


  Mr. Troyer pushed away his plate. “Son, tell us what has happened.”


  Mrs. Troyer placed a kettle onto the stovetop. “Thomas, go upstairs and play with Naomi.”


  The boy frowned. “But I haven’t eaten yet, and I’m starving.”


  Thomas’s father glowered at his youngest son. “Thomas, your mamm asked you to go upstairs.”


  Mrs. Troyer nodded to the young boy. “You and Naomi can take your suppers upstairs and eat in your room.”


  Thomas’s eyes went wide. “We can eat upstairs?”


  Naomi’s blue eyes were identical to her brother’s and grew just as wide.


  “Ya,” their mother said. “This one time. Now, go before I change my mind.”


  The children scrambled off the bench and grabbed their plates and glasses of fresh milk before scurrying from the room.


  Mrs. Troyer set a white mug of coffee in front of her oldest son. “Timothy, please tell us what happened.”


  Timothy looked to me.


  “I’ve told them about . . .” I paused. “Our discovery.”


  He nodded. “Telling the Lambrights was as hard as I thought it would be. They didn’t believe us at first, and Jeb Lambright refused to answer any of the police chief’s questions about Katie. Anna crumbled to the floor like her legs were broken sticks. Ruth helped her to her bedroom before we left. She had wanted to stay with Anna, but Jeb told me to take her home.”


  The handkerchief was in Mrs. Troyer’s hands again. “And Sally? How is she?”


  Timothy made a face.


  “Do they need help with the farm?” Grandfather Zook asked.


  Mr. Troyer set his coffee mug on the pine table. “I’m sure the sons will come in and help with the farm while the family deals with this tragedy.”


  Timothy’s brow crinkled. “I don’t know. I got the impression that Jeb didn’t care much for his two stepsons.”


  Becky’s hands shook. “We’re making a gift basket for them.”


  Timothy grimaced. “Don’t be surprised if they don’t accept it.”


  His sister’s forehead bunched. “Why wouldn’t they?”


  Timothy shook his head, refusing to say anything more about it. He rubbed his naked chin, as if searching for the Amish beard that would be there if he had been baptized into the church and married a nice Amish girl. “Deacon Sutter showed up just as we left.”


  Grandfather Zook wrinkled his nose. “How did he know about it so soon?”


  “I don’t know that he did, but I’m sure he saw the police car drive by his place on the way to the Lambright farm.”


  “Did he see you?” Mrs. Troyer’s voice was tight.


  Timothy grimaced. “Ya. That much I know. He definitely saw me.”


  I wanted to ask Timothy so many questions about the visit. Why did he make that face when his mother asked about Sally? What did the deacon say to him and Chief Rose? Ever since Bishop Hooley sided with the Troyers about whether or not they could see their English children, the deacon had made his distaste for the family perfectly clear. For Deacon Sutter, the district’s battle lines were drawn.


  Grandfather Zook frowned. “We can only pray now.” He bowed his head. “Dear Lord, we pray for comfort and protection over the Lambright family during their time of loss, a loss made even more painful because of the time of year. Please show them Your love and care.”


  When the prayer was over, Mr. Troyer picked up his coffee mug. “Let’s not speak of it. It is time to eat and go about our day.”


  I stared at the heavy-looking meatloaf sandwich on my plate. In that moment, it was as appealing as a brick. However, I didn’t want to offend Timothy’s mother, so I forced myself to take a bite. At that moment, I thought of how blue Katie’s hand had been sticking out of the snow, and the bite lodged in my throat.


  
    


    


    Chapter Five

  


  As we were about to leave, Becky hugged Thomas good-bye so tightly the boy yelped. “Becky, you will see me tomorrow. It will be Christmas Eve.” He lowered his voice. “Did you bring me a gift?”


  She tousled his towhead. “Maybe.”


  His mouth fell open.


  I frowned. How would the Lambrights’ Christmas be this year? The first Christmas after my mother died was the worst of my life. It was also the time when my father introduced me to his new girlfriend Sabrina. The memory tumbled inside my mind, so I said my good-byes to the Troyer family and went outside, needing to be alone.


  After a few minutes, the door of the farmhouse’s screened-in front porch slapped back against its wooden frame. Timothy removed his black stocking cap from his coat pocket and pulled it onto his head. “Are you okay?”


  I nodded even though I wasn’t sure that was true. “Why did you make a face when your mother asked about Sally Lambright’s reaction?”


  Timothy frowned. “Because it wasn’t good.”


  I dug my gloves out of my pockets. “She cried?”


  Mabel barked and galloped down the driveway from the barn. She must have been snoozing inside of Grandfather Zook’s sleigh until she heard Timothy’s voice. Mrs. Troyer didn’t allow animals into her house. Even though Mabel was a big, shaggy dog, the size of a golden retriever or collie, she leaped into Timothy’s arms. He caught her and hugged her before landing on all four paws on the ground.


  “Timothy?” I asked. “What did Sally do?”


  “It’s not what she did. It’s what she said.”


  “What was that?”


  He sighed. “She said that Katie had this coming. That she brought this on herself.”


  My stomach tightened. “What did she mean?”


  “Not sure, exactly. Greta asked her to explain, but that was all she would say. The chief believes that Anna will be the easiest to talk to, to find out what Katie was up to in her final days. She couldn’t ask her then because Jeb kicked us off his property. Besides, Anna was hysterical at the moment. We could hear her wailing all the way from her bedroom on the second floor.” Timothy stood there in the silence. Then he glanced back at the house. “It always takes Becky so long to say good-bye to the family.”


  “You know it’s hard for her to leave.”


  “She could go back to the Amish and stay forever,” Timothy said.


  I frowned, but decided not to argue with Timothy. I knew he secretly wished his sister would return to the Amish and marry his best friend, Aaron, who was Timothy’s age, but obviously in love with Becky, eight years his junior. “You can’t even guess why Sally would say something so awful about Katie.”


  He shook his head. “That was the one and only thing she said the entire time. I did get an earful from Jeb. I think it was a mistake for me to be there when Greta told them. It only made it worse.”


  “Why?”


  “Jeb said that it was runaway Amish like me that lead to these kinds of tragedies. If I hadn’t left the Amish way, others wouldn’t follow. He said that I was the example and the reason Becky left.”


  I touched his sleeve. “That’s not true.”


  He shook his head. “It is to some extent. My sister would never have been brave enough to leave home if I hadn’t already done it myself and turned out all right. Most of the Amish in our district stay Amish. Before she left home, she didn’t know of any other fallen away Amish except for me.”


  “Becky left for herself.”


  “But I gave her the idea.” His voice was thick with emotion.


  I turned the conversation back to Katie. “Jeb thinks Katie left the Amish?”


  “That was the impression I got. He didn’t elaborate and completely ignored Greta’s questions. I thought she was going to spit nails, she was so mad.”


  The police chief didn’t like to be ignored. I knew that. “But Katie was in Amish dress. There was nothing about her that indicated she left the Amish way of life.”


  “Maybe she had just left before she died.”


  “Had she been missing? Did the family notice that she was gone?”


  “Jeb wouldn’t say.”


  I sighed. “Someone has to know.”


  “Do you plan to find out whom that someone is?” Timothy asked as Becky stepped into the yard.


  She held a tin of caramel corn. I wasn’t surprised. Rarely, did we leave the Troyer farm without a care package.


  I looked him straight in the eye. “Yes. And you will help me.”


  The drive to the house Becky and I lived in was quiet as each of us, Mabel included, was preoccupied with our own thoughts. Most likely, Mabel contemplated when she would have an opportunity for her next nap. Timothy, Becky, and my own thoughts were much darker.


  Temporarily, Becky and I rented the home of the Quills, an elderly couple who wintered in Florida. Unlike the Troyer house, which had been in the family for several generations and sat a quarter-mile back from the road, the Quills’ two-story, brick home was only two car-lengths from the county road. Beneath the snow, perfectly manicured bushes sat shaped into spirals and balls. The Christmas tree that Timothy, Becky, and I chose from the farm in town was framed by the front window, its lights blinking on and off.


  The home was similar to the house I grew up in Shaker Heights before my mother died, except that house had another floor and more square footage. It also had the same artificial perfection of the Quills’ place. I liked the Troyer farmhouse better. Becky, however, did not. She loved everything about our rental—from the remote control that operated the gas fireplace to the professional kitchen appliances. If I heard her pontificate one more time about how wonderful the six-burner gas stove was, I might choke.


  Becky’s lawyer, Tyler Hart, had helped us find this new place to live when circumstances forced Becky and me into an unexpected move. With little time to find another place, and with few rentals available in the town of Appleseed Creek, the Quills’ offer was the best option we had. When the Quills returned in April, Becky and I would have to find yet another new home, and I hoped for something more permanent that would suit us both. I was tired of moving. Still, even though the Quills’ house was three miles from my job at the college, it was closer to Becky’s. In good weather she could walk or ride her bike to Young’s Family Kitchen where she waitressed.


  Timothy parked his pickup behind my VW Bug in the Quills’ driveway. Several extra inches of snow had accumulated on the Bug since we had left early that morning for the Troyer farm. Would we ever see green grass again? After Christmas, I would be ready for spring and summer to return; however, I’d lived in Ohio my entire life and knew we hadn’t even entered the deepest part of winter.


  Becky hopped out of the truck. “I didn’t know it was so late. Carol will be here to pick me up for work in five minutes.”


  Carol, a middle-aged woman, worked in Young’s pie shop. She was one of the few English people who worked at Young’s on a permanent basis. Owner Ellie Young claimed she couldn’t turn Carol away because she had some of the best pie recipes in the county—if not in the entire state of Ohio—trapped in her head.


  Becky flew through the front door of the house just as Carol pulled into our driveway. I stepped out of the truck at a much slower pace as Carol powered down her window.


  I waved. “Becky’s run—”


  Before I finished my sentence, Becky ran back outside with her Amish uniform—a dress and apron—slung over her arm, and jumped into Carol’s car.


  Timothy laughed. “I think that lecture Ellie gave Becky about being late for work scared her straight.”


  As we entered the house, my yowling Siamese cat, Gigabyte, greeted us. I removed my coat and scratched Gig under the chin, but he was not appeased and batted my hand away.


  Because he was headed to work at Young’s as well, Timothy didn’t remove his coat. In addition to the restaurant, with its small Amish gift shop and bakery, the Young’s owned a flea market consisting of three open-air pavilions behind the main building. Timothy was the head contractor on a project to enclose those pavilions so the flea market could be open all year round.


  “Do you have to go straight to Young’s?” I asked. It seemed odd that I didn’t have to go to work myself. The college was closed for winter break, with only a skeleton crew on campus. I stopped by the campus occasionally during break to check on the systems and servers, but beyond that, had no commitments.


  A small smiled played on the corners of Timothy’s lips. “No.”


  I steadied my gaze on him. “I’d like to go to Uncle Billy’s. Will you go with me?”


  Timothy grinned at me. “I was just waiting for you ask.”


  I laughed. “How did you know that I would?”


  “I think I know you pretty well by now, Chloe Humphrey. I know you won’t rest until you talk to Billy.” He helped me back into my winter coat. “And neither will I.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Six

  


  Snow buried the graveyard of auto parts in front of Billy’s property, and ice clung to the sign that read, Uncle Billy’s Bud. The rest of the sign—get Autos—had been destroyed in a storm over a decade before.


  Mabel barked as Timothy’s pickup came to a stop. For once, the dog was wide awake and willingly exited the truck after I climbed out. My boots sank into the freshly fallen snow until they reached the hard-packed layer underneath. Two sets of tire tracks carved up the lawn that served as a parking lot, and half-a-dozen pairs of footprints dotted the ground. One set of footprints wove through the graveyard, and there was evidence of digging in the snow. A quarter of a red sedan hood was visible, the only lump in the auto graveyard unearthed.


  Timothy pulled on his gloves, so that they covered his wrists. “Greta and her officers have already searched the place.”


  “It would have surprised me if she hadn’t been through here.” I took another step toward the shop itself and my foot caught as I tripped over something buried under the snow. Timothy caught me by the elbow, keeping me from tumbling to the ground.


  The day had reached late afternoon. We had maybe an hour before sunset. Timothy lifted a hand to block the sun’s glare off the snow. “I’m surprised that Billy hasn’t come outside yet.”


  “Do you think Chief Rose arrested him?”


  His brow furrowed. “I don’t know. Greta wouldn’t make an arrest without being positive the person was guilty. She’s too careful to rush anything, and it’s only been seven hours since we found Katie. Could the case be wrapped up that quickly?”


  “He was using the barn as a storehouse without permission.”


  Timothy’s eyes flashed. “That doesn’t mean he killed anyone.”


  I pulled on his sleeve. “I know he’s your friend.”


  Timothy marched toward the office and knocked on the door like a cop. Thwack, thwack, thwack. Had Chief Rose taught him to knock on a door like that?


  No answer. He tried the doorknob, but it was locked. “I know another way inside.” He walked around the side of the building, as Mabel barked and followed. I fell into line after her. “Watch your step.” He said over one shoulder. “Who knows what’s buried under the snow.”


  Did Billy have so much junk on his property to scare people off? If so, a very effective away to discourage visitors from coming too close.


  The back of the shop had one entry and two garage doors. One of the garage doors hung crookedly from its bearings. Timothy kicked the snow out of the way, revealing a gap between the bottom of the door and the frozen ground. “There. Billy showed it to me one time when he locked himself out of the shop. He couldn’t fit through it, but he knew that I could.”


  The space looked like it couldn’t fit much more than a small dog. It certainly would not have been enough space for Billy, who tipped the scale at three hundred pounds, to crawl under.


  Timothy squatted next to the small opening. “It looks like the garage dropped since I crawled under there last summer.”


  “It could be the snow pack making the ground higher.”


  He moved more snow away with his gloved hand. “Either way, I don’t think I can fit.”


  I squatted next to him. “You might not fit, but I can.”


  He swiveled a look at me. “You’ll be covered with snow.”


  “So what? You were about to do the same thing.” I sat back on my haunches. “Chief Rose won’t like it if we go inside there, though.”


  Timothy hand shoveled away more snow. “Greta has already been here.”


  “But—”


  “Chloe, I have to see inside of the shop. Billy might not be answering the door because he’s upset or maybe there’s a clue to where he’s gone. I need to talk to him. He’s my friend.”


  “Okay. Then help me squeeze through.” I lay on my stomach and looked into the dark of the shop, unable to see an inch in front of my face. “Do you have a flashlight?”


  Timothy handed me a tiny flashlight connected to his key ring. It wasn’t much, but at least I could see there was plenty of room for me to wiggle through two stacks of worn tires. “I can fit.”


  Timothy placed a hand on my shoulder. “Be careful. There are lots of sharp objects in Billy’s shop.”


  “I’ll be careful.” I stuck my head and shoulders through the opening. It was a tight squeeze, but I made it and slid on my stomach across the oil-stained concrete floor. The smell of gasoline burned the inside of my nose. I rolled over and bumped the edge of a metal shelf, and an oil can fell to the dusty floor with a bang.


  I yelped.


  Thankfully the can didn’t explode.


  “Are you okay?” Timothy asked.


  I steadied my pounding heart. “I’m fine. Meet me at the front door.” I struggled to my feet and dusted off the front of my ski coat. My hand came away smelling like motor oil and caked with dirt. I glanced at my coat. It would need permanent retirement after this little excursion.


  The only light in the garage came through the opening under the broken garage door. I shone the key chain flashlight in front me, its light making monstrous shadows on the walls. I took a few tentative steps toward a lightbulb and chain hanging from the ceiling. When I pulled down on the chain, dim yellow light washed over the room.


  A circa-1990 sedan was on the lift, its undercarriage exposed. I moved the flashlight’s beam over the underside of the car. No duct tape anywhere. Apparently Billy only used the stuff for cosmetic fixes. Good to know. I didn’t know much about cars, but something told me duct tape on a car engine was not a good idea.


  Timothy banged on the front door.


  “Coming!”


  His knock sounded distant and I doubted he could hear me. He was outside, in front of the living quarters, which was an aluminum-sided mobile home that Billy had welded to the garage itself.


  I wove through the crowded shop and knocked over a coffee can of bolts sitting on a stool. Not surprisingly, Billy was not the most organized shop owner in the world. I found the wooden door that led into the mobile home and switched on the main light switch, bathing the shop in garish yellow light. The door leading into the home was unlocked and it opened into the kitchen.


  Billy kept his home as neat as his shop. The sink was full of dirty dishes with unidentifiable remnants of food clinging to them, and as I stepped on the floor, my boots stuck to something. A small, two-person Formica table was tucked into the corner of the room with a couple of folding chairs sitting on either side of it and a bowl of decaying cereal on top of it. A mug of coffee dregs sat next to the dried-out cereal bowl. My shoulders drooped. Is this how Timothy’s friend lived?


  Timothy banged on the front door again and called my name.


  “I’m coming. Hold your horses,” I added under my breath.


  I picked my way through the living room, an unmade sleeper sofa. It sagged close to the floor. To my surprise the front door had not one, but three dead bolts. I unlocked each one and threw open the door.


  Timothy scowled at me. “What took so long?”


  “I had a little trouble reaching you. This place is an obstacle course. Do you think it looked this bad when the police were here?”


  “I’m sure it did. I’ve been in here a few times to talk to Billy about cars. He’s not a neatnick. That’s for sure.”


  “Timothy, Billy’s not here.” I knew that to be true the moment I stepped into the trailer. The mobile home was tiny and had only three rooms: the eat-in kitchen, living/bedroom, and a tiny bathroom. I hadn’t checked the bathroom closely, but the door stood open. Considering, Billy’s mammoth size, had he been in there, I would have seen him.


  Timothy wasn’t convinced. “Stay here. Let me take a look around.”


  The serious expression on his face alarmed me. “Why should I stay here? I’ve already seen most of the place on my way to the front door.” I swallowed. “You don’t think you will find something back here, do you?”


  Timothy squeezed my shoulder. “Greta probably would have already found it.”


  “Then what could we find that she missed?”


  He shrugged and moved toward the kitchen, picking up the spoon that stuck out of the murky cereal. “I don’t think Billy has been here for a while. I would even say a couple of days.”


  I glanced around. “I wish I could ask Chief Rose what she found here.”


  “Oh, I suspect that she will talk to you about it. You know she thinks of you as the Amish whisperer.” His voice teased.


  I rolled my eyes and scanned the room for anything that could give me a clue to where the car repairman may have gone. I stepped over a brake pedal lying in the middle of the kitchen floor. “It’s like he left in a hurry.”


  “That’s what I think too. The question remains, why did he leave?”


  “Because of Katie Lambright?”


  “That’s what Greta will think.” Timothy set the plate of half-eaten food back on the table. “Where did he go?”


  I lifted my boot from the linoleum floor and it made that disgusting sticking sound again. “Maybe Billy being gone is unrelated to the Gundy barn and Katie. Maybe he’s visiting family for Christmas?”


  “Billy doesn’t have any family.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “He told me once. His parents are dead, and he’s divorced.”


  I blinked. “Billy had been married?”


  “That’s what he said. I never asked him much about it and he never offered.” His tone was regretful, as if he wished he had asked. I certainly wished that he had.


  “Do you think Billy is involved with what happened to Katie? What’s your gut feeling?”


  “My gut tells me no. I can’t even guess why he would have a reason to hurt Katie Lambright. I doubt the two ever met. They had nothing in common and no reason to cross each other’s path.”


  “But Appleseed Creek is so small. They must know each other.”


  He shook his head. “Amish girls like Katie wouldn’t have any interaction with Englisch men like Billy. Had her family owned a business in town, it may have been possible, but the Lambrights only have the farm.”


  It was hard for me to believe that in a place as tiny as Appleseed Creek Katie and Billy hadn’t laid eyes on each other. “Didn’t you say a lot of young Amish men come and see Billy during rumspringa about a car? Maybe Katie met him that way through a male friend.”


  “You’re reaching.”


  I bit my lip. Of course, I was reaching. None of this made sense. What could the pretty Amish girl and the eccentric car repairman have in common?


  “That’s what I did, and I know others who did as well, but if you are implying that Katie Lambright was talking to Billy about a car, I highly doubt that happened. I’ve never heard about an Amish girl coming and talking to him.”


  I didn’t know much about the Lambrights. Ruth’s friend, Anna, was the only one of the clan I had met before. She was a soft-spoken, sweet girl with big brown eyes. “How well do you know the Lambright family?”


  Timothy thought for a moment. “As well as any of our neighbors, I suppose. Jeb only married his second wife a few years back after I had already left the Amish church, so even though her sons were closer to my age than Jeb’s two daughters, I hardly know them. Come to think of it, I don’t think they ever lived on the Lambright farm. They were already married themselves.”


  “What’s the father like?”


  “Jeb was always very strict with the girls.” He grimaced. “He’s also a strong supporter of Deacon Sutter. If he had his way, the Amish district would have no interaction with the Englisch community in Appleseed Creek. Daed said Jeb was vocal with his hope that Deacon Sutter would be chosen as bishop after Bishop Glick died. He wasn’t happy when Bishop Hooley took his place, although he would never question who the Lord chose.”


  “If he’s so strict, I’m surprised he let Anna see Ruth at all, considering . . .”


  Timothy gave me a half-smile. “Considering Becky, you, and I visit my parents so often.” He exhaled, glancing around the tight quarters. “I think the only reason that he does is because he and Daed are old friends. They were in school together and are close—at least they were until Grossdaddi moved here. Jeb didn’t approve of Grossdaddi’s Lancaster influence on our family. I’m sure he looks to that for the reason that Becky and I both left the Amish way.”


  “Does Grandfather Zook know this?”


  “If I know, I’m sure he does.” He grinned. “But I imagine that he doesn’t much care what Jeb Lambright thinks.”


  Grandfather Zook moved to Appleseed Creek from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, four years ago when Mrs. Troyer was pregnant with Naomi. His daughter had a string of miscarriages and he wanted to be here to support her in case the baby was lost again. After Naomi was born healthy and happy, he never went back to Lancaster. Instead, he found that the quiet pace of Knox County suited him.


  Timothy sighed. “With that said, this will be the last straw. I would be surprised if Anna says three words to Ruth the next time she sees my sister.”


  “If her father’s not around, why wouldn’t she speak to Ruth?”


  “She’d be too afraid to because he would be so angry with her.”


  I mulled this over. “Are you saying Jeb Lambright would hurt his girls?”


  “No, no, I didn’t mean that. He has a temper. That’s all. After visiting the farm earlier today, I know his wife does too.” Timothy moved back through the living/bedroom, then he checked the bathroom. I let him do that on his own. If the living room and kitchen were this bad, I shivered to think what the bathroom was like. Timothy’s face was grim when he stepped out. “His toothbrush is gone. He left in a hurry, but he took the essentials.”


  “You assume he brushes his teeth.” I waved my arms around the room. “Look at this place.”


  Timothy gave a half-hearted smile at my joke.


  I folded my arms over my filthy coat. I couldn’t wait to go home and take a shower. “How are we going to find him?”


  Timothy’s brow shot up. “Find him?”


  I gave him a look.


  He sighed. “I guess we can start by talking to Greta.”


  I smiled.


  Timothy buttoned his wool coat. “I figured you would try to find him—whether or not I helped.”


  My smile turned into a grin. “Like you said, Mr. Troyer, you know me well.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Seven

  


  I called the Appleseed Creek police chief from the cab of Timothy’s truck. The snow glowed with the pink and orange colors from the setting sun, and the icicles hanging from Billy’s shop glittered. I shuddered. They were much smaller, but they reminded me of the icicles hanging from the Gundy barn—and of the one that may have killed Katie.


  “Humphrey, I’ve been expecting your call.” Chief Rose’s sharp voice rang in my ear.


  “You have?”


  “Well, sure. Officer Nottingham saw you and Troyer snooping around Uncle Billy’s place well over an hour ago. How’d you finally get inside?”


  Heat rushed to my face. Timothy’s brow furrowed as he watched my reaction. “She knows we were inside of Billy’s place,” I mouthed.


  Timothy ran a finger across his throat as if Chief Rose was going to cut off our heads.


  I rolled my eyes. “Under the broken garage door,” I said into the phone.


  “A tried and true method. Find anything interesting?”


  “Since you were already there, I should be really asking you that.”


  “More than I bargained for,” she muttered.


  I wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but she went on. “We need to talk face-to-face.”


  “About Billy?”


  “Among other things. Are you available now?”


  I heard a tap, tap, tap on the other end of the line. I imagined the Appleseed Creek police chief tapping her pen on her desk. I covered the mouthpiece and repeated what Chief Rose said to Timothy. He nodded once. “Yes,” I told her. “We can meet you.”


  “Good. You’re going to have to come to me. I need to hang around the station. Everyone goes off their rocker this time of year, and I made the mistake of giving my secretary the week off. Too much family togetherness makes some reach for the drink and others for the shotgun. I much prefer President’s Day. No one hardly ever shoots anyone on President’s Day.” She laughed. “But I don’t have to tell you about family problems, do I, Humphrey?”


  My stomach dropped. Was she referring to the issues the Troyer family had or was she referring to my relationship—or lack thereof—with my own family? Having thoroughly checked my background after I moved here and my car’s involvement in Becky’s auto-buggy accident that killed Bishop Glick, she knew my history. That made me uncomfortable. I knew so little about her. She was a cop and had mentioned once that she grew up in Appleseed Creek. That was all I had.


  She tapped her pen more rapidly. “Troyer is with you, I imagine.”


  “Yes, he’s right here.”


  “Thought so. It’s going to be hard to keep you two apart from each other now that you are courting.” There was laughter in her voice.


  I blushed.


  “See you in ten minutes,” the chief barked in my ear and hung up.


  Timothy shifted the truck into gear. Ten minutes later he turned the truck into the small lot behind the village’s municipal building right off the town square. The parking lot was empty expect for the chief’s cruiser. It was after five o’clock in the evening on a day before Christmas Eve. I imagined the village staff cleared out of the building quickly to jump-start their holiday.


  When Timothy, Mabel, and I walked into the department, Chief Rose was sitting with her arms folded on the receptionist’s desk. Mabel trotted up to the chief’s side with her tongue hanging out of her mouth.


  The police chief patted Mabel’s head. “What do you want, pooch?”


  Timothy scraped snow off his boots on the mat at the entryway. “Fern keeps dog biscuits in her desk for Mabel when she visits.”


  The police chief glowered at the dog. After a moment, she opened the lowest drawer of the receptionist’s desk. “These are for you?”


  Mabel barked.


  Chief Rose reached into the box of treats and threw two across the room into the empty waiting area, which was a grouping of uncomfortable olive-green plastic chairs. Mabel lunged after the treats and grasped them between her paws.


  “Where’s Nottingham?” Timothy asked. “I want to know how he saw us at Billy’s when I didn’t see him.”


  The police chief laughed. “Nottingham can’t tell you that. It’s a cop trick. For a kid, Nottingham’s turning into a reliable officer, and if I’m not careful, he’ll start gunning for my job. The village would be a lot more comfortable with him in my role since he’s a man.” She stood up, her tone matter-of-fact. “Let’s move to the conference room to talk. The pooch will have to stay out here.”


  Mabel lay in the middle of the linoleum floor licking her treats, trying to make them last as long as possible.


  “I don’t think she will mind,” I said.


  The chief unlocked the door on the other side of the desk and led us into a room, bare except for one cafeteria-style table and five folding chairs. Chief Rose’s conference room doubled as her interrogation and booking room. Although I’d only moved to Appleseed Creek the previous summer, I had already spent more time in this room than most of the population. Thankfully, never to be booked for a crime, though I can’t say the same about interrogation.


  A legal-sized manila envelope sat in the middle of table. Chief Rose held it down with a finger and dragged it toward herself.


  I hung my coat over the back of my chair and took a seat across from the police chief. “What’s in the envelope?”


  Timothy slipped into the seat beside me.


  “I’ll show you in minute. We will start with Katie.” She drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “We believe she was murdered.”


  I gasped. “Murdered? I thought it was an icicle accident.”


  “Yeah, I thought my death by icicle theory was a good one too.” She leaned back in her chair. “However, the coroner set me straight. The icicle hit her in the head after she was already dead. The most tell-tale sign was the bruising on her neck. No way those marks were from a rogue icicle. Katie was strangled.”


  My hand went to my throat. An image of the pretty Amish girl being choked to death filled my mind. I closed my eyes to block the sight, but that only made it more vivid.


  Timothy tapped my foot with his boot. “We didn’t see any sign of that.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you would. Her face was half-covered by her bonnet, and she was wearing a thick scarf. The coroner thinks whoever did it used the scarf to kill her and then wrapped it loosely around her neck again when it was over.”


  “Poor Katie,” I whispered. “What a terrible way to die.”


  The police chief grimaced. “It wouldn’t be the way I’d want to go. I’ll take a gunshot straight to the brain, thanks.”


  Timothy blanched. No doubt my expression was much the same.


  Chief Rose ran a fingernail under the lip of the envelope. “We’re waiting on the full autopsy before we can say anything official. Now, here’s where it becomes interesting.”


  Some of the color returned to Timothy’s face.


  “Katie Lambright being strangled wasn’t interesting enough?” I asked.


  She eyed me with one of her unusual peridot-colored eyes, her shimmering, forest-green eye liner smudged at the corners. “It’s plenty interesting, and more than enough to keep me busy into the new year. However, then I found this.” She slid the manila envelope across the table at me.


  My hands hovered over the envelope, unsure if I wanted to see what was inside.


  Chief Rose snorted. “It’s not a snake. It won’t bite you.”


  I flipped over the envelope and lifted the flap. Inside were a sheet of paper and a photograph of a man. The name Walter Hoover ran across the top of the page. The young man in the photo looked strangely familiar. I gasped, “Is this . . . ?”


  Timothy frowned. “It’s a rap sheet for Billy.”


  “Bingo.” The police chief beamed at Timothy as if he were her prize pupil. “Troyer wins.”


  He settled back into his seat. “What do I win?”


  “Satisfaction at being the victor.” Chief Rose pointed to the second sheet. “There you will see Billy’s rap sheet. I’ll give you the CliffsNotes version: He went to federal prison for fifteen years. Grand theft auto. He managed a chop shop in Detroit. Eight years in, he got out for good behavior, but the moment he hits the streets he doesn’t call into his probation office like he should. Instead, he disappears. He’s been using the social security number of a guy who died over twenty years ago. The real Billy Thorpe didn’t have a family who might have caught the illegal use of his number. I imagine Hoover bought it from some con artist.”


  “You can buy a social security number?” I asked.


  Chief Rose darted a glance at me. “You can buy anything, sadly.”


  I examined the man in the photograph and racked my brain for everything that I knew about Billy. It wasn’t much. He loved duct tape, was good at fixing cars—even if the ones he revived weren’t the most beautiful machines on the road—and was a genuinely nice guy. Had I been wrong about the last point? I took another look at the man in the photo. He had sandy-colored hair. “He’s not a natural redhead?” I asked. For some reason, this upset me. Billy always talked about how we were the only true redheads in town and now I learn that we weren’t even that.


  Chief Rose barked a laugh. “Of all the details to pick up on, that’s the best you can come up with?”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “How long has he been in hiding?”


  I watched Timothy. Billy was his friend, not mine. What did he think about this information? If I, after only having spoken to him a handful of times, was questioning if I knew the real Billy, what would Timothy be thinking right now?


  “Twelve years. He was pretty good at it. We discovered his true identity when we lifted some prints from his single-wide this afternoon. Afterward, I went over to the sheriff’s place and ran the prints through AFIS. The village doesn’t believe it necessary that I have my own access to the database,” she added bitterly. “I got zero hits for William Thorpe, but Walter Hoover popped right up.”


  She reached across the table and tapped the man in the photograph on the nose. “I called the Detroit Police Department to share my discovery. I can’t say they were all that enthused or impressed by it.” She raised her palms. “Why worry about a car thief that disappeared twelve years ago when you have gangbangers shooting each other every night on the streets? However, they said they would take him back if I found him.”


  “That’s nice of them,” I muttered. I flattened my hands on the table. “Billy,” I said unable to call him Walter. “Billy was the one who introduced me to Becky’s lawyer, Tyler Hart. He said that the lawyer got him out of trouble. I thought it was legal trouble.”


  The chief dropped the envelope onto the table. “I’ve cited Walter before for small violations, but nothing that would have required me to collect his fingerprints. Had I, he would be back in Detroit by now. Seems I need to have a little chat with Tyler to find out what those legal matters were.”


  Apparently, Chief Rose had no problem saying Billy’s real name.


  “He can’t tell you,” I said. “Anything between him and his client is confidential.”


  A strange look passed over her delicate features. “We’ll see about that.”


  Timothy folded his hands on the table. “No matter what Billy may have done in his past, it doesn’t mean he’s responsible for Katie Lambright’s murder.”


  Chief Rose clicked her tongue. “Troyer, you are loyal to a fault.” She turned to me. “You’d better remember that about him, Humphrey. Could come in handy in the future.”


  “I don’t think loyalty is a bad attribute,” I said.


  The chief ran her hand through her brown curls, and they immediately sprang back into place. “Neither do I. Troyer, you know our visit to the Lambright farm didn’t go well. The Lambrights won’t talk to me about their daughter. That’s why I called the two of you here. I need someone,” she looked directly at me. “I need someone to poke around and find out who the Amish suspects are in this case.”


  I pressed my palm to my chest. “You want me to do that?”


  The chief sat back, eyeing me now. “Sure, why not? It’s not like you haven’t done it before. Troyer can help you out with it too.” She grinned. “I know you were planning to do it anyway. Why else would you be snooping around the car shop? This way it’s sanctioned by me. Unofficially, of course. My department is not liable if you break a leg or if you bust your spleen in pursuit of a suspect. Trust me, if it comes to that, I will deny this conversation ever happened.”


  “Thanks,” I said, the sarcasm back in my voice.


  As if she approved of my tone, the chief of police smiled. “That’s the right attitude.”


  “Where do you want us to start?” Timothy asked.


  “I want you to find out who was beating up Katie Lambright.”


  I grew still. “Beating up? I thought she was strangled.”


  “She was, but this wasn’t the first time she had been the victim of violence. Her body was covered with bruises, and even before the autopsy, the coroner could tell that a finger on her right hand had been broken.”


  Timothy’s brows knit together. “Growing up on a farm, a broken finger isn’t that uncommon. Thomas breaks something every year.”


  “True, but this isn’t any typical break. The coroner said it appeared to be a spiral fracture. He said the only way that could have happened was if the finger was twisted. So she either got it stuck in a vise or someone grabbed it and twisted it until it snapped.”


  Instinctively my fingers curled into fists to protect themselves. I thought of what Timothy said of Katie’s father Jeb Lambright. Just how hot was his temper?


  Chief Rose slid Billy’s photograph and rap sheet back into the envelope. “What do you say, Humphrey? Are you willing to help me out again?”


  Timothy gave me the slightest of nods.


  I licked my lips. “Yes.”


  The right side of the police chief’s mouth turned up. “Terrific.” She made eye connect with me, then Timothy, and then back to me. “Do me a favor this time—keep me in the loop. You think of or find something important, you call me, night or day.”


  “Even on Christmas?” I asked.


  Her brows drooped low over her eyes. “Especially on Christmas.”


  “Sounds fair,” I said.


  On the other hand, Timothy said nothing.


  
    


    


    Chapter Eight

  


  Christmas Eve morning, the Harshberger College campus lay still and dormant under a blanket of freshly fallen snow. The students were home with their families for the next month until the new semester began in mid-January. Only essential faculty and staff were on campus, and as the director of computer services, I was one of those people. Even on Christmas, the computer systems that kept the college moving had to be up and running, from the protective firewall to the campus e-mail.


  This was my first Christmas at Harshberger, and I found the quietness of the once-bustling campus both calming and eerie. Since I was new, I opted to be the on-call person during the holiday break, hoping my staff would take their turns during future breaks. Perhaps next year I would have enough money saved to spend Christmas in Italy with my best friend Tanisha. Tee taught English as a Second Language there, and I missed her terribly. We Skyped and e-mailed often, but it wasn’t the same as seeing her in person. Tanisha was more like a sister to me than a friend. Her family took me in when I was fifteen—after my mother died and my father dumped me for a new wife and new life in California.


  Going to California to spend the holidays with my father, young stepbrother and stepsister, and my evil stepmother Sabrina was out of the question. Sabrina made it clear I was not welcome. Just a month ago, I had been uninvited to Thanksgiving so that the four of them could go on a cruise. At least she was upfront with her distaste for me.


  My father was ambivalent, which was so much worse. The car accident that killed my mother destroyed what relationship I’d had with my father. Mom had spun off the icy road late one winter night when coming to fetch me from a sleepover party. This coming January would mark the eleventh anniversary of my mother’s death.


  I stepped into the server room and examined the racks of black and silver boxes. Their little green power lights blinked pleasantly at me. No red flashing lights, no alarms sounding. All was well. At least, in the server room. All was not well in Appleseed Creek. I thought of Katie. To die the way she did, it seemed too cruel. A terrible waste. What could the Amish girl have done to make someone hate her so much to hurt her like that? I found the idea that she had been physically abused deeply disturbing. If Katie had been hurt, what about Anna? Was the younger of the two Lambright sisters in danger? The Amish were particularly closed-mouthed on the topic of domestic abuse. How were Timothy and I supposed to find out what really happened to Katie?


  Locking the door to the server room behind me, my thoughts turned to Billy. Should I think of him as Walter now? He had only been Billy to me—and to everyone else in Appleseed Creek. Chief Rose asked us to keep his true identity a secret, because she didn’t want the information to leak in case Billy still hung around the area.


  I stopped by my office to mark the log showing that I checked the servers and that all systems were normal. I wasn’t in a big rush to return home. Becky was in the middle of a full-on Christmas frenzy. When we moved to the Quills’ house, I told her that we could have a small Christmas party. I never expected her to jump into planning her first English Christmas party with so much enthusiasm. Our home looked like Santa’s elves had an ornament fight that started in the living room and carried on into the kitchen. Becky, apparently, took her first English Christmas seriously.


  Becky’s favorite part about the house’s kitchen was Mrs. Quills’ television. When awake, she rarely left the kitchen. My cat Gigabyte was a big fan of the kitchen too, as he got the scraps from Becky’s experiments. Over the last two weeks, as Becky collected recipes for the party, Food Network played 24/7 in our house. If I saw one more episode about how to make a yule log, I thought I might scream.


  To Becky’s delight, Young’s Family Kitchen and its shops were closed both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, so Becky was home with her best friend Paula Deen and Company while I hid in my office. Our party—really Becky’s party because I had done little more for it than vacuum the carpet and clean the bathrooms—would be Christmas night. During the day Becky and I would be at her parents’ home.


  The only damper on the party was that the Troyers were not coming. Becky wanted her family there, but it was not the Amish way to participate in such an extravagant gathering.


  As I checked my e-mail, my thoughts wandered back to Billy. Timothy said in the mobile home that it looked like he had been gone for a few days. He could be on the other side of the world by now. Did Chief Rose check flights out of Columbus for Billy’s name? Was one of his automobiles missing? Did he drive out of Knox County? I made a mental note to ask the chief these questions, but it was likely she had already thought about all of this and would find my inquiries annoying. She wanted me to concentrate on the Amish, so questions about Billy’s car would not be fulfilling my assignment. I turned off the computer and grabbed my coat. As much as I dreaded it, I knew I should return home and offer Becky what little help I could to prepare for the party.


  Outside it was snowing again, and even though I had only been on campus for two hours, my Bug was buried under a couple inches of white powder. My only consolation? The weather was even worse back in Cleveland, as clouds full to bursting with lake effect snow blew off of Lake Erie.


  I popped the trunk with my key fob and retrieved a window scraper, covering myself with snow in the process. I started in the back and began to wipe away snow, then moved around to the passenger side and ran the brush end across the window. As I did, a face stared back at me through the window.


  I dropped the scraper and screamed.


  The passenger door opened and Curt Fanning—the man who had harassed me since the day I arrived in Knox County and who I had hoped to never see again—stepped out of the car. I scooped my scraper off the ground and held it in front of me like a saber. I shot a look around campus in search of someone, anyone. Where was college security when you needed them?


  A lazy grin spread across Curt’s thin face as he leaned back against my car. “There you are, Red. I nearly froze my keister off waiting for you to show up.”


  “What do you want?” My hand began to ache from holding the scraper so tightly, but I didn’t loosen my grip.


  He ran his hand along his jawline and across his bedraggled goatee. “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”


  Curt was certainly not an old friend of mine. When I first moved to Appleseed Creek he harassed both Becky and me and even threatened to kill us both “to teach us a lesson.”


  I waved the scraper in the air to show I meant business. “I don’t have time for this, Curt. Get away from my car.”


  “Or what? You’ll call your Amish boyfriend to come beat me up? Sorry, sweetie, the Amish won’t fight for you.” He smirked, and drew closer to me. “Like I would.”


  With my free hand, I reached into my purse for my phone.


  He held up his hand. “There’s no reason to call that lady cop. It’s Christmas Eve, and I think both she and I would have a better holiday if we didn’t cross paths.”


  “Then move away from my car, so I can leave.”


  “I will in a minute, but I’m here to help you.”


  “Help me?” I choked a laugh. “What could you do that would help me?”


  He frowned. “I heard that you were looking for Billy Thorpe.”


  I nearly dropped the phone in the snow, but instead let it fall to the bottom of my purse. “How do you know that?”


  “Little goes on in this county that I don’t know about . . . legal,” he paused, “or illegal.”


  “I believe the illegal part,” I muttered. Worry bit into my gut. Did Curt have something to do with Katie’s death? After the events of the summer, would I always assume Curt was involved with the crimes against the Amish? Probably. “Where’s Brock?” I asked. Rarely did I see Curt without his constant companion, Brock Buckley, a huge bear of a man, bald, and with a killer temper.


  Curt’s face pinched. “He had things to do.”


  The cold began to seep into my bones. It was time to speed this up. “What do you know about Billy?”


  Curt sucked on his front teeth for a second as if considering my question. “I saw him cut out of his place in a huge hurry a few days ago.”


  “When was this?” My voice was sharp. “Exactly.”


  “Let’s see, today is Tuesday, so I would say it was Sunday. He was mighty upset about something. ’Course I’d be upset too if I’d just killed an Amish girl.”


  “He may not have done it,” I snapped.


  “Now, Red, why do I think that you wouldn’t give me the benefit of the doubt like that?”


  My face flushed because he was right. “Where was he going?”


  He spiked the air with his palms “How should I know? It wasn’t like he stayed to chat. The guy was in a rush.”


  “Did he drive away in a car?”


  He nodded. “A junky brown station wagon.”


  I cocked my head. “What time of day did you see him?”


  “It was dusk. Four thirty or thereabouts.”


  “What were you doing by Billy’s store?”


  His eyes narrowed. “That’s beside the point.”


  I didn’t think so, but I let it drop. “Did you tell Chief Rose this?”


  “No, I much prefer to talk to you than to the lady cop.” He winked. “She doesn’t understand me like you do.”


  My skin prickled, like it might crawl right off my body. “Trust me. I don’t get you at all.”


  He laughed hoarsely. “Red, it’s too easy to rile you up.”


  I ignored his comment and moved on to my next question. “Do you remember anything else about seeing him?”


  Curt thought for a moment. “He had an orange duffel bag with him. I remember because it stood out so much next to the snow.”


  I bet the duffel bag held Billy’s toothbrush and other essentials. “Thank you for telling me.”


  He stepped away from my car. “Maybe things can be different,” he said, his voice was low and wistful—a quality I had never heard in Curt before.


  “What things?” I asked, still holding the scraper like a sword about to strike a blow.


  Curt opened his mouth as if to say more, then eyed the scraper and clamped his mouth shut.


  I let it fall to my side.


  The smallest of smiles curved his mouth.


  “Why did you help me?” I asked.


  A peculiar look crossed his face, a cross between a smile and a frown. “I think you have something I want.”


  Even though the thought of his answer made me queasy, I heard myself ask, “And what’s that?”


  “I’m trying to figure it out.” Then he shoved his bare hands into the pockets of his bomber jacket and loped across the snow-covered green without saying good-bye.


  I stood there and watched him until he disappeared around the corner of a building. Then I brushed the snowflakes from my eyelashes and slid into my car. If Curt wanted something from me that could only mean he didn’t plan to leave me alone—which was all I ever wanted from him.


  
    


    


    Chapter Nine

  


  I started the engine and cranked the heater to third-degree burns, then tossed the scraper in the backseat. I didn’t want it in my line of vision. The first thing I should do is call Chief Rose and tell her what I learned from Curt. She would want to bring him in for questioning and would be annoyed that I didn’t call her the minute I saw him. That was our deal when it came to Curt or Brock.


  My fingers hovered over the chief’s number on the touchscreen of my smartphone. Before I could change my mind, I pressed “call.” To my relief the call went directly to voice mail. I left a brief message with the details Curt shared.


  I placed the phone on the passenger seat next to me. Why had Curt been so helpful? He had helped me solve a case in November involving Amish haircutting. However, he had only done so because I had saved his best friend, Brock’s, life. Could he still believe that he owed me? That didn’t fit with what I knew about Curt.


  Then again, why was I questioning him? Couldn’t I just be grateful for the information? If it were true.


  Memories of my tumultuous summer and Curt’s part in it hit me. Those memories were why I couldn’t trust him. My stomach clenched. Had I forgiven Curt and Brock for all their intimidation, for all their threats directed at Becky and me? I thought I had, but was it in speech only, not in my heart? Is it possible to forgive, and yet not trust?


  I backed out of my spot. Now the thought of helping Becky with the Christmas party festivities sounded like the perfect way to spend the evening until it was time to leave for church. I was willing to help with whatever ridiculously complicated recipe she wanted to tackle—even a yule log.


  Twenty minutes later I walked through the front door of the Quills’ house. The scent of pine, cookies, and ham hit my senses. The eight-foot tree in the front window swayed, and I dropped my purse and walked over to it. About halfway up the tree two glowing blue eyes stared at me. “Gig,” I said, “you know that you aren’t supposed to be in there.” I placed my hands on my hips. “You are in big trouble, mister.”


  He gave me a Siamese yowl in return.


  I reached for him, and he wiggled deeper among the boughs. The tree began to sway more, and I grabbed it around the trunk to keep it from toppling over. The last thing I wanted was for the tree to land on the Quills’ mini-grand piano. “Gig, you get out of there this very minute!”


  “Yowl.” The tree stopped swaying.


  I let it go. “You’re going to be grounded, which for you means no more of Becky’s sweet eats.”


  His paw batted at me from two feet above my head. This was another one of those times when I wished I were six inches taller.


  “We’ll talk about this later,” I threatened. I could have sworn I heard him laughing when I stomped away.


  I stepped into the kitchen. “Gigabyte is inside the tree. I can’t get him out.”


  Becky had the television cranked to the sound barrier, and—surprise, surprise—it was turned to a cooking show. She was at the stove, melting chocolate in a double boiler. A gingerbread house stood in the middle of the granite-covered island, and a piping bag with red icing dripping from its tip lay on the island next to the house. Powdered sugar dusted the floor as if a donut had exploded in the room. A buffet table stood against the wall opposite the sink, and that’s where Becky’s finished creations waited for tomorrow’s party. I was pleased—and relieved—to see that the yule log was already complete. At least I wouldn’t have to hear about that any longer.


  A streak of green icing marred Becky’s right cheek. “Chloe, you’re home. Wonderful. Can you help me?”


  I grabbed an apron from a peg on the back of the pantry door. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Can you finish piping the roof of the gingerbread house?”


  I examined the intricate crisscross pattern she had applied to the roof. “Um, Becky, you’re the artist. If I touch that with a piping bag, you will have one huge blob on the roof.”


  She laughed. “Okay, come over here and stir the chocolate. All you have to do is stop it from burning.”


  Easier said than done. I didn’t tell her that, though, because it was a much simpler task than the roof piping.


  Becky picked up the piping bag and began making slate rectangles on the roof with red icing. She worked quickly and with zero mistakes. Becky excelled at every form of art she tried. She had the dexterity and the eye to make a simple piece spectacular. She blew a lock of her white-blonde hair out of her eyes as she worked. “I think I might have made too much for tomorrow’s party.”


  I pointed a thumb at the buffet. “You think?”


  She chuckled. “We can take some to the Christmas program at the schoolhouse. I’m so happy that we are able to go. It was always my favorite day when I was in school.” She frowned. “I miss it sometimes.” She drew in a deep breath and forced a smile. “That’s silly. I’ve been out of school for years.”


  “But you’re going back,” I reminded her.


  Her clear brow creased. “If I pass the GRE.”


  I stirred the chocolate. “You will pass. You’ve passed every practice test I’ve given you.”


  “That’s different. I know those tests don’t really count, so I’m not nervous.”


  “Then pretend the test is practice. That will help.”


  She set the piping bag down and started placing candy pearls strategically around the roof. “But it’s not true.”


  Chocolate dripped from my spoon. Should I tell Becky about my run-in with Curt? “That’s the most blinged-out gingerbread house I’ve ever seen.”


  “You think so?”


  “Trust me—everyone will think so.”


  She grinned. “Timothy is bringing Aaron to the party,” she said cheerfully. Her voice was light and bright now that the conversation had moved away from school and onto a subject that she enjoyed—Aaron.


  I frowned. Aaron Sutter took a risk by coming to our home for the party, even if he was Timothy’s best friend. He was Amish, baptized and everything, and the son of Deacon Sutter. The deacon barely tolerated Becky and Timothy visiting the Troyer family and would have put a stop to that all together had Bishop Hooley not stepped in and allowed it.


  Recently, Aaron started working at Young’s Family Kitchen as a host. I suspected the close proximity to Becky everyday was the main reason Aaron took the job. He was smitten with his best friend’s little sister. Becky cared about him, but I wondered if her affection for him ran as deeply as his did for her.


  “Did I tell you that he was coming?” Becky asked.


  I laughed. “Only fifteen times.” The chocolate was becoming more difficult to stir. I made a face. Some must have burnt on the bottom. Maybe Becky wouldn’t notice.


  Her forehead creased. “Do you think he will be in trouble for coming?”


  I shrugged and pretended to concentrate on the chocolate. “He knows how his father would feel about it. How is he going to leave his family on Christmas Day? Isn’t that a time his family will get together?”


  She worried her lip. “He said his sisters are coming to his farm in the morning, and then in the afternoon the family is going to his oldest sister’s farm. She lives in Holmes County. Aaron is going to beg off, saying he’s too tired for the long drive.”


  Aaron was paralyzed from the waist down as the result of a construction accident during his rumspringa when he was about Becky’s age. An accident that Timothy felt partly responsible for, so much that it was the catalyst that caused him to leave the Amish district.


  “So, he’s going to lie to the deacon?” The chocolate began to smoke, and I stirred faster. Double boiling was no joke.


  “No,” she said aghast. “He really will be too tired. That’s a long day for him. He can come here and head back long before his parents arrive home from his sister’s house. That will be a much shorter day for him.” She set the container of candy pearls on the island. “Okay, maybe he’s not telling the deacon the whole truth, but there’s no other way for him to come. You know what the deacon would do if he found out. He would forbid Aaron to speak to me, or worse, have him shunned from the church.” She picked the piping bag back up again and held it listlessly in her hands. “He’s taking a risk because of me.” Red icing spurt on the countertop. “But . . .”


  I stuck the spoon in chocolate. It stuck straight up like a peg in a board. “But what?”


  “I can’t go back to being Amish now that I know what the Englisch world has to offer. I care about him, but I can’t be what he needs me to be. I can’t be Amish.”


  “Did Aaron ask you to be Amish again?” I tried to keep my voice casual.


  “No.” She blinked tears from her eyes. “He would never do that.”


  “Have you told Aaron how you feel about being Amish?” I poked the spoon with my index finger. It didn’t even budge. “It may be best if you told him now before he becomes too attached.”


  She scooped up another handful of candied pearls. “I’m sure he knows.”


  I gave up on the chocolate. “He needs to hear it from you. You may think that he knows, but you need to be sure. It’s only fair.” I swallowed. “If he leaves the church for you, he’ll be shunned. It won’t be like how it’s been for you and Timothy.”


  “You don’t have to tell me how the Amish world works, Chloe. I’m the one from there. You’re not.”


  Her words were like a slap across my face. The sting lingered in the air between us for a few seconds. “You’re right.” I pointed at the stove. “By the way, I ruined your chocolate. Sorry.”


  There was a solid ten seconds of tense silence followed by the front door opening and slamming shut.


  “Hello!” Timothy called from the living room. He carried a huge basket into the kitchen.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  He removed his stocking cap. “I was at Young’s this morning just to check if the guys closed up the jobsite right for the next couple of days. Ellie was there and forced this on me. It’s stuffed with cookies and treats from the bakery.” He smiled at his sister. “I told her Becky was making enough food to feed the entire district, but she insisted.”


  “How is Ellie?” I asked. One of Ellie’s thirty-year-old twin sons died just before Thanksgiving. The first Christmas without a loved one was the hardest. I wished I could tell her it got better, but it took many years for things to improve after the loss of my mother.


  “She seemed cheerful, but I imagine she doesn’t feel that way when she is alone. She is professional, always on the job.” He sniffed the air. “Is something burning?”


  “The chocolate,” Becky yelped.


  I stepped out of the way while she charged the stove. “I told you I don’t know what I’m doing.”


  Becky lifted the boiler off the stovetop and moved it to a cool burner.


  Timothy chuckled. “Where should I put this?” Every flat surface in the room was covered with food in varying stages of preparation.


  I pulled out one of the chairs sitting around the kitchen table. “Right here will work.”


  Timothy set the basket on the chair, then looked over at his sister. “How many people are you expecting?”


  Becky was back to piping. “Thirty or so. I invited a lot of people from church and work.” She frowned. “I wish that our family would be here.”


  Timothy shook his head. “It’s better this way. Daed would not be comfortable at an Englischer party. We will see them today at the Christmas program and then again tomorrow.”


  Becky sighed and cleaned the tip of her piping bag. “At least the party isn’t until tomorrow. I might need to go back to the market later today for more chocolate.”


  The smell of burnt chocolate hung in the air. “I can buy it. I’m the one that burned it,” I said.


  “No, it’s okay.” She walked across the room and gave me a hug. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier. It was mean.” She lowered her voice. “I got mad because I know you’re right, and I don’t want you to be.”


  I hugged her back. “No worries, Becky. Sisters fight.”


  She smiled and went back to her piping.


  Timothy gave me a quizzical look, but I just shook my head.


  He shrugged. “I have some more stuff in my truck.” He turned toward the kitchen door.


  “I’ll help you,” I said as he was stepping out the door. I was better at carrying stuff than at cooking. When I caught up with Timothy outside, Mabel was in the Quills’ front yard eating snow.


  Timothy removed a basket of fresh-baked rolls from the truck.


  “How much stuff did Ellie give you?”


  “You know Ellie,” he said with a laugh. “Why give someone one pie when you can give them three?”


  I cleared my throat. “I need to tell you something.”


  He frowned. “Does this have anything to do with what you and Becky were just talking about?”


  I waved that idea away. “No. That was just girl stuff.”


  He waited.


  I took a deep breath. “I saw Curt Fanning today.”


  Timothy dropped the basket and the rolls bounced into the snow. Mabel loped over and ate one whole.


  
    


    


    Chapter Ten

  


  Timothy’s breath caught. “What happened? Are you okay? Did he try to hurt you?” His questions came at me rapidly, his voice sharp.


  I squatted to pick up the rolls. “Do you think Mabel will become sick from eating these? I think she ate seven of them.”


  Timothy held out a hand to help me up. He gripped my fingers tightly. “Chloe, did he hurt you?”


  “No. He wanted to tell me he saw Billy leave the auto shop in a hurry late Sunday afternoon in a brown station wagon. He knew about Billy’s connection to Katie Lambright’s death.” I didn’t add that Curt had broken into my car. It would only distract Timothy.


  He let go of my hand. “How could he know that? Greta told us not to tell anyone.”


  I shook my head. “I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t even tell Becky.”


  “Neither did I.”


  “He could have heard it from someone else that was at the scene.”


  Timothy touched his chin. “Maybe. Or he could be making it up to cover his own tracks. I can’t think of a better suspect for Katie’s murder than Curt Fanning.”


  Mabel finished off the remainder of the rolls and rolled back and forth in the snow.


  “I don’t think he did it,” I said.


  Timothy’s brow shot up. “Why’s that? Did he say something to make you think that? Does he have an alibi?”


  I frowned. “I didn’t ask him about an alibi.”


  “I’m sure you will have another chance since he seems dead set on seeking you out all of the time,” he said bitterly. “Was Brock with him?”


  “No. Curt was alone.”


  “That’s new. I thought Tweedledee always needed Tweedledumb.”


  I laughed. “What do you know about Tweedledee and Tweedledumb? You can’t tell me you read Alice in Wonderland as an Amish kid.”


  He gave me a small smile, but it didn’t quite make it to his eyes. “I saw the movie after I left.” He paused. “With Hannah.”


  “Oh.” I knelt to pet Mabel, who was on a carbohydrate high. I scratched her belly. Hannah was Timothy’s Mennonite ex-girlfriend. They broke up long before I moved to Appleseed Creek, but it was still painful to know he might have any good memories of their time together. Hannah was less than pleased when I came to town and Timothy showed interest in me. As far as she was concerned, she and Timothy were meant to be together. I was only a temporary nuisance.


  I straightened up. “Whatever Curt’s motive may have been to tell me, he gave us a valuable clue. If we knew when Katie died, maybe we could have a sequence of events.”


  “Chief Rose would know the timing of Katie’s death. If she doesn’t know yet, she should soon.”


  As if on cue, my cell phone rang, the readout declaring, Chief Rose.


  “Humphrey,” the police chief barked in my ear. “Where do you get off leaving me a voice mail that Fanning told you something about the Lambright case?”


  “I thought that you would want to know.”


  “Yes, I want to know, but you could have called me back or left a text telling me it was important.” She took a deep breath. “Never mind. It’s good info to have. It fits in with my timetable.”


  “Your timetable?”


  “Yep. I forgot to mention to you and Troyer that the coroner said Katie died twenty-four to forty-eight hours before you stumbled upon her. She was still in fairly good shape because she was packed in snow.”


  I tried not to gag. “Did the Lambrights mention when you visited them that Katie was missing?” I asked, raising my brows at Timothy.


  He shook his head.


  In my ear, the police chief continued, “No. They hardly spoke to us at all. That’s why I asked for your help, remember? Now, get out there and talk to some Amish.” She ended the call.


  I slipped the cell phone back into my pocket.


  Timothy wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “I’m sorry that I got upset. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”


  “Nothing will,” I promised.


  “That’s what you said last time.”


  He had a point. I removed his arm from my shoulder and held his hand. “Come with me. I want to give you your Christmas gift.”


  He pulled back on my hand. “I thought we were going to exchange gifts in front of my family tomorrow.”


  “You already broke that rule, remember?” I said as I touched the chain around my neck.


  He grinned. “Oh, all right. But is this a bribe to forget about Curt and Brock?”


  “Um.”


  His blue eyes sparkled. “Because I’m not saying that I won’t be bribed.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Come on.” Still holding his hand, I led him to the garage, while Mabel galloped behind us.


  “My gift is in the garage?” His voice teased.


  I entered the code into the keypad and the automatic door went up. The gift was wrapped in silver paper and sitting on Mr. Quills’ workbench. I led Timothy by the hand to the bench. “Open it.”


  “Are you sure you want me to open it now?”


  “Yes.” I clenched my hands. Would he like it?


  He sat on the stool and began removing the paper. As he realized what it was, he ripped at the paper more quickly, then he rested a hand on the box and didn’t say anything.


  I was right. It was an unromantic gift. “I can return it and find something else,” I said quickly. “I know it’s a strange first Christmas gift.”


  He turned around and faced me and held out his hands. I grasped them.


  “Chloe,” he whispered. “I love it. It’s the perfect gift.”


  The worry circling like a storm cloud around my heart evaporated. “It is?”


  “How did you know I wanted a ratchet set just like this?” He stood with a wide grin on his face. “It has ninety-four pieces and more sockets than I know what to do with.”


  My shoulders relaxed. “Last time we were at Billy’s . . . before,” I paused, “before he disappeared, you were admiring his set and wishing for your own.”


  Timothy flinched at the mention of his friend—a friend who was missing—an escaped convict who was potentially wrapped up with the murder of an innocent Amish girl.


  I cleared my throat. “Later, I went back and he told me where to buy one just like it. He was excited to help because he cares about you.”


  Timothy ignored my commentary on Billy’s feelings about the gift. “I didn’t even know you were paying attention to what we were saying.”


  “I’m always paying attention to you,” I whispered.


  He pulled me close and whispered. “And I’m always paying attention to you.”


  The Amish district’s one-room schoolhouse was thirty minutes by foot from the Troyer farm, ten minutes by buggy, and two minutes by car. Timothy, Becky, and I arrived at the schoolhouse before the rest of their family.


  As Timothy parked his truck a little way from the line of Amish buggies tethered to the hitching post, I was instantly charmed. The schoolhouse looked like it had been dropped right out of a giant postcard. A white-washed rail fence surrounded the schoolhouse, swing set, teeter-totter, and outbuildings, all covered with a thin layer of snow. Child-sized boot prints ran every which way across the schoolyard. Mothers in heavy winter caps and bonnets stood next to their husbands in their thick wool coats and black stocking caps. The children’s coats were more colorful—blue to purple to maroon. They were dots of color in a sea of black and white. A boy chased a classmate with a snowball, and his father reached out and grabbed him by the collar. The child squealed and then melted into laughter until his father released him.


  I wished I could take a photograph of the scene, but I stopped myself from reaching inside my purse for my cell phone to snap a picture. Any photography would insult the Old Order district.


  “This is where you went to school?” I asked Becky and Timothy.


  “Yep,” Becky said and hopped out of the truck.


  “It’s so darling,” I told Timothy.


  Timothy laughed and squeezed my hand across the seat. “Trust me, I didn’t think that when I was a student here. All I wanted to do was finish school so that I could go to work as a carpenter.”


  The Amish only attend school through the eighth grade. With two master’s degrees behind me, this was difficult for me to fathom. School had been my escape. “You didn’t want to go on to high school or even college?”


  He shook his head. “School’s not for me. I did pass the GRE because it would be easier from a business standpoint. I took a couple of business classes at the community college too, but never earned a degree. I couldn’t stand to sit there and listen to an instructor talk about how to do something. I’d rather do it and learn for myself.”


  I twisted my mouth. I had loved school. I cried when I graduated from my last program and even considered applying for my doctorate so I could stay another four years at the university. The fact that my student loans hung over my head like the sword of Damocles stopped me. After I paid them down, it was likely I would go back to school. What would Timothy think about that decision? Would he believe it a waste of time?


  Sparky clomped onto the schoolyard pulling the Troyer’s largest buggy behind him as Timothy and I slipped out of the pickup. Grandfather Zook and Mr. Troyer sat in the front seat, and most likely, Timothy’s mother and the three younger Troyer children were in the back of the buggy.


  Grandfather Zook parked Sparky next to Timothy’s truck. Timothy tethered the horse to a tree and rubbed the white star in the middle of his forehead. Thomas leaped out of the buggy wearing a striped nightshirt and a cloth over his clothing and a band on his head. The seven-year-old spun in place, so that we could appreciate the full effect of his outfit.


  The rest of the family piled out of the buggy. Ruth was the last to slip out, and from the scowl on her face it was clear she didn’t want to be there.


  Thomas kept spinning and almost toppled over. His father caught him and reprimanded him in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  Mrs. Troyer shook her head. “He insisted on wearing his shepherd’s outfit all day long.”


  He lifted his chin. “I’m playing a shepherd in the Christmas pageant. I have a line too,” he said proudly.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “Do you hear the angels singing?” he recited just below a shout.


  Ruth winced.


  Naomi giggled and clutched her faceless doll by the leg.


  I squeezed her hand. “It won’t be long before you are in the Christmas show too. Maybe next year?”


  She grinned and nodded.


  “Maybe you will be a sheep to Thomas’s shepherd.”


  Thomas shook his head. “A person can’t be a sheep. We have real sheep for our play.”


  As if on cue, Bishop Hooley and his eldest daughter, Sadie, who was Becky’s age, walked around the corner of the farthest outbuilding led by three lambs on a rope.


  “Those are mine,” Thomas said proudly.


  “They aren’t yours,” Ruth corrected. “The bishop is only letting you borrow them for the pageant.”


  Thomas wasn’t listening. He was already halfway across the schoolyard to the Hooleys. As usual, Naomi ran after him.


  A thin, young woman stood at the door, holding a large brass bell in her hand. She smiled broadly as she rang the bell. “Time for school,” Timothy whispered in my ear.


  He moved away and walked with his father and grandfather toward the schoolhouse. He was trying to keep a low profile among the Amish; however, my attending the Christmas program as the Troyer family’s guest spoke volumes. Timothy and I could have danced around the schoolyard holding hands, and it would have made no difference. The community knew Timothy was courting me. What the majority of them thought about it remained to be seen.


  Becky fell into step beside me. She sighed. “I need to get used to being stared at when I come back into the community.”


  The Amish were not subtle in their examination of us in our English clothes. “Just pretend they are staring at me,” I said.


  She grinned. “They probably are.”


  “Thanks a lot.” We stepped into the schoolhouse and scraped the snow off of our boots on the mat.


  Thomas and the other children in the pageant stood in the back corner of the room receiving last-minute instructions from their teacher. While the children made final preparations, parents and families were allowed to roam around the room and view their children’s projects.


  The classroom held thirty metal and wooden desks, which weren’t that different from the ones I had in grade school. Each desk had a flip-open lid, so that students could store their pencils, paper, chalk, and slate. In the front of the room sat the teacher’s wide wooden desk, and behind that was a green chalkboard running the entire length of the wall. The alphabet in print and cursive letters hung above the chalkboard. The Amish still taught their children to write in cursive. I took handwriting in school too, but Tanisha’s eleven-year-old brother never had. The public schools in Cleveland now taught keyboarding. That would never be a curriculum concern for the Amish school.


  Welcome messages were written side-by-side in Pennsylvania Dutch and English on the chalkboard. Colorful paintings hung from every open wall space in the room and chain links of red and green construction paper hung from the rafters.


  A painting of a horse hung on the back wall. It looked like it could gallop right out of the painting. I recognized it immediately as one of Becky’s pieces, and she saw it too. “I thought my teacher would have taken this down when I left the community.”


  I patted her shoulder and smiled. “It’s too pretty to take down.”


  I scanned the room for the Lambright family. Anna was the youngest and the only one still in school. She wasn’t there, and neither were her parents. I hadn’t really expected to see them. They were in the middle of the Amish tradition of three days of mourning a death in a family.


  The younger of the two teachers, a pretty brunette not much older than Becky, rang the school bell again. She spoke in their language, and everyone found a seat. Out of habit the children went to their assigned desks, and the parents and family sat in the three rows of metal folding chairs set up in the back of the classroom.


  After each of the seventh and eighth graders, including Ruth, read poems they wrote about the holidays, the Christmas pageant began.


  Mary and Joseph spoke about their trip to Bethlehem, how the innkeeper turned them away with a claim of no vacancy, and they traveled on to the manger. The expressions on Mary and Joseph’s faces were so exaggerated that I stifled a laugh. The tiniest of smiles crept onto on Mr. Troyer’s usually stern face. Conversely, his father-in-law beamed from ear to ear.


  A small choir of girls sang, “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” in English, and then it was Thomas’s big moment. He stepped onto center stage, in front of Mary and Joseph, gripping the leashes to the three lambs in his hand and tilting his head back as if mesmerized by some celestial being from above.


  Had acting been an option for an Amish child, Thomas might have considered it for a career.


  “Do you hear the angels singing?” he shouted in top voice, startling the lambs. The animals baaed and ran in opposite directions from Thomas, pulling their leashes from his hand.


  Children jumped out of their desks and began chasing the lambs around the room. This only made the animals more terrified. A latecomer opened the schoolhouse door, and the Amish man was nearly run over by a lamb making her great escape. The children cornered the other two by the teacher’s desk.


  Parents’ mouths hung open, and Mrs. Troyer covered her face with one hand. Mr. Troyer just shook his head before he and Timothy went outside to track down the bishop’s lost lamb. Grandfather Zook doubled in mirth. I had to look away from him or I would start laughing too.


  Thomas’s eyes were enormous as laughter erupted in the room. The two teachers tried to restore order by lining up the three wise men for their cue. Then Bishop Hooley quietly walked two of his captured lambs outside.


  Thomas regained his composure. “I think the lambs heard the angels.” He bowed and stepped aside, so that the magi could take center stage from the east.


  I could not contain my laughter any longer. I covered my mouth with my winter hat to stifle the fit of giggles that overtook me. When I could breathe again, I glanced across the room to find Deacon Sutter glaring at me.


  The sight sobered me up like nothing else could.


  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven

  


  After the pageant ended, the teachers laid out cookies and punch for the children and coffee for the parents. Thomas popped up at my side still in his shepherd’s outfit. “How did I do, Chloe?”


  I kept a straight face. “You were memorable.”


  He nodded, his lower lip protruding. “Too bad about the sheep. I’m glad that Timothy was able to catch the third one. I would have felt bad if I lost one of the bishop’s sheep.”


  “It was a good thing,” I agreed.


  He ran away to talk with one of the wise men. It was nice to know that shepherds and wise men got along.


  The line for punch and cookies snaked around the room, and I could feel the curious stares of the Amish coming from it. During the program, their focus had been on the children. Now that the program was over, their curious looks focused on me. I stepped out of the schoolhouse into the snow.


  Ruth disappeared around the corner of the outhouse. In the Appleseed Creek district the Amish had indoor plumbing, but apparently that nod to technology didn’t extend to the schoolhouse.


  Thinking she might be upset or embarrassed by her brother’s antics, I followed her. The snow muffled my footsteps. As I got closer, I heard Ruth speaking to someone in her native language. I hesitated. The last thing I wanted to do was make Ruth more upset by making her think I was spying on her.


  She turned and waved toward me. This was a first. Ruth never asked me to come and talk to her. Of the Troyers, she was the least comfortable with me being involved with the family. If she had her way, I think she would happily see me return to Cleveland.


  I stepped around the side of the outhouse “Ruth, is everything okay?” I pulled up short. I had expected her to be talking to a classmate, and she was. I had not expected for that classmate to be Anna Lambright.


  Anna was pretty. Not quite as beautiful as Katie had been, but it was clear within the next couple of years that she would be. She had sandy-blonde hair, almost the color of caramel, and wide-set brown eyes that made her look even more innocent than the typical Amish girl. Tears ran from those eyes.


  “Anna, are you all right?” I asked.


  Tears fell faster, and I mentally kicked myself for the stupid question. Of course she wasn’t all right.


  She licked her chapped lips. “I need your help.”


  “Mine?”


  She nodded. “Ruth said that you can find the man who hurt my sister.”


  My mouth fell open. “I . . . I . . .” I couldn’t find the words to say.


  Ruth tucked her arms under her cloak. “You solved those two other murders.”


  “Well . . .” Again, the words wouldn’t come, because she was right. Did I tell her that Chief Rose basically gave me the same assignment? I thought not. Most Amish had distrust for the English police.


  “You found out what happed to the bishop and Ezekiel Young,” Ruth pressed.


  I shifted. “Maybe I can help.” The chief had just told Timothy and me today that Katie’s death was a homicide. “How do you know she was murdered?”


  Anna shivered. “The lady police officer came back to the farm today. I heard her tell Daed. He was so angry that I thought he was going to throw her off the farm.”


  “Why? It’s not Chief Rose’s fault about what happened to Katie.”


  She lowered her gaze. “Daed knows that, but that’s my father. He’s angry.” Her voice sounded monotone.


  The memory of Chief Rose describing how Katie’s finger had likely been broken came to mind. How did I ask Anna about that and not lose her trust? I exhaled slowly. “I will try to help. When was the last time you saw your sister?”


  Anna looked away, her expression closed.


  “Anna, if you want me to help you, I need to know this.”


  She twisted the end of her cape, her eyes staring off into the distance. “Saturday morning.”


  I tilted my head. “Timothy and I didn’t find her until Monday morning. Was she missing for two days?”


  “Nee. At least I didn’t think she was missing like she was in trouble.”


  “What kind of missing could she be?”


  “I thought she’d run off. That’s what Daed said happened.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I thought that she ran off and left me. I was so angry at her that I decided I would never forgive her for leaving me there, and now, she’s dead.” She ran her hands up and down her arms. “I was hating her and she was already dead.”


  Ruth wrapped her thin arms around her friend, and together the girls cried. The pair reminded me so much of Tanisha and me after my mother’s death that it took my breath away.


  I let the pair comfort each other for a few minutes before moving on to my next question.


  “Did Katie want to leave the church?” I asked. “Did she ever mention it?


  She pulled away from Ruth, sniffing and gnawing on her lip. “Maybe. She talked about what it must be like to be Englisch and what it would be like if she could live without rules. I never thought she was serious. We’ve all said that before.” She looked to Ruth for confirmation.


  Ruth nodded and took her hand.


  “But she knew Daed would never forgive her if she left the church, whether she was baptized or not. The bishop said that it was all right for the Troyers to see Becky and Timothy even though they left the Amish way, but my father said many times that he would never allow that. He thought Simon Troyer was weak and that his weakness led his children to leave the way.”


  Ruth stiffened.


  “Can you tell me who Katie spent the most time with?”


  Her forehead wrinkled as if she hadn’t expected that question. “My sister was popular with the young men in the district.” She swallowed a sob. “Because she was so pretty. I think that made lots of the girls in the district jealous. She didn’t have any girlfriends. Other than family, she spent the most time with Nathan Garner. They were courting.”


  Garner? That name sounded familiar.


  “His family owns a large Amish furniture warehouse between here and Fredericktown. Lots of Englischers shop there. Some Amish too.”


  That was it—the furniture store that Grandfather sold his small wooden kitchen accessories to. I pressed on. “Did she spend time with anyone else?”


  “There were other young Amish men too. I told you that they all wanted to court my sister.”


  “But she only had eyes for Nathan?”


  She gnawed on her lip. “Just lately. Until a few months ago, Caleb King was courting her.”


  “Caleb is here,” Ruth said. “I saw him earlier. Two of his younger brothers were in the Christmas pageant.”


  “I’d like to talk to him,” I said.


  Ruth’s mouth fell open. “You can’t talk to him here. Someone will see you.”


  Anna blinked her brown doe eyes at me. “You don’t want to talk to Caleb. He will get angry. He is much like my father in that way.”


  “He will be mad over a few questions?”


  “Katie said he was angry over everything. That’s why she asked him to stop courting her. Nathan was better. He was kind to her.”


  Again the broken finger came to mind. “Did he hurt her?”


  Anna frowned. “She never said so. She only said he was angry one time to me, and that was right before they stopped courting.”


  “When was this?” If I had an approximate time, maybe the coroner could estimate when her finger was broken and if the two were related.


  “Summertime. Close to the same time she started working at the warehouse Nathan’s family owns.”


  My body tensed. “What did she do there?”


  “I don’t know exactly, something in the office.” She twisted the end of her cloak with her hands. “My sister was so smart. She should have been a teacher and maybe this would have never happened.”


  I peeked around the corner and the schoolhouse was emptying out.


  “I need to go home before my daed knows that I’m gone,” Anna said. “He was out checking the ponies in the far pasture, and he should be home by now.” She reached for my hand. “Chloe, my sister didn’t deserve this.” With tears in her eyes, she added. “I didn’t deserve this. Please help.”


  I squeezed her hand. Even through my glove, her fingers felt cold. It was like holding a Popsicle. “I’ll try.”


  She nodded, adjusted her bonnet, and gave Ruth a crushing hug, whispering something to her in their language. Then she ran in the opposite direction of the schoolhouse.


  Ruth drew in a shaky breath.


  “What did she say to you?” I asked.


  Her voice was barely above a whisper, and I had to lean in to hear her. “She can’t be my friend anymore. Her father won’t allow it.”


  Katie’s father rose higher up on my suspect list, and I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Let’s go back.”


  She nodded.


  I spied Timothy by the door leading into the schoolhouse, scanning the yard. I knew he was searching for me. Of all the attendees, I was the easiest to identify in my purple coat and black wool trousers. A navy blue ski hat covered my bright red hair.


  Timothy’s blue eyes lit up when they met mine, and something inside my chest fluttered.


  Ruth yanked on my arm. “Chloe, Caleb King is by the swing set.”


  I turned in that direction and saw two Amish boys in their late teens or early twenties laughing and jabbing at each other.


  Timothy followed my line of sight and frowned. He gave the slightest head shake. No.


  I pretended I didn’t see him and started in that direction. Ruth didn’t follow me.


  The boys’ laughter was low as they spoke to each other in a mixture of Pennsylvania Dutch and English.


  “Caleb?” I asked.


  Both boys examined me.


  “Ya?” the taller of the two said. His sharp cheekbones were a stark contrast to his friend’s round face.


  “We met at the Troyers’ farm. I’m Chloe.”


  “Ya. Everyone in the district knows who you are. You made Timothy Troyer turn Englisch.”


  Timothy left the Amish long before I ever showed up in Appleseed Creek, but I didn’t bother to correct him.


  Caleb’s friend laughed.


  “I’d like to talk to you about Katie Lambright.” The sentence popped out of my mouth before I could think of a better opening. If it hadn’t been for Katie’s death, I would have had no reason to speak to the Amish man.


  Caleb paled. “What do you know about Katie?”


  My eyes slid to the friend again. “Can we talk alone about this?”


  His friend opened his mouth, but Caleb cut him off in their language. After a minute of arguing, the friend sauntered away.


  Caleb scowled at me.


  I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry about Katie.”


  He folded his arms. “It is a shame to lose anyone from the church, but I don’t know why you think Katie was of a special interest to me.”


  “You courted her for a long time.”


  Caleb cracked his knuckles. “Who told you this? Timothy Troyer? What would he know? He left the district when I was still a child in the Christmas program.”


  I took a small step backward. “I didn’t hear it from Timothy.”


  “It is no matter.”


  “Why did you stop courting Katie?”


  “Unless you have something important to say to me, I have nothing to say to you.” He started to move away.


  “What about Nathan Garner? Should I speak to him about Katie? Isn’t he a friend of yours?” I asked my questions quickly. Even though my voice was low, I became aware of the adults exiting the schoolhouse watching us. I should have heeded Timothy’s headshake. The schoolyard was not the right place to question Caleb.


  Caleb froze in place and spun on his heels to face me. A black cloud passed over his face. “Nathan Garner is not my friend.”


  “Because of Katie?”


  He clenched and unclenched his gloved hand, glaring at me. Then he turned and stalked away, uttering in Pennsylvania Dutch.


  “Chloe Humphrey, you are one gutsy woman,” Timothy said from behind me. “What were you doing talking to Caleb King like that? He’s three times your size.”


  I gave him a wry smile. “So you think this wasn’t the best time?”


  He buttoned the top button on his coat. “No, it wasn’t. What did he tell you?”


  I told him, then I conveyed my conversation with Anna and Ruth behind the outhouse.


  From across the schoolyard, Deacon Sutter glared at us.


  Timothy shook his head. “Well, I watched the two of you the whole time to make sure he didn’t try anything.”


  “What would he try?”


  Timothy pursed his lips. “Who knows? He’s unpredictable. You on the other hand are brave to march right up to him like that.”


  “Me? Brave?” I never thought of myself that way. My best friend Tanisha had always been the brave one. She was the one living halfway across the world in a foreign country. I was barely three hours from the town I’d lived in my entire life.


  “I can tell you don’t believe me.”


  “I don’t.”


  He squeezed my hand. “And that just makes the quality even more attractive.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve

  


  All the lights were on in the simple, white-steepled church in the middle of Appleseed Creek. The lamppost in the yard wore a Christmas evergreen spray and a big red bow. The front doors, which led from the greeting hall into the sanctuary, had green wreaths with matching bows.


  The Mennonite congregation of Appleseed Creek was not conservative. The women wore everything to services, from long, almost Amish-looking skirts to jeans. Becky and Timothy were members of the choir, but there was also a praise band with an electric bass player. What had Timothy and Becky thought the first time they stepped into this church? Although the service wasn’t much different from those I once attended with the Green family in Shaker Heights, they must be a world apart from the all-German services Becky and Timothy grew up with in which men and women sat on different sides of the living room of an Amish family’s home.


  The organ music began, and the choir marched down the center aisle singing “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” As Timothy walked by in his royal blue choir robe, he winked at me. The shimmery fabric was a far cry from the plain style he’d worn most of his life. Becky looked angelic. If she sprouted wings and started strumming a harp, I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised. If Aaron had been there, he would have fainted dead away. As a baptized Amish man, Aaron spent Christmas Eve with his family within the Amish district.


  The choir members took their places in the loft, and the pastor began his greeting. My pew was half full. At the far end was a young family with a baby gumming a teething ring. Between the family and me sat a middle-aged couple, the woman wearing a long skirt and her hair pulled back into a bun, much like the Amish.


  Someone stopped at my pew. “Is this seat taken?”


  The voice sent a chill down my body. I couldn’t look at him. “No.”


  Curt slipped into the pew and stood next to me. “I’m glad, because I was hoping that we could sit together, Red.”


  Reflexively, I slid over in the pew and knocked into the heavyset woman on my other side. She shot me a dirty look. So much for the Christmas spirit.


  Becky watched from the choir, her mouth dropping open.


  Timothy’s eyes bored into me and looked ready to lunge off the stage.


  I bit my lip. Should I move? Should I stay?


  The pastor finished making announcements, and the first hymn began. The congregation rose as one. Curt, not knowing the cue, jumped up at the last minute. I opened my hymnal to the correct page and handed it to Curt. He held it in his hands as if it had teeth and might snap closed like an alligator’s jaw.


  I pulled a second hymnal from the back of the pew and found my page as the organist began the first notes of “Angels We Have Heard on High.”


  The woman next to me belted out the carol as if she was performing in center stage at Severance Hall. I used her volume to my advantage and slid a glance at Curt. “What are you doing here?” I hissed.


  The corner of his mouth curved up. “What, Red? You don’t think I am worthy enough for your religion?”


  Heat rushed to my face, and I turned my eyes down to the music in my hands. Mercifully, the song finally ended and the congregation sat.


  I shifted uncomfortably in my seat through the Scripture reading and congregational prayer. Curt stared straight ahead, never once glancing in my direction. Was he paying attention? Was he interested in what he heard? The organ started up again for yet another carol, “O Come, All Ye Faithful.”


  Curt popped up to standing, but this was the hymn in which the congregation was asked to remain seated. People in other pews stared at Curt. His forehead bunched and his face turned red. In the many times Curt and I had come face-to-face, I’d seen almost every emotion cross his face, but I had never seen him self-conscious. He didn’t sit down. His knees locked into place.


  I stood and handed him the hymnal, and he gave me the first real smile I’d ever seen from him. It wasn’t a smirk or a leer, but a tiny and genuine grin. By the second verse the entire congregation was standing, even the irritated woman next to me.


  The song ended, and Curt sank into his seat.


  My gaze shifted toward the front where Hannah Hilty wrinkled her nose as she examined my companion and me. She tossed her head and her silky brown hair hit the woman behind her in the mouth.


  I bowed my head to cover laughter bubbling up from within me. Who knew that I would spend my first Christmas Eve in Appleseed Creek with two of the people in the world who disliked me so much? All I needed was my evil stepmother to finish off the glaring trifecta.


  When I brought my face up again, I found Timothy watching me. His expression moved from anger to concern as his hardened eyes softened. He raised his eyebrows as if to ask whether I was okay. I gave the smallest of nods, yes.


  I sat the rest of the service, hyper aware of Curt’s proximity to me. I scooted closer to the woman to my right. She set her purse, which could have passed for a saddlebag, between us to stop my encroachment on her space. Curt didn’t seem to notice. He watched the front of the church with studied attention.


  Finally, the pastor gave the benediction and filed out, followed by the choir. Timothy paused beside Curt.


  “Nice dress, Buggy Boy,” Curt said just loud enough for both Timothy and me to hear.


  The choir member behind Timothy tapped him on the back with his bulletin, urging him to start moving again.


  Curt leaned against the back of the pew. “Guess Buggy Boy’s not too happy about us being together.”


  “We aren’t together,” I shot back.


  Curt sucked on his front teeth. “That hurts. It really does.”


  I almost apologized, but I stopped myself. The pew emptied out into the side aisle, and I stood. “What are you doing here? Really?”


  “Can’t a man celebrate the birth of Baby Jesus?”


  “Yes. I—I didn’t mean—”


  He stood and was inches from my face. I smelled the chew tobacco on his breath. “Merry Christmas, Red.” Then he melted into the line of parishioners leaving the church. I fell back onto the pew bench stunned. What just happened? Had I just spent my first Christmas Eve service in Appleseed Creek sitting next to Curt Fanning, my arch enemy?


  I whispered a prayer. “Dear Lord, what is going on?”


  Five minutes later Timothy slid into the pew next to me, his brow furrowed. “What was that?”


  I shrugged. “I wish I knew.”


  “What did he say to you?”


  “Not much. A few snide comments, but I’ve heard much worse from him.”


  Timothy’s fingers intertwined with mine on the pew’s smooth wooden seat.


  “I think he was just here to go to church.”


  Timothy snorted. “I don’t believe that for a second. If that’s true, why’d he seek you out? He wanted to scare you, like before.”


  I didn’t feel scared, only confused by Curt’s action. “When I saw him earlier, he was alone just like tonight. This is the second time I’ve seen him without Brock.”


  “Maybe they had a falling out.”


  “Maybe . . .” my voice trailed off.


  Timothy clenched his jaw. “There is something more to this. He wants to torment you. That’s all he’s ever wanted since the day you met him.”


  I frowned, remembering how Curt was so embarrassed about standing up at the wrong time and so grateful I stood beside him. I shook my head. Maybe I imagined his grateful attitude. Maybe Timothy was right. Curt was trying a new way to torment me. He’d tried everything else. Why not bother me in church too?


  I sighed and glanced around the sanctuary. Ladies from the church were up front watering the poinsettias on either side of the altar. “Where’s Becky?”


  Timothy stood and pulled me up beside him. “Handing out invitations to her Christmas party tomorrow.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “I thought she already sent invitations.”


  “She has. Twice. This is the third set she’s passing out. She’s also begging for RSVPs. I’ve never seen her so excited about something like she is about this party.”


  Hannah walked up the aisle with a companion and stopped at our pew. “Timothy, I’d like you to meet someone.” Her too-sweet voice set my teeth on edge.


  Hannah and a dark-haired young man stepped in front of us. The guy was tall. Timothy was six foot one and the guy with Hannah had five inches on him.


  Timothy and I slipped out of the pew.


  Hannah looped her arm through her companion’s. “This is Justin. He’s my boyfriend.”


  Boyfriend? The last time I checked, Hannah had been determined to give Timothy that title. By the way both of his eyebrows rose, Timothy appeared surprised too.


  Hannah gazed up into Justin’s face. “He’s home from college for Christmas. He plays basketball for the University of Kentucky.”


  The basketball I could understand, considering his height.


  Timothy held out his hand to shake Justin’s. “Nice to meet you. Are you from Knox County?”


  “Mount Vernon,” Justin said, his voice deep and rumbling, but his eyes wide in a semi-stunned expression.


  Hannah flipped her silky brunette hair. “Justin’s mother and mine are old friends. We’ve known each other since we were children.” She leaned her head against Justin’s shoulder.


  I tried not to gag. “That’s so nice for you both.”


  “It is.” Hannah removed her arm from Justin’s. “Go get my coat.”


  The basketball player leaped into action and hurried out of the sanctuary.


  Hannah stared at Timothy. “He’s everything I ever hoped for and could never find in anyone else.”


  Timothy just smiled at Hannah’s dig. “He seems to be very attentive.”


  “He is,” she said smugly, half-turning toward me. “Merry Christmas to you both,” she said, and then left the sanctuary.


  Timothy’s eyes twinkled. “Hannah finally found the perfect boyfriend.”


  “I hope so. It would be the best Christmas present that I could ever receive.”


  Timothy led me down the church’s center aisle. “Even better than the necklace that I gave you?”


  I winked at him. “A close second, at least.” Together we collected Becky in the greeting hall as she passed out party invitations by the fistful.


  I grimaced. The Quills had been gracious and told us we could throw a small holiday party in their home. I suspected that our landlords’ interpretation of small varied greatly from Becky’s.


  “Okay, okay,” Timothy said as he approached his sister. “Everyone here has heard about the party. Stop pestering people.”


  She narrowed her bright blue eyes at her brother. “People need to know about it. I put a lot of time and energy into planning this.”


  Timothy stacked the remaining invitations in his hand and gave them to me. “Trust me, we know.” Before she could argue, he added, “And the party will be great. Full of special surprises.”


  Becky’s scowl evaporated, and her face broke into a grin.


  I dropped the invitations to the bottom of my purse. “Special surprises? Like what?”


  Becky started to laugh and then hurried to the cloakroom to collect our coats.


  A mischievous twinkle lighted Timothy’s eyes in a way I hadn’t seen before. I gaped at him.


  “What?” he said.


  Becky came back with our things, and Timothy helped me into my winter coat.


  I wrapped my scarf around my throat. “You’re not going to tell me?”


  Becky bounced up and down, and Timothy reached over and covered her mouth as if afraid she’d burst out and share the secret.


  “I’ll figure it out for myself,” I huffed. “I am a detective of sorts. Ask Chief Rose.”


  That only made Timothy and Becky chuckle.


  We stepped out into the cold, snowy Christmas Eve night, and I was left hoping for a good surprise—and no more bad surprises like the one we found behind the Gundy barn just the day before.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirteen

  


  On Christmas morning my eyes opened automatically at six a.m., as if my alarm clock had rung, and I still had no idea what the big surprise was. Laying in the bedroom of one of the Quills’ grown daughters, I had to remind myself where I was and that today was Christmas morning. Back in Shaker Heights there would have been little doubt. Tanisha’s younger brother Tyson always ran around the house at five thirty a.m., trying to convince the adults to wake up because it was time to open presents. Usually, Tanisha and I took little coaxing. I thought of my friend in Italy realizing her Christmas was half over by the time I had opened my eyes.


  Gigabyte circled my head and yowled. As long as I was awake, he saw no reason why he shouldn’t be entitled to breakfast. I ran my hand along the coarse hair of his tawny-colored back. From the bookshelves, dozens of pairs of eyes watched me. Growing up, the Quills’ daughter had been a collector of porcelain dolls. Since she left them here when she moved out, I could only assume she was over her doll phase. That or her husband refused to let them in their home. If that’s how he felt, I agreed with him. Fifty or so dolls sat on specially made shelves directly across from the bed. It had taken me a few weeks to be able to sleep in the same room with all those staring eyes.


  I slid my feet into my blue fuzzy slippers. “Is Becky awake?” I asked the cat.


  He gave me a haughty look, as if to say, “If she were awake, do you think I would be talking to you?”


  Becky spoiled my cat with bacon and sausage in the morning, and tuna and hamburger in the evening. The best I could offer was a can of cat food. I poked his belly with my index finger. “You’re getting a little round around the middle. If you’re not careful, the vet’s going to make me put you on a diet.”


  He swiped at my hand with claws out.


  I retracted my finger. “Okay, okay.” I guessed no one appreciated criticism about their waistline—even a cat.


  I grabbed my hoodie off the carved, pink provincial desk chair and slipped it on.


  In the kitchen, I stared out the back window that faced east and opened into a view of lush farmland. No partition divided the Quills’ property and the farm more than a mile away. The sky had that gray quality that promised dawn and perhaps more snow. It was a beautiful Christmas morning. Perhaps the most naturally beautiful I had ever seen.


  There weren’t sunrises like this in Cleveland, yet still, I felt hollow. Happy as I was to be in Appleseed Creek with the Troyers, for the first time, I wondered if I should have gone home for the holidays and spent Christmas with the Greens. The Greens were my home. Tanisha’s mom invited me several times, but I’d insisted that I wanted to stay in Appleseed Creek. Was that a mistake? As much as the Troyers included me, here I was still separated by language, by tradition, and by the past.


  Thoughts of Christmas traditions made me think about my parents, about Christmas before my mother died, before my father turned cold. I remembered my mother, who loved Christmas as much as a kindergartner, and how she would wake us up at five on Christmas morning to open gifts. I remembered the homemade French toast my father made for breakfast while Mom and I cleaned up the wrapping paper scattered around the living room floor.


  Did my father, Sabrina, and the children like the Christmas gift cards I sent them? Gift cards seemed so generic, but I learned from painful experience that it was better to do that than to pick something out myself that Sabrina would complain about having to return to the store.


  I glanced at the stack of Christmas cards on the kitchen counter. A card was all I received from my father’s family this year. My stepmother had signed the card simply, “The Humphrey Family.” The signature came off as a pointed insult, a marked exclusion. The urge to rip the card in half was almost overpowering when I read it. Instead, I buried it in the stack of more sincere holiday greetings.


  I touched my cell phone in the pocket of my hoodie. Should I call Dad and Sabrina and wish them a Merry Christmas? Isn’t that what a good daughter would do? The clock on the microwave read six thirty a.m. It would only be three thirty in California—far too early to call. Relief and guilt mingled in my stomach. I filled a glass with tap water and drank it down.


  Gigabyte gave my ankle a small nip to remind me of the business at hand.


  “Ouch!” I lifted my foot up in the air.


  He sniffed at the other exposed ankle.


  I knew I should have remembered to put on socks before coming downstairs. “I think we should buy you one of those automatic feeders. It might save me some bloodshed.”


  He eyed me as if my joke wasn’t the least bit amusing. I reached into the overhead cupboard and removed a can of cat foot. “Yum, tuna and liver.” I opened it and gagged at the smell. Too early for cat food. With a spoon, I dished half a can into his dish that said Man of the House on the side. Wasn’t that the truth?


  He sniffed the cat food with disdain.


  “Don’t worry. You will have a second breakfast when Becky wakes up, you little hobbit.”


  He took a small bite and hunkered down with his face buried in the dish.


  Becky walked into the kitchen rubbing her eyes. “Merry Christmas,” she said with a yawn. She had been up past midnight cleaning and preparing for our party that evening. I begged off at twelve.


  I rummaged through the cupboard for coffee mugs. “Merry Christmas. How late did you stay up?”


  She squinted at me with bloodshot eyes. “Two. Do we have any kaffi?” she asked, using the Pennsylvania Dutch word for coffee. That told me she was especially tired. Becky always made a conscious effort to use only English words.


  I opened the refrigerator and pulled out the coffee and half and half. “I was about to make some.”


  Gig wrapped himself around her legs and pleaded in his high-pitched Siamese voice.


  “Oh, Gig, did she give you that muck for breakfast? You poor thing.”


  That muck was mostly gone.


  I poured water from the carafe into the coffeemaker and hit the power button.


  He yowled, pleading his case. Becky picked him up and scratched behind his ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll make you a real breakfast. What do you want—bacon or sausage patties?”


  Gigabyte gave me a triumphant Siamese smile over her shoulder.


  “Showboat,” I muttered as I headed back upstairs to shower.


  By the time I got back downstairs, Gigabyte had polished off his luxury breakfast, and Timothy and his housemate, Danny, sat at the kitchen table, eating scrambled eggs, bacon—apparently that had been Gig’s choice—and pancakes. A smile broke across my face and my melancholy from the morning faded away. “Merry Christmas!”


  “Merry Christmas, Chloe,” Danny said. He was a lanky guy close to my age. Like Becky and Timothy, he grew up Amish and left during his rumspringa, but he was from a stricter district in New York State. His family refused to see him, even though he’d never been baptized.


  Timothy smiled. “Frehlicher Grischtdaag! We need you to practice saying Merry Christmas in Pennsylvania Dutch. Grossdaddi will be impressed.”


  Becky handed me a plate of pancakes. I took it and said. “Frelick Grisdaag.”


  Becky, Danny, and Timothy started to laugh.


  I put my hands on my hips. “Okay, my pronunciation isn’t that great. Eat your breakfast, so we can go to church and then the farm. Grandfather Zook will appreciate my effort.”


  Danny forked a bite of pancake and changed the direction of the conversation. “Tim told me about you two finding that girl. I was sorry to hear that.”


  “Did you know Katie?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “Not really, but I gathered that a kid at one of my stops knew her pretty well. When he found out that I used to be Amish, he asked me if I knew her. I was sorry to disappoint him.”


  For one of his many jobs, Danny drove a truck delivering produce from the farm to local restaurants and grocers in the area.


  Timothy’s glass of orange juice stopped halfway to his mouth. “You didn’t tell me that.”


  “I just remembered when Chloe said Katie’s name.”


  “What’s the kid’s name?” Timothy asked.


  “Jason. I don’t know his last name. I only know his first because that was what his name tag said. He works at that Appleseed Marketplace right here in town.”


  “Jason?” I poured myself a mug of coffee. “That doesn’t sound like an Amish name to me.”


  “The kid is definitely an Englischer.”


  Becky flipped another pancake on the stove. I didn’t know who she thought was going to eat it because Timothy and Danny both had stacks in front of them that were eight pancakes high. She waved her spatula. “Why would Katie Lambright be friends with an Englischer?”


  I took one pancake from the serving dish and sat at the table. “It strikes me as odd too, especially since Jason is a guy.”


  Danny snorted. “He’s not much of a guy. A real skinny kid, who looks like he spends most of the time playing video games.”


  “I bet Chief Rose doesn’t know about Jason.” I stirred half and half into my coffee. “I want to talk to him before I tell her.”


  Timothy broke a strip of bacon in five small pieces. “I don’t think Greta’s going to like that. She’ll want you to tell her right away.”


  I cut my pancake. “She’ll scare him off.”


  Danny laughed. “Let Chloe talk to him first. She’s not the least bit scary.”


  I swallowed my bite of pancake and rolled my eyes. “Gee, thanks, Danny.”


  “Anytime,” he said with a smirk.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Later that morning the church bells rang joyfully overhead as Timothy and I walked down the church’s front steps after the Christmas morning service.


  Danny clapped Timothy’s shoulder. “Hey, let’s go. I want to get to the farm. I can hear your mom’s bread pudding calling my name. Do you think she made the date-flavored one?”


  Timothy smirked. “Probably since she knows that you’re coming.”


  Danny rubbed his chapped, bare hands together. “Excellent. Let’s hit the road. Where’s your sister?”


  Timothy shook his head. “Inside. Reminding people about the party.”


  I suppressed a sigh. If everyone that she invited showed up, we would be in violation of the fire code.


  A few seconds later Becky appeared in the doorway. As she skipped down the steps her long, white-blonde braid bounced on her shoulder underneath her stocking cap.


  Hannah and her new boyfriend Justin were a few steps behind. Hannah stood a good foot away from Justin, but when her eyes fell on Timothy, she hooked her arms through a crook in the tall boy’s arm and looked up at him, adoringly.


  I suppressed a gag. Little did she know that her pointed display of affection was completely missed by Timothy as he and Danny talked about the horses that would be up for sale at the next Amish auction.


  “Everyone’s here,” I said, ushering our group to the parking lot. The sooner I moved Timothy away from Hannah, the better.


  Timothy gave me a quizzical look.


  I smiled brightly. “Danny made your mom’s bread pudding sound so good that I think I’m eager to try some too.”


  Timothy’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the churchyard. When he spotted Hannah and Justin, a grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Yes, it’s time to go,” he said, giving me a knowing smile.


  A blush crept up my neck. Maybe Timothy knew me too well.


  Outside of the Troyers’ barn, the fields were a blanket of sparkling white. Mercifully, the snow had started and stopped that morning.


  Becky fingered her long blonde braid. “I hope we don’t stay long.”


  “You don’t want to upset your parents by running off the first chance you get, do you?”


  She dropped the braid. “I guess not. It would be a whole lot easier if they would just come to our Christmas party and we could see them there.” She held up a mittened hand. “Before you say anything, I know why they can’t come . . .”


  I winked at her. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”


  Thomas flew out of the barn, his arms and legs pumping as he ran. He catapulted his body into his big brother’s arms, and Timothy stumbled back, trying to regain his balance. “How do you think I did yesterday at the Christmas program?” Thomas asked excitedly.


  “Do you want to know what we thought before or after the bishop’s lamb got loose?” Becky asked.


  Thomas frowned. “That wasn’t my fault. The lambs got scared. Teacher told me that they must have had a case of stage fright.”


  Danny snorted. “Sheep with stage fright.”


  “It is no matter,” Thomas said. “Teacher said that I did a gut job and everyone would remember my performance.”


  “She’s right about that.” I ruffled his blond bowl-cut hair. “You did an excellent job, Thomas. I can tell you can keep a cool head under pressure just like your big brother here.” I let my hand fall to my side. “Where’s your hat? It’s freezing out here.”


  He wiggled out of Timothy’s arms, rolling his eyes. “You sound like Mamm.”


  Danny removed a huge basket from the back of his SUV. “Becky, what did you put in here? Cinder blocks?”


  “Stop complaining, Danny, you’re the one who asked for my monkey bread.”


  His eyes lit up. “Monkey bread? Really?” He lifted the corner of the basket’s lid and peeked inside.


  Becky slapped his hand away. “Consider it your Christmas present.”


  He licked his lips. “I will.”


  Even though she had spent days making food for the Christmas party we’d be hosting at the Quills’ house, she still made five or six—I lost count—dishes to bring to her mother’s table for dinner.


  We all helped Becky carry her creations and our gifts inside. As I removed my gifts from Timothy’s truck, I wondered if the family would like them. I bought simple gifts and wrapped them in plain brown paper. I tucked the gifts under my arm and picked up one of Becky’s casserole dishes. If her dream of being an art teacher didn’t pan out, she could always be a chef. She had so many talents that the possibilities for Becky’s future were limitless. What was difficult was making her realize she had those talents, and that she was smart enough to pass the GRE with flying colors and be accepted into any higher education program.


  Mrs. Troyer pursed her lips into a thin line. “Becky, do you think I will not feed you when you come home? I said you didn’t need to bring anything today.”


  “I know, but I’ve tried out some new recipes. You will like them, I promise. I brought jambalaya.”


  “That sounds like a horse’s name,” Mrs. Troyer said.


  Becky removed her pink stocking cap. “No. It’s food, and it is wonderful. It has just enough of a spicy kick.”


  “Hm,” Grandfather Zook said from his seat at the head of the kitchen table. “I didn’t like those burritos you made a few weeks ago.”


  “It’s a different kind of spice,” she told him.


  Timothy opened the door and Mabel slipped inside.


  Mrs. Troyer pointed at the dog. “Timothy, you know what I think about animals in the house.”


  Thomas pulled on his mother’s apron. “But Mamm, it’s Christmas. Weren’t animals there the day Jesus was born. I bet there was a dog. What stable doesn’t have a dog?”


  I hid a smile. Thomas turned into quite a little actor when he wanted to.


  Mrs. Troyer folded her arms. “Because it is Christmas, she can stay, but not in my kitchen. Take her to the living room. If she doesn’t behave herself, she’s out.” She shook her finger at her youngest son. “This won’t happen again.”


  “Until next Christmas,” Thomas said.


  His mother frowned.


  “Danki, Mamm.” Thomas and Mabel shared a grin and the two slunk off to the living room.


  As Grandfather Zook and Becky compared the merits of Mexican and Cajun cuisines, I carried the gifts into the living room. Naomi followed me.


  Mabel lay in front of the fireplace as if she’d been there every day of her life.


  Naomi pulled on my sleeve. “What are those?”


  “What do they look like?” I teased.


  Her eyes sparkled. “Gifts. Are any for me?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe.”


  With one finger Thomas pulled on the edge of my brown paper sack to peer inside. “Should we open them now?”


  Mr. Troyer walked to the base of the stairs, which led to the second floor. “We will open gifts in a few minutes, Thomas. Do not pester Chloe.”


  “I’m not pestering her.” He turned his soulful blue eyes up at me. “Am I?”


  I tweaked his ear. “Maybe a little.”


  Mr. Troyer sat in his easy chair. “The sooner everyone comes into the living room, the sooner you will be able to open your gift.”


  Thomas flew into the kitchen. “Daed says that we need to open gifts now.”


  Mr. Troyer shook his head at his youngest son.


  Becky guided Grandfather Zook into his rocking chair by the fireplace. One by one the rest of the Troyer family and Danny found places to sit in the living room. Ruth sat on the first step of the stairway, which was as far away as she could be from the rest of the family without leaving the room.


  “Ruth, come sit by me,” Grandfather Zook said.


  The thirteen-year-old frowned.


  “You won’t sit by your grossdaddi on Christmas?”


  Mr. Troyer’s eyes narrowed. Ruth noticed her father’s expression too and stood up and moved across the room to sit at her grandfather’s feet.


  I knew that Ruth was preoccupied by Katie and Anna. Murder was a heavy subject to occupy such a young girl’s thoughts.


  I stood in the middle of the room, unsure where I could place my gifts. As if Becky understood my dilemma, she took the gifts from my arms and set them on the oak chest that the Troyers used as a coffee table.


  “I’m the oldest, so I will start,” Grandfather Zook said and pointed at a rectangular-shaped package sitting beside Mabel near the fireplace. “Ruth, give that one to Chloe, and I see a few packages there, too, for your brothers and sisters, and maybe even Danny.” His eyes twinkled.


  Danny chuckled. “You got me a gift too, Grandfather Zook?”


  “Just this once,” the older man said with a laugh.


  Ruth set the gift in my lap, as Grandfather Zook spoke, “Chloe, that is from not just me, but the whole family.”


  I adjusted the package on my lap. “It’s so heavy. I have no idea what it can be.”


  Grandfather Zook pulled on his beard with a twinkle in his eyes. “Open it and find out.” He glanced about the room. “All you kinner open your gifts.”


  The sound of tearing paper floated into the air. Naomi held up a small wooden chair that was the perfect size for her favorite doll, and Thomas laughed with delight at his wooden train.


  Becky ran her hand over the rosette carved into the wooden handle of the hairbrush she received. She looked up. “Chloe, you haven’t opened your gift yet.”


  Carefully, I removed the brown paper to find a jewelry box the size of a breadbox in my lap. An intricate Amish farm scene complete with horse and buggy was carved into the jewelry box’s lid. “Thank you,” I said. My hands trembled as I lifted the lid and touched the cranberry velvet-lined compartments.


  Grandfather Zook pulled on the end of his white beard. “I think that will work for any jewelry you might have received this Christmas.”


  Mr. Troyer’s head whipped in his father-in-law’s direction at this comment.


  Did Grandfather Zook know about Timothy’s gift to me? “I love it,” I said. “It’s perfect. Did you make it, Grandfather Zook?”


  He smiled. “Ya. It makes me happy that you like it.”


  “I do.” I knew the perfect place to put it on the dresser in my bedroom. I might have to move a few of the Quills’ daughter’s dolls to make the space. “I have gifts for each of you too.”


  Mrs. Troyer frowned. “Chloe, you needn’t give any gifts to the adults.”


  I blushed. “I know, but you’ve all been so kind to me, that I wanted to.” Typically, the Amish only gave gifts to the children for Christmas, but since it was my first holiday with the family, I wanted to give something small to everyone, even the adults. I bit my lip, hoping that I wouldn’t offend Timothy’s father. I picked up my brown sack and began handing out packages. When I finished, I said, “Go ahead and open them.”


  More ripping sounds echoed through the Troyers’ living room.


  I watched each person open his or her gift: a metal trivet for Mrs. Troyer, a new pair of pliers for Mr. Troyer, and for Grandfather Zook, a beard comb.


  The oldest member of the family examined the comb. “Oh my, I will have the best whiskers in the county now. That’s for certain.” He ran it through his cotton-white beard, which hung two inches below his chin. It had been much longer until a few weeks ago when Grandfather Zook was attacked. The attacker had cut off his beard, which was a deep insult to an Amish man.


  Naomi squealed with glee when she found the purple dress for her beloved doll, and Thomas hugged the baseball to his chest like it was a teddy bear. Ruth folded the embroidered handkerchief I’d given her and tucked it into her apron pocket.


  Thomas practiced holding the baseball like a pitcher would. “Where is Timothy’s gift, Chloe?”


  Timothy laughed. “Chloe already gave it to me. It was too heavy to bring here today.”


  Thomas’s brow knit together. “Too heavy? What was it?”


  “A ratchet set,” Timothy said.


  Mr. Troyer shot his wife a worried look. “That is an expensive gift.”


  It was expensive, but Timothy’s reaction had been worth every penny.


  “Christmas is not about how much money you spend.” Mr. Troyer’s voice was firm.


  “Daed,” Timothy said, letting the name hang in the air.


  Time to change the subject. I handed Grandfather Zook a second gift.


  His brow shot up. “What could possibly be better than that comb?”


  I smiled, tickled that he liked the comb so much. It had taken me days to decide what to buy him. “This one is for Sparky.”


  He opened the brown paper sack, peeked inside, and removed one of the extra large carrots from the bag. “Sparky will love them. We should give him one.”


  Ruth popped up from her place on the floor. “I’ll do it.”


  Her parents shared a glance.


  Ruth saw their look, too. “I can check on Gertie and her new calf, too. The calf had a cough earlier today.”


  “Ya,” Mr. Troyer said, “She did. Gertie’s calf was a surprise to come this time of year. We must do our best to keep her healthy and warm. Gertie, too. She’s one of my best milkers.”


  Ruth removed her bonnet and cloak from the peg on the wall. “I will return quickly.”


  Naomi brought her doll to me and held out the new dress.


  “She wants to wear her new outfit?” I asked.


  The four-year-old nodded.


  I helped Naomi change the doll’s clothes while all the time watching the door leading into the kitchen. That was the way Ruth had gone. I slid Naomi from my lap and stood. “I think I want to tell Sparky Merry Christmas myself.” Timothy watched me as I slipped into the kitchen. To my relief, he didn’t follow me.


  I grabbed my coat from the mudroom and slipped into my snow boots. Through the glass door, I saw the breeze kick up snow in a swirling wave. Large snowdrifts gathered around the outbuildings and towering trees throughout the farm.


  The path to the Troyers’ barn, however, was hard packed with uneven snow. Despite the sensible boots that Becky insisted I buy for my first winter in the country, I had to be careful. The barn’s side door was open a crack. I stepped inside and let my eyes adjust to the dim light. There were no electric fixtures in the Troyers’ barn, and Ruth hadn’t lit one of the gas lamps. The only light came from the sun’s rays streaming in from the high windows. The angles of the light created bright spots and shadows throughout the hollow building.


  Ruth stood in front of Sparky’s stall. Each of the Troyers’ horses had a stall to themselves near Grandfather Zook’s workshop. The family’s livelihood, the dairy cows, huddled at the far end of the barn about a half-basketball court away in one large pen. They mooed and exhaled heat from their nostrils into the frigid air. The large back entrance of the barn was open, allowing the cows to move in and out to the pasture as they wished. However, it looked like most of them decided to stay inside. A stall next to Sparky held a mother cow, Gertie, and her new calf. Gertie rolled a brown, round eye at me as I passed, and I took it as a warning to leave her calf alone.


  Sparky folded the last of the carrot into his mouth and nuzzled Ruth’s palm.


  I rubbed his forehead. “Merry Christmas, Sparky.”


  The horse’s ears flicked in my direction. I liked to think that he recognized my voice.


  Ruth crossed the floor and perched on a hay bale across from Sparky’s stall. “I expected you to come out here. You want to talk to me, don’t you?”


  “Naw, I wanted to wish Sparky a Merry Christmas.”


  She flushed. “Oh.”


  I laughed and sat next to her on the hay bale. “I’m only teasing you, Ruth. I do want to wish Sparky Merry Christmas, but I want to talk you about Anna. It was brave of her to come to the Christmas program yesterday.”


  She pushed her black bonnet back, revealing the white prayer cap underneath. “You think so?”


  I nodded. “Is she afraid of her father?”


  She played with the black ribbon of her bonnet. “Afraid? Her father is stern, but she never said she was afraid of him.”


  “Maybe she didn’t say she was, but did she ever seem to be? How did she act when she talked about her father?”


  “Sad,” was all Ruth would say.


  I dropped my questions about Anna’s father for the time being and pulled my gloves farther up on my wrists. “Did Anna ever mention Katie having an English friend named Jason?”


  Her head snapped in my direction. “How did you know about him?”


  “Danny knows Jason from his delivery job.”


  Ruth blushed. She had a terrible crush on Danny. It didn’t matter that he was ten years older and had left the Amish. “Is he Danny’s freiden?”


  I shook my head. “Only an acquaintance, but Jason has spoken to him about Katie. Was Jason a boyfriend of Katie’s?”


  Ruth wrinkled her nose. “Nee. He’s an Englischer, and Nathan Garner courted Katie. Anna and Katie’s daed would be furious.”


  We were back to the dad again. “Why?”


  She shivered. “Anna’s daed has a temper, and he doesn’t like Englischers. He thinks they are lazy.”


  “Do you know why Caleb stopped courting Katie?”


  She shook her head no. Abruptly, she stood. “Christmas dinner will be soon. I should go inside and help Mamm.” She left the barn without waiting for me to walk back with her.


  I let Ruth go, knowing she wanted to be alone. All of the changes in her life—Becky leaving, Katie’s death, my arrival in Appleseed Creek—couldn’t be easy for the Amish teenager. She had always been told what to believe, and her brother and sister, whom she respected and loved, decided that they wanted to believe something else and have a different, non-Amish kind of life. Ruth told me once that she would never consider leaving the Amish, but her siblings choosing another path had to give her pause. My relationship with Timothy must make it that much more difficult.


  I had only been a year older than Ruth when my mother died. I knew how a girl in her early teens wasn’t equipped for dramatic upheaval. Ruth was upset, and her friend, Anna, was mourning.


  My cell phone was heavy in my coat pocket. It was after eleven in the morning in California. I could no longer argue with myself that it was too early to call.


  I gritted my teeth and called my father.


  “Yes?” Sabrina’s brisk voice snapped in my ear.


  “Merry Christmas, Sabrina. This is Chloe.”


  “I know it is you, Chloe. Your number came up on up on your father’s phone.”


  I laughed hollowly. “Can I speak to Dad?”


  “What about?” Her voice was sharp.


  “I—I just want to wish him a Merry Christmas.”


  “Your father’s not available right now. He’s with his children. He works so hard. I insisted that he spend the day with his children. No interruptions.”


  And what was I? An interruption? A stab of jealousy hit me in the gut. “Oh.”


  “Did you receive the Christmas card I sent?” she asked.


  “Yes, thank you,” I murmured.


  “Good. I hoped you weren’t upset that we didn’t send you a check this year, but I told your father since you’re finally working—even if it is out in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of cows and pioneer people—that you didn’t need the money.”


  Did she consider Amish “pioneer people” or just anyone living sixty miles away from the closest shopping mall? I placed a finger over my left eye to hold back the twitch forming there.


  She continued. “You should be able to take care of yourself from now on and are no longer our responsibility.”


  Heat filled my face. Their responsibility? I hadn’t been their responsibility since they dropped me at the Greens’ doorstep on the way to California almost ten years ago.


  “Chloe, about our gifts,” my stepmother went on, as if completely unaware of how hurtful her words were to me. “The gift cards were fine, but four different stores? Honestly, Chloe, it would be much easier for me if you got them all from the same place. I don’t have time to spend running all over the city, spending gift cards.” She gave a suffering sigh. “I suppose it’s too late to change anything for this Christmas, but do keep my convenience in mind for the future.”


  “I will.”


  “Good. Was that all?”


  “Can you tell Dad that I called and said Merry Christmas?”


  “I’ll do that,” she said and hung up.


  I closed my eyes for a moment, vowing not to waste another tear on my father. Again. I stood and scratched Sparky along the bridge of his nose. He backed up and ran his big horsy lips along the palm of my hand. I held my hand flat with my fingers out of the way of his square teeth just as Grandfather Zook had taught me, then laughed to myself. I’d come a long way for a city girl.


  Slam. The door to the barn closed. I yelped, and Sparky whinnied and backed into the corner of his stall. The four other horses stamped the ground. A cacophony of moos came from the dairy cattle. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” I said to myself as much as I said to the animals.


  Slowly, Sparky returned to the gate. He rolled one large brown eye toward the swinging door.


  “It’s okay, Sparky. It’s just the wind.”


  Thwack, thwack. The door slammed against its frame. Ruth must have forgotten to latch it when she left the barn. Sparky retreated to the corner of his stall again.


  “I’ll bring you another nice big carrot before I go home today,” I told the retired racehorse before I left.


  Outside the barn, I firmly latched the door, then watched my feet while I walked the icy path, trying not to trip over them. To my left, boot tracks headed away from the barn and across the snow-covered field. They weren’t Ruth’s. The track was too long, too wide, and the tread more closely matched the size of a man’s work boot. Had they been there when I walked to the barn to talk to Ruth? Maybe I had been too preoccupied on my way to the barn to notice them.


  I shivered. Had the door slamming been from the wind or from someone peeking into the barn and watching me?


  I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and took several close shots of the tracks. After e-mailing them to myself, I ran the rest of the way back to the farmhouse.


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifteen

  


  When we returned to the Quills’ home, Becky ran into the kitchen, muttering about a cheese ball she needed to finish before the party. Mabel trotted into the house. Gigabyte, lounging on the back of the couch, hissed at the affable dog before fleeing upstairs. It was for the best. Gig didn’t like crowds, and at last count, Becky’s party had grown to forty. I started to regret telling her it was a good idea to host a Christmas party.


  I picked up my iPad from the coffee table and opened my e-mail, staring at the images of the boot prints on the screen.


  Timothy walked up behind me. “What are you looking at so hard?”


  I turned the iPad around so he could see.


  His forehead wrinkled. “Footprints?”


  “Boot prints actually. I found them outside the barn after Ruth and I went out to see Sparky.”


  He handed the iPad back to me. “Daed’s boots?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think so. They were directed away from the house, across the field.” I swallowed. “I think they were fresh. And could have been made while Ruth and I were inside the barn.”


  Timothy closed his eyes for a few seconds as if he didn’t like the thoughts flying through his head. He opened his eyes. “You think someone watched the two of you?”


  “I—I don’t know. Maybe it was someone making a short cut through the farm who wanted to step out of the cold. When he heard our voices he decided to keep going.”


  He cocked his head. “It’s ten degrees? You think someone was just out for a walk?”


  “Maybe not,” I admitted. Was someone watching or listening to us? Curt immediately came to mind. Could he be watching me again? Was his claim that he was interested in church even true?


  He scratched his head. “Why didn’t you tell me while we were still on the farm?”


  “I didn’t want to ruin Christmas for your family.” I tapped the iPad screen. “In any case, I e-mailed the photographs to Chief Rose. We will have to see what she says.”


  “You might hear today. Becky invited her to the Christmas party.”


  My brow shot up. “Becky didn’t tell me that. Is the chief coming?”


  He shrugged.


  “Who else did she invite that I don’t know about?”


  “Her probation officer and her lawyer.”


  I snorted a laugh. “This will be the first Christmas I celebrate with a probation officer. What about you?”


  Timothy grabbed both of my hands. “It’s the best Christmas ever.”


  I tried to smile, but the memory of Ruth’s sad face stopped me.


  “Would someone please help me?” Becky called from the kitchen. ”The turkey is stuck in the oven.”


  “That’s because you bought a bird big enough to feed a marching band,” Timothy muttered as he headed into the kitchen.


  An hour later, Timothy left to take Mabel home before the party, and I stepped into Becky’s room, which was much smaller than mine but had the benefit of being free of dolls. As soon as we moved into the house, Becky offered to take the smaller room. At the time, I thought it was out of the kindness of her heart, but now, I wondered if she had an ulterior motive—like staying away from those dozens of unseeing doll eyes.


  Becky sat on the bed brushing her white-blonde hair. It was so long that when she wrapped it around the front of her, it resembled a horse’s tail. “I still want to cut it,” she said between strokes. Becky mentioned more than a month ago that she wished to cut her hair.


  The first time she brought it up, I had been hesitant because this would be the final sign that she had no plans to the return to the Amish way of life. “Did you pray about it?”


  “Yes, and I still want to do it.” She braided her hair. “I’ve been thinking a lot.”


  “About something other than this party?” I teased.


  She groaned. “Yes, well, sort of. I’ve had so much fun preparing for the party that I think this is what I want to do. I want to take the GRE, then go to culinary school, have my own bake shop, and maybe my own television show, just like Paula Deen.”


  My brow shot up. This was new. “I thought you wanted to be an art teacher.”


  “I did, but this is like art in a way. I can still use my creative side.”


  I thought of the gingerbread mansion sitting downstairs. “That’s true.”


  “Can you hand me a hair band from the dresser?”


  As I chose a red one from the small dish, I wondered how Aaron fit into this plan. “Your parents won’t be happy.”


  “I know that.” She sighed. “Chloe, you are always so concerned about what my parents will think, but what about your own? What do they think?”


  I sat next to her on the bed and smoothed my skirt. “What do they think about what?”


  “About your life? About you living here?”


  I laughed off her questions. “We were talking about your family.”


  “We always talk about my family, Chloe. What about yours?”


  The doorbell rang. Saved by the bell.


  I secured the end of her braid with a rubber band. “Time to start the party.”


  She started to stand up, and I held her by the shoulder. “You’re the only one who can decide about your hair, Becky. Do whatever is best for you, okay?”


  “Will you go with me to have it cut?”


  “Of course. We can make a day of it.” I tugged on her braid. “You have more than enough to donate to charity.”


  “To charity?”


  “To donate to children who lost their hair to disease.”


  Her face lit up. “I want to do that!” The doorbell rang again.


  “You’d better get down there or your party will be over before it even starts.”


  She turned her neck and smiled at me. “Thank you, Chloe.” She hopped off of the bed and ran down the stairs.


  A half hour later Christmas carols rang through the Quills’ house as I moved around the room carrying a tray of miniature Amish whoopie pies that Becky had made. The tray was half full, and I think that I ate more than I handed out. Everyone gains weight during the holidays, right?


  Timothy stood next to Aaron’s wheelchair by the grand piano tucked in the corner of the room. I popped another whoopie pie into my mouth. Hopefully, Aaron would not be in too much trouble with his father for attending the party.


  I wove through the crowd to the pair.


  “Merry Christmas, Aaron.”


  His face broke into a grin. “Merry Christmas, Chloe. This is quite a party. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “It’s all Becky. I only helped a little when she would let me.”


  His eyes lit up. “I’m happy she invited me.” Aaron reached up from his wheelchair and grabbed one of the chocolate pies. “Why does everything taste better when it’s bite size?”


  Timothy laughed. “Because you can pop it into your month before thinking about how bad it may be for you.”


  Aaron swallowed his second pie, then poked the air with his forefinger. “That must be it.”


  “You look very Christmas-y, Chloe.”


  I looked down at my green-and-white snowflake sweater and corduroy skirt. “This is nothing. You should see my friend Tanisha. She takes Christmas clothing to a whole other level.” I chuckled remembering Tee’s red sweater with the grinning reindeer face in the middle of it. Did she take it to Italy with her?


  “I’m sorry you and Timothy were the ones to find Katie.” His voice turned solemn. “She was a sweet girl. Everyone liked her. She was popular in the district.”


  I set the tray on an end table. “How was she popular? Did she have a lot of friends?”


  “Ya, but she was more popular with the young men. Many wanted to court her.”


  “Like who?”


  He thought for a moment. “Oh, all of them.”


  Timothy tapped the wheel of Aaron’s chair with his toe. “Even you?”


  “Nope. Not me.” His eyes scanned the room and fell on Becky again.


  “Do you think she may have upset one of the would-be suitors?” I asked, causing Aaron to tear his eyes away from Becky.


  Aaron tilted his chin upward. “Enough for them to kill her?” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Caleb King is angry, I’m sure. He was courting her for a long while. The next thing I knew Nathan Garner was driving Katie around the county in his buggy and taking her to singings. I saw the two of them on a buggy ride about a week ago. That’s always a tell-tale sign that someone is courting.”


  Timothy’s brow rose. “I thought Caleb and Nathan were friends.”


  Aaron cleaned his fingers on a paper napkin. “They were. Speaking of friends, I hear Billy from the auto repair shop took off.”


  “How do you know that?” Timothy asked.


  “Everyone knows.”


  Becky’s musical laughter floated across the room. She chatted with two young men from the Mennonite church.


  Aaron frowned and released the brake on his wheelchair. “If you will excuse me.” He rolled in their direction.


  Becky turned, and her eyes sparkled when she saw that it was Aaron. The two Mennonites scowled at each other.


  Timothy sighed. “At first, I thought their liking of each other was cute, but now I think it may be trouble.”


  “Because Aaron is baptized.”


  “Yes.”


  My conversation with Becky about Aaron came to mind. Should I tell Timothy about it, so that he could warn his best friend about the coming disappointment? I bit my lip. No. Becky needed to tell Aaron herself. I cleared my throat. “I wonder why Katie broke it off with Caleb. Don’t Amish girls usually commit to one boy?”


  “Most of the time, but she was still very young. There is another possibility too. Maybe he was the one who broke it off.”


  I remembered how angry Caleb was when I asked him about Katie at Thomas’s school program. “I want to talk to him again.”


  He laughed. “I figured.”


  “Tomorrow. Where can I find him?”


  “Nathan’s family owns a furniture warehouse just outside of Appleseed Creek.”


  “That’s the one Grandfather Zook sells his napkin holders to.”


  Timothy nodded. “Right. Caleb works there too.”


  I grimaced. “That must be uncomfortable for both of them. Let’s go there tomorrow.”


  “We can’t. The warehouse will be closed tomorrow. Amish businesses are closed on Christmas Eve, Christmas, and Second Christmas.”


  “Second Christmas?”


  “That’s what we call the day after Christmas. What do you call it?”


  I laughed. “The day after Christmas. They call it Boxing Day in England, though.”


  “Boxing? Like punching?”


  I laughed. “No, not that kind of boxing, like boxing up gifts.” I frowned. “I don’t like the idea of having to wait another day to talk to Caleb or Nathan, for that matter.”


  Timothy nodded. “Lots of folks are out and about on Second Christmas even if all the shops are closed. It’s a big day to visit extended family. I’ll see if I can find out where Caleb might be.”


  I suppressed a sigh. It was the best plan that I had. “At least we should be able to track down Jason since he’s English.”


  Timothy’s cell phone rang.


  My eyebrows shot up. Usually the only calls he received were from the job site at Young’s, but that was shut down for the holiday.


  He took the call and moved away from me. “Hello?” Did he think that I would try to overhear? I admit I was curious about the call, but not that curious. I watched him talk on his phone on the other side of the room. Becky appeared at my side and her body reverberated with excitement as she clasped her hands in front of her chest. Something was definitely up. Of the two, I was most likely to crack Becky. I sidled up to her. “What’s going on?” I asked.


  She jumped. “Nothing. Nothing’s going on.”


  “Becky, you are the worst liar in the world, even for an Amish girl.” I made a “gimmee” gesture with my hands. “Spill.”


  Her brow knit together. “You want me to spill something? Won’t that ruin the Quills’ carpet?”


  I chuckled. “It’s just an English expression. It means tell me what you know.”


  “Oh.” She pursed her lips together. “I can’t. I promised.”


  “Who did you promise?”


  Becky seemed to consider whether or not she could answer that question. Her eyes moved to Timothy, who was watching us while still on the phone. He shook his head at his younger sister.


  “I can’t tell you,” Becky said finally. “I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it will ruin everything.”


  “Just tell me if it is good or bad.”


  She rolled her eyes. She was becoming a bit of an expert eye roller. “Just wait and see. Let’s eat some gingerbread house. It will make you feel better.”


  “Becky, you spent three days making that house, and you want to eat it?” I pointed to the intricately decorated house. Becky had even made a tiny Siamese cat representing Gigabyte out of modeling chocolate. It was a work of art. Several partygoers walked around it, including Becky’s lawyer Tyler Hart. I hadn’t seen him come inside.


  “That’s what it’s for,” she said, practically.


  “Well, don’t expect me to take a bite out of it.”


  Becky placed a finger to her cheek. “I think I need a bigger knife to cut into the roof.” She went to the kitchen.


  I joined Tyler at the gingerbread house.


  He nodded to me. “It was nice of you girls to have this party. Everyone seems to be having a good time. Myself included.”


  “We’re glad that you could come.”


  He smiled. “It’s my pleasure.”


  “Can I ask you about Billy?”


  He adjusted his glasses. “I was wondering when you’d bring him up. I had a nice chat with Greta just yesterday about my client.”


  “What did you tell her?”


  “Chloe, I can’t tell you exactly what legal matters I helped Billy with, but I can assure you I didn’t know about his past. Had I known, I would have never agreed to have taken him on as a client.”


  “So if we find him, you won’t help him now?”


  He examined the tiny chocolate replica of Gigabyte. “I didn’t say that.”


  “Do you have an idea where he could be?”


  “I’m afraid not. I spoke with Billy when he needed my assistance but didn’t know him well enough to know where he might have gone under these circumstances.” He glanced around the room. “Is Greta here? She said that she might drop in.”


  “Becky invited her, but I haven’t seen her.”


  He frowned slightly. “Are there any more whoopie pies?”


  “I think there might be in the kitchen.”


  He nodded to me and headed in that direction.


  Across the room, Timothy’s cell phone rang again and he answered. A minute later he walked across the room to me. “I have a Christmas gift for you.”


  I touched the necklace around my neck. “You already gave me a gift.”


  “I know.” His face broke into a grin. “This one is better.”


  The doorbell rang.


  “Are you going to answer that?” Timothy asked.


  Becky skipped across the room and stood next to her brother.


  I looked back from one to the other. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but okay, I will play along.”


  The doorbell rang again. Whoever was on the other side was decidedly impatient.


  “I’m coming,” I muttered.


  I opened the door and stumbled back as the person on the other side catapulted herself into my arms.


  I found my voice. “Tee!”


  
    


    


    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Are you surprised?” my best friend asked. She bounced up and down and her wild ebony curls flew in all directions.


  I wiped away a tear. “Yes, I’m surprised.” I turned to Timothy and Becky. “You two knew about this?”


  Tanisha showed off her dazzling white smile. “Of course they did. How else would I know where you lived? Let me tell you, my GPS was no help at all. I would have been here earlier, but my Garmin took me way off course. I had to call Timothy and describe where I was. His directions were to take the right fork at the intersection where the old barn burned down. Who says that? This county really should invest in some road signage.” She spoke a mile a minute just like always. I had to wonder how she taught her Italian students English. It would be an intense class with Tanisha at the helm.


  “Let’s sit down,” I said.


  Timothy touched my arm. “I’m going to take Aaron home. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  I noticed guests were beginning to leave. It was nearing ten in the evening. I hadn’t realized that the party had gone so late.


  Becky turned toward the kitchen. “Let me grab my coat. I want to go with you.” A second later she reappeared in her winter coat. “I’m ready. Chloe, is it okay if I go? Tanisha, I’m sorry to run out on you like this so fast.”


  Tanisha laughed. “I’m sure we will have plenty of time to visit. I’ll be here for a couple of days.”


  “You will?” I beamed.


  After Becky, Timothy, and Aaron left, followed by the rest of our departing guests, I fell next to Tanisha on the Quills’ flowered couch. She glanced around the room and picked up a porcelain figurine of a ballerina. “Um. Since when have you been into ballet?”


  I laughed. “I told you this house came furnished. The elderly couple who lives here is in Florida for the winter. They will be back in April, and then we will have to find a new place to live. Honestly, I hope we do sooner than that. This is too far from town.”


  “No kidding. And hello? Did anyone ever hear of streetlights out here?” She removed her magenta-colored coat, revealing her ugly reindeer sweater underneath.


  I burst out laughing. “You wore it!”


  She tweaked Rudolph on the nose. “I had to wear it. It’s Christmas.”


  “Did you already see your parents?”


  “Oh yeah.” Tee rolled her eyes. “I would have left earlier, but Mom wouldn’t let me out of her sight. I’m surprised I didn’t lose an arm while leaving the house, she was yanking on it so hard.”


  “I don’t want to keep you from your parents.”


  “Please.” She whispered out of the side of her mouth. “I had to check out Timmy.” She fanned herself.


  I covered my mouth. “I don’t think anyone calls him ‘Timmy.’”


  “Good. That can be our thing, then. Timmy and I need a special relationship. I mean I will be the maid of honor at the wedding.”


  “Whoa there,” I said, sounding like Grandfather Zook talking to Sparky. “You’re getting a little ahead of yourself.”


  “Not that far,” she insisted. “Let me see the necklace.”


  I pulled the necklace from its place under my sweater. I had e-mailed her about the gift from Timothy, but I left out the part about finding the dead body by the barn.


  The hammer and computer mouse charm reflected the yellow light from the pewter lamp on the end table. “That’s the sweetest gift I have ever seen. How romantic! How did he even think of it? Maybe I need to find me an Amish boy while I’m here. It’s much nicer than anything Cole ever gave me.”


  I tucked the necklace back under my sweater. Cole was Tanisha’s former fiancé. He lived in Florida and broke up with her in an e-mail while she was in Italy. “Have you heard from Cole?”


  She shook her head. “Not even a Christmas e-card. He wasn’t too happy when I told him I threw his ring into Lake Como. I hope the fish that ate it enjoyed it because I never want to see that ring again.” She bumped my shoulder. “Cole never looked at me like Timmy looks at you. I’ve only been here a few minutes, but I can tell he is completely besotted.”


  “Really?” My voice squeaked.


  She laughed and stood. “Got any food around here. I’m starved.”


  I stood too. “You have a full gourmet spread.”


  “What? You moved to the country and learned how to cook? If you tell me you started knitting, I’m going to faint dead away.”


  “No way. Becky’s the chef. I’m clean up.”


  She grinned. “Sounds like my kind of arrangement.”


  Gigabyte was in the kitchen eating a piece of ham in his dish that Becky must have given to him. Tanisha dropped to all fours. “Gig! I missed you.”


  The Siamese cat arched his back and hissed. He then slunk under the kitchen table, the ham clenched between his front teeth.


  Tanisha jumped to her feet. “At least some things in your life haven’t changed. Gig is as friendly as ever. He only likes you.”


  “He likes Becky.” I lowered my voice. “I think he likes Becky even more than me now. She gives him bacon for breakfast every morning.”


  “If someone made me bacon for breakfast every morning, I’d love her too.” She loaded her plate with leftovers from the Christmas party. “So what are we going to do tomorrow? Will I meet Timmy’s family?”


  I picked up a baby carrot from the buffet. “Yes, I think so. You will love his grandfather. As for what else we are doing, maybe you can help me with a project.”


  She bit into a croissant and closed her eyes for a minute to relish the taste of it. “If it’s something with computers, count me out.”


  “No computers,” I promised. “We’re looking for a murderer.”


  The croissant dropped from her hand.


  
    


    


    Chapter Seventeen

  


  The sun rose just above the stand of evergreen trees that hid the Gundy barn from sight. Tanisha’s leg sank halfway up to her calf in a snowdrift, and she struggled to pull her leg out. “Ugh! Tell me again why you brought me out into the wild.”


  I gave her my arm to steady her, and she pulled her leg and foot free. “This was your idea, remember? You were the one that bounced into my room at five thirty in the morning wanting to do something.”


  She carefully edged around the next snowdrift. “I can’t help it. I’m still on Italy time. It’s the afternoon over there. All I said was I wanted to see the sights.”


  I pointed to the barn. “This is one of them. Besides, you walk everywhere in Italy.”


  “Might I add that walking around Milan is different? I’m not walking through four feet of snow around the duomo.” She brushed snow off her pant leg. “At least Becky and I have the same size feet. Thank goodness she let me borrow her boots.” She held up her foot to show off the sturdy black boot.


  “The ones you brought with you are impractical for the country. There’s no duomo or cathedrals around here.”


  “Are my boots impractical? Yes. Worth a month of a teacher’s salary? Absolutely.” She sighed when she stepped into another snow drift. “I didn’t see Becky this morning. Where was she?”


  “She works at Young’s Family Kitchen, the local Amish restaurant. It’s about two miles from our place. She was filling in at the bakery this morning so she had to leave early to bake pies.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever met a single person who can bake a pie.”


  “That’s an exaggeration.”


  “You’re right, but you don’t see Mom trying to bake a pie, do you?”


  “That would be a disaster.” Tanisha’s mother was as gifted in the kitchen as Tee and I were. Her lack of cooking prowess led to us not being able to boil water either. But we could dial a phone really well for takeout.


  “We’ll swing by Young’s later. Timothy will be there too. He’s the contractor on a job there.” I walked on. “You will love it, and Ellie—she’s the owner—will kill me if I let you leave Knox County without trying a piece of her pie.”


  Tanisha caught up with me. “Speaking of killing people, tell me why we are tramping cross-country like a couple of fur traders. Seriously, I feel like it is 1800. If Davy Crockett came out of the woods wearing his coonskin cap, I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.”


  “Davy Crockett was never in Knox County, but you might have seen Johnny Appleseed planting trees around here back then.”


  “You said that this had something to do with the murder.”


  “It does. We are walking to the barn where Timothy and I found Katie.”


  “Katie is the dead girl?”


  “Yes.” I looked at the unspoiled snow-covered ground. We passed through the stand of pine trees and found pastel-colored sunlight washing over the weathered barn.


  Tanisha whistled. “What did they keep in there? Dinosaurs?”


  “Horses, I think. The Gundy family that lived here moved to Colorado years ago. Timothy said they still own the land though.”


  Tanisha stuck her hands deep into her coat pocket. “Why don’t they sell it? They could make a fortune.”


  I shrugged.


  Tanisha picked up her pace. Although we could see the barn, it was still a half mile away. She glanced over her shoulder. “What’s taking you so long? Giddyup!”


  “I think you’ve been watching too many Westerns in Italy.”


  “Hey, I’m starved for English-speaking TV over there. If you’re up late at night they show American Westerns or Seinfeld. I’ve told my students to watch them because listening to English is the best way to learn. But I have noticed that lots of them are getting a Western twang. You should hear it with an Italian accent. It’s hilarious.”


  “I hope you like cooking shows because if not, you and Becky will be spending tonight fighting over the remote.”


  “As long as they are in English, I’m good.”


  The closer we came to the barn, the more nervous I became. Had someone been watching Ruth and me at the Troyer farm yesterday? Was it related to Katie’s death? Would that person come here? I glanced at Tanisha. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought her here. What if something happened? “Tee, maybe we should go back.”


  She stopped shaking snow from her boot. “Back? Why?”


  “I didn’t think this through . . .”


  “Chloe, don’t be such a worrywart. Where did you find her?” Tanisha asked. Her voice had a hushed quality and lost its joking tone.


  “On the other side.” We walked around the outside of the barn. I stopped and stared down at the place Timothy and I found Katie. With the freshly fallen snow, our tracks and the impression Katie made in the snow had vanished. It was like she had never even been there.


  “Are you okay?” Tee asked.


  “I think so. It seems so strange there’s no sign that she was ever here.”


  “What was she doing here?” Tee asked the logical question that I had asked myself dozens of times in the last three days.


  “I don’t know. I think if we learn the answer to that question, we will learn what really happened. One thing we know for certain was she wasn’t here alone. Someone else was here and strangled her.”


  Tanisha’s hand flew to her throat. “How gruesome.”


  “I hoped that I would find some kind of clue as to what happened to Katie, but the whole scene is covered by snow.”


  “What’s inside of the barn?”


  “That’s where it becomes really strange.” As we walked around the side of the barn I filled her in on Billy—who he was and how he was involved in the case.


  She stopped and held up a hand. “So you are telling me that this guy who fixes everything with duct tape—and I mean everything—is an escaped convict and has been hiding in Amish country for nearly twelve years.”


  “That’s what I’m telling you.”


  She raised both palms toward the sky. “See, Mom doesn’t want me to go back to Milan because she’s afraid it’s not safe for a girl on her own, and look at you—exactly how many people have been killed since you moved here?”


  “Please don’t tell your parents. The last thing I want them to do is to come down here and get me.”


  Tanisha played with the zipper on the parka she borrowed from Beck. “Does your dad know any of this?”


  I narrowed my eyes. “Why would he?”


  She held up her hands in surrender. “I know the ‘dad’ talk is off-limits.”


  “That’s another thing that hasn’t changed in my life.”


  Tanisha opened her mouth as if she was about to say something else, but then she snapped her mouth closed again. Fine with me. If it was about my father, I didn’t want to hear it.


  We slipped through the broken barn door, and a scraping sound like a piece of metal moving across stone filled the air. Tanisha tugged on my sleeve and opened her mouth. I held a finger to my lips and moved farther into the barn.


  The scraping came from the far end of the barn close to where Billy had stashed his extra car parts and became more pronounced as we crept in that direction. A large pen stood between us and the auto graveyard. We stopped. Inside the stall, a thin man bent over and then straightened. Then he did it again. I craned my neck and could just make out the handle of a shovel in his hands.


  “He’s digging something,” Tanisha whispered in my ear.


  I held my forefinger to my lips again, urging her to stay quiet. Then I felt for my cell phone in the pocket of my winter coat but didn’t remove it. It would take Chief Rose the better part of an hour to reach the Gundy barn, more than that if she was outside of Appleseed Creek. I couldn’t turn and leave. The man in the stall could be the killer. Chief Rose would never forgive me it I let him escape without catching a glimpse of his face.


  I cupped my hand over Tanisha’s ear and whispered, “Go wait outside the door and stop him if runs out.”


  “What if he tries to hurt you?” she hissed.


  “I’ll scream and you come running.”


  Her eyes grew wide, her voice hoarse. “I don’t think this a good idea.”


  “I have to see who it is.”


  She grimaced, but nodded and carefully walked back to the door. When I saw that she had stepped outside, I tiptoed closer to the man with the shovel, stopping to pick up a tire iron from the stack of Billy’s car parts, its heft reassuring in my hand.


  Through the six-inch wide slats that surrounded the stall, I had a clear view of the man. Puffs of his breath were visible as he threw shovelfuls of near-frozen earth into a wheelbarrow. I shivered in my thick coat. The hole he dug was at least two feet deep. I saw the sheen of metal as his exertion revealed the top of whatever had been hidden in that spot. He ran the back of the shovel across the top of the metal object, making that scraping sound again that Tanisha and I first heard when we stepped inside the barn.


  He straightened up suddenly, as if sensing my presence. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” he demanded.


  I held the tire iron in front of me. “I think you’re the one who should answer that.”


  “I’m not the one sneaking up on people.”


  “I’m not the one digging a hole in a barn I don’t own.”


  He paused, eyeing me. “How do you know this isn’t my barn?”


  “Because it belongs to the Gundy’s, and they’re Amish. You’re not.”


  He didn’t have a response for that. He stepped into the light for a better look at me. In turn, I was able to get a good look at him. He was a gawky teen, maybe eighteen or nineteen years old with glasses and braces. He wore his sandy-brown hair long and it flopped into his eyes and curled around his ears.


  His eyes glowed with recognition when he saw me, but I didn’t recognize him. Could he have seen me in town and remembered me even when I hadn’t noticed him? There weren’t too many redheads in Appleseed Creek, so I tended to stick out in most places around town.


  He focused on the tire iron and then looked down at his shovel. “Who are you?”


  “My name is Chloe. Now, it’s your turn.”


  “Forget it. I’m not telling you anything.” He turned the shovel around in his hand so that the blade end pointed to the sky.


  My fingers began to cramp from holding the tire iron so tightly. “You won’t tell me what you’re doing here, or what it has to do with Katie Lambright’s death?”


  He gripped the handle of the shovel like a sword. “I didn’t have anything to do with Katie’s death,” he shouted. “I would never hurt anyone, especially her.”


  I stepped back. “If that’s true, why don’t you drop the shovel?”


  He looked at the shovel as if seeing it for the first time, his eyes suddenly wide. He lowered it and drove the spade into the dirt ground of the stall until it stuck there.


  “What are you digging?”


  “It’s none of your business, and you’d better leave. Now.”


  I shrugged as if what he said didn’t bother me, but inside my entire body trembled. Thankfully, about thirty feet and the wall of the stall stood between us. I could run out the door before he reached me. I removed my cell phone from my pocket. “Maybe you would like to tell Chief Rose and the police, then?”


  His chin jerked upward, then he ran out through the back of the stall. The kid must have been a track and field sprinter because he was on the other side of the barn before I found my footing. I dropped the tire iron and gave chase, but no way would I be able to catch him.


  But Tanisha could. She dove at the teen’s feet like she was back on her college volleyball team and he was the ball. Instead of bumping him over the other side of the net, however, she grabbed him around the ankles. He went down like a felled tree. On landing, he pinned his own arms under himself.


  Before he could roll over, Tanisha sat on the boy’s back. “My old volleyball coach would be proud of me if he had seen that dig. I jumped three feet.”


  “It was impressive,” I said, bending down to examine the kid’s face. “Did you hurt him?”


  “How could I have hurt him? He landed on snow.”


  I stepped around the prostrate teenager. He was trying to hold his face up out of the snow, but with little success. “What’s your name?”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  Tanisha bounced on his back. “Come on, kid. Spit it out.”


  The boy winced and groaned. “Will you tell her to climb off of me?”


  I crossed my arms. “No, not until you tell us your name.”


  “So you can tell the police?”


  “That is the idea.”


  He squirmed back and forth. “Then forget it.”


  Tanisha dug her knee into his back and reached into the pocket of the kid’s jeans and removed his wallet. She waved it at me. “I say we check his ID.”


  He kicked at her with his long legs, bending them back and trying to smack her with his heels.


  She slapped at one of his boots. “That’s not very nice. You cut that out.”


  I took the wallet from Tanisha’s hand and opened it. The picture ID inside read Jason Catcher.


  Jason. I knew that name. Was he the English boy Katie had called a friend?


  Jason began to thrash back and forth. “I can report you both for assault.”


  Tanisha snorted. “What are you going to tell the police—that a girl sat on you? Please.”


  I rifled through his wallet some more. Behind the driver’s license was a Harshberger College ID. That’s why he recognized me. I held it up for him to see. “You go to Harshberger, then.”


  “So what if I do.”


  I shrugged. “I just find it interesting since I work there.” I peered at the card. “It says you’re a freshman.”


  “So. Is that a crime?”


  I tucked his IDs back into the wallet. “No, but vandalizing property is.”


  He twisted his neck. “Vandalizing what? I didn’t do that.”


  “What do you call the great big hole you were digging in the barn?”


  “That’s not vandalism. No one cares about that barn anyway.”


  “That’s something you will have to talk to the chief about. She may not agree.”


  Tanisha smacked at his foot as he tried to kick her again. “Now, why were you digging a hole in the barn?”


  “Get her off of me. I can’t breathe. She’s crushing me.” His squirming became more violent.


  Tanisha’s brow shot way up. “Did he just call me fat? Because I think he just called me fat.” She bounced on his back.


  Jason gave up the fight. “Ooph.”


  Tanisha was far from fat, but as a tall, muscular athlete she wasn’t a lightweight either. I held out a hand to my friend. “Climb off of him. He’s no good to us if he can’t breathe.”


  “I’m freezing, too, lying on the snow like this.”


  “Poor baby,” Tanisha muttered.


  “Tee.”


  She took my hand, allowing me to hoist her up. “Fine.”


  Jason grunted as he struggled to his feet. “Give me my wallet.”


  Tanisha turned to me. “I think you should hold onto it,” she said.


  The kid scowled. “If I’m pulled over while driving home, and I don’t have my license, I will be in deep trouble.”


  Tanisha brushed off the snow Jason had kicked onto her. “That sounds great to me.”


  I gripped the wallet. “I’ll give it back to you when you tell me why you were digging in the barn.”


  “Because I was told to.” He held out his hand. “Can I have it back now?”


  “Who told you to?”


  He dug a fist into his side. “That wasn’t a condition. You keep cheating.”


  Tanisha snorted. “This kid has a lot of nerve.” She scanned him up and down. “That will work for you in prison, buddy.”


  Jason paled. “Who said anything about going to prison?”


  “Whoever killed Katie is going to jail,” I said.


  “I told you already—it wasn’t me.”


  I crossed my arms and cocked my head. “Tell us about your relationship with Katie Lambright.”


  “This has nothing to do with Katie!” he bellowed.


  Tanisha put a hand over one ear. “Geez, kid, there’s no reason to break the sound barrier.”


  “Katie was your friend, wasn’t she?” I asked.


  He glanced away, and tears sprang to his eyes. “She was my best friend.”


  Tanisha stuck a hand on her hip. “Your best friend was an Amish girl?”


  A tear slid down Jason’s nearly frostbitten cheek. “Please give me my wallet, so I can go home. I knew I shouldn’t have come here.”


  I held out the wallet to Jason and he ripped it from my hand. Without a backward glance he took off and ran across the field.


  “Why did you give it to him?” Tanisha asked.


  “Because it was his, but I didn’t give it all back.” I waved Jason’s student ID at Tanisha before slipping it into my pocket. “The chief will be able track him down with this. I’ve seen her in action. It’s impressive. We did have an important victory here.”


  Tanisha jumped from foot to foot. “What is that?”


  “He left whatever he was digging up in the barn.”


  Tanisha let out an excited gasp and ran for the barn door. “Let’s go see what it is.”


  Inside, we stared into the two-feet-deep hole in the barn’s dirt floor. “It’s some kind of safe-deposit box,” I said. “Help me pull it out.”


  We dropped to our knees on either side of the box, reached inside the hole, and tugged.


  “This thing weighs a ton,” Tanisha complained.


  I agreed, but focused on the task before us. “On the count of three. One, two, three!” We yanked the box from the frozen earth, wrestling it out of its hole, and set it on the ground.


  Tanisha blew out a long breath. “Is this how the Amish bank? By burying their wealth, underground?”


  “I’m not sure this belongs to an Amish person.” With my glove, I wiped dirt away from the box’s latch and lifted it. It stuck at first, but then gave way.


  “I guess whoever buried it didn’t think that it needed a lock underground,” Tanisha said.


  I lifted the heavy lid and peered inside. A folded cotton sheet covered the contents. I found a windshield wiper in one of the milk crates and used it to move a piece of the cloth back to reveal a framed photograph and a wad of money held together with a rubber band.


  “Are those hundred-dollar bills?” Tanisha asked.


  I nodded.


  She reached for the money with her bare hand.


  I grabbed her wrist. “Don’t touch it.”


  Tanisha pulled back. “I would guess that’s at least a thousand dollars.”


  “If they are all hundred-dollar bills, it’s a whole lot more than that.” I knelt for a closer look at the photograph without picking it up. It was a picture of a middle-aged woman and man. In between then was a younger, thinner version of a man I recognized. “That’s Billy,” I said. “The guy I told you the police were looking for.”


  “Why would he bury all this?”


  “I guess he wasn’t really ready to give up his old life, the one he had before he went to prison.” I sighed. “I wish there was some clue in here about where he may have gone. He might lead us to Katie’s killer.”


  “He might be Katie’s killer,” Tanisha said. “This time capsule, or whatever it is, is giving me the creeps.”


  “Why didn’t he come here first to collect this before he fled?” I wondered aloud. My fingers had gone numb from the cold. Slowly, I stood up. “We’ve got to take this box with us.”


  “Isn’t that tampering with evidence? You know they show old CSI episodes on television in Italy too.”


  “If we don’t, Jason might come back and take it, and Chief Rose needs this for the case.” I removed my cell phone from my pocket, and speed-dialed the chief’s number. Again, I got voice mail. We couldn’t sit around all day until she decided to check her phone, and I didn’t believe this merited a 911 call. “She’s not answering. We have to take it with us.”


  Tanisha shook her head. “We can carry it a few feet, Chloe, but not a mile. It will take forever.”


  I spotted a piece of metal—sheeting from a car door. All the innards of the door had been removed. I tapped it with my boot and it moved easily. “Let’s put the box on this piece of metal.” Tanisha helped me hoist the box onto the old car door.


  Inside one of the milk crates, I found several large bungee cords.


  “What are you going to do with those?” she asked.


  “Watch.” I secured the box to the sled with one set of bungee cords. Then used two more bungees to make pulls on either side of the car door.


  “What is it?” Tanisha asked.


  I handed her one of the pulls. “A sled.”


  “Wow,” Tanisha said. “You’ve really gone country. That or you’ve been watching a lot of MacGyver reruns. We get those in Milan too. If I needed to, I could make a small bomb with a paperclip and gum.”


  I pulled the makeshift sled toward the door. “Let’s hope that particular skill does not become necessary.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Eighteen

  


  We stepped into the Appleseed Creek Police Department and set the box on the floor. Tanisha glanced around the sparse room. “They could use a decorator in here,” she whispered.


  The door that led into the interrogation room opened and Chief Rose stepped out. “Sorry I missed your call. I was in the middle of a traffic stop.” She pointed at the box. “What do you have for me, Humphrey?”


  “Something Billy left behind.”


  She narrowed her eyes, which were outlined in bright blue. “You mean Walter.”


  “It’s simpler to call him Billy. That’s who he is to us.”


  She shrugged and glanced at Tanisha. “Who is this?”


  “This is my friend, Tanisha. She’s visiting from Italy.”


  The chief raised an eyebrow. “You’re Italian?”


  Tanisha shook her head. “I’m teaching over there. Love your eyeliner, by the way.”


  “Thanks,” the chief drawled. “Did Walter leave this gift for me?”


  I shook my head and told her how Tanisha and I found the box. Then I handed her Jason’s college ID.


  She arched an eyebrow. “He gave this to you?”


  Tanisha suppressed a smile. “We borrowed it for you.”


  Chief Rose snorted and knelt by the box. She pulled a pair of latex gloves from her pocket, and as she slipped them on said, “I would have preferred you leave the box there and hang around until I had showed up. This evidence has now been compromised.”


  I flushed. “We thought that he would come back and take it.”


  The chief scowled and picked up the wad of money with a whistle. “Looks like this was Walter’s getaway stash. He must have buried it in the Gundy barn when he first moved to Appleseed Creek.”


  “Why didn’t he take it with him before he disappeared?” I asked.


  Chief Rose stood and leaned against the side of the desk. “There are a couple of possibilities. Either he didn’t leave of his own free will or he was too spooked by finding or killing Katie Lambright.”


  “Do you really think he did it?”


  The police chief sat at her receptionist’s desk and flipped Jason’s ID on the desktop. It spun until it came to rest in the middle of the flat surface. “I think he could have and that’s enough for me.”


  “How does Jason know Billy?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” the chief said, “but I’ll be sure to ask him.”


  “Are you going to arrest him?” Tanisha asked.


  Chief Rose leaned back in her chair. “For digging a hole?”


  “For trespassing.”


  “Then I would have to arrest everyone who goes out to that old barn.” She eyed me. “Including Troyer, Humphrey . . . and you.” She stood up and removed her gloves. “I need to take this over to the sheriff’s department. Maybe one of the techs can pull a fingerprint off the box.” She examined us. “Did either of you touch any of this?”


  “We wore gloves,” Tanisha said.


  She nodded. “Smart girls. What else do you have for me?”


  I swallowed. “Katie was courted by a couple of Amish guys—Caleb King and Nathan Garner. Caleb was upset when she started dating Nathan.”


  “I know that. Humphrey, I gave you this assignment to find out stuff I didn’t know.”


  I frowned.


  She sighed. “I’m not saying that you did a bad job. Thanks for the box. Next time you find something, wait for me. I will come to you.”


  Tanisha and I walked out of the police department. “Is she always like that?”


  I laughed. “Yep.”


  “Where to now? Food? Crime fighting makes me hungry.”


  “I know just the place to take you.”


  Twenty minutes later, Tanisha burst out laughing when we turned into the parking lot at Young’s. “What’s so funny?” I asked.


  “This restaurant is enormous. Are you sure it doesn’t have its own zip code? My friends in Italy always say how huge things are in America and I guess they’re right. I notice it more now.” She rolled down the window, allowing the cold winter air to circulate inside the Bug. “Look at all those buggies. Aren’t they charming? I have to take some photos. My friends in Italy will love them.”


  “Be careful not to take pictures of the Amish themselves. They don’t like it. Or if you take a photograph, don’t let them see you.”


  She nodded.


  I drove around to the back of the building. “Where are you going?” she asked. “Wasn’t the entrance in the front?”


  “It is, but Ellie, the owner, lets the Troyer family park by the kitchen in the back.”


  She smirked. “She lets the Troyer family, and you are counted in that number. You still think you and Timothy aren’t serious?”


  I ignored her question and parked my Bug a few feet away from Sparky standing in front of Grandfather Zook’s buggy. “Hey, Spark,” I said as we passed him.


  Tanisha threw a glance over her shoulder. “You’re friends with the horses too?”


  I laughed.


  Instead of walking through the kitchen, I led Tanisha to the side door by the office entrance. I knew that would be closest to the hostess stand where we would most likely find Ellie.


  We walked down the short hallway past the offices and restrooms. A group of English tourists who waited for their table played checkers on a white wooden table between matching rockers. Others read Amish Country brochures in front of the burning fireplace. Although an Amish home would not have a Christmas tree, a simply decorated one stood in a corner next to the fireplace. The only ornaments were handmade bows and silver glass balls. Naomi and Thomas stood in front of the Christmas tree examining each ornament with studied attention.


  Grandfather Zook sat on a rocker closest to the hostess station. He stacked his metal braces against the wall behind him. “Chloe, we have been waiting for you,” he said. “Becky told us that you had a friend visiting.”


  “Grandfather Zook, this is Tanisha.”


  Tanisha held out her hand to the older Amish man, and he clasped it between his two wrinkled ones. “It is gut to meet you. Chloe has spoken about you and your family many times.”


  Tanisha smiled her dazzling, white smile. “Every time she e-mails me she writes about your family.”


  “E-mail? Yes, I know this is some computer mail. I prefer a letter, which you can keep and save.”


  “When I arrive back to Italy, I will send you a letter then.”


  “Oh, make it a postcard. I would love to see a picture of where you live.” Grandfather Zook winked at me. “I bring in the mail every day, which is a gut thing. Who knows what my son-in-law would think about me getting mail from Italy.” He let go of her hand. “You say Chloe writes about us, but she must mention Timothy the most?”


  A blush worked its way up my neck. Between Tanisha and Grandfather Zook I would have no rest from the teasing.


  Tanisha leaned toward Grandfather Zook. “She talks about him all the time.”


  I placed my hand on the back of Grandfather Zook’s rocker. “Okay, okay, you two. I’m standing right here.”


  The hostess stand was only a few feet away. Ellie returned from seating an English couple and dropped a stack of menus into a holder on the side of the podium. The line to be seated was nearly to the front door. “Your table should be ready in one minute,” she said to the next couple. “They are bussing it now.”


  The couple thanked her, and Ellie caught sight of Tanisha and me standing by Grandfather Zook. “Chloe, I have been holding Joseph’s table for twenty minutes. What took you so long?”


  Tanisha raised her brow at me. With so many tourists and Amish in close eavesdropping range, I couldn’t really say anything about Jason, the box, or our conversation with Chief Rose. “We got held up. I’m sorry.”


  Ellie sniffed and placed her hands on either side of her hips. “Held up. This is an Englisch problem, I see.” She had on the same blue dress worn by all of the women on her staff—even the English ones—and a black apron with “Young’s Family Kitchen” embroidered on the hip pocket. Her steel gray hair was parted in the middle and tied back at the nape of her neck in the Amish style. “Who is this?” She nodded toward Tanisha.


  “Ellie, I’d like you to meet my good friend, Tanisha.”


  Ellie inspected Tanisha from head to toe.


  Tanisha shot me a nervous glance. I smiled back. Ellie could be pushy, but she was harmless.


  Ellie nodded as if she had decided something. “If you are a friend of Chloe’s, you are a friend of mine. You look a bit thin. I hope you came here to eat.”


  “I did. I’m starving. Chloe said that this was the only place to go.”


  Ellie nodded with satisfaction. “That is the truth.” Then it was my turn to be scrutinized. She watched me, curiously. “I heard you’ve made another unpleasant discovery. How are you holding up?”


  The last person I found in Katie’s condition was Ellie’s thirty-year-old son, Elijah. His death was only a month ago and I knew the pain was still raw for Ellie, as well as Uriah, Elijah’s identical twin. “I’m okay. How are you?”


  “It comes and goes. Gott gave me much work to do, which is a blessing. My mind wanders when my hands are still.”


  Thomas led Naomi by the hand. “Chloe, you came. We have been waiting.”


  “I know. Ellie just told me. I’m sorry to make you wait so long.”


  The seven-year-old shrugged. “Did you see the Christmas tree? It is so pretty.”


  Naomi clutched her doll in its new purple dress in her arms. “It sparkles.”


  “I wish Daed would let us have one.”


  Grandfather Zook shook his finger at his young grandson in mock scolding. “Oh no. You don’t go asking your daed that. I’ll be the one who is blamed for putting the idea in your head.”


  Thomas and Naomi giggled.


  I smiled at them. “I’d like you to meet my friend, Tanisha.”


  The two Troyer children smiled shyly at Tee. “You live in Italy,” Thomas said. “I showed my teacher where you lived on a map. It looks like a boot.”


  “That’s right,” Tanisha said.


  Movement over Tanisha’s shoulder caught my eye. Curt was watching us. My body clenched, and I turned my back to him. Do I tell the family about Curt’s presence here? Ellie knew his history with the Troyers and would certainly kick him out of Young’s if she recognized him. I took a deep breath, steeled myself, and spun back around.


  He was gone.


  Had I been hallucinating? Or should I go look for him to make sure he was really gone?


  Tanisha laughed at something that Grandfather Zook said and gave Naomi a hug.


  No. I would not let Curt ruin another moment for this family.


  “I’m starved,” I said. “Let’s go to the table.”


  “That’s what I’ve be trying to convince you to do for the last five minutes,” Ellie said. “Now, scoot with you.” She handed me a stack of menus. Tanisha helped Grandfather Zook up, and Thomas handed his grandfather his arm braces.


  I led the way into the dining room. The aroma of roast beef, yeasty bread, and cinnamon permeated the air. My stomach growled. I had been so caught up in finding Jason in the barn I had not realized that I was hungry until that very moment. Naomi and Thomas walked right behind me, followed by Tanisha and Grandfather Zook. Tourists stared at us as we made our way to the table Ellie always reserved for Grandfather Zook. I’m sure we were an unexpected sight—an elderly Amish man on metal braces, two Amish children, a red-headed English woman, and Tanisha with her wild curls and dark skin.


  Like an experienced waitress, I placed the menus on the table by the large window overlooking the snow-covered cornfield to the property’s west. When everyone was seated and studying their menus, I asked, “Where’s Ruth?”


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “She didn’t want to come today. She wanted to stay back and help her mamm.”


  Ruth complained about chores constantly, so I found Grandfather Zook’s excuse hard to believe.


  Thomas pulled on my arm. “She’s sad because she can’t see Anna anymore.”


  I frowned. “I know.” More likely, that was the real reason Ruth hadn’t joined us. “Did Mr. and Mrs. Troyer stay back at the house because Ruth didn’t want to come?”


  Grandfather Zook rubbed a paper napkin back and forth across his mouth, mussing his beard. “Nee, my son-in-law wanted to visit his mother in Holmes County today. She hasn’t been well.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  A waitress in a Young’s uniform approached us. Tanisha let Grandfather Zook order for her, and he selected the meat trio. Tanisha rubbed her hands together. “It’s nice to have a break from pizza and pasta.”


  Thomas’s mouth fell open. “Tired of pizza? Becky made us a pizza a week ago and it was the best thing I’ve ever eaten. I could eat a whole one all by myself.”


  Grandfather Zook shook his teaspoon at Thomas. “Don’t let your mamm hear you say that. What about her roast turkey? You like that?”


  Thomas nodded, seriously considering Grandfather Zook’s alternative for the best food ever. “But the pizza has cheese on it.”


  “Mushrooms,” Naomi piped up.


  Grandfather Zook shook his head. “Of all the Englisch words, she knows mushrooms.”


  The little girl squeezed her doll tightly to her chest. From Tanisha’s expression, I guessed she wanted to stick Naomi in her pocket and take her home. Most people felt the same way about the little girl.


  Conscious of all the calories I’d taken in over the holidays, I opted for salad. While the family continued to discuss the merits of Becky’s pizza, I wove across the room to the salad bar. I pulled a plate from the stack inside the chilled case, and Becky sidled up to me with a square, two-tiered metal cart with salad refills.


  I piled shredded iceberg lettuce onto my plate. “You’re on salad bar duty today.”


  “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “No tips, but we all have to take our turn at it.” She switched out the coleslaw containers. “If you want to see Nathan Garner, he’s right over there.” She nodded toward a long table near the back wall. I counted heads—nearly twenty people sat there, all of them Amish. I recognized Nathan Garner from seeing him briefly at the Troyer barn the day Timothy and I found Katie. His dark, wavy hair was barely contained by the Amish bowl haircut, and a dimple just like his father’s appeared in his right cheek. On looks alone, I could see why Katie Lambright would agree to let him court her over Caleb. The young Amish man laughed at something the person next to him said and his dimple caught the light. His father, Levi Garner, sat at the head of the table laughing and joking with his guests.


  Becky placed the empty pickled beet tray on her metal cart and replaced it with a fresh one. “Nathan’s one of the most handsome boys in the district.”


  “Even more handsome than Aaron?”


  Becky blushed and ducked her head.


  I added broccoli to my salad. “Do they come here a lot?”


  “The Garners bring their family and those that work for them here every year on Second Christmas.”


  “It’s like a Christmas party?” I whispered back.


  As if he sensed my gaze, Nathan glanced in my direction. We made eye contact for a few seconds. He didn’t look particularly upset over Katie’s death. What did he think about the Englisch girl holding a spoonful of black olives over her plate at the salad bar? I might never know because the Amish were experts at hiding their emotions. That trait had taken some getting used to for me after living with Tanisha and the demonstrative Green family since I was fifteen. This aspect of the Amish reminded me of my father. Dad always hid how he really felt—except for his disappointment in me.


  Becky gripped the handles of the cart. “I’d better head back to the kitchen. We are out of diced ham and eggs. They are always favorite toppings.”


  “Stop by our table if you have a minute. Tanisha is here with us.”


  She promised she would. I moved further down the salad bar and contemplated my dressing options. The most popular in this area was the Amish-made sweet and sour, but I opted for ranch. Just like Tanisha needed a break from pizza, I needed a break from Amish food.


  Nathan stood up from the table and headed for the front of the restaurant. I set my salad on the bar and went after him. An English man stopped me and said, “You forgot your salad.”


  “I’ll grab it later,” I said.


  “She must really have to use the john,” he said to his companion.


  I reached the front of the restaurant in time to see Nathan walk down the long hallway toward the restrooms. Ellie led a couple to their table and muttered, “Where’s the fire?” as I passed her.


  The checker players were no longer in front of the Christmas tree as I hurried past. I caught up with Nathan at the door to the men’s room. “Nathan Garner?”


  He spun around. “Ya?”


  “I’m Chloe Humphrey. I was wondering if I could talk to you for a few minutes.”


  He pointed his thumb at the men’s room. “Now?”


  Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Whenever it is a good time for you.”


  “Now is not a gut time.”


  My face burned. “I’m so sorry.”


  He pushed on the door and half-turned his body. “What is it you wanted to ask me? Is it about furniture, if so you’d be better off asking my daed.”


  “It’s about Katie Lambright.”


  His hand slid from the door. “Are you the police?”


  “No.”


  “Then, I don’t have to talk to you.” Nathan’s skin went pale, as if he might be sick. “I can’t talk about Katie.”


  “I know this must be difficult, but it’s important I talk to you. I’m not the police but I’m working with Chief Rose to find out how Katie died.”


  The dimple receded into his cheek. “I already know how she died.”


  “How?”


  He pushed the door opened wide. The sound of the paper towel dispenser going on and off echoed into the hallway. “I don’t owe you an explanation. Leave me alone, Englischer.”


  “Should I ask Caleb my questions? Would he know what happened to her?”


  His eyes flashed. “Ya, he would know,” he paused. “Because he killed her.”


  The door to the men’s room slammed in my face. A heavyset English man cleared his throat behind me.


  “I’m sorry,” I murmured and stepped out of the way.


  Thomas ran down the hallway. “Chloe, there you are. Grandfather Zook sent me after you. He thought something was wrong when you didn’t come back to the table.”


  I ruffled his silky blond hair that felt like a baby-fine version of Timothy’s. “I’m fine. I need to go to the salad bar and pick up my plate.”


  “You haven’t gotten your salad yet?”


  I shook my head.


  He took my hand. “I will have to help you then because this is taking too long.”


  I let Thomas lead me back into the restaurant and to the salad bar but not before shooting a backward glance at the men’s room door.


  
    


    


    Chapter Nineteen

  


  The first salad I made, which had disappeared from the bar by time that I had gotten back there, was much healthier than the one Thomas helped me create. I believe he dumped the entire container of croutons onto my plate when I wasn’t looking. We reached the table just as the waitress placed the rest of the group’s meals in front of them.


  Tanisha was gap-mouthed when she saw the pieces of chicken, roast beef, and ham along with the green beans and mashed potatoes on her plate. She pulled her camera out of her bag. “I need a picture of this to show my friends in Italy.”


  Thomas pointed at his drum leg. “Take a photograph of mine. They will want to see it too.”


  Naomi, too, pointed at her plate.


  In the end, Tanisha took photographs of everyone’s plate for her friends back in Milan to enjoy. “They will love seeing real Amish home cooking. Most of them have never heard of the Amish before.”


  Thomas’s fork stopped halfway to his month. “They don’t know the Amish?”


  Tanisha cut into her roast beef. “There aren’t any Amish living in Europe.”


  Thomas seemed to consider this. “But most of the people I know are Amish.”


  Tanisha laughed. “That’s because you live here.”


  Grandfather Zook chuckled. “Let’s bow our heads and thank Gott for this, His beautiful meal.”


  Thomas sat between Tanisha and Grandfather Zook. He folded one hand into Tanisha’s slim brown one and the other into his grandfather’s white wrinkled one. I took Tanisha and Naomi’s hands and bowed my head too.


  Grandfather Zook said the prayer in English. “Gott, please bless this food we are about to receive to our bodies, and let us remember Your birthday every day, not just during Christmas. We pray for continued comfort for Katie Lambright’s family and friends. Amen.” He picked up a knife and fork and began cutting Naomi’s ham slice into tiny pieces. Thomas advised him where to make the cuts.


  Tanisha leaned toward me. “What took you so long over there? Couldn’t you decide between the crumbled blue cheese and the shredded cheddar?” She examined my plate. “I see you went for both.”


  “I saw one of the boys who courted Katie Lambright,” I whispered. “I wanted to talk to him.”


  Her eyes widened. “What did he say?”


  I placed my napkin on my lap. “He knows who killed her.”


  Tanisha jumped up in her seat, her hip hitting the underside of the table. I saved her water glass before it tipped over. Grandfather Zook and Naomi stared at Tanisha, while Thomas held the drumstick in his teeth, about to bite down.


  “Oops,” Tee said with a laugh.


  Thomas lowered the drumstick. “Did you get stung by a bee? I jumped like that when I was stung.” He leaned across the table. “It stung me in the behind when I was going down the slide.”


  Grandfather Zook chuckled. “There are no bees this time of year. Maybe it was a spider.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t tell Ellie I said that. She’d chase me with a wooden spoon if she thought I told folks there were pests in her place.”


  “No bees or spiders. I’m fine.” Tanisha insisted.


  Thomas squinted at her as if he wasn’t quite buying her story.


  Tanisha gave me a desperate glance.


  Thankfully, Becky approached the table. “Is everyone having a good meal?”


  Thomas nodded. “Tanisha got bitten by a spider.”


  Becky took a step back from the table. “Did you kill it?”


  “There wasn’t a spider,” I said.


  Thomas shook his head and mouthed “spider” at his older sister. Then he held out his hands as if to say the spider was roughly the size of a Chihuahua.


  Becky backed farther away from the table. “I’ll just return to the kitchen, then. I’ll see you later tonight, Tanisha.”


  Grandfather Zook pointed his fork at his grandson. “Thomas, you know your sister does not like spiders.”


  “She doesn’t?” Thomas asked in an innocent voice.


  Naomi pulled on my sleeve, and I bent my head toward her. “What is it?”


  “He stares,” she whispered.


  I straightened up and noticed Curt two tables away, watching us. A chicken dinner sat in front of him, but it didn’t look like he had taken a single bite.


  I dropped my gaze. I hadn’t been imagining Curt’s presence. He was here. Did Becky know? How could I convince him to leave without making a scene in Ellie’s restaurant?


  A waitress, thankfully not Becky, stopped at Curt’s table. He said something to her and she nodded. Their exchange seemed pleasant enough. Maybe he didn’t plan to make trouble, but his presence made trouble for me, no matter his intention.


  The waitress returned a minute later with a to-go box and his check. Curt packed up his uneaten meal, placed a stack of bills on the table, and left.


  Tanisha pulled on my sleeve. “Tell me again what this guy said.”


  Guy? Curt? I blinked at her. No. She referred to Nathan. “Later,” I whispered.


  Tanisha nodded and turned her attention back to Grandfather Zook and the children.


  When we finished eating, I looked across the room, but the Garner table stood empty. Two young Amish women removed the dirty glasses and dishes from its surface. When had they left?


  “Now, can you tell me?” Tanisha whispered as we followed Grandfather Zook, Thomas, and Naomi across the dining room.


  I leaned toward her, my voice low. “He said his rival for Katie murdered her, but considering the source, it could just be his jealousy talking.”


  Tanisha’s eyes sparkled. “Let’s go talk to him.” She was really getting into this sleuthing thing. “We can decide whether or not he’s lying. You ask the questions, and I will put on my liar glare.”


  “You have a liar glare?”


  “I’m a schoolteacher. It’s an occupational requirement.”


  “It’s too late. He’s already gone.”


  She glanced around. “Well, then, let’s find out where he lives and stake out his house.”


  “Tee . . .”


  As we stepped into the restaurant lobby, Grandfather Zook turned. “Tanisha, have you ever been on a buggy ride before?”


  Tanisha seemed to forget about Nathan Garner and the stakeout. “No.”


  “I think the kinner and I are going to take a short one around town before we head back to the farm. Do you want to ride with us?”


  My best friend stopped just short of jumping up and down. “Yes!”


  Grandfather Zook pulled on his beard. “Gut. Chloe, do you want to come too?”


  I shook my head. “I think I’ll go find Timothy.”


  A knowing grin spread across the old man’s face.


  Thomas took one of Tanisha’s hands and Naomi took the other. “Grossdaddi’s horse is named Sparky,” Thomas said.


  “Really?” Tanisha followed Thomas and Naomi out the side door near the offices.


  Grandfather Zook cocked his head. “You be careful around Nathan Garner.”


  “I—”


  “You’re surprised I overheard you, aren’t you?” He yanked on his right ear. “My legs might not work right, but my hearing is just fine. The Garner family has a lot of money and influence in the district. Even Deacon Sutter doesn’t pester them.”


  “Why? I thought they owned a furniture store.”


  He removed his black felt hat from the peg by the hostess stand and placed it on his head. “They do, and it’s one of the most successful businesses in the county.” I helped him in to his coat. “Just be careful. I don’t want my grandson’s heart broken because something happened to you.” He squeezed my hand. “I don’t want my heart broken either.”


  “I’ll be careful.” I held the door as Grandfather Zook maneuvered outside with his braces. I was anxious about him navigating the icy ground, but thankfully, Sparky and the buggy were only a few steps away. Thomas ran over and held onto his grandfather’s elbow the rest of the way to the buggy.


  Tanisha waved at me from the backseat. She had her camera out, ready to snap photographs. I hoped that if she caught any of the children in the shots, Mr. Troyer wouldn’t care.


  When the buggy pulled away, I let the side door close and headed toward the offices in search of Timothy. I had to tell him everything that I learned since I saw him last. Thankfully, my search was short-lived because he walked toward me.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked as soon as he saw my expression.


  “Is there somewhere we can talk?”


  He put his arm around my shoulders and led me to the office in the back. It once belonged to the late Elijah Young, and his twin Uriah let Timothy use it as a home base for the pavilion project. The split-paned window looked out onto the jobsite. When the project was completed, I wondered if I could enter the pavilion again without remembering the sight of Elijah dead on the dusty floor with shears stuck in his back and his beard cut. His murderer was at Knox County jail awaiting trial.


  Mabel lay under the desk. I arched my brow. “Does Ellie know she is in here?”


  He grinned. “No, and I hope to keep it that way. It’s too cold to leave her in the pavilion.”


  Mabel rolled on her back exposing her belly to us. I gave it a good scratch, and she wiggled back and forth with a happy dog expression on her face. If only Gigabyte were as easy to please.


  There were no computers. Just paper ledgers and metal filing cabinets that held receipts. The only signs of English technology were the electric lights, which the bishop allowed for businesses, and a battery-operated calculator.


  I sat on the armchair in front of Uri’s desk and told Timothy everything that had happened today, from finding the box, to Tanisha slide tackling Jason Catcher to the ground outside of the Gundy barn.


  “I wished I had been there to see that.”


  “I’m sure she will reenact it if you ask her to.”


  He laughed.


  I straightened the stack of papers on the desktop. “The only thing that would finish this day off would be an appearance by Deacon Sutter. I haven’t seen him since the Christmas pageant at the schoolhouse, but he does have a knack for popping up when you least expect him.”


  “Don’t wish for that,” Timothy said. “What are you going to do next?”


  “I’ll call Chief Rose and give her a heads-up, and then we need to find Billy. He is the missing piece that holds all of this together.”


  “Good.” He pressed his lip into a thin line. “Because I think I know where Billy is.”


  I dropped the stack of papers onto the desk. “Where?”


  “I’ll tell you on the way.”


  “Shouldn’t we call Chief Rose? She will want to be there when we find Billy.”


  Timothy slipped into his winter coat. “We’ll call her if he’s there.”


  I bit my lip. I knew Chief Rose would not be happy with that. Why wouldn’t Timothy call her?


  As Timothy, Mabel, and I walked out the side door to his truck, I called Tanisha’s cell phone. “Can you ask Grandfather Zook to drop you at my house? I have to run an errand.”


  “I’m glad you called. He just asked me if I wanted to see the family farm. I really do, so do you care if we go over there now? You can pick me up later.”


  “That’s perfect.”


  “Great! Chloe, I’m having the best time.” And then she hung up.


  I couldn’t help but smile. Tanisha was someone who always had the best time. I could use a little of her enthusiasm.


  “Ready to go?” Timothy asked.


  I nodded. “You really think Billy is wherever we’re going?”


  Timothy’s jaw twitched. “If he’s not, he left Knox County for good.”


  That’s exactly what I feared.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty

  


  Timothy tapped his fingers on his truck’s steering wheel. “I hope I’m not wrong about this.”


  Mabel leaned her head over the backseat, so that I could pat her head. I slid a glance at Timothy. “Now you are having doubts?”


  He shrugged. “It’s the only place I can think of where Billy could hide in the county and feel at home.”


  “Where is it?”


  “It’s twenty minutes away. There’s an old auto parts factory off Route 13 close to Fredericktown. It closed down ten years ago. I’m wondering if Billy didn’t gather most of the parts he stashed in the Gundy barn from this factory. The company went under big time and everything was sold piecemeal at rock-bottom prices. I got three parts for the truck I owned back then for twenty dollars. Anywhere else it would have cost me hundreds.”


  “What did the factory make?”


  “Rearview mirrors, headlights, and other small parts.”


  Timothy passed the exit for Fredericktown but turned left off 13 before we reached Mount Vernon, the county seat. The drive was smooth and quiet. “Wow. This route is better paved than most around here,” I said.


  “The auto parts company had it repaved so that their workers could make it into work even during the worst Ohio winter. Unfortunately, that didn’t save the company.”


  A large red brick building came into view a half-mile down the road. Timothy drove the pickup through a gate with ice-covered hinges. The galvanized chain, its lock broken, hung listlessly from the fence. He brought the truck to a stop in front of the building, or at least what I thought was the front. It was hard to tell. Snow blew in through the broken windows. Dead ivy caked in ice snaked up the four corners of the building while overgrown evergreen bushes grew over the windows on the first floor.


  Timothy sighed. “Signs of the rust belt,” he said.


  “I’m from Cleveland, remember, and there are parts of the city that have four or five burned-out factories like this. Lots are being reclaimed for fancy apartment buildings and small business suites though.”


  Timothy removed his key from the ignition. “That kind of transformation isn’t going to happen in Knox County. There aren’t enough people to live in those fancy apartments or shop at those upscale businesses. The building will sit empty until the elements eventually knock it to the ground.”


  “Looks like the elements are halfway there. Do you really think Billy could be staying inside? How could he survive? With all those broken windows he must be half-frozen by now.”


  Timothy placed his hand on the door handle. “I can’t think of anywhere else he might be. He’s a big guy and a loner. There aren’t many places he can hide this deep into Amish Country without someone noticing. The Amish would never hide him, knowing his connection to Katie’s death.”


  I pulled my pink hat farther down over my ears. “Let’s go, then.”


  “I want Mabel to wait in the truck.” He pointed at the busted windows. “There’s going to be a lot of broken glass in there, and I don’t want her paws cut.”


  My heart melted a little at Timothy’s concern for his dog. Mabel seemed to understand what he said because she settled onto her haunches in the backseat. She didn’t look particularly disappointed about staying behind. “Doesn’t look like she’s going to argue with you,” I said.


  Timothy laughed. “I didn’t expect her too.” He opened his door and got out. I followed.


  Our boots crunched across the frozen earth. Tall bushes blocked the entrance, and I didn’t see how we were going to get inside. “Where’s the door?”


  “There.” He pointed to a cluster of overgrown bushes. Stacks of snow six inches high sat precariously on the branches. They didn’t look like they had been disturbed in the last millennium.


  “He can’t be in there. You’d need a machete to break through those branches. It’s clear no one has entered the building through that door in the last decade.”


  “He must have gotten inside another way,” Timothy said, not giving up on his idea that this was Billy’s hideout. Who was I to question him? He knew Billy better than I did.


  “If you really think he’s in there, maybe we should call Chief Rose, and she and her officers can search the building.”


  He placed a hand on my cheek. “Chloe, he’s my friend. I owe it to him to ask him myself before I hand him over to Greta.”


  “Okay.”


  “Let’s walk around the building and find another way inside. It should be pretty obvious. Billy’s built like a garbage truck.”


  The bushes thinned out as we rounded the back side of the building. A metal door stood open a crack. Timothy’s face brightened.


  I touched his shoulder. “But there aren’t any footprints.”


  “It has been snowing pretty hard. If he came through this way, they would be covered by now.”


  Timothy placed his gloved hand onto the metal door. It didn’t move. He pushed a little harder. It didn’t budge. “Back up,” he said.


  I took a big step backward.


  Timothy rammed his shoulder into the door, and it opened just wide enough for him to squeeze inside. His hand appeared in the door opening, so I took hold of it and stepped through.


  I stood beside Timothy for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. It was a shock after being outside with the sun glaring off the snow.


  Timothy’s laughter echoed throughout the hollow space.


  “What?”


  “It would help if you removed your sunglasses.”


  I touched my face. “Oh, right.” I tucked them in the inside pocket of my ski jacket, then grinned at him. “Much better.”


  He squeezed my hand.


  “Should we keep our voices down? He might hear us.” My voice reverberated off of the walls just like Timothy’s laughter had.


  “I’m not sure it matters. The quietest whisper seems to cause an echo in here.”


  Shards of glass the size of my leg and jagged pieces of metal covered the dusty concrete floor. Chains that used to transport heavy pieces of equipment hung from the ceiling, resembling instruments of torture. I wrapped my arms around myself. “This place could double for the set of a horror movie.”


  “I’ve never seen a horror movie.”


  I shivered. “Trust me, after coming here, you don’t need to.” I stepped over a rusted bar. “Where could Billy be? I certainly wouldn’t want to spend more than five minutes in this place. It gives me the creeps.”


  “He has to be in here somewhere,” Timothy said.


  “Why do you think that? Did he talk about this place? Did he come here a lot after it closed?”


  Timothy set his jaw. “I know Billy, and he’s most at home around cars. There’s no other place like this in the county.”


  “Chief Rose thinks he left the area and found a new place to hide.”


  “That would have been the smart thing to do, but I’m betting he didn’t do the smart thing. I know this, though—Billy didn’t kill Katie Lambright. My guess is that he will hang around until Chief Rose arrests someone else.”


  I wasn’t so sure. Billy ran before, why wouldn’t he run again? I lowered my voice. “You think he’s looking for the killer?” The image of Billy, three hundred pounds with bright red hair, sneaking around and spying on Amish farms didn’t seem to work for me. I was self-conscious in the Amish community because of my hair color and my clothing, but at least I was small.


  “No. But I think he’s hanging around until his name is cleared from this crime.”


  I wrinkled my brow. “He didn’t hang around Detroit.”


  Timothy shook his head. “That’s because he knew he was guilty.”


  Rather than argue, I said, “Let’s look for him. I’m freezing.”


  Timothy nodded and we moved deeper into the factory. Every step revealed another hazard set on skewering us—from sharp metal rods to exposed nails. The windows on either side of the office door were busted. With so many broken windows in the factory, I wondered if some teenagers had broken in and used the place for target practice.


  In the middle of the factory, a metal staircase rose up to the second level. “What about up there?”


  Timothy tilted his head up. “The foreman’s office. It does look like the most likely place for Billy to hide. You stay down here, and I’ll go up.”


  The rusted stairs looked like they would give under my cat’s weight. “Are you sure the staircase will hold you?”


  “I’ll be fine.” Timothy placed a foot on the step and the rusted metal gave way beneath him.


  I rushed over. “Are you okay? Did you cut yourself?”


  “I’m okay,” Timothy said, breathing hard. “Good thing it’s winter, and I’m wearing a lot of layers. The metal didn’t even touch me.” He glanced down at his torn pant leg. “I can’t say the same for my jeans.”


  I grabbed Timothy by both of his arms to help him balance and he pulled his leg free of the metal. He brushed off his leg. “We need to be more careful.”


  “You’re not going to be able to go up there. You’re too heavy. I’ll go up.”


  He shook his head. “No way. If the stairs can’t hold me, there is no way they held Billy.”


  “We can’t come all the way here and not check.”


  Timothy pursed his lips.


  I squeezed his arm. “I’ll be up and down before you know it.”


  Timothy started breathing hard. “No.”


  “Timothy, what . . .” And then I realized what was bothering him. I wrapped my arms around his waist. “Nothing like Aaron’s accident is going to happen to me.”


  His eyes widened. “How did you know that I was thinking of Aaron?”


  I cinched him closer. “Because I know you.”


  He kissed the top of my head. “I know you too.” He tilted my chin up. “You’re going up there, aren’t you?”


  I nodded.


  “Okay. Be careful.” He removed the flashlight clipped to his belt and handed it to me.


  “I’m always careful.”


  He rolled his eyes, reminding me of Becky.


  I skipped over the demolished first step and moved to the second one. It gave a fraction of an inch, but it held my weight. I moved to the next step. The higher up I went, the more stable the stairs became. I hopped onto the landing and waved to Timothy a floor below.


  “Hurry up,” he said, the expression on his face strained.


  I moved along the landing to the office door, which was open halfway, and I pushed it in the rest of the way with my boot. The room was dank and smelled of sour milk. I felt the wall for the light switch and flicked it on. Nothing happened. I should have remembered that electricity to the building had been cut off years before.


  I shone the flashlight around the room. There was no sign anyone had been inside the office for decades. Beyond the first room was a second door that led into an inner office. I picked my way across the room and tried the doorknob. It turned easily.


  It wasn’t an office but a large closet. Three wire hangers hung from a wooden pole, and empty cardboard boxes lay on their sides. I sighed. Timothy would be disappointed I took the unnecessary risk of checking the second floor to find nothing. I was beginning to believe that Billy wasn’t inside the factory and never had been there. Chief Rose was right. He was halfway to Mexico by now.


  I closed the closet door and left the room. I stood on the landing and waved to Timothy.


  “Did you find anything?” he called.


  “No.” I moved along the landing to the next door. It opened into another office suite. This one was laid out identically to the first. Thankfully, it didn’t smell as badly, but it was in the same disarray as its matching office. I opened the closet door and shone the flashlight into the tiny space. The light bounced off a large orange duffel bag. I looked closer. Curt had said that Billy took an orange duffel bag when he left. There was also a small stockpile of canned food and dozens of empty beer bottles. A shiver overtook me. Timothy was been right—Billy had been camping out in the factory.


  Still, I couldn’t understand how he got up to the landing. How had the stairs held his weight when they couldn’t hold Timothy’s?


  I backed out of the office to the landing.


  “Find anything?” Timothy asked.


  “Yes. Billy’s not here, but I found his stuff.” I paused. “He’s living here.”


  “Great. You should come down now.”


  I pointed to the last door. “There’s one more.”


  Timothy blew air out of his mouth. “Okay, but be quick.”


  As I moved to the last door, the landing narrowed slightly. I realized it was because a large piece of it had broken off and fallen to the floor below. Carefully, I tried the handle of the third door. It wouldn’t budge. “It’s locked,” I called down to Timothy.


  “Okay, we’ve been here long enough. Come down.”


  Tentatively, I made my way back across the landing and to the staircase. I placed my foot on the first step and a bolt gave way. I gasped. The staircase crashed to the floor. I gripped the hand rail and pulled myself back onto the landing, my heart inside of my throat. Dust from the factory floor billowed into my face. I scrambled to my feet. “Timothy!”


  He coughed as the dust settled. “Are you okay?” His voice was sharp with concern.


  I took a deep breath. “Yes. I’m fine.”


  I stood twenty feet above him. Jumping down on the shard-covered concrete floor was not an option. “There must be another staircase down.”


  “Was there an exit through the offices? Maybe there is back way out.”


  I gripped the railing. “No for the first two, and the third one is locked.”


  “We need to call for help then,” Timothy said.


  “I think it’s time to call the chief.”


  Timothy grimaced. “Let me try Danny first. He can bring the extension ladder from our house.”


  Why was Timothy so reluctant to call the Appleseed Creek police chief? Should I call her myself? I was about to ask him both of those questions when Timothy removed his cell phone from his pocket. “There’s no reception in here. We’re too deep into the factory. I’m going to have to go outside.”


  I removed my cell from my pocket and found the same thing.


  Timothy’s forehead creased. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you up there.”


  “I’ll be fine. You’ll only be gone for a few minutes. No one is here, including Billy.”


  He grimaced. “Don’t move.”


  I lowered my chin. “Where would I go?”


  He shook his head and walked back toward the entrance to the factory. I sat in front of the third office door, leaning my back against it, and hoped it wouldn’t be a long wait for Danny to bring the ladder. I wished I had told Timothy to call Tee while he was outside. I didn’t want her to worry when we did not return back at the expected time.


  I heard a sound behind me, and strained to identify it. Just then, the door flew open in toward the office and I fell on my back. Hands grabbed me by both of my wrists and dragged me into the dark office.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  The hands let me go. The flashlight that had been sitting on my lap was nowhere to be found, but enough light shone through the broken windows of the office that I could make out the enormous shape of a man blocking my only way out of the office. Slivers of the sun’s rays backlit his red hair, but his face remained in the shadows. Could he see me clearly?


  I scrambled to my feet, my hands touching something wet on the floor. I shivered to think what that might be. “Billy, what are you doing?”


  “Why are you here?” His words slurred and his breath reeked of alcohol.


  I wiped my hand on my jeans. How many empty beer bottles had I counted in the second office? Fifteen? Twenty?


  He swayed. “No one was supposed to find me here. Everyone was supposed to leave me alone. Why are you here?” He bellowed the question again.


  I took a huge step back and my heel connected with the corner of a cot. I spun around and squinted in the gloomy space, able to make out an army cot and two plastic rolling crates. One crate overflowed with enough rolls of duct tape to wrap me into a human cocoon. I faced Billy again. Even in the dim light, he didn’t look so good. Definitely drunk. Sober Billy had been affable and endearing. I had no idea what drunk Billy was like and had no desire to find out. “I’m here with your friend, Timothy.”


  He ran his hands down the length of his face. “He won’t be my friend when he knows what I’ve done.”


  I shivered. “What have you done, Billy? Do you mean Katie Lambright?”


  “No,” he bellowed. “I had nothing to do with that Amish girl.”


  “Do you mean—”


  “Chloe!” Timothy voice sounded muffled and far away. “Danny’s on his way.”


  Billy launched at me and pressed his meaty hand across my mouth. His other arm wrapped around me, pinning my arms to my side.


  “Chloe?” Timothy’s voice pitched up an octave.


  I struggled against Billy’s grasp, smelling the alcohol on his clothing and his breath. I bit the inside of his bare hand. It tasted like salt and dirt. I gagged as Billy yowled and yanked his hand away. He bent over, nursing his injured hand, and I pushed him aside. He barely moved an inch, but it was enough for me to squeeze by him and throw open the office door. I half stumbled, half fell on to the narrow landing.


  Timothy stared up at me. “Chloe, what’s going on?”


  I gasped for breath. “Billy. In. Office.”


  Timothy ran to the spot just below me. “I thought you said no one was up there.”


  “I guess I was wrong.”


  Behind me, Billy cried in anger. I dashed out of the way of the doorframe. With nowhere else to go, I ran to the end of the railing as Billy stumbled onto the landing. The mesh metal surface groaned under his added weight. Could it hold the both of us?


  In the light, I saw Billy’s bloodshot eyes. His clothes were caked with dirt and dust from living inside the warehouse, and the sleeve of his coat was torn. He gripped a roll of duct tape in his hand as if it were a life preserver. Billy had some of the most creative uses for duct tape, and I hoped he didn’t have me in mind for any of them.


  Billy took another step onto the landing. The metal screeched in protest. I moved to the far end of the platform, below a twenty-foot drop to the unforgiving floor.


  Timothy’s voice was tight. “Billy, stop. The landing can’t hold both of you. Go back into the office.”


  Billy’s eyes flicked away from my face and down to Timothy. “What are you doing here? You don’t belong here. You’re going to tell the police where to find me.”


  Timothy held out his hands. “Billy, please, what do you plan to do? Chloe’s done nothing to you.”


  “She’s here. You’re both here, and now my one safe place is no longer safe. You are forcing me to leave.”


  “No one is forcing you to do anything. Chloe is your friend.” Timothy’s voice was confident, commanding, yet I could see the fear in his eyes. “You don’t want to see her hurt, do you? If you keep walking on that platform, it’s going to give and you both will be seriously hurt—or worse.”


  I leaned up against the railing with my back, and it gave a fraction of an inch. It was in as good of shape as the stairwell—which lay in pieces on the floor. Could I escape to the first office to hide? Did the door lock work? I couldn’t remember if I saw a lock when I searched the room earlier, and the last thing I wanted was to be trapped in another office with Billy. I darted a glance toward that office. I had to try. Timothy was right—the landing couldn’t hold the both of us much longer. I inched toward the first office door, roughly ten feet away from me.


  Halfway along the landing, Billy’s eyes seemed to focus on me, so I stood still, trying to steady the rise and fall of my chest. “Billy, you said that you had nothing to do with the death of the Amish girl. If something happens to me, no one will believe you. You will be charged with both crimes.”


  “Billy, she’s right.” Timothy’s voice was tight.


  I began inching to the first door again.


  “I didn’t hurt that girl.” He closed his eyes for a moment as if reliving the discovery of Katie’s body behind the Gundy barn. “She was already dead, long dead before I found her.”


  “Why didn’t you tell the police?” Timothy asked. “Why did you run?”


  I held out my hand. It was one arm’s length from the doorknob.


  He rounded on me, and I froze, still too far from the office door. His eyes clouded over. “Because I knew what would happen. This is actually what would happen. They would find out about my past and believe I did it. But I tell you I didn’t.” His voice rose. “I promise you I didn’t. You know I’ve been to prison, don’t you?”


  “I . . . well . . .” I stumbled over my words.


  “Billy, whatever you did years ago doesn’t matter. What you do today does.” Timothy voice was growing hoarse.


  Billy’s eyes grew sober. “You’re wrong. The past does matter. I know the police chief believes I did it. She took one look at that barn and knew I was the one using it for storage. I have been for years. No one knew or cared what I did in the barn. There are no animals, and the Gundys have been gone for a long while now. I would never hurt anyone.”


  “Prove it by not hurting Chloe.” Timothy’s voice wavered ever so slightly.


  Billy’s eyes flashed and his brows lowered, but just as quickly the anger in them faded away. He slid to a seated position on the landing in front of the second office door. “How are we going to get down?” Billy moaned. “You’ve destroyed my sanctuary. This was my escape from all the bad in the world.”


  “You climbed the stairs to the landing?” Timothy asked.


  Billy nodded. “Yes. I knew they were weakening and tried to only go up and down once per day.”


  My hand closed around the doorknob and I threw the first door open, only to discover my worst fear—a broken lock. My safe haven had disappeared. Billy may have seemed harmless sitting defeated on the landing, but his mood was unpredictable. And he still had the duct tape.


  I shuffled back to my place at the end of the landing. I pressed a hand to my chest and felt the rapid beat of my heart. Danny was on the way, but would he arrive before the landing gave away completely?


  Timothy held his useless cell phone in his hand. I knew what he was thinking. Was I safe enough for him to run outside and call Chief Rose? Like me, I was sure that he regretted not calling her from the very beginning. I cringed to think of the chief’s reaction to our stupidity.


  Billy pointed a sausage-like finger at his friend. “Don’t call the police. I will throw her off this landing if you do, and you’d better hope you are a good catcher.”


  My stomach roiled. How could Billy say that to his friend? Timothy’s lips stretched into a thin line as he tucked the phone back into his pocket. “What happened to you?” The sound of betrayal was thick in Timothy’s voice.


  Billy dropped his hands to his lap and refused to look at Timothy. Instead, he turned his gaze on me. I shivered in light of his wild expression.


  “Should I call you Walter, then?” Timothy asked, making a grab for Billy’s attention.


  The larger man’s head snapped around. Timothy’s ploy had worked. “I don’t go by that name any more. That was my past. I’ve changed.”


  “Have you changed, Billy? If you are willing to put Chloe in harm’s way like this, I don’t think you’ve changed at all. It looks like you are still living a life of crime. I don’t know you at all. You really are Walter. Billy is gone.”


  Billy shook his head like a stubborn child, his chin lowered toward the floor. “No. No. I’m not like that at all. I’m not that man anymore. I made mistakes, and I paid for them.”


  Timothy tilted his head back farther. “If you paid for them, why is there still a warrant out for your arrest twelve years later?”


  Billy struggled to his feet, his movement too much for the already taxed platform. The landing underneath my feet groaned, followed by an awful snap as the support gave way. Billy clawed the air for something to hold onto—and found nothing.


  I squeezed my eyes shut and gripped the rickety railing, willing it to hold me. I whispered a prayer. Billy and his portion of the platform crashed to the floor, dust billowing into the air.


  “Chloe!” Timothy screeched.


  I waved the dust from my face, and coughed. “I’m okay. I’m still on the landing.” I coughed again. “Where’s Billy?”


  Billy let out a deep, torturous groan. At least that told us he was alive.


  Through the haze the dust created, Timothy knelt beside his friend. “Billy?”


  Billy whimpered.


  At this point, the platform was too unstable for me to take one step away from my little corner. The cloud of dust in the air was too thick for me to see how badly Billy was hurt.


  Billy said something in a choked sob, but I couldn’t understand what. The sound of screeching metal and his crash landing played over in my head.


  Timothy coughed. “I think his leg is broken. It’s at a weird angle, and he has a gash on his head that’s bleeding pretty badly.”


  The dust began to settle enough for me to see their faces. Timothy ripped off his black wool winter coat and wrapped it over the wound on Billy’s head. “This is not going to stop the bleeding without some pressure,” he said.


  I knew he was right. “Go call for help, then. But return as fast as you can, so you can hold that to his head.”


  “Right.” Timothy jumped up and sprinted from the factory.


  “Billy? Billy, it’s going to be okay.” My teeth chattered.


  He moaned softly. I took any noise he made as a good sign. Billy’s face was turned away from me, and I couldn’t see his expression. I felt helpless trapped twenty feet above while Billy could be bleeding to death.


  Timothy ran back into the factory. He fell to his knees beside Billy and held his coat down on the man’s wound. “Paramedics and the police are on the way.”


  “Did you speak to Chief Rose directly?”


  “No, I got Officer Nottingham. I’d still be on the phone if I had spoken to her. She’s going to chew me out. That’s for sure.” Timothy glanced down. His tan sweater was soaked with blood. “Head wounds bleed a lot,” he said. “It doesn’t mean it’s life threatening.”


  I didn’t know if Timothy said that more for my benefit or for his.


  Danny walked into the room carrying a ladder. He set it on the ground. “Whoa. Looks like I missed all the fun.”


  “Emergency is on its way,” Timothy barked.


  “Um, Tim when you called and said that you needed me to bring a ladder to get Chloe down you didn’t say anything about Billy bleeding from the head, and man, his leg don’t look so good either.”


  “It just happened,” Timothy said through gritted teeth. “Can you help Chloe down, please?”


  “Oh, right.” Danny picked up the ladder and placed it against the open end of what was left of the platform. “How’d you get up there?”


  “Stairs.”


  He arched an eyebrow.


  “There used to be stairs.”


  “If you say so.” He raised the extension, and locked it at the proper height. “All you have to do is climb down.”


  Easier said than done. “How do I do that?”


  “Swing your left leg around the side and then the right.”


  I gripped my railing, reluctant to let go of it. “Will it hold me?”


  “This ladder holds good old boys four times your size for hours on end. Of course, it will hold you. Now, move it because I can’t say the same for that platform.”


  The sound of sirens broke the air. I wanted to be down on the ground before Chief Rose showed up. She would not be a happy camper.


  I swung my left leg onto the ladder. It didn’t budge, but I wasn’t as confident about moving my right leg. The platform under it wobbled. Before I could change my mind, I swung that leg onto the ladder too. A toaster-sized piece of the landing crashed to the floor.


  Timothy watched me, gap-mouthed.


  I waved at him from the security of the ladder.


  Voices shouted back and forth to each other, and the sound of running footsteps echoed through the cavernous building. The cavalry had arrived. Carefully, I progressed down the ladder. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw three EMTs push Timothy away and start working on Billy.


  “Will he be okay?” Timothy asked.


  Three rungs from the floor, I heard, “Humphrey, you better have a good reason for this mess.”


  I hopped off the last rung to face Chief Rose, her face redder than I had ever seen it. If smoke began to pour out of her ears, I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.


  Timothy wrapped his arms around me, whispering in my ear, “Thank the Lord you weren’t hurt.” Dirt and dust caked his white-blond hair, giving it a grayish cast. He turned to the chief. “This wasn’t Chloe’s idea. She wanted to call you. I didn’t. I was stubborn.”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “I find that hard to believe. Typically, it’s Humphrey getting you into trouble, not the reverse.”


  Timothy shook some of the dust from his hair. “It was my idea to come here and look for Billy. I knew this was the only place he could hide in the county. Anywhere else someone would have seen him in an instant.”


  Behind Timothy, an EMT gave Billy a shot in the leg. The mechanic cried out in pain.


  Chief Rose’s face was impassive. “I’d say you found him. I won’t bother telling you both how stupid it was for you come into this deathtrap looking for him or that he may have been armed or that you are lucky that he’s the one they are loading on the stretcher and not you.” Her yellow-green eyes bored into Timothy. “Troyer, I thought you had grown up over the last few years. I’m disappointed to see that I was mistaken, sorely mistaken. I can’t even look at either of you. Nottingham will take your statements and then you can go.” She stomped away.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her that angry,” I said.


  “She has every right to be. Everything she said was true. I let my pride get the best of me. I thought I could find Billy and talk him into turning himself in.” His entire body shook, his voice uneven. “When I think what may have happened to you . . .”


  I wrapped my arms around him. “Timothy, I’m fine, I’m safe. It was my idea to go up to the landing, remember? I can be just as stubborn as you can.”


  He pulled my arms away from him. “I’m sorry. I can’t. I need to be alone.”


  “Alone?” My eyes traveled around the room. How did he expect to be alone? The place was crawling with police and emergency workers. In addition to Chief Rose and her crew, county deputies had arrived since technically they were outside of Appleseed Creek’s village limits and the chief’s jurisdiction.


  Timothy’s lips were pale. “I did it again.”


  Hoping that he wouldn’t push me away a second time, I gripped his hand. It was ice cold. He had lost his gloves when he had tried to help Billy. “Did what again?”


  “Paralyzed someone.”


  I shook my head. “No. Is that what the EMTs said?”


  “They don’t have to.”


  Five burly EMTs carefully rolled Billy onto his back. After strapping him into place, they lifted him onto their shoulders and slowly picked their way over the littered floor and out of the factory.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  Still inside of the factory, I waited a few feet away from Timothy as he recited his statement to Officer Nottingham. Over and over again he said that it was his fault, that he should be held responsible.


  His determination to take the blame for Billy’s accident was tied to the guilt he felt for the fall that paralyzed Aaron from the waist down. Anytime Aaron joked about being confined to his wheelchair, sadness washed over Timothy’s face. Aaron forgave his best friend years ago, but I didn’t believe that Timothy ever forgave himself for what happened. The two had been working on a carpentry project on an upper floor balcony. Timothy, who was the expert carpenter of the two, told Aaron he had built the balcony wrong and that it would not hold. Aaron would not agree, and the two argued. The argument ended when Timothy dared Aaron to jump on the balcony to prove its sturdiness. Aaron did and fell twelve feet to the hard ground breaking his back.


  Timothy wasn’t the only one unable to forgive himself over the accident. Deacon Sutter, Aaron’s father, was unable to forgive Timothy as well. Timothy believed all of the deacon’s animosity toward the Troyer family could be tied back to this one event. Billy’s fall packed more guilt onto his shoulders.


  The ambulance—with sirens blaring, lights flashing, and Billy secured inside—was on its way to the community hospital in Mount Vernon. If it turned out that Billy’s injuries were more serious, like the broken back Timothy believed, he would be transported to a hospital in Columbus.


  Officer Nottingham replaced the cap of his ballpoint pen. “Okay. I think that’s all I need to write the report.”


  “Chief Rose doesn’t want to talk to us again?” My voice was hopeful. I didn’t want to be on the police chief’s bad side.


  Nottingham pursed his lips as he glanced over to Chief Rose who picked through the scene with a metal rod. “No. And my advice would be to leave her be for a few days. She’s not happy with either of you.”


  We found Danny outside of the factory holding onto Mabel’s leash. He handed it to Timothy. “I thought she should move around a bit. She was barking her head off when the cops arrived.”


  Mabel leaned her body against Timothy’s leg as if she knew her master needed comforting. “Thanks,” Timothy said to Danny. “I’ll see you back at the house after I take Chloe home.”


  We rode in silence back to Young’s so I could collect my car. Every time I opened my mouth to ask Timothy how he was, I thought better of it.


  He turned into the parking lot, and all the lights were on inside the restaurant.


  “Do you want to come over for dinner? We have a ton of food left from Becky’s Christmas party,” I said.


  He shook his head.


  “Okay. Good night.”


  He reached across the bench seat and squeezed my wrist. “You know I’m not mad at you, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” I said, knowing my lack of conviction would leave him unconvinced. Timothy smiled a little. He heard the doubt in my voice too.


  “Seeing Billy fall like that brought back a lot of bad memories. Memories I thought that I had already dealt with.”


  “You know Aaron doesn’t blame you for what happened.”


  “Yes, I know, but I do.” He squeezed my wrist again. “That’s something I need to work out with Gott.”


  Timothy’s comment made me think of my own personal demons: my mother’s death and my relationship with my father. If I didn’t deal with them, would they floor me like Timothy’s seemed to do? “I wish I could help you.”


  “You already have. More than you’ll ever know.”


  I kissed his cheek and patted Mabel good-bye before climbing out of the truck.


  When I turned the Bug in the Quills’ driveway, I saw Becky and Tanisha move back and forth in front of the windows. Grandfather Zook must have brought Tanisha home from the Troyer farm. I was relieved. I didn’t want to go to the farm and answer the many questions the family must have.


  In the living room, I found Tanisha and Becky twirling around the room to “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.” Apparently, neither of them cared that Christmas was technically over.


  Tanisha stopped. “Chloe, you’re home. Finally. What took so long?”


  Becky’s straight white-blonde hair swung around her face as she spun around the couch. It had been cut to shoulder length.


  “Becky, what happened to your hair?” I demanded.


  She froze. “You don’t like it?” She touched the back of her head self-consciously.


  “I—I—you cut your hair.”


  Becky dropped her hand. “I told you that I wanted to. You said I should.”


  I shook my head. “I didn’t say that you should. I said that it was up to you.”


  She placed her hands on her hips. “So I made my decision. I told Tanisha about it, and she volunteered to do it.”


  Tee’s brow furrowed. “What’s the big deal? She already wears jeans and makeup.”


  “I know, but this is permanent. What will your parents say?”


  Becky face flushed red. “It doesn’t matter what my parents think. This is my hair.”


  “But you can’t take it back,” I said.


  She stared me down. “Who says that I want to? Do you want me to go back to the Amish?”


  “No, of course not.”


  Becky crossed her arms in front of her. “Then what does it matter?”


  I felt sick. “What about Aaron?”


  Becky’s mouth fell open. “What about him?”


  I removed my coat. “I thought you cared for him.”


  “I do,” she said slowly. “More than you know.”


  “He will have to leave the Amish to be with you. He will be shunned.”


  “Chloe, you don’t have to tell me how the Amish world works. You think just because you’re dating my brother—who’s not even Amish anymore—makes you an expert.”


  “No, I didn’t say that.” Her words landed like a slap across my face.


  She scowled at me. “You don’t know how hard this is for me.”


  I placed a hand to my throbbing forehead. I was too tired for this conversation. I could barely think straight.


  “I can’t be who he needs me to be. I told you that.” Her voice had pitched up an octave.


  My heart ached when I thought about what Aaron would suffer. “You need to tell him.”


  “Don’t tell me what to do. You’re not my sister.”


  I lowered my voice. “I know that, Becky.”


  She dropped her arms by her side and looked away. “I’m going to bed. I have to be at the restaurant early tomorrow. It’s my turn to bake the pies.” Then she turned and stomped out of the room.


  I fell onto the couch. It was the first fight that I’d had with Becky. After my emotional day with Timothy and Billy, this was the last thing I needed. I narrowed my eyes. “Tee, I can’t believe that you cut her hair without checking with me first.”


  Tanisha reared back. “Asking you first? Why would I have to ask you first? She’s an adult.”


  “You don’t understand what a big deal this is for an Amish girl.”


  “And you do?” Tanisha folded her arm. “Chloe, it’s just hair. Hair will grow back.”


  I thought of the young women who had their hair cut through the spree of Amish haircutting a month ago. It wasn’t just hair to them. They would give anything for it to have never been cut in the first place. “You don’t understand.”


  “Like you do? Chloe, I think Becky is right. You aren’t an Amish expert.”


  I sucked in air. When I didn’t respond, Tanisha said, “I’m going home tomorrow as planned. I will see you in the morning. I promise not to cut anymore hair while I’m here.”


  I let my head fall back onto the couch. “Tee, I’m sorry. I’ve had . . .” I let my voice trail off because I spoke to an empty room.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  The phone rang before the sun rose the next morning. I grabbed for it on my nightstand. “Hello?” I croaked.


  “Humphrey, good, you’re awake,” Chief Rose said. By her tone, I could tell that she was pleased with herself for waking me up.


  I wished I had water for my dry mouth. “Is something wrong? Is Billy okay?”


  “His name is not Billy. It’s Walter.”


  I struggled to a seated position on the bed. “Fine. Is Walter okay?”


  “That’s why I’m calling. He’s stable and sober. His leg is broken and the wound on his head is shallow. He’s lucky to be alive. The doctors think the fact that he was dead drunk worked in his favor. He was completely limp when he fell. Had his body been able to tense up, his injuries may have been much worse.”


  I exhaled. “That’s great news.”


  “Now that Walter is sober, he wants to talk to you and Troyer. He refuses to talk to me unless his lawyer is around.”


  I wasn’t eager to see Billy again. “Tyler is his lawyer. I’m sure he will cooperate with you.”


  “You’re not getting off that easy, Humphrey. He’s willing to talk to both of you without Hart there. You will listen to what he says and report back to me. You’re going to do this for me because you screwed up royally yesterday. Got it?”


  “Got it.” I punched my pillow. “Have you called Timothy to tell him?”


  “No. Troyer is on my punk list at the moment. I will leave that up to you.”


  “How much longer do you plan to stay mad at him?”


  “I haven’t decided. I might make him sweat until next year.”


  “Next year is only five days away.”


  “Don’t tell him that. Seriously, Humphrey, if anyone in this town should know the cost of a stunt like that, he should have. Give him the message.” She hung up.


  “He knows,” I whispered. I called Timothy’s number from my cell phone. No answer. I repeated the message that Chief Rose gave me.


  Gigabyte saw that I was awake and yowled into my face as if to say, Since your eyes are open, you must be able to feed me.


  I rolled over on my side and covered my head with my pillow. “Go bother Becky,” I said in a muffled voice. “You won’t like what I give you anyway.”


  He pawed at the pillow and yowled again, closer to my ear. His best Siamese screeches could crack glass.


  I groaned. “Fine, but as soon as I’m done, I’m coming right back to bed.”


  He gave me a pleasant meow and hopped to the floor. I swore the cat understood English.


  Tanisha was in the kitchen drinking coffee. She gave me a small smile. “I guess I’m not totally accustomed to the trans-Atlantic time change yet. I’m sure I will be just in time to fly back to Italy.”


  “Probably so.” I removed Gig’s cat food from the cupboard. The tawny-colored animal wove in and around my ankles, purring as if two of his feline lives depended on it.


  “Chloe, I just want to apologize for last night. I didn’t know you would be so upset or that it was such a big deal. I gave Becky the haircut she wanted. I didn’t know there was anything more to it than that.”


  “I know. It’s as much Becky’s fault. She knows what a haircut meant for her.”


  “Can she really not go back to the Amish?”


  “I don’t know. I know that she doesn’t want to go back, but if she doesn’t, Aaron will be the one who will have to make the tough choice about leaving.” I sighed and set Gig’s food dish on the floor and turned back to Tee. “I’m not upset that Becky cut her hair. If that’s what she wanted to do or felt that she needed to do, I supported her all the way. I was upset because you did it.” I smiled sheepishly. “And I might be a little jealous that I wasn’t here.”


  “Ah,” Tanisha said and pointed to a nine-by-twelve envelope on the table.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “Becky’s hair. She said that you thought she should donate it to charity, like Locks of Love.”


  I smiled. “I did. I’m glad she remembered. It will be a blessing to someone who needs it.” I sat at the table and picked up the envelope. It was already sealed and addressed in Becky’s handwriting. “Becky’s so angry with me. I need to apologize, but I won’t see her until she finishes work later this afternoon.”


  “We could go there and talk to her.”


  I shook my head. “Aaron will be there. I don’t want to have the conversation in front of him.”


  Tanisha set a mug of coffee in front of me. “Extra milk, just how you like it.”


  “Thanks.” I curved my cold hands around the ceramic surface.


  “Enough about Becky and her hair.” Tanisha grinned. “I have a few hours left here. What should we do?”


  Chief Rose’s instructions to visit Billy in the hospital came to mind, but it was too early in the morning to do that. “Are you up for some sleuthing?”


  “Oh my, yes. I think that is just what the doctor ordered.” Her brow wrinkled. “Why did you come home so late last night?”


  I took a deep breath and told her about my near-death experience.


  Her eyes widened. “Why didn’t you tell me yesterday?”


  “Because of everything that was happening with Becky. I didn’t want to add to the drama.”


  Tanisha stirred a fourth spoonful of sugar into her coffee. “Are we going to talk to this Billy guy?”


  “No, we’re going grocery shopping.”


  Tanisha added a fifth scoop of sugar. She wasn’t a big fan of coffee. “Groceries?”


  I nodded. “To pay a visit to your good buddy, Jason Catcher.”


  Tee grimaced as she sipped from her mug and made a face. “Will I have to sit on him again?”


  “Not this time,” I promised.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  Evergreens and plastic holly decorated the entrance to Appleseed Marketplace. Beside the collection of grocery carts, a pink tinseled Christmas tree stood crookedly in its stand. Tanisha pulled a cart from the line. “Is that a pink Christmas tree?”


  “Yep.”


  “I love this place.” She beamed. “I feel like we have suddenly walked back into the time of black-and-white television and rotary phones. I bet I could find some fun gifts here for my Italian friends. They will think it’s a hoot.”


  The market smelled like over-ripe vegetables and dirt. I grabbed a second shopping cart from the stand. It was part of my cover.


  The market was a no-frills experience in one large room. There was a deli counter in the back, a display of Amish-made products from pies to relishes next to that, and the rest of the space was dedicated to produce. Two checkout counters stood by the front door. A bored-looking woman in a jingle bell Christmas sweater rang up a customer. Christmas was over, but I guessed she wasn’t ready to say good-bye to her holiday sweaters just yet.


  I wondered if Jason would be at the market today. I didn’t know his schedule, so we could have been wasting our time. My concerns flew away when I spied a tall, gawky kid with sandy-colored hair stacking oranges in the produce section.


  “There he is,” I whispered to Tanisha.


  Tanisha held a jar of pickles in her hand. She glanced at Jason, then placed the jar in her shopping cart.


  “What are they for? You aren’t going to take them all the way back to Italy, are you?”


  “Why not?”


  The image of broken glass and pickles all over Tee’s clothes in her checked luggage came to mind. “What if the jar breaks?”


  “It won’t break,” she said confidently.


  I shrugged. “If you say so.”


  She leaned close to me. “Do you think Katie dated this guy? I thought the Amish and English weren’t allowed to do that.”


  “They’re not. This could be a good motive for murder.” I ducked behind a display of cookies. “He’s not going to be happy to see us.”


  She pushed the shopping cart forward. “Then this should be fun.” She rolled the cart and came to a stop beside Jason. “Jason, long time no see.”


  Jason froze, an orange in his hand suspended in the air over his pyramid. “You!”


  Tanisha cocked her head. “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”


  “What are you doing here?” he hissed.


  “A little shopping. I live in Italy, so I’m looking for some unique gifts for my roommates. Do you have any suggestions?”


  “Oranges?” he stuttered. “We’re having a big sale. We have four varieties. All from Florida. This is the best time of the year for citrus.”


  “I don’t think I can pass those through customs.”


  His face flushed. “Oh.”


  I gripped the handlebar of my grocery cart. “Jason, you have to know that we aren’t here about oranges. We need to talk to you about yesterday—and about how Katie died.”


  Jason dropped the orange on top of the pyramid, and the stack cascaded to the floor in a citrus wave. Shoppers hopped out of the way as rolling oranges bounced off their carts’ wheels. An elderly woman hit an orange so hard with her cane that it sent orange juice and pulp flying in all directions.


  The bored cashier shook her head. “Catcher, if any those are ruined, they are coming out of your paycheck.”


  His shoulders drooped. “My boss is going to kill me. I’m already on notice.”


  I picked up an orange that came to rest by my foot. “Is the lady at the register your boss?”


  “No, but Marlene thinks she is. She’s like a hundred years old and has worked here since before my dad was born.” He made a face. “I need to start cleaning up.”


  Tanisha picked up two of the rogue pieces of fruit. “We can help.” She cocked her head. “Why are you already on notice?”


  He held up his left hand and showed a huge bandage on his thumb. “They let me try working in the deli. It didn’t go well.”


  I grimaced and made a mental note not to buy meat at the market. Ever.


  “Catcher, stop talking and clean up that mess.” Marlene’s hoarse voice cracked. She turned to her customers. “I don’t know what they teach these kids in school today. They can’t do the simplest tasks.”


  Jason gathered oranges from the concrete floor and carefully placed them inside the bushel basket at his feet with a dramatic sigh. The pyramid would have to be started again from the beginning.


  I grabbed a shopping basket from the end of the lettuce counter and start collecting some in there.


  “You don’t have to help me,” he said as he dropped five oranges into the basket.


  I added three more oranges into mine. “We want to help.”


  When my basket was full of oranges, I grabbed a second one. Tanisha finished filling one as well. Jason got a mop and bucket and cleaned up the orange pulverized by the lady’s cane. When that was done, he began reassembling the pyramid.


  Tanisha set her basket of oranges by mine on the floor. “Maybe I shouldn’t have startled you like that.”


  “Yeah,” Jason agreed. “You tackling me yesterday wasn’t cool either.”


  “Sorry,” Tanisha said but could not hide the humor in her voice. “Now about Katie—”


  “I don’t want to talk about Katie,” he said through gritted teeth.


  “Okay,” I said. “Then tell me how you know Billy Thorpe.”


  “Who’s that?” He placed three more oranges on the pyramid.


  I folded my arms. “Come on, Jason. Uncle Billy of Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos? You know it.”


  He lowered his head and hid his eyes behind his hair. “Sure I know of that shop. Billy is the only mechanic in town.”


  “You know Billy better than that or you wouldn’t have been at the Gundy barn yesterday.”


  “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Tanisha was losing patience. “If you didn’t know him, why did you dig that hole?”


  “I . . .”


  “Come on, Jason,” I said. “I know that Chief Rose already asked you all of these questions. She would not have let you go if she hadn’t felt like she’d gotten good answers from you. How do you know Billy?”


  “Sometimes I work at the shop. Nothing official.”


  “What do you do there?”


  “Just odd jobs when he needs help. I like working on cars.”


  Tanisha cocked an eyebrow. “Does he pay you under the table?”


  Jason ignored the question and concentrated on his oranges with renewed interest.


  I took the orange from his hand. “Did Billy call you about a job?”


  His shoulders sagged. “Yes. On Christmas, he called me. He wanted me to go to the Gundy’s old barn and dig up a box for him. He wanted me to go right then, but I couldn’t. It was Christmas. My mom would freak if I left the house, especially with my grandparents there. It’s my job to keep Grandma and Grandpa out of Mom’s kitchen on holidays.”


  Tanisha pursed her lips. I knew that look. She was trying not to laugh.


  “Did he tell you why he wanted you to dig up the box?” I asked.


  Jason’s forehead crinkled. “He said that he was out of town and couldn’t get there, but he needed the box to be moved because there was important stuff inside.”


  “Did you ask him what that important stuff was?”


  “No.” He turned the color of a blood orange. “But I planned to open the box when I found it. I almost had it out, and then you two showed up.”


  “Sorry to ruin your party,” Tanisha said.


  I wasn’t sure what to believe about Jason’s story. Did he trust Billy enough to follow his directions without questioning him? Tanisha must have been thinking along the same lines because she asked, “How much was Billy going to pay you for this little errand?”


  The pyramid of oranges was halfway back to its original height. “He didn’t pay me anything.”


  Tanisha placed her hand on one hip and looked like a model with an attitude. “We know he didn’t pay you anything because you didn’t finish the job, but how much did he offer to pay you? You didn’t trudge across the snowy tundra and dig a hole into the frozen ground for free.”


  Jason’s lips quivered. “He promised me five hundred dollars.”


  Tanisha whistled. “I’d dig a hole for five hundred dollars. Where do I sign up?”


  I elbowed her. “How were you going to deliver it to him?”


  Jason sighed. “I was supposed to meet him at the wildlife reserve off of Route 13.”


  That wasn’t too far from the factory where Billy had been hiding out. “Did you know where he was staying?”


  Jason shook his head. When I talked to Billy later that day, I would see if Jason’s story held up. Hopefully, their stories would match. I moved on. “How did you know Katie?”


  He set four oranges in a line. “We were friends.”


  I folded my arms. “That’s pretty unusual for an Amish girl to be friends with an English boy, isn’t it?”


  He shrugged a second time. “I guess.”


  “How did you meet?”


  He scowled. “None of your business.”


  Tanisha gave him one of her most dazzling smiles. “Come on, Jason, we were doing so well. What difference does it make if you answer our questions about Katie now?”


  He seemed to consider her question.


  Tanisha repeated my question. “How did you and Katie meet?”


  He straightened an orange on the pyramid. “She used to work at the cheese shop on the square and I saw her walk home every day from work. My family lives a couple of miles down the road from the Lambright farm, so one day it was raining really hard and I offered her a ride.”


  “She accepted a ride from a stranger?”


  Jason glared at Tee. “I wasn’t a stranger; I was her neighbor. We’d seen each other lots of times growing up.”


  “Were your families friendly then?” I asked.


  Jason flicked his dark eyes in my direction. “No. Her parents didn’t have much use for Englischers,” he said, mocking the Pennsylvania Dutch word for non-Amish.


  “When did you offer her that first ride?” Tanisha asked.


  His pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose with his thumb. “About two years ago. We chatted on the way home. She was really funny and friendly. Not like other Amish girls I’ve met or even most regular American girls. She was the first girl to take an interest in me.”


  Tanisha pounced on that comment. “An interest in you? Like as a boyfriend?”


  He fingered combed his hair over his glasses. “No. Katie would never have thought of me in that way. I wasn’t Amish.” His voice was laced with bitterness. He added two more oranges to his structure. “We were friends. That was it. After that first one, I gave her rides home a lot. We could talk about things, like what we both really wanted. Katie and I understood each other.”


  “How did her family feel about you giving her rides if they didn’t like non-Amish people?” Tanisha asked.


  He picked up the shopping basket I filled with oranges and began setting them one by one back into place. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “They didn’t know. Katie always had me drop her off out of sight of the farm even when the weather was really bad. Her dad is a tyrant and her stepmother is a terror. They would have never allowed Katie to ride in my car.” He frowned. “They’d rather she’d freeze to death on the side of the road.”


  Tanisha moved her basket of oranges closer to Jason. “Do you think her parents would become angry enough to hurt her?”


  “I—I don’t know.”


  I shifted my feet. “How well do you know Caleb King?”


  His eyes flashed as he straightened up. “He’s a jerk. I told Katie to break up with him. I knew if she married him, she’d be sorry. He’s just like her father.”


  “What do you mean?” Tanisha asked.


  Jason ignored her question. “Nathan was better for her.”


  “You know Nathan?” I asked.


  “No. I know what she told me.”


  “What did she tell you about Caleb?”


  He turned to me with eyes shining with tears. “What does it matter now? She’s dead.”


  “Jason, that’s exactly why it matters.”


  The woman at the cash register snapped her gum and glared at us. “Catcher, you think you’re on break or something? Stop flirting and get back to work.”


  Jason’s face turned red. “I can’t talk to you anymore about this.”


  I leaned forward so the clerk couldn’t hear me. “Can we talk another time?”


  “No.”


  “What about Anna?”


  He stared at me. “Katie’s little sister?”


  “Don’t you want to help her? She wants to know what happened to Katie. She asked me for help. What was Katie’s relationship with Anna?”


  His mouth turned downward. “She loved Anna. Her sister was her whole world and the only reason she stayed in that awful house.” He shuddered. “The last thing Katie would have wanted would be to leave Anna alone with no one to protect her.”


  “Protect her from whom?” Tanisha asked.


  The cashier’s glare dug into the back of my neck.


  Jason’s eyes flicked toward the cashier. “I’m done with my shift at three. If you want to meet me in the parking lot then, I’ll talk to you.”


  “Thank you, Jason.” I pulled on Tanisha’s arm. It was time to go before Jason changed his mind.


  Tanisha pulled a plastic bag from the turnstile and placed five oranges inside. “I’m ready to go.” She walked to the cashier to check out.


  The cashier snapped her gum. “What are two pretty girls like you doing talking to that screw-up? He’s never had a girl look at him in his life.” She said this loud enough for everyone in the small market, including Jason, to hear.


  Tanisha gave her one of her more brilliant smiles. “I think he’s cute.” She slapped a five on the counter. “That should cover the ruined oranges.”


  Hiding a smile, I followed my best friend out into the parking lot.


  Tee snorted as she zipped up her coat just outside of the automatic doors. “That woman was awful. I don’t know how Jason can work with her all day long.”


  “He probably doesn’t have much of a choice. There aren’t many non-Amish jobs in Appleseed Creek.”


  “That stinks that he can’t talk until three. I promised my mom that I would be on my way home by then. I’m kind of getting into this sleuthing thing.”


  “We can make one more stop for you to exercise your detective skills on.”


  She rubbed her hands together. “Are we going to question the boyfriend? He’s usually the main suspect.”


  I shook my head. “We’re going to buy some cheese.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  Tanisha inhaled the earthy scent of the cheese shop. “I must buy some for my mom. She loves Amish cheese. It might make up for me coming down here and not spending every waking minute with the fam.” She picked up a basket and fell into line with the other English shoppers taste-testing the cheeses from the room-long, open-air coolers. “Horseradish.” She popped it into her mouth. “Wow, that has a kick.” She scooted closer to me. “Who are we looking for?”


  “The girl stocking the mustard display.”


  Tee whipped her head around and examined Debbie Stutzman, a tall and thin Amish girl with a slightly slumped posture, the kind often found in girls who wished they were shorter.


  I poked her. “Can you be a little more subtle?”


  “No need to be subtle. She already knows you’re here. She’s glaring at you. What did you do for her to dislike you so much?”


  I sighed. “Got her arrested.”


  “What?” Tee yelped.


  “Shh, it’s a long story, and I’m not going to tell it to you here,” I hissed.


  “Fair enough.” Tee started in Debbie’s direction. “I think Mom would like some Amish mustard too.”


  I suppressed a groan and followed her.


  Debbie crossed her bony arms. “What do you want?”


  I wasn’t surprised by the cold reception, considering that the last time I saw Debbie she was being handcuffed and read her rights by Chief Rose.


  When I didn’t answer right away, she said, “I know you’re not here to buy cheese.”


  Tanisha shook her head. “We are. I’m making a gift basket for my mother. A belated Christmas gift. I have horseradish in here. What mustard do you recommend to go with that?”


  Debbie appraised Tee with her small eyes. “I wouldn’t put any mustard with it. It has enough bite on its own.”


  “You’re right about that,” Tanisha agreed.


  “I see you have Amish Swiss in your basket. Our natural mustard will go well with that.” Debbie, now more relaxed, removed a four-ounce jar from the shelf.


  “That’s not much,” Tee said.


  “It will last you a long time. It’s not like mustard from the supermarket where you have to slather it on to taste it.” She opened the taster jar, dipped a tiny white plastic spoon into it, and then handed the spoon to Tanisha. “Try it.”


  Tee placed the spoon in her mouth and her eyes watered. “Wow! Now that’s a kick.” Tee put two jars into her basket.


  “Debbie, Tanisha is here to shop, but I want to talk to you about Katie Lambright.”


  Debbie fixed a hair pin that was falling out of her prayer cap. “Are you wearing a wire today?”


  I cringed. “No.”


  “Is that police chief with you?”


  I shook my head. “We heard that Katie worked here.”


  Debbie’s expression was hooded. “She did, but she quit almost six months ago.”


  Six month ago. Why hadn’t Jason mentioned that?


  “Was she a friend of yours?” Tanisha asked while adding a jar of corn relish to her basket. At this rate her mother, who could not cook to save her life, would have a full Amish pantry.


  Debbie glanced at her. She seemed more open to talk to Tee, and that was fine with me. I understood her hesitation around me. “We were friendly, but we weren’t close friends. Katie was always more interested in boys than in girlfriends. There was also a new Amish boy coming around the shop hoping to court her. She was a very pretty girl, so it’s no surprise. When word got around the county she had broken up with Caleb King, it was the worst. There wasn’t a moment of peace in the shop with all the hopeful young men dropping by. It didn’t last long though. She moved on to Nathan Garner within a few weeks.”


  “Why did she quit?” Tanisha asked, taking the lead in questioning.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I told you we didn’t talk much unless it was about work, and there is only so much you can say about cheese. She worked here a long time, nearly five years.” She pushed her cart away from the mustard display and in front of the Colby and cheddar cheeses.


  Tanisha sniffed a wedge of white cheddar. “Did she find another job?”


  “I don’t know.” She stacked Colby cheese in a pile on a bed of plastic grass. “I always thought she left because of that Englischer who hung around the shop. He seemed to make her nervous.”


  Jason.


  “What was his name?” I asked.


  Debbie shot me a dirty look. “I heard her call him Jason once.”


  Tanisha added a small round of Colby to her basket. “Did she ever say anything about him?”


  Debbie shook her head. “Nee, but most days when it was near to closing time, he waited for her outside in his car. She was always extra nervous when the Englischer was around. She became clumsy, dropping jars and baskets or tripping over her own two feet when he was outside.”


  “Would she have confided in anyone here at the shop about him?”


  She shook her head. “Like I said, she didn’t really talk to any of the ladies. She was quiet.”


  Debbie straightened the cheddar on the bed of artificial grass. “Mr. Umble, who owns the cheese shop, got tired of the Englischer standing around outside of his shop. One day last summer he went out to confront the boy. He told him that he wasn’t allowed to park in front of the cheese shop anymore. Didn’t make much of a difference. The Englischer just moved his car to a spot by the square where he could continue to watch the store. It was unnerving. I didn’t like to go out there by myself when he was watching. Katie quit a week after that.”


  Debbie peered into Tanisha’s basket. “You have some good stuff there, but have you tried the mint-chocolate cheese?”


  Tanisha’s eyes glowed. “Mint-chocolate cheese? Tell me more.”


  “Follow me.” Debbie led Tee across the room to the specialty sweet cheeses.


  I stayed by the mustard. Debbie’s account of Jason wasn’t meshing with the awkward teen that Tanisha and I questioned at the market. Was he a goofy kid head over heels in love with an Amish girl? Or a crazy stalker? Had I been wrong about him? I hurried over to Debbie and Tanisha, my friend’s basket so full of cheese and other Amish foods she could barely lift it. Debbie grinned ear to ear as she rung up the sale.


  We loaded all the cheese Tanisha bought into my car. “I kind of feel bad that your visit has turned into a murder investigation.”


  Tanisha shrugged. “I don’t mind.”


  “Well, I do. Can you stay an hour longer than planned?”


  “Maybe,” she said with a grin. “What are we going to do?”


  “It’s a surprise. First we need to go back to the house and change into warmer clothes, and then we pick up the Troyer kids.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  Thomas and Naomi squealed with delight as they sledded down the hill on a toboggan at the back end of Harshberger’s campus.


  “You’re next,” I told Tanisha, who sat on a second toboggan. I gave her a running start. Her scream was three times louder than the children’s.


  Thomas and Naomi waited for her at the bottom of the hill, jumping up and down. “Tee! Tee!”


  I smiled. My nickname for Tanisha was much easier for them to pronounce than her given name.


  The trio climbed back up the hill, which wasn’t particularly high compared to the hills that Tanisha and I had sledded down as children. Knox County was much flatter than our hometown in Cuyahoga County. The only thing that would have made the afternoon better was if Ruth had agreed to come with us.


  “It’s your turn,” Thomas shouted and handed me the string of the toboggan.


  I took it. “Okay. Who wants to ride with me?”


  Naomi waved her hand in the air.


  “Let’s do it.” I positioned the toboggan to face downhill and sat on it. Naomi snuggled in front of my lap.


  “I’ll give you a push.” Thomas’s mittened hands dug into the upper part of my back.


  “Not too hard,” I told him. “Naomi is riding with me.”


  “Ya, not too hard,” Thomas assured me.


  I knew that Thomas had every intention of sending us catapulting down the hill. I wrapped my arms around Naomi. “Okay, go!”


  I could no longer feel Thomas’s hands on my back as we flew down the hill. Naomi squealed with delight. I heard myself squeal too. Faintly, I recognized the shouts of Tanisha and Thomas at the top of the hill, cheering us on.


  At the bottom, Naomi and I rolled off the sled in a heap. I tickled her and she giggled. We struggled to our feet and waved to Tee and Thomas above. My wave froze. Behind Tanisha, a man stood watching us—and it looked like Curt. “Tee!” I cried.


  She laughed and waved, but missed the urgency in my voice.


  Naomi clung to my arm. I picked up the rope to the toboggan, and we made our way up the hill. Because of the angle, I could no longer see Curt anymore. “Tee, there’s someone up there with you.”


  This time she heard me and glanced behind her. She looked back at me and held her hands aloft.


  Naomi and I reached the top of the hill, but Curt was nowhere to be seen.


  “I saw him too,” Naomi whispered.


  “Tee, can you keep sledding here with the kids? I thought I saw someone. I’m just going to go check to see if I can find him.”


  Thomas was already on the next toboggan cruising down the hill.


  Tanisha’s forehead crinkled. “Okay.”


  Curt’s footprints were easy to follow in the snow. The sledding hill stood behind the gym, and his footprints stopped at the edge of a large parking lot. Curt’s beat-up green pickup sat near the curb in front of the gymnasium doors. The sight of it made me sick to my stomach.


  I ducked behind the side of the building. Should I stay or should I go? I peeked around the corner. Brock, Curt’s best friend, leaned against the hood of the truck and his voice carried across the still winter air. “If I hear one more thing about that girl I’m going to puke. Seriously man, I can hardly stand you anymore.”


  That girl? Katie? Did Brock and Curt have something to do with her death?


  Curt stuck his hands deep into his jeans pockets. “I think she might be doing something right.”


  Brock sneered, an expression I found disconcerting on his smooth features, “’Course she is. Red is a goody two-shoes. Is that what you want to be too?”


  I took in a sharp breath. Red? They weren’t talking about Katie . . . they were talking about me.


  Curt winced. “If I could talk to her—”


  “That would take guts to go up and talk to her, and you surely haven’t shown any of those lately. I don’t even understand you anymore, man.”


  Curt opened the door to the truck’s cab. “I need time to think.”


  Brock pointed a finger at him. “That right there is your problem.”


  “Let’s just leave, okay?” Curt said.


  “Fine by me,” Brock replied. He stomped around the vehicle to the passenger side of the truck and got in.


  Curt gunned the engine, and the duo peeled away—thankfully in the opposite direction of my hiding place.


  When I could no longer hear the truck, I ran back to Tee and the children.


  “Everything okay?” Tanisha asked when I made it back.


  I nodded, but some of the joy of the day had vanished.


  After we dropped off the children, I drove us back to the house so that Tanisha could pack for Cleveland. Inside the guest room, I felt an ache in my chest as I watched my friend gather her clothes. Even though she had only stayed with Becky and me for two days, her possessions were strewn all over the room. I smiled as I wondered how her roommates in Italy dealt with her messy habits. That was the only thing I didn’t miss about living with Tanisha.


  Tanisha chewed on her lower lip. “Chloe, after hearing what Debbie had to say, I don’t know if you should talk to Jason alone. He seemed harmless in person, but she made him out to be a nutcase.”


  “I won’t talk to him alone,” I promised. “I’ll ask Timothy if he will go with me.” If I can find him, I mentally added. I hadn’t heard from Timothy since he dropped me off at the house last night. I called and texted. No answer.


  Tanisha wadded up a T-shirt and threw it into her overnight bag. “What’s that face for?”


  I blinked. “What face?”


  She placed her hands on her hips. “Please. I’ve known you my entire life. When you said Timothy’s name, your face pinched. Is something wrong in paradise?”


  “No. Nothing is wrong. At least I don’t think so. He was just really shook up about what happened in the factory yesterday.”


  “Anyone would be.”


  “It’s more personal for Timothy.” I told her about Aaron’s accident.


  Her brow shot up. “This is the same Aaron that you were all upset about Becky cutting her hair over yesterday?”


  I nodded.


  She gave me a reassuring smile. “I have something to cheer you up—your Christmas gift,” Tanisha said.


  I smoothed the comforter on the bed. “If I’d known you were coming, I would have had something for you too.”


  She placed a hand on her hip. “Please. Those iTunes credits you e-mailed me were perfect. You don’t know how starved I am for music over there.” She rooted through her bag and removed a crumpled business-size envelope and handed it to me. “Merry Christmas.”


  I turned the envelope over in my hand. “This is my gift?”


  “Ignore the presentation. It’s the contents that count. Oh, and the gift is from my parents and me. It was my idea, but their money.”


  Now I was really curious. I opened the envelope and removed a hot pink sheet of paper, which read, “Merry Christmas. This document entitles you to one round-trip airfare to Milan, Italy, at a date of your choosing. With love, The Greens.”


  I let the page float to my lap. “I . . . I . . .”


  Tanisha jumped up and down. “You’re coming to Italy.” She squealed so loud she sounded much like Naomi on the toboggan.


  I didn’t say anything but read the paper over again just to make sure I understood it correctly.


  “You will come, won’t you? I’ve seen your new world, now I want you to see mine. This summer will be perfect. I will be off from teaching, and college here won’t be busy.” She stopped bouncing. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”


  “Tee, your family has already done so much for me. How can I accept this?”


  She sat next to me on the bed. “Because you have to. It’s a rule. You have to accept Christmas gifts. I read it somewhere.”


  I read the paper again and grinned. “Okay, I accept.”


  “Eeee!” She squished me against her in a mammoth hug. “I can’t wait for you to come. We will have so much fun. We can go to Venice and Rome. It will be amazing.”


  “It sounds amazing,” I agreed.


  She hopped off the bed and started to cram everything she had taken out of her bag in search of my gift back into it. “I wish I could stay longer, but I promised Mom that I’d come back home today. I fly back to Italy on New Year’s Eve.” She rolled her eyes. “What a fun way to spend a holiday—in an airport. Mom wants you to come up and spend my last couple of days with us. You should. You don’t have to work.”


  “I can’t. I need to be here for—”


  She grinned. “For Timothy. I get it. Just promise to spend your honeymoon in Italy, and I won’t gripe about not having more time to spend with you.”


  I snorted. “Honeymoon?”


  She smiled knowingly. “Cole never looked at me the way Timothy looks at you, and I never looked at him the way you look at Timothy. That engagement was doomed. We just fell into it because it was the logical next step after dating for such a long time. With you and Timothy it will be different.” She jabbed her fists into her hips. “I’d better be your maid of honor.”


  I leaned forward and hugged her. “I promise that if I ever get married, you will be my maid of honor.”


  “Excellent. I’m going to start dress shopping in Milan. They have some gorgeous options there.”


  “Way out of your price range.” I pointed at her basket. “Especially now that you spent half of your salary on cheese.”


  She pulled a brightly colored stocking cap onto her head. “You can’t buy just one.” She picked up her overnight bag. “Tell Becky and Timothy I said good-bye, okay? And tell Grandfather Zook that I want him to adopt me.”


  I laughed. “I will.”


  “And I expect you to go find that handsome carpenter the moment I leave and give him a great big hug.”


  My smile wavered. “I’ll try to do that too.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  After Tanisha was gone, I retrieved my cell phone from my purse and called Timothy again. No answer. I knew I shouldn’t be too concerned. Many times when Timothy was on a job with all the power saws and nail guns going off, he didn’t hear his cell phone ring. However after last night, a kernel of anxiety plagued the corner of my mind. Was he avoiding me? I left him a voice mail early that morning telling him Chief Rose wanted us to visit Billy at the Mount Vernon hospital, but had he gotten the message?


  I shook it off. If I couldn’t reach Timothy, Chief Rose was the next best option. After the factory disaster, I planned to keep the chief abreast of all my movements.


  “Chief Rose,” her sharp voice barked into my ear. It lacked all of its typical humor. She was still angry and wanted me to know it.


  “I have some information for you,” I said, keeping my voice businesslike.


  “What is it, Humphrey?”


  “I spoke to Jason Catcher today.”


  “Did you sit on him?” Sarcasm leaked into her voice.


  “No, and neither did Tanisha.”


  “Good to know. I had him down at the station for a couple of hours yesterday. I assume he told you about how Billy a.k.a. Walter was going to pay him for his trouble over the box.”


  “He did. Do you believe his story?”


  “I don’t see any reason not to as long as Walter corroborates it. I’ve seen folks do a lot worse things for five hundred bucks.”


  I was sure she had. “He also told me that he and Katie Lambright were friends, so much so that he gave her a ride home from the cheese shop on the square several times a week.”


  “Interesting,” she said, her voice holding a friendlier quality. “What else you got?”


  “He also alluded that the Lambrights’ home life wasn’t good.”


  “Abuse?” The sound of her voice had turned sharp again.


  “Maybe. I’m going to talk to Anna again about it.”


  “Be careful. If the girls were being abused, too many questions will make her clam up. I will say that when Troyer and I left the Lambrights’ house after delivering the news about Katie, I was happy to go. It was a cold place.”


  I shivered. “After talking to Jason, we stopped by the cheese shop.” I went on to tell her what Debbie said.


  She grunted. “I’m glad Debbie talked to you. Your old Amish whisperer tricks are back.”


  Debbie had talked more to Tanisha, but I didn’t bother to correct her.


  She continued. “That’s interesting, though, Debbie’s take on Jason Catcher. I will stop by the shop later and talk to Mr. Umble about him.”


  “I didn’t talk to Jason as long as I would’ve liked. His coworker thought he was slacking, so he said he would talk to me again after he got off work. I promised to meet him in the market’s parking lot at three.”


  “Whoa, Humphrey, you are telling me about this before it happens?” Her voice grew stronger, bolder. “To what do I owe this honor?”


  I frowned. “Do you want to go with me to talk to him?”


  I heard tapping, as if the police chief drummed her fingers on a table. “If I show up, he won’t say a word. I have to admit, Humphrey, you got some good information here. As much as you and Troyer annoy me, I’m impressed with your ability to convince the Amish to trust you. Something, I’ve unfortunately never been able to do.” She paused. “Is your friend Tanisha going with you? If this Jason kid really is a nut job, you shouldn’t be alone with him.”


  “Tanisha went back home. If you won’t go, I plan to ask Timothy to come with me.”


  “Good. Hold on a minute.”


  I heard the clicking of computer keys.


  “Catcher has a speeding ticket from two years ago. Other than that he has nothing on his record. That doesn’t mean he’s innocent. I don’t trust everything Debbie Stutzman says. As we both know she can lie with the best of them, but I don’t see why she would bother to make this up unless it’s to aggravate you. It is partly your fault that she spent those few days in jail, so I wouldn’t doubt that she holds a nasty grudge against you.”


  I opened my mouth to protest, but she kept talking.


  “I’ll head over to the cheese shop now and talk to Umble. If he corroborates Debbie’s story, I have no reason to doubt it. I will call you right away after I talk to him. Either way, I want you to keep your appointment with Jason, and we will see how it plays out. This is the best lead that I have. Other than Walter/Billy strung up at the hospital. I haven’t ruled him out as the killer yet.”


  “Strung up?”


  “You’ll understand when you see him. You do still plan to visit the hospital, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good.” Chief Rose sighed as if the weight of the world rested on her shoulders—or at least the weight of the tiny community of Appleseed Creek. “If Katie felt she was being stalked as Debbie Stutzman described, why didn’t anyone tell the police? If she lived in an abusive home, why didn’t anyone report it?”


  “Because—”


  “Don’t answer that, Humphrey, it was a rhetorical question. Yes, I know it was because they’re Amish.” She cleared her throat. “There would be a lot less crime in this town if folks were willing to talk to the authorities. Unfortunately, I’m not going to be the one who breaks a two-hundred-year history of silence.”


  I didn’t know what to say.


  “I’ll have Nottingham stationed across the street from the market in the gas station’s parking lot. That way he can swoop in and save you if things go bad. I don’t expect any problems if Troyer is with you, though. He’s twice Jason’s size. Find out why someone may think he stalked Katie.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “Do better than your best, Humphrey, you owe me. Now, call Timothy and get him on board.” She hung up.


  I called Timothy’s cell again. Still no answer. I dialed the main office at Young’s. Ellie’s son, Uriah, picked up on the first ring. “I don’t know where he is, Chloe. He called and said that he couldn’t make it today.”


  “Is he sick?”


  “He didn’t seem sick. I figured that he was doing something with you or his family. It was pretty unusual. Timothy comes in no matter what, even when he’s deathly ill. If he can’t make it, I don’t question him. I knew it must be important.”


  I thanked Uriah and ended the call. A knot tightened in the middle of my stomach as I called Danny’s cell.


  “Yo,” Danny said in my ear.


  “Do you know where Timothy is? He called off work today.”


  “Timothy didn’t go to Young’s?”


  “I just spoke to Uri. He’s not there. Do you know where he is?”


  Horses whinnied in the background. “What? I can’t hear you.” In addition to driving a delivery truck, Danny was a horse trainer at a large English farm in the next county. “Timothy is usually at Young’s by now. You should try there.”


  I didn’t bother to repeat that I already had.


  It was close to one. I needed to find Timothy soon if he was going to make the interview with Jason and me. I hopped into my car and drove the twenty minutes to the rented house where Timothy and Danny lived near the square.


  Timothy’s truck was gone. I removed my key from my pocket, happy that Timothy had given me a spare. Mostly it was to let Mabel in and out of the house if he was out of town.


  Frantic barking came from inside of the house. Timothy left Mabel behind? He never left Mabel behind. With shaky hands, I turned the key in the lock. The fluffy brown and black dog launched herself onto me like she had just escaped from the kennel. I managed to keep my balance. “Settle girl. Settle.”


  She dropped her front paws to the porch floor. I stepped in the house. Everything looked just as it did that last time I was there. Baskets of clean laundry from the laundromat sat in the middle of the living room in the perfect location for someone to trip over. A pizza box sat on the coffee table. The place wasn’t a pigsty, but it wasn’t neat as a pin either. It was clear a couple of guys lived there alone. Guilt itched the back of my head. I felt like I was intruding onto Timothy’s personal space. Was barging into his house a sign that I didn’t trust him? I shook worry from my head. It wasn’t lack of trust—I was afraid for Timothy.


  A notepad sat on the kitchen counter with Knox Room 211 scrawled across it in Timothy’s handwriting.


  The light dawned. “He means Knox Community Hospital room 211,” I told the dog. “He went to see Billy after all.”


  Before I left, I let Mabel into the backyard for a potty break. She wasn’t happy when I locked her back inside the house.


  Since I had moved to Appleseed Creek, I had seen more than my fair share of the community hospital in Mount Vernon. I wasn’t at all surprised when the nurse at the receptionist’s desk recognized me with a smile.


  “I’m looking for Timothy,” I told her. “I think he’s in room 211.”


  She pointed in the direction of the elevators. I nodded to the young doctor as I stepped into the elevator. The hospital in Mount Vernon was much smaller than the one my mother had been in after her accident in Cleveland, but the antiseptic, sterile smell was the same. The scent always took me back to the memory of my mother’s accident, of my father picking me up from the sleepover when I expected to see my mother, of him not talking to me while we drove to the hospital, of a doctor I never saw before and would never see again telling us my mother was dead. I closed my eyes as the elevator rose to the second floor, willing the memories to recede just like the first floor of the hospital.


  “Afraid of elevators?” The young doctor asked.


  I gave him a weak smile. To my relief the elevator doors opened, and I stepped out. A few feet away, Timothy sat in the hallway in one of the plastic molded chairs, his head bent in prayer. My mother’s death was forgotten for the moment. There was an empty seat next to him, and I took it without a word. He didn’t look up, but quietly reached across my lap and took my hand.


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  Timothy’s voice cracked. “Billy put me down as his emergency contact. I got a call from the hospital last night. He asked them to call me. He wanted to see me.”


  “You’ve been here since last night?” My voice rose.


  He nodded, his blue eyes bloodshot.


  “Why didn’t you call me?” I tried to keep the hurt out of my voice. “I would have come with you.”


  “I know, but it’s something that I had to do alone.”


  I left it at that. “What did the doctors say? Is he going to be okay?”


  “Yes, the prognosis is the same that Chief Rose gave you over the phone. A broken leg is the worst of his injuries. He’s very lucky,” Timothy added in a whisper.


  “If he’s going to be okay, why are you so upset?”


  “Because I was careless just like before. I was overconfident. I thought I could talk Billy into doing the right thing without Greta’s help. I didn’t know that I was that person again. I reminded myself of my younger self, who I didn’t like very much. Because of it, Billy was hurt just like Aaron.”


  Becky’s short hair came to mind. That would be more pain for Aaron to deal with. Timothy didn’t know about it yet, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him there in the hospital. I needed to tell him soon, though. He should be warned before he saw his sister. “You can’t take all the blame. I won’t let you. We both made a mistake.” I touched his cheek, turning his head so that he looked me in the eye. “And Billy made a mistake too. No one is innocent in this situation.”


  His eyes filled with tears. “Something could have happened to you. You could have been killed. I could never have lived with myself.”


  “I’m here. I’m fine. God protected us.”


  “Even though I didn’t deserve it.”


  “God’s protection is not about what’s deserved. If that were the case, no one on earth would have it.”


  He took both of my hands in his. “Chloe, I—”


  The hospital room door opened, and Becky’s lawyer, Tyler Hart—who was also Billy’s lawyer—stepped into the hallway.


  Timothy dropped my hands like they burned his fingers.


  I swallowed my hurt, knowing he hadn’t meant to wound me.


  By the sour expression on his face, Tyler didn’t miss the hand holding. “Timothy, Billy wants to see you again before you leave.”


  Timothy stood. “All right.”


  I stood too. “Can I come with you?”


  Timothy put his hand on my back. “Let me talk to Billy a minute alone first.”


  “All right,” I whispered.


  Tyler raised an eyebrow at me after Timothy slipped into Billy’s hospital room. “He is beating himself up over Billy’s accident.”


  I nodded.


  “I expect that you told him it wasn’t his fault.”


  “I did.”


  He cracked his knuckles, the sound of it like a gunshot in the sterile white hallway. “Good. Both Billy and I told him the same thing. I don’t think he believed either of us though.”


  I frowned. “Can you tell me why Billy kept you as his lawyer now?”


  Tyler chuckled. “You never give up. I’ll say this—Billy’s run-ins with the law have never resulted in his arrest. He’s received some strong warnings, but never been fingerprinted or booked. His problems were violations pertaining to his business, like where he parked the unregistered vehicles he was revamping or what machinery he had in his shop. He’s paid some hefty fines over the years to avoid arrests. I thought it was just because he didn’t want to spend a night in jail. Now I know the real reason. Had he been fingerprinted, the truth would have come out a lot sooner.”


  “I still don’t understand how he was able to change his identity like that. Aren’t there checks for that sort of identity theft?”


  “Sure there are if anyone is watching or cares. Billy had some powerful friends in the Detroit crime circuit who owed him some favors. They got him the new identity and were almost able to erase the real Billy Thorpe—who had no family or connections who would have noticed someone using his identity.”


  “Wouldn’t the computer system have blocked them from doing that?”


  “We’re talking over twelve years ago. Computer security wasn’t even close to what it is today. The really good Internet hackers were three steps ahead of the police. Some of them still are ahead of law enforcement, but nothing like back then. The Detroit PD may have been able to track it down if they had been so inclined to pursue Billy, but they had bigger problems right in front of them, like gangs and organized crime. So they just let it go.”


  I adjusted my purse strap on my shoulder. “What will happen to Billy now?”


  Tyler sighed. “That depends if Chief Rose charges him with Katie Lambright’s murder or not.”


  “Will she?”


  “Don’t know. She’s pretty steamed over the whole incident in the factory.”


  “Trust me. I know that.” I winced, thinking of Chief Rose’s icy tone over the phone. “Do you think Billy killed the girl?”


  Tyler shook his head. “No. As far as I can tell, the first time he ever laid eyes on her was when he found her behind the barn. He made a mistake. He should have called the police, or at least given an anonymous tip. The girl was there for a couple of days before you and Timothy came along.”


  “But the family didn’t report her missing,” I said barely above a whisper.


  “Greta said that. I wonder why not. She’s legally an adult, but that seems harsh.”


  “They thought she ran away and became English.”


  Tyler, whose grandfather left the Amish way for the English life, nodded. “Ah.”


  The hospital door opened, and Timothy stepped out. His movements appeared lighter and the color had returned to his permanently tan cheeks. “Chloe, Billy wants to talk to you alone.”


  I frowned. I knew the chief wanted me to talk to Billy, but I’d thought that Timothy would be at my side during the conversation. I wasn’t eager to see the three-hundred-pound mechanic on my own. However, Timothy looked so much happier than when I first saw him in the hospital’s hallway. I didn’t want to ask him to join me in Billy’s hospital room and possibly upset him again.


  Timothy placed an arm around my shoulder, not caring that Tyler was standing right there. “It’s okay. He needs to talk to you.”


  I nodded, told Tyler good-bye, and then stepped into the room. An IV was attached to Billy’s arm. White gauze wrapped his head like a turban, and his badly broken leg was elevated. Chief Rose’s joke about Billy being strung up at the hospital finally made sense. Billy’s eyes were closed, as if he were sleeping. I didn’t think that I could sleep if my leg were suspended like that.


  “Thank you for coming, Chloe,” Billy said, his voice, hoarse and gravelly, maybe from all the yelling he did before his fall.


  I inched toward the bed, but left four feet between the two of us. “How are you feeling?”


  He half-laughed, half-coughed. “I’ve been better.”


  I folded my arms. “I’m sure you have.”


  “I’ve been telling the nurse how they could make some improvements around here with duct tape. I see a lot of potential.”


  “If you’re giving duct taping advice, that’s a very good sign.”


  His smile dissolved into a cough. “I’m sorry. The doctor says I have a respiratory infection from living in the factory.”


  “Probably not the healthiest place to be hiding.” My voice was sharp.


  “No.” He grimaced. “I’ve done nothing but make wrong decisions since I saw that girl outside of the Gundy barn. I don’t know what came over me. I panicked. I should have called for help. I should have thought of someone other than myself. All I could see was my life in Appleseed Creek falling away.” He turned his head and rested his cheek on his white pillow. “Chloe, I’m so sorry. I don’t remember much of what happened yesterday, but Chief Rose and Tyler filled me in on a lot of it. Not that it’s an excuse, but I had been drinking. Please know that I would have never put you in harm’s way like that had I been in my right mind.”


  “I know, Billy. Both Timothy and I know that.” I said it like I almost believed it.


  He closed his eyes for a brief second. “Timothy thinks that this is somehow his fault. It’s not. It’s my fault, and I gladly take the blame.”


  “I know he appreciates that.”


  He held out his meaty hand. I stared at it but didn’t take it. My boots rooted into the linoleum flooring. His face fell as he folded the arm back onto his chest. “I understand if you can’t forgive me for what I’ve done.”


  I stood perfectly still.


  He turned to gaze straight ahead. “I don’t blame you.”


  “Billy, I know you weren’t yourself yesterday. I forgive you. I just need a little time before I trust you again.”


  A tear slid down his cheek. “That’s fair.”


  Guilt coursed through my body, but I didn’t move any closer to him. I cleared my throat. “Tell me about Jason Catcher.”


  He raised his head from the pillow. “Jason? Why do you want to know about him?”


  “You tell me.”


  “A 2007 Chevy Cavalier.”


  “What?” I asked.


  “That’s the car I sold him two years ago. I may forget a person, but I never forget a car.”


  “Did you know him before the car sale?”


  “No. I’m the first person all the young guys in Appleseed Creek come to for a car. My stuff is reliable, and more importantly, it’s cheap. Most of my customers are young guys. I sold Timothy his first truck.”


  “I know. But you know Jason better than that, don’t you?”


  Billy rested his cheek on his pillow again. “He works for me around the shop when I need extra help.” His tone was evasive.


  Was he protecting Jason or himself?


  “And?”


  He turned his head away.


  “Billy, if you want me to trust you again, you have to earn that trust. Right now, I don’t think it’s possible.”


  He still said nothing.


  I clenched my jaw. “What about the box at the Gundy barn? Will you tell me about that?”


  Billy whipped his head back so fast in my direction that it must have pained the injuries from his fall. “How do you know about that?”


  “Jason was caught red-handed with it.” I didn’t add that Tanisha and I were the ones who caught him.


  Billy gasped, which turned into a cough. “Where is he?”


  “He is at the police station being interrogated by Chief Rose.”


  He continued to cough, shaking his head. “Jason doesn’t deserve that. He was doing me a favor.”


  “What kind of favor?” I knew, but I had to hear it from Billy to make sure his and Jason’s stories matched.


  Billy licked his dry, cracked lips. “I asked him to go to the Gundy barn and dig up a metal safe-deposit box I buried there years ago. It held photos and mementoes from my past—things I couldn’t have with me, but that I couldn’t part with either. And it held escape money in case anyone in Appleseed Creek learned about my past. When I found the dead girl, I was too terrified to dig it up myself.” His watery eyes bore into me. “I’m telling you, Jason was only doing me a favor. He is innocent in all this. He is a good kid.”


  “A favor that you were going to pay him five hundred dollars for.”


  His head dropped back onto the pillow. “Yes.” He closed his eyes for a minute. “I was so furious when Jason didn’t come with the box at the time we agreed on. That’s when I thought it was all over and started drinking.”


  “And then Timothy and I showed up.”


  He gave the slightest of nods.


  “What do you know about Jason’s relationship with Katie Lambright?”


  His eyes flashed. “Jason worked for me, and I did ask him to bring that box to me. He had nothing to do with the girl.”


  “How do you know? Were the two of you close? Did he talk to you about his friends and girlfriends?”


  His mouth fell open, and then he clamped it shut. “I did know that there was a particular girl he liked. He talked about her all the time, but he never told me her name and I never asked.”


  “What did he tell you about her?”


  “Oh, that she was very pretty. All boys think that the girls they like are the prettiest girls in the world. She worked at the cheese shop on the square.” Billy must have noticed the change in my expression. “What?”


  I shook my head. “Anything else?”


  “He hated her parents and said they are the reason he and this girl could never be together.” He sighed. “I thought it was normal teenage boy hormones, so I let him talk about it at my shop to blow off some steam.”


  “Did he say anything in particular about the girl’s parents?”


  “Just that they were really strict.” He licked his lips again. “Jason thought the dad might have hit the girl before.”


  I closed my eyes for a moment. “And you didn’t tell anyone about this?”


  “How could I? I would risk—”


  “Revealing your own secret,” I finished for him.


  Billy’s face flushed as red as his beard.


  “Did you suggest to Jason to tell the police about the possible abuse?”


  “Yes, but he said the girl would be angry with him if he did.”


  I turned to go. “I hope you feel better, Billy. I really do, and I hope for Timothy’s sake you can put your life back together. He cares about you.”


  His eyes watered. “I know. He’s one of the good guys. Don’t ever forget that.”


  “I won’t,” I promised, and took the two steps to the door.


  “I need to tell you one more thing.”


  I placed my hand on the doorknob and half-turned his direction. “What’s that?”


  “I’m not a natural redhead.”


  “I already know that.” I gave him a small smile. “Even if it’s not natural, we are still the only two bright redheads in town.”


  “Thank you,” he whispered. Another tear slid down his cheek.


  When I stepped out of Billy’s room, Tyler Hart was gone. Timothy sat in a plastic chair, his head against his hands. It was the same posture I’d found him in an hour before. I held out my hand to him. “Come on. The best way to help Billy is to find out who really killed Katie Lambright. We have a meeting.”


  He titled his head up and took my hand. “With who?”


  “The orange kid,” I replied.


  Timothy’s brow furrowed. “Orange kid?”


  I looped my arm through his. “I’ll explain in the car.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  Since the Quills’ home was on the way to Appleseed Marketplace, Timothy and I drove separately to drop off my car. In the driveway, I hopped out of my Bug and climbed into Timothy’s truck. As we drove the twenty minutes into town I filled him in on the morning’s events.


  Timothy took his eyes off the road for a second. “It seems like you had quite a busy day while I was at the hospital. How did you know where to find me?”


  I blushed.


  He shot a glance over at me again. “What?”


  “I used my key and went into your house. I’m sorry. I was worried when I called Uriah and Danny and neither one knew where you were. How did Danny not know that you didn’t spend the night at your house?”


  “He got home late from the stables. He probably thought I was asleep in my room.” He tapped the steering wheel. “So you broke into my house to look for me?”


  Heat rushed to my face. “I . . . you gave me a key for emergencies. I didn’t know where you were. No one did. I’m sorry.” I clenched my hands in my lap. “It won’t happen again.”


  He smiled. “Chloe, don’t apologize. Actually, I’m flattered that you were that worried about me.”


  I gave a sigh of relief.


  “I’ve never had anyone care about me as much as you do. It’s one of the reasons that I love you,” he said simply.


  There they were—the three little words that could change a person’s life. He said them so effortlessly as we drove down the snow-covered country road. I love you. That was it. My automatic response should have been to say, I love you too.” But I didn’t. The words caught in my throat.


  Then again, Timothy had said, It’s one of the reasons that I love you. Was that the same as I love you? I worried my lip because I wasn’t sure. I could say that sunshine was one of the reasons I loved summer, but I wasn’t in love with summer. Was Timothy lumping me in with love of summer? Timothy didn’t seem to expect or want a response, and I didn’t know if I should feel relieved by this or concerned. I worried about this the rest of the short ride to the market.


  As promised, Officer Nottingham’s patrol car was parked off to the side of the gas station across the street. Nottingham wasn’t inside, but close by and watching our every move. I pointed him out to Timothy.


  He nodded. “That was a good idea to call Greta and give her a heads-up.”


  “I think we both learned our lesson when it comes to what to tell and what not to tell Chief Rose.”


  Timothy grimaced. “Right.”


  A snow-covered picnic table sat at one end of the market only a few feet from the dumpsters. In the warmer weather, market employees could take their smoking breaks there. Was it worth the smoke to have to stand by a dumpster to enjoy it? Jason stood nearby, fidgeting. He wore a brown, shapeless coat and gray gloves. Despite the cold, he didn’t wear a hat.


  “That’s him,” I said.


  “He doesn’t look like he could hurt anyone,” Timothy commented.


  “That’s what I thought until I talked to Debbie.”


  Timothy parked the pickup a few feet away from where Jason stood. Both of us got out. Jason scowled. “Who’s this? Where’s your friend?”


  “Tanisha had to go home. This is Timothy.”


  “I didn’t know a guy was coming.”


  “Is that a problem?” I asked.


  Jason shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me.”


  I folded my arms. “Jason, we need your help in finding Katie’s killer.”


  “I told you in the market. I don’t know anything. If I did, I would have told the police. Katie was my friend, and I miss her every day.” His eyes teared up. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.”


  I adjusted my gloves on my wrists. “Katie never turned you down for a ride home?”


  His brow creased. “N-no, she didn’t.”


  His hesitation told me he was lying.


  “What did Mr. Umble say to you when he asked you to stop hanging around the store?”


  The stock boy appeared stricken. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “One of Katie’s coworkers at the cheese shop said you were stalking Katie, and Mr. Umble asked you to stay away from the shop. Is that true?”


  “No, I mean, yes, I mean, no.” He raised his hands. “I wasn’t stalking Katie. Mr. Umble did ask me to stay away from the shop. He’s a grouchy, old Amish man. He thought I was distracting her from her work.”


  “I believe that. But Katie’s coworkers said that she acted afraid when you were around.”


  “That’s what the Amish are saying?” His face turned an impossible shade of red. “All they wanted to do was to keep Katie and me apart. They didn’t understand our friendship.” His eyes pleaded with me. “I did not stalk her.”


  “She quit her job there to avoid you.”


  He balled his fists and got into my face. “That’s not true. If this is what I stayed after work to talk to you about, I’m out of here. I don’t have to take this.”


  Timothy stepped between us. “You might want to think twice before you do something you will regret.”


  “What do you know about it?”


  Timothy stared him down. “A lot more than you do.”


  “Katie stopped working at the cheese shop over six months ago, but you never mentioned that. If she stopped, did the rides home stop too?” I asked.


  Jason’s shoulders sagged. “I didn’t mean to scare her like that, but I wasn’t stalking her. I was guarding her.”


  “Guarding her from what?” Timothy asked.


  Jason examined his boots.


  “Jason,” I said in a gentler tone. “If you believe that Katie needed protecting from someone, we need to know who that he or she is. That person is most likely the one who killed her.”


  He brought his head back up, and he whisked the tears away from his eyes, streaking the lens of his glasses in the process. “I watched her whenever I could to make sure that the guy was never around.” His face flushed. “She should have been grateful I took such good care of her. Instead she put herself within his reach. Now she’s dead.”


  I felt cold, and it wasn’t from the freezing air temperatures. “Who?”


  “Caleb King, her ex-boyfriend. If you are looking for the killer, look at him. The guy was awful to her. Treated her more like property than a person. He hit her once, right in front of me because she accepted a ride and he was mad about it.” His head dropped to look at his shoes again. “I just stood there and didn’t do a thing about it. She broke up with him the next day. I vowed I would never let him hurt her again, but I failed. I wouldn’t have treated her like that. That may be the Amish way, but it’s not the right away.”


  Timothy balled his fists at his sides. “It is not the Amish way.”


  Jason shook his head as if Timothy had no idea what he was talking about. Obviously, Jason didn’t know that Timothy grew up Amish.


  “What did you mean when you said she ran right into his reach?” I asked.


  “She left the cheese shop to take an office job at Garner Dutch Furniture Warehouse. That’s where Caleb works.”


  “Did she tell you why she took that job?”


  He turned up his collar. “No. We weren’t speaking then.”


  “Why not?”


  “She said that she and Nathan were planning to marry and it was her time to be baptized. She had to give up the things of her rumspringa, including our friendship, and be more Amish.” He snorted.


  Behind Jason, I saw Officer Nottingham casually making his way across the parking lot. Timothy saw him too.


  “Katie left the cheese shop six months ago. You haven’t spoken to her since then?”


  He dug the toe of his boot into a small pile of gray slush. “No.”


  I tried to gauge if Jason was lying to me again.


  “Mr. Catcher,” Nottingham’s voice interrupted our conversation.


  Jason jumped, startled when he heard the officer’s voice only a few feet behind him.


  Nottingham rested his right hand on the butt of his gun. “I hope you’re keeping yourself out of trouble.”


  Jason dug his hands deeper into his jeans pockets. “What are you doing here?”


  “We’d like to ask you a few more questions about what you were doing at the Gundy barn. Can you come with me?” Nottingham asked.


  Jason lunged at me. “You set me up!”


  I jerked back. “I didn’t. I didn’t know that the police wanted to talk to you again.”


  Timothy stepped in front of me, and Nottingham clamped a hand onto Jason’s shoulder. “It’s just a few questions, Jason. You’re not under arrest, but if you keep up that attitude toward Ms. Humphrey, you will be.”


  “Fine, I’ll go.” Jason shot me one more parting glare as he followed Nottingham across the street to his squad car.


  “That went well,” I said as Timothy and I walked back to his truck. It was only four o’clock, but already nearing dusk. I reminded myself that the winter solstice was over and the days grew longer with an upward march to summer.


  Timothy just shook his head. “Do you think he did it?”


  I frowned. “I don’t know, but I do think that we need to talk to Nathan and Caleb again.”


  “Agreed. If Caleb is as awful as Jason says he is, I want to be there when you talk to him.”


  I cocked my head. “What do you know about him?”


  Timothy shrugged. “I saw him at church when I was Amish and also around town. He always seemed to have a lot of other Amish guys around him who followed his lead. There is too much of a gap in our ages for us to overlap in school much. He couldn’t have been more than eight when I finished eighth grade.”


  “And Nathan?”


  “I know him just as well. He was always in the gang of Amish guys with Caleb.”


  At the truck, I placed a hand on Timothy’s arm. “The day we found Katie, Caleb and Nathan were at your farm.”


  Timothy shrank back. “You never told me that before. Why were they there?”


  “They were there with Nathan’s father.”


  “Levi?”


  “That’s right. Levi took some of Grandfather Zook’s woodworking projects on consignment to sell at the warehouse. The warehouse’s wagon was loaded with furniture made by craftsmen from all over the district, and Levi said something that I just remembered.”


  Timothy leaned forward. “What?”


  His closeness distracted me for a second. “He said, ‘They are in an awful fight over a girl.’”


  “Katie?”


  I nodded.


  He opened the passenger door to the pickup for me. “I guess we need to find out how bad that fight became.”


  I climbed inside. “And if Katie was a victim of being caught in the middle.”


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty

  


  I wrapped my hand around the shoulder strap of my seat belt. “Becky went into work early this morning. She’s home by now.” I bit my lip, wondering if she was still mad at me for overreacting about her hair.


  “Great. We need a break. Why don’t I go pick up Aaron and we can go get ice cream with him and Becky.”


  I shivered. “We just spent a half hour standing outside, freezing to death. It’s too cold for ice cream.”


  “It’s never too cold for ice cream,” Timothy assured me. “But we can go to Rita’s Coffee Haus in Mount Vernon, and you can have hot cocoa.”


  “It sounds nice, but there’s something I need to tell you about your sister.”


  He glanced at me. “I don’t like the sound of that. Is there something wrong with her community service or her probation?”


  “No. She’s doing great in both. Her last report was excellent.”


  “Then, what is it?”


  I swallowed. “She cut her hair.”


  His face fell. “Oh.”


  “She’s not Amish anymore,” I said in Becky’s defense. “And there’s no reason she shouldn’t cut her hair.”


  “She wouldn’t cut it if she thought she’d go back,” he said. “Have my parents seen her?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Daed is not going to be happy. I know he wants Becky to return home and be Amish.” He shot a glance at me. “He wants that for both of us.”


  I pulled on my seat belt’s shoulder strap again, holding it away from my neck. “I know.”


  “Since so much time has passed for me, he has accepted my decision as permanent. I left the Amish way nearly eight years ago. Becky isn’t so far removed from it that she couldn’t go back. By cutting her hair, though, she is telling the whole world her decision is final.”


  The whole world, including Aaron, I thought.


  As if he could read my mind, Timothy asked, “Does Aaron know?”


  “I don’t know. He might have seen her at Young’s today. I don’t know if he was working.”


  “He wasn’t. He told me he had the day off.”


  “That’s a relief. I would hate for him to learn about Becky’s haircut at work. He’s bound to have a reaction.”


  Timothy wrung his hands on the steering wheel. “He needs to know. It’s a statement as much to him as it is to my father.”


  “I know.”


  Timothy sighed. “I told him something like this might happen. That my sister is young and doesn’t know what she wants out of her life.”


  “Becky is in another place than Aaron is. He’s ready to marry. Clearly, she is not.” I let go of the shoulder strap and it snapped back into place against my heavy winter coat.


  Timothy frowned. “She needs to be the one who tells him, and she needs to be clear. I won’t deliver the message. I don’t want to be trapped between my sister and my best friend.”


  “I know she cares about him but maybe not as much as he cares about her.”


  Timothy parked the truck in my driveway. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  I placed a hand on his arm. “Are you mad at her?”


  He shifted the truck into park. “No. How could I be? I left too. More than anyone I know what a difficult transition this has been for Becky. You being here made it easier for her. I cringe to think where she might have ended up if you hadn’t come along last summer and saved her from Brock and Curt. The moment you took her in, I knew you weren’t like most Englisch girls. You weren’t like most girls period.” He laughed. “I fell in love with you the moment I saw you pinch your finger while trying to put your bed frame together when you first moved to Appleseed Creek. You were so cute trying to line up the bars and then insisting that you could do it yourself when I offered to help.”


  “I eventually did put it together,” I said while thoughts ran through my head. I fell in love with you. There was no question there. There was no way my brain could twist that phrase into meaning less, into something it was not.


  I love you too, I wanted to say, but something held me back.


  Timothy smiled and leaned over and kissed me, erasing all the thoughts racing through my head. He touched my face. “Okay if we do hot cocoa another night?”


  “Of course.”


  Timothy nodded. “Let’s go inside. I want to see my sister’s new hairdo.”


  “Okay,” I said a little breathless.


  I opened the front door and found Becky on the couch examining her appearance in a hand mirror. Her white-blonde hair fell straight and smooth to the shoulder and side-swept bangs crossed her forehead. In her jeans and teal, cable knit sweater, no one would ever know that she spent most of her life wearing plain dresses and a prayer cap. She dropped the mirror into her lap. “You’re home! I was wondering where you were. Did Tanisha leave?”


  I removed my coat and hung it on the hall tree by the door. “She had to go back to Cleveland to spend some time with her family before returning to Italy.”


  Timothy stepped through the door.


  Automatically, Becky’s hand flew to her hair. “I didn’t know Timothy was coming over.”


  He stepped out of winter boots. “Chloe warned me about your hair.”


  Her eyes flitted in my direction. “You still don’t approve?”


  I sat on the couch next to her. “Becky, if this is the right decision for you and it makes you happy, I don’t see anything wrong with it.”


  She squinted at me. “Then, why were you all upset last night?”


  “I’d had a long day.” I shot a look at Timothy. “And I was caught by surprise. I thought you would tell me before you cut your hair. I’m sorry I overreacted.”


  Becky bumped my shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m sorry that I didn’t wait until you got home. I told Tanisha about it, she was so excited, and I guess I just got swept away in her enthusiasm.” She squeezed my hand. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I knew you were just concerned.”


  “It’s okay. Trust me, I’ve been swept up in Tee’s enthusiasm more than once.”


  Becky looked to her brother.


  He frowned. “You need to tell Aaron.”


  Becky made a face. “I’ll see him at work tomorrow.”


  Timothy folded his arms. “He needs to know before he sees you.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “You know why.”


  Becky’s lip quivered. “I’m afraid. I don’t want to hurt him.”


  Her brother’s eyes softened. “Becky, he’s going to be hurt. There is no way around that, but he deserves the truth.”


  “I know,” she whispered. “I need to stop putting the conversation off.”


  “How about this?” I asked. “I’ll drive Becky to work early tomorrow and that will give her and Aaron time to talk. Ellie won’t mind.”


  Timothy nodded. “Sounds like a good plan.”


  Becky shuddered. “Okay.”


  The next morning Becky shifted side to side in the front seat of my car.


  “Nervous?” I asked.


  She nodded. “I thought about it last night, and I don’t know what I’m going to say to him.”


  “Just be honest with him.”


  She looked at me. “Have you ever dumped anyone?”


  “First of all, you’re not dumping Aaron because the two of you never dated. Second of all, yes, I have broken up with someone. It’s not fun.”


  “Why did you break up with him?”


  “He talked really loud. His voice drove me crazy.” I joked, but I knew this situation was so much different. My ex-boyfriend and I didn’t care about each other as much as Aaron and Becky did.


  Becky laughed, and I was happy to make her smile.


  We entered Young’s through the employee entrance. Ellie was in the kitchen instructing her cooks how she wanted them to make her famous breakfast casserole. Apparently, one of the cooks had started experimenting and Ellie wasn’t having it. The argument ceased when Becky stepped into the kitchen after me. A collective gasp went up in the room.


  Under her winter coat, Becky wore the same plain blue dress as the others did and the white apron with “Young’s Family Kitchen” stitched on the pocket. However, the prayer cap she typically wore to work was missing, and her white-blonde hair fell to the shoulder.


  Ellie placed a metal spatula on the counter. “So you cut your hair.”


  Becky pursed her lips and nodded.


  Ellie gave a single nod. “Good. It’s better to pick a room than to stand in the middle of a doorway.”


  Becky’s shoulders relaxed.


  Ellie picked up the spatula again and waved it at her Amish cooks. “What are you all looking at? Back to work. Breakfast service starts in thirty minutes.” She handed the spatula to her head cook and placed her arm around Becky, leading her out of the kitchen. I followed them.


  The main lights in the dining room were just coming on as waitresses and busboys set the tables for breakfast. They only set tables in one-third of the dining room because breakfast attracted the smallest crowd at Young’s.


  Ellie watched her staff closely. “I thought I had you scheduled to come in at ten today. It’s not even eight yet.”


  Becky swallowed. “You did, but I want to talk to Aaron.”


  “Ah,” the older Amish woman said. “Ya, he is the opening host today. I think he is in the break room. He should be out here any moment.”


  “Becky, let’s go talk to him back there,” I said.


  Amish women continued to bustle through their breakfast preparations, ignoring us this time when we stepped into the stainless steel, professional grade kitchen. Off to the side of the kitchen a swinging door led into the staff break room. Becky stared at it.


  “It’s better if you just get it over with,” I whispered.


  She nodded and pushed her way through the door. I didn’t follow her, so she stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Aren’t you coming with me?”


  “I—”


  She grabbed my arm and pulled me into the room. We both froze. Aaron sat in his wheelchair. His mouth fell open. “Becky?”


  “Aaron . . .”


  “You cut your hair.” His tone was sharp.


  “Yes.”


  “You aren’t going back to the Amish way?” His voice was tight.


  “No.” A large tear rolled down her cheek. “I can’t be Amish.”


  He gripped the arms of his wheelchair. “If you want to be an Englischer, that’s fine. You can do that.” He drew in a harsh breath. “I can do it too.”


  She licked her lips. “I can’t ask you to do that.”


  “I want to. If that’s how we can be together.”


  I shouldn’t be here for this conversation. It was too personal. I inched toward the door, but Becky held my arm in a vise-like grip. “You should leave if it’s your choice to leave,” she said to Aaron. “Not because it’s what I decided to do. You’re happy being Amish, and I am not. I’m not going to take you away from a life you love.”


  “I love you more than how I live,” he told her.


  She shook her head. “Please, Aaron, try to understand. You wouldn’t be happy. I want you to be happy for the rest of your life, even if it makes us both miserable for right now.”


  He steadied his gaze on her. “Is it because of my chair?” His question hung in the air for a long, painful minute.


  “No.” Becky said, her voice strangled. I felt a bruise forming on my arm as she squeezed it that much more tightly. “It’s not because of your chair. It’s because of who we are. We want different things. It would never work. You think being Englisch will be all right now, but what will happen when you are shunned?”


  “You can do what you want and be Amish.” His voice was choked. “Look at Ellie.”


  She took a step toward him, pulling me with her. “You may think you love me, but I’m nothing like what you need. You need a stable Amish girl like Sadie Hooley. Someone who is content in the Amish way. I was never content there. I’m not even content in the place I am now.”


  “We can find the right place together.”


  She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry.”


  She finally let go of my arm, and blood rushed into my veins.


  Realization dawned on his face. “Oh.” He released the brakes on his wheelchair. “I need to get to work.” He rolled across the floor, and I hopped out of the way. When he was gone, whispers could be heard through the open door leading to the kitchen.


  Becky fell onto the couch. “They are talking about me.”


  I rubbed my arm. “Let them talk.”


  She buried her face into her hands and began to cry. “I feel awful. How could I treat him so badly? He is a good man and deserves someone who will love him and enjoy the life he wants to lead.”


  I perched next to her on the couch and rubbed her back. “I think you did the right thing.”


  Her head whipped around. “You do?”


  I nodded. “Aaron is happy being Amish. No matter how much he loves you, he would be heartbroken if the district shunned him.”


  She fingered her short hair and whispered something under her breath that I couldn’t make out.


  I leaned closer. “What?”


  She cleared her throat. “I didn’t do this because of his chair.” She dropped her head. “I hate that he thinks that.”


  “I know you didn’t.”


  She lifted her head. “He won’t be the only one who will think that, will he?”


  “Probably not. You can’t worry what others will think. You did what was best for yourself.” I paused. “And for Aaron. Focus on that.”


  “What am I supposed to do now?”


  “Take it one day at a time. You are only nineteen. You don’t have to figure it all out today. God has a plan for your life.”


  “Do you think me leaving home was part of that plan?” she whispered.


  I swiped her bangs out of her eyes. “I do. This wasn’t a moral decision of right or wrong. There is no correct answer. You chose to let Aaron live the life he was most suited for. There is nothing wrong with that.”


  “Then why do I feel so awful?”


  I gave her a sad smile. “Because Aaron wanted you to make a different choice and you feel guilty. I have my black belt in guilt. I recognize it when I see it.”


  She wiped at her cheeks. “This is something I should have done months ago. I knew this before he got so attached to me. I saw him seek me out each day here at the restaurant. I know he started working here to be closer to me. I ignored the warning bells in my head because I’ve had a crush on him since I was a schoolgirl and he was my brother’s friend. He is so strong and solid—how could I not fall in love with him?” She paused. “Despite everything that has happened to him, he is happy. I couldn’t be the cause of his unhappiness, but it seems I am that anyway.”


  I patted her arm. “He will recover.”


  “But will I?” She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands and stood. A sigh escaped her. “I should help in the kitchen. I hope you’re right about Aaron.” Then she left the room.


  My cell phone rang. Chief Rose’s number came up on the readout. “We let Catcher go. He’s still a person of interest and had a seriously unhealthy obsession with Katie Lambright, but I don’t believe he’s the one who did it.”


  “Why not?”


  “I asked him to describe what he knew about the scene of Katie’s death, and he got it completely wrong. He said she was inside the barn under a car battery. He probably heard that theory while working in the market. There is a lot of gossip floating around. Sadly, lots of them are even more morbid.”


  I grimaced. The scene Timothy and I found was bad enough. “Because he didn’t know, you concluded he wasn’t there.”


  “It’s an old cop trick.”


  “Could he have been playing dumb?”


  “It’s always possible, but I don’t think he’s smart enough to play dumb that well.” She clicked her tongue. “I will keep my eye on him though. I have a feeling that I’m going to have trouble from that boy in the future. Sometimes you have a feeling that a person isn’t thinking just right.”


  I shivered.


  “What else do you have as far as leads go?”


  “There are still the two Amish suitors. Jason seemed to think that Caleb King did it. He said that Katie was in an abusive relationship with Caleb until she dumped him for Nathan . . .”


  “He told us that same thing and he might be right. Talk to both of them and report to me.”


  “You want me back on the case?”


  “I’ve decided to forgive you.”


  “Um, thanks.”


  “Don’t make me regret it, Humphrey.” And she hung up.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  Before I spoke with Katie’s suitors, I wanted to talk to Anna again to see what she knew about them. Timothy texted that he was going to Newark to pick up a part for the pavilion and wouldn’t be back until late afternoon. I smiled. Apparently he remembered how scared I was when I couldn’t find him, so he decided to keep me in the loop. A blush rose on my cheeks as I remembered him saying that he was in love with me. The happy tickle in my heart was followed by a thud of guilt as I remembered how I had not been able to say the words back to Timothy. As I had told Becky, I had my black belt in guilt.


  Although it wasn’t even eight in the morning yet, I knew everyone in the Troyer household had been up for hours. As I drove down the country road to the family’s farm, I was reminded of the first time I visited there a few short months ago. The family didn’t know what to make of me then, and I thought Mr. Troyer still wondered—although he had come a long way in accepting me. The person that welcomed me immediately was Grandfather Zook, and I would always be grateful to the elderly man for that.


  When I pulled into the driveway, Thomas was clearing freshly fallen snow from the doorway to the house. His face broke into a grin, and he dropped his shovel. Thomas had found any excuse to abandon his chores. “Chloe! What are you doing here? Is Timothy coming?”


  “Not today. He had to run to Newark for a part for the pavilion.”


  “I can’t wait until the pavilion is done. I’m telling everyone at school that my bruder made it. They are jealous they don’t have such important bruders.”


  “Your father would say that was boasting.”


  He puffed out his chest. “I am not boasting about myself! It is about my bruder, so that is much different.”


  I patted the stocking cap on top of his head. “I agree. You don’t have school today?”


  “Nee. It is still the Christmas holiday. Grossdaddi said teacher gave us the whole week off because I wear her out.”


  I chuckled. Thomas wore out just about everyone, me included.


  “We had breakfast ages ago, but Mamm will make you something if you are hungry.”


  “Maybe later. Where’s Ruth?”


  “Ruth is in the barn. Do you want to come inside?”


  “I will in a minute. I want to talk to Ruth first.”


  “Okay!” The seven-year-old ran into the house to announce my arrival as I followed the hard-packed snow path to the large barn behind the house.


  Although snow covered the ground, most of the Troyers’ cows were in the field. A large metal container held a fresh hay bale, and the cows gathered around it, removing pieces with their blunt, square teeth. They then ground them with their molars over and over again.


  When I entered the barn, Sparky kicked the dirt floor of his stall. “I’m sorry, Spark, I didn’t bring any carrots for you today.”


  His ears pointed down in disgust. A barn cat balanced on the stall door and strolled by Sparky, wiggling her tail in his face.


  Ruth was in the barn shoveling feed into the cows’ troughs. “Miss Kitty, don’t tease Sparky like that.” She shook her head at me. “She is determined to drive him crazy.”


  Sparky snapped at the cat’s tail, but she flicked it away in the nick of time with a devilish grin on her face.


  “It seems to be working. I’ve seen her expression on Gig’s face more times than I can count.”


  “She’s not as bad as your cat is. He’s the one ruling your house.”


  I didn’t argue with her because it was true.


  “Need some help?” I asked.


  She nodded.


  I picked up the second bucket of feed. “How much in each trough?” I started at the other end of the troughs, so that we would meet in the middle.


  “Three big scoops. Does my family know that you are here?”


  I smiled. “I’m sure they know by now. Thomas saw me arrive.”


  “Then they know. There is no way to keep secrets in this family with Thomas around. He is a blabbermouth.”


  “Blabbermouth?”


  “I heard Becky say it about him once.”


  I grinned. “I’m sure she learned it from television.”


  Ruth nodded.


  I bit the inside of my cheek wondering if I should tell Ruth about Becky’s hair. I decided against it. Just as it was Becky’s place to tell Aaron about her hair, it was also her place to tell her family. I winced thinking of her father’s reaction and hoped he wouldn’t blame me.


  “You are here to talk about Katie?”


  “Yes. Have you seen Anna lately?”


  “Nee. Her father won’t let her out of his sight.” Her voice was sad. “I took a basket Mamm made up as a gift, and he wouldn’t even accept it. I left it on the family’s porch, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he threw it away right after I left.”


  “I’m sorry, Ruth.”


  “I’m afraid he won’t let Anna come back to school when the new term begins.”


  “Has he ever done that before?”


  “Nee. But this is so much worse than anything else that has ever happened to the family.”


  I had to agree with her there. “Anna mentioned him at the holiday program. Do you know the English boy named Jason Catcher at all? Did you ever see him with Katie?”


  “Nee. Is he the one?”


  I shook my head. “Chief Rose doesn’t think so, but he was definitely infatuated with Katie.”


  “Infatuwhat?”


  “Infatuated. It means that he really liked her.”


  The thirteen-year-old shivered. “I never saw him. If it’s not him, who can it be?” She added another scoop of feed to the trough in front of her.


  “Do you think I will be able to talk to Anna again?”


  Ruth chewed on her lip. “I don’t know. I wasn’t even able to talk to her when I took that basket over.”


  I added two more scoops to the trough in front of me and moved to the next one. “You know my friend, Tanisha?”


  “Ya. Grossdaddi brought her to the farm. She was so loud she scared the dairy cows. She’s funny.”


  I smiled. “She is, and she went home yesterday. Tee and I grew up together, and she’s been my friend since we were about Thomas’s age. Any time we wanted to see each other we had a code or signal to meet at a certain place. Do you and Anna have something like that?”


  Ruth dropped her pail of cow feed onto the floor. “How did you know?”


  “I was a little girl once with a best friend who I wasn’t allowed to see.”


  “Tanisha’s parents wouldn’t let you see her?”


  “No. Tanisha’s parents are wonderful people. In fact, when my father and his new wife moved to California, her family invited me to live with them.”


  She picked up her pail. “I didn’t know that.”


  I smiled. “My father was the one who wanted to keep Tanisha and me apart.”


  “Why?”


  That was a loaded question, and one I wasn’t completely certain that I could answer. Because Ruth needed an answer to help her understand Mr. Lambright, I tried. “He was scared, overprotective. He lost my mother and was afraid he would lose me too.”


  “Then, why did he leave you behind when he moved to California?”


  The question hung in the air because it’s one that I had asked myself a thousand times over the last ten years. Didn’t my father want me? Why didn’t he ask me to go with them? Shouldn’t I, as his child, have been more important to him than his new wife? “I don’t know.”


  “Did you ever ask him? Did you ask if you could go with him?”


  I loosened my grip on the full feed scoop in my hand and all the grain poured out onto the dirt floor.


  “Chloe, did I say something wrong?”


  To cover my expression, I bent over to pick up the scoop. “What a mess.”


  “I’ll grab a rake and pan to clean it up.” She hurried to Mr. Troyer’s workshop to collect a dustpan.


  “But I wasted all of the cow food.”


  She pulled a metal waste can over to the mess and lifted a rake that hung from the wall. “It’s no trouble. It was an accident.” She made short work of raking the feed into the pan that I held. As I dumped the pan into the waste pail, I admitted to myself for the first time that I never asked. I never asked my father why he made that decision, why he didn’t argue with Sabrina more to let me be a part of the family. It would have been hard to move to California and leave my friends, especially Tanisha, but how different would my life look? Would I have a father now? Would I know who my half brother and half sister really were instead of just reading about them in e-mail updates that Sabrina sent just to remind me how superior her children were to me? I could give myself a pass and say that I didn’t ask then because I was a hurt child who still grieved for her mother, but what about now?


  Ruth hung the rake back onto the wall. “You can’t tell anyone, even Timothy.”


  I blinked at her, preoccupied in my own family drama that was a decade old. “What?”


  She examined my face. “Where Anna and I meet. You can’t tell anyone.”


  “I won’t tell,” I said quickly.


  She picked up her bonnet from the hay bale and twirled the black ribbon around her index finger. The barn cat, which pestered Sparky, appeared on top of the hay and watched Ruth twirl and untwirl the ribbon with studied fascination. “If I want to see Anna I tie a green ribbon on a spruce tree in the woods behind her house. She goes out often enough to look for the ribbon.”


  “A green ribbon? Isn’t that hard to spy in the tree?”


  She dropped the bonnet on the hay bale and the cat dashed away. “That’s the idea. You can only see it if you know what you are looking for. The last thing we want is her daed or stepmother finding it.” She picked up her feed bucket and scooped again. “Then I hide a note that says the date and time to meet. Not every time, but most of the time she is able to slip away and meet me there. When she doesn’t make it, I know that she has tried.”


  I picked up my feed pail. My wrist gave a little under its weight. How could such a small girl like Ruth move such a heavy pail around the barn so easily? There wasn’t a bit of strain in her demeanor. “Where is your meeting spot?”


  Ruth looked away and filled two more troughs with grain.


  The metal pail handle dug into my curled fingers. I set it down. “Ruth?”


  “We meet at the old Gundy barn,” she said barely above a whisper.


  There was no need for her to add the spot where Katie was killed, because that was something I already knew.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  Ruth added another scoop to the trough in front of her. It was almost overflowing.


  “I think there’s enough in that one,” I said.


  She glanced down at the trough and blushed. “Oh, what am I thinking?” She scooped some of the surplus feed into her pail. The cow that was already eating from the trough mooed at her. “It’s my mistake, Maisy. You can’t have that much to eat. It’s not good for you.”


  Moo.


  I watched her. “Why didn’t you mention before that you and Anna use the Gundy barn as your meeting spot?”


  “It has nothing to do with what happened to Katie, if that’s what you think.” She stuck the scoop into the pail of feed. It stood straight up like a shovel in a snow bank.


  “It doesn’t?” My voice dripped with doubt.


  She lifted her chin. “No, it doesn’t, and I couldn’t tell anyone because if her parents found out about it, they would put a stop to it. If they had their way, I would never see Anna at all.”


  “Did Katie know that’s where the two of you met?”


  “Ya. Katie knew. Last summer she caught Anna taking my note from the hollow in the tree. She promised that she wouldn’t tell, and she never did. Katie was a good sister to Anna.” Tears gathered in Ruth’s blue eyes that looked so much like her older brother’s.


  “Are you sure that Katie never told anyone?”


  “Ya. She promised.”


  Katie’s promise made to Anna and Ruth months ago may have been enough to reassure the two thirteen-year-old girls, but I wasn’t so easily convinced. It was too coincidental that Timothy and I found Katie’s body in that same location. It seemed to me that the old Gundy barn saw a lot more action than anyone in Appleseed Creek knew about. Billy used it for storage, Anna and Ruth used it for a secret meeting place . . . Katie’s killer used it for murder.


  Instinctively my hand rose to the place where the necklace Timothy had given me lay hidden beneath my coat and shirt. The necklace was another event at the Gundy barn. Would I ever be able to separate it from Katie Lambright’s death? Or would one always remind me of the other?


  “Do you know who Billy Thorpe is?” I asked.


  Ruth picked lint from her mittens. “Who?”


  “He’s a big guy with bright red hair like mine. He owns a mechanic shop in town. Have you seen him before?”


  Her eyes were wide. “Ya. I’ve seen him at the Gundy barn. He unloaded boxes from a truck and put them inside.”


  “Did he see you or Anna?”


  “Nee. I was the only one there. It was one of the days that Anna couldn’t come. She told me later that her stepmother had been angry because Anna burned the breakfast rolls that morning. She made Anna scrub out all the cupboards in the kitchen as punishment.”


  The image of an Amish Cinderella on her hands and knees scrubbing the kitchen floor boards came to my mind, but unlike the Disney version there were no singing mice to take away the sting of the work. Also unlike the fairy tale, Anna’s father was very much alive.


  “Is the tree far?” I asked.


  “No. It’s maybe a half mile into the woods. On a good day, I run there and back while on my chores.”


  “Let’s go now and leave a note asking her to meet both of us at the barn.”


  Her forehead bunched. “Mamm and Daed will wonder what’s taking me so long to feed the cows.”


  “They know I’m here. I’m sure Thomas told them. They will think I am keeping you.”


  She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Which is true.”


  I smiled to see a bit of her teenaged spunk back. “I need to talk to Anna again.”


  “Why?”


  I bit my lip. Should I tell her that there were rumors of abuse in the Lambright family? Surely, Ruth would have told someone if she knew her best friend was in danger. If Tanisha had ever been at risk, I’d have told everyone who would listen. Then again, I wasn’t raised Amish, and what the Amish see fit to tell and what the English see fit to tell were much different. In the short time I had lived in Appleseed Creek, I learned many of the secrets in the closed-off community, but I knew there must be that many more buried.


  “I need to talk to her about her family,” I said. “It might help me understand what happened to her sister. Also, I have more questions about Katie that only Anna can answer.”


  Ruth chewed on her lips some more, and then she crossed the barn floor to the wooden ladder that led into the hayloft. She started up the ladder and disappeared over the ledge.


  I looked up. “What are you doing?”


  Her hand appeared, waving a bright green Christmas ribbon back and forth. “I had to find the ribbon.” She slid down the ladder in a practiced manner that led me to believe she had done this countless times before. “We must be quick.”


  We exited through the back door of the barn. A large field separated us from the woods beyond, and our boots crunched on the snow-covered ground. Ruth lifted her skirts to keep them out of the worst of the snow drifts. In the woods, the snow wasn’t nearly as deep because the trees had sheltered the forest floor from the worst of the storms that had raked across the Ohio countryside.


  Ruth moved among the trees with ease. She made barely a sound as if instinctively knowing where the broken limbs had fallen and how to avoid them. I, on the other hand, made noises like Big Foot running loose in the forest as I stepped, tripped over, and knocked into anything that made noise.


  Ruth’s head snapped around when I stepped onto yet another loud twig underneath the snow. “You don’t go hiking much, do you?”


  “You forget that before I moved here, I spent most of my time in front of a computer screen.”


  Ruth shook her head as if she couldn’t understand such an existence. Now, in the middle of the frozen woods I had to agree. I may know how to build my own computer motherboard or read computer code like another person reads a book, but how did that compare to this?


  “How far are we from the Lambright farm?” I asked, slightly breathless. I told myself it was from breathing in the cold air, not from being out of shape.


  She slowed down, so I could match her pace. She was only thirteen but nearly as tall as me. I knew she would pass me up all together in a few years and be as tall as Becky, who was five nine. “If you go by buggy, the Lambright farm is three miles away, but through the woods, it is only a mile. The spruce where we hide the ribbon is right at the halfway point between the two farms.”


  “And the Gundy barn? Where is it in relation to your farms?”


  She pointed west. “It’s over in that direction almost two miles from the spruce.”


  “Your meeting point is over two miles from your home?”


  “It’s not far.”


  I smiled at another way Amish and English differ. Back in Cleveland, a two-mile journey would require a car. In Appleseed Creek, it was a leisurely stroll.


  “We are almost to the tree.” Ruth pointed to another tree, a skeleton-like sycamore in the middle of the woods. Its leaves, ranging from the size of a toddler’s fist to a full-grown man’s splayed hand, had fallen and were most likely buried in deep layers of snow. There was a hollow knoll just above my head in the tree.


  She removed a scrap of paper and pencil from her coat pocket.


  “Ask her to meet us at the barn today,” I said.


  She held her pencil over the scrap of paper. “When?”


  “How is three o’clock?” I hoped Timothy would be home by then.


  Ruth scribbled away, then stuck her note inside of the knoll. She stepped back from the sycamore, removed the bright green ribbon from her other coat pocket, then walked about twelve feet away to where a spruce stood. There Ruth buried the ribbon inside the spruce’s branches. I could see the ribbon because I knew what I was looking for. A passerby would never have noticed the green ribbon among the evergreen needles. “Why don’t you tie it on the same tree?


  “Because if someone searches this tree because of the ribbon, that person might take the note.” She blushed. “We learned our lesson. That’s how Katie found out about our meeting spot. We used to hide the note and ribbon in the same tree.”


  I looked down at our boot prints in the snow. “Don’t your footprints give away which trees you are walking up to, especially in the snow or in rainy weather?”


  Ruth began stomping a zigzag pattern into the snow. I joined her. “This distracts them and makes it impossible for them to follow our trail.”


  Clearly, the girls had considered all contingencies.


  Ruth had us stomp a random path every which way through the forest for a few more minutes until she said, “Done. Let’s go back. Daed will be coming to the barn soon if we don’t show up in the kitchen.”


  The walk back to the Troyer farm was quiet as we were both preoccupied with our own thoughts. In the forefront of my mind were questions about Katie. What was her home life like? Had Caleb hurt her? Or her father? Jason accused both men of abuse, but was he a trustworthy source? I thought of the old spiral fracture of her index finger and winced. To me, that injury was more telling than her actual murder.


  The moment we stepped into the farmhouse, Ruth disappeared upstairs. Mrs. Troyer insisted on making me a full breakfast even though the family had eaten hours ago. “I know Becky cooks at your home, but you need a solid Amish breakfast, not one of those fancy recipes that she sees on the television.” Mrs. Troyer scrambled farm fresh eggs on the stovetop. I didn’t think this was the best time to tell Mrs. Troyer about Becky’s hair.


  Grandfather Zook sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee from a white ceramic mug. “Where are you off to today, Chloe?”


  “I . . .” I searched my brain for a something to say that wouldn’t worry the family. They wouldn’t be happy to learn that Timothy and I were involved in another murder investigation.


  A knowing grin crossed the older man’s face. “Because I could use a ride. I have a whole new mess of items—napkin, paper towel, and letter holders—to deliver to the Garner’s furniture warehouse. I could wait for the next pick up, but that won’t be for a few more weeks. I’d rather drop them off at the store today. In the winter time, the family could always use a little bit more spending money.”


  Mrs. Troyer flipped the eggs onto a plate along with a hot biscuit and a ham slice and slid it in front of me. “Daed, you make it sound like we are in a hardship. We are doing fine. That’s the fact of farm life. There are fat times and there are lean times.” She pointed at him with her wooden spoon. “It is a gut thing that Simon is at the auction house today. He wouldn’t like hearing you say that about money.”


  Grandfather Zook snorted. “Bah! My son-in-law doesn’t like most of what I say, but he puts up with me.”


  Mrs. Troyer shook her head. “I don’t know if I want you to go out today. The temperature is supposed to drop this afternoon, and I’m afraid that you will catch a cold. Remember that awful case of pneumonia you had two years ago? You scared me to death.”


  My eyes widened. “I don’t want you to become ill.”


  Grandfather Zook reached his wrinkled hand across the table and squeezed mine. “Don’t mind my Martha, she worries too much. Besides, we won’t take Old Spark and the buggy to the store. We’ll go in Chloe’s car.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “What do you call it? Your cockroach?”


  I nearly choked on my biscuit and took a big gulp of milk. “It’s a VW Beetle, but mostly I call it a Bug.”


  He tsked. “Beetle, cockroach? What’s the difference? You still name your vehicle after a pest. You Englischers surely choose the strangest names for things.” Grandfather Zook held up his coffee mug to his daughter, who refilled it without a word. “Since we’ll be in Chloe’s Bug machine, she will have the heater on. That will keep me warm and the pneumonia away.”


  “I’ll have it on full blast,” I promised between bites of egg.


  He grinned. “See? I will be nice and toasty.”


  I promised Timothy that I wouldn’t go to the warehouse without him, but because Grandfather Zook had a believable reason for being there, my appearance would be far less suspicious. The Garners met me on the Troyer farm and knew I was close to the family. It wouldn’t be too much of a surprise to them if I drove Grandfather Zook around town on errands.


  Thomas bounced into the room. “Can I go to the furniture store too?”


  The child must have overheard our conversation from the living room.


  “Nee,” Grandfather Zook said sharply, and then he smiled to take some of the bite out of his words.


  Too late. Thomas stumbled back. “I-I thought I could help you, Grossdaddi.”


  Grandfather Zook held out one arm to his youngest grandson. “I’m sorry to have snapped at you, kinner. There is no need for you to come because I will have Chloe with me to help.”


  “Oh,” Thomas said, still unsure. He allowed his grandfather to squeeze him in a bear hug, and by the end of it, he was squealing to be let go. Next Naomi ran into the room, demanding a hug of her own.


  Thomas may have been taken aback by Grandfather Zook’s reaction, but it convinced me that the elderly man knew exactly why I wanted to visit the Garners’ business—and that it had nothing to do with furniture.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  I turned my car onto the Appleseed Creek square. “Do you care if we make a stop before going straight to the warehouse?”


  Grandfather Zook yanked on the seat belt, holding it away from his neck. He wasn’t happy when I insisted that he wear it while inside my car. “Where would you like to stop?”


  “The cheese shop. I want to talk to Mr. Umble.”


  He laughed. “You have a cheese emergency. Does Becky need some exotic flavor for one of her recipes?”


  “Not that I know of.” I tapped the steering wheel. “Katie Lambright worked at the cheese shop until six months ago.”


  “Ahh.” Grandfather Zook nodded. “I could use some gouda.”


  I laughed.


  It was still early morning and the bakery next door to the cheese shop was doing a brisk business, so all the parking spots in front were full. “It’s not even ten yet. The cheese shop may not be open.”


  Grandfather Zook waved away my concern. “Amos Umble will open his door to me. Drop me here.”


  I frowned at the frozen-over slush clinging to the curb. “Do you need any help reaching the door?”


  “Nee. I may move slowly, but I will get there eventually.”


  I gnawed on my lip as I watched him shuffle over the slush. A car behind me honked its horn, but I ignored it until Grandfather Zook was safely onto the salted sidewalk.


  I parked on the square, and when I reached the shop’s glass door, I saw that Grandfather Zook sat on a barstool across from the cash register where a chubby Amish man, who looked to be in his sixties, smoothed dollar bills on the counter with sausage-like fingers.


  I tried the door and it was locked. The man tucked the bills back into the drawer, then approached the door and let me inside. “You must be Chloe. Joseph was telling me all about you.”


  The bells on the glass door chimed as it slammed shut behind me.


  I scraped the snow from my boot on the bristle mat by the door. “I’m sorry that we intruded on you so early.”


  “No need to apologize. If you want to talk to me, this is the best time. When the shop opens and the tour buses start rolling in, it becomes hectic. Winter is a slower time for us, but it is still close enough to Christmas that the Englischers are in a buying mood. Now in January, that’s when business will slow down.”


  Grandfather Zook straightened his braces against the counter so they wouldn’t topple over. “It is the same for the farm. The deep winter is the quietest time of year and makes you eager for the planting season. My son-in-law can barely stand it. He has his cows to tend to, of course, but the worst punishment for him is being forced to be idle.”


  Amos laughed. The large Amish man sat on a rickety old bar stool behind the cash register. “Simon Troyer is one of the hardest working men in the county. Chloe, why don’t you sit too? There is another stool over by the mustard counter.”


  I unzipped my winter coat and stuffed my hat into the coat’s deep pocket before collecting the stool. I placed it next to Grandfather Zook, then perched on the seat.


  Amos opened the cash register drawer again. He stuck his meaty hand inside and scooped out a fistful of quarters. He set the quarters on the worn wooden counter and began organizing them in stacks of ten. Paper coin rolls sat on the counter waiting to be filled. “Joseph tells me that you are here to talk to me about Katie.”


  I shifted on the stool and it squeaked. “I heard that she worked here a long time.”


  “She did—almost five years. I was sorry to see her go.” The smile fell from his face. “Her funeral is tomorrow.”


  “Oh, I didn’t know that,” I said.


  Grandfather Zook’s forehead wrinkled so much that it reminded me of a basset hound. “I didn’t know that either.”


  The shopkeeper pushed the quarters down farther into the paper tube with his pinkie. “The deacon came in yesterday to pick up a selection of cheddars for a casserole his wife is making for the Lambrights and told me. I’m not surprised that you don’t know about it. The Lambrights are private folks, even by Amish standards. Many customers have come into the shop and mentioned that they were turned away by the family when they stopped by their farm to bring food or offer help with chores.”


  Grandfather Zook braced his hands on his knees. “That is the Amish way—to offer help in time of loss. The community is supposed to come together and support them.”


  So it wasn’t just the Troyers’ gift basket that was turned away. I didn’t know if I should be relieved or depressed by this news. I was sort of relieved because now I knew that the Troyers weren’t being singled out by the Lambrights, but at the same time, I was depressed thinking of Anna trapped in that house with no support. “Why do you think they’ve shut everyone out?” I asked.


  “When Jeb’s first wife died, he became despondent and refused to see anyone. I was afraid for him and the girls. I thought when he married Sally he would be his old self, but she only seemed to pull him further away from the community.” Amos wrinkled his nose as if he smelled something sour. “Except for business and Sunday church, the family rarely leaves their land.”


  I leaned forward and the stool squeaked again. “Sally has two sons from her first husband.”


  Amos nodded. “Ya. I don’t know them well. They never lived on the Lambright farm, but I know that they have visited a few times, never for a long while. They own their father’s farm up a little bit north of here in Ashland.”


  I wasn’t sure if the cheese shop owner would answer my next question, but I had to ask it. “Did Jeb ever hurt the girls?”


  Amos looked up sharply from his coins, and Grandfather Zook watched me. Amos set the roll of quarters on the counter. “Why would you ask such a terrible thing?”


  My cheeks felt hot. “Chief Rose said that there were signs of old injuries on Katie’s body. The injuries were consistent with abuse. One in particular—a broken finger—concerned her. Chief Rose said that break indicated that someone had twisted it.”


  He frowned and his eyes drooped. “I know about Katie’s broken finger. She came into work that very day with her hand in a makeshift bandage. It pained her. She said that it got caught and that she twisted it while trying to climb over a fence on the farm. She refused to go to the hospital, even when I offered to take her.” Slowly he shook his head. “I knew I should have insisted.”


  “But you don’t think the injury came from her father.” I watched his face for any sign of doubt.


  Amos began stacking quarters again. “Nee. I can’t believe that about my old friend. Jeb is a cold man, but he would never physically hurt either of his girls.”


  I wanted to ask him how, if Jeb Lambright discarded their friendship after the death of his first wife, he could be so certain.


  Mr. Umble seemed to sense my doubt. “If anyone hurt Katie, it would have been one of her young men.”


  “One of her young men? Were there many?”


  He set five rolls of quarters to the side and returned to the cash register where he scooped out the dimes. The coins clattered onto the counter. “I never cared much for Caleb King. He is a tough young man, too harsh for someone as sweet as Katie. I told her so many times. It was a gut thing when she let Nathan Garner court her.”


  “When was that?”


  “Not long after her finger was broken.”


  Coincidence? I don’t think so. “And Jason Catcher?”


  He started to stack the dimes. “That Englischer.” He snorted. “He was always standing outside of the store, watching Katie. I knew it made her nervous, so I asked him to stop. Didn’t do much good. He watched her from the square.”


  A dime rolled across the counter. I stopped it with my hand and slid it back to Amos. “Do you think he could have broken Katie’s finger?”


  “I don’t know. He never struck me as the sort of guy who would do that, but she did seem wary of him after the break. Before that, she was perfectly normal around him.” He dropped several dimes into the paper roll and used the eraser end of the pencil to push them to the bottom since his pinkie was too large for the dime roll. “I hired Katie because her daed was a gut friend of mine once upon a time, but she turned into one of my best employees.”


  My brow shot up. I had learned much about Katie over the last few days, but nothing about her work ethic.


  Grandfather Zook shifted on his stool. “She was reliable.”


  “Ya. I hired Katie on like I do with most of the Amish girls who come into the shop looking for work as a stock girl, but I learned that she had a great head for figures. Within the first month, she balanced all of my accounts and organized my expenses and income in a way that I could understand. I was sorry to lose her. Now that she’s gone, my ledgers are a mess. I’m considering hiring an Englischer accountant to straighten them out.”


  “Why did she quit?” I asked.


  He placed a roll of coins beside the quarter rolls. “I wish I knew.”


  I had a feeling only Anna Lambright would be able to answer that question for me.


  My phone rang in my purse, and my face turned beet red. “I’m so sorry.” I grabbed the bag off the counter and searched for my cell to silence it. When I pulled the phone out, the readout displayed my dad’s number. My hand shook and the phone kept ringing.


  “Chloe?” Grandfather Zook’s voice was heavy with concern.


  I blinked. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” I hopped off the stool and slipped out the shop’s front door, answering the call just before it went to voice mail. “Hello?”


  “Hello, Chloe, this is your father.”


  As if I didn’t recognize his voice. “Hi . . . Dad.” My tongue tied.


  “Sabrina told me that you phoned on Christmas. I’m sorry I missed your call,” he said stiffly.


  He was? “It’s okay,” I said, even though it wasn’t.


  “Did you have a nice Christmas?”


  “Yes. Did you?”


  “I did,” he replied.


  There was an awkward pause.


  “I’m sorry that you couldn’t come out for Thanksgiving,” he said.


  That I couldn’t come out? Sabrina uninvited me to Thanksgiving. I bit my tongue to hold back a smart remark.


  “But I was wondering if you could come out here for a few days sometime after New Year’s.”


  A few days? I hadn’t spent much more than forty-eight hours with my father since he had moved to California. “Well, I . . .”


  “I know it’s short notice, but I thought you would have the time since the college is closed.”


  He was right. I did have the time. Classes wouldn’t resume until mid-January. One of my staffers, Miller, said that he would be back in town the day after Christmas. He could keep an eye on things while I was gone, but did I want to go?


  My father was reaching out. This might be my only chance. If I didn’t take it, somehow I knew there wouldn’t be another. Timothy’s face flashed in my head. He would understand why I needed to see my dad because he loved me. That gave me courage.


  “Yes, I have the time,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t shake.


  “Good,” he clipped. “I will have my secretary book your flight and e-mail you the reservation.”


  “Thank you.” I paused. “Does Sabrina know I’m coming?”


  “Of course. She’s looking forward to seeing you.”


  I’ll bet.


  I hung up as Grandfather Zook came out of the cheese shop. I hurried to his side.


  “Who called you?” Grandfather Zook asked.


  “My father,” I said.


  “Ahh,” he murmured and left it at that. As we shuffled toward my Bug, I was grateful he didn’t ask anything more about it.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  Garner Dutch Furniture Warehouse was located on a lonely stretch of Route 13 between Mount Vernon and Appleseed Creek, not far from the wildlife preserve and the auto parts factory where Billy had been hiding out. The shop had just opened, and Grandfather Zook and I were the first customers of the day. I helped Grandfather out of my Bug and popped the trunk. Then I lifted the large plastic bin of Grandfather Zook’s wooden wares from the trunk.


  “Do you need help with that?” the old man asked, even though he surely knew that with his braces he could not offer me any assistance.


  I adjusted my grip on the bin. “Nope. I got it.” At the door, I balanced the bin on my knee and held it open for us both.


  Inside the warehouse, the first detail that hit me was the smell, which had the hard bite of vinegar—Amish used it to polish furniture—and the earthiness of sawdust. Not that there was any sawdust on the floor. The simple concrete flooring was swept so clean I wondered if the proverbial statement was true and if the Garners ever ate off of it.


  Unlike those furniture showrooms that helped the shoppers imagine the pieces in his or her own home, the Garners displayed their wares in like groups. All the chests of drawers were in one corner, the end tables in another, the pie safes in another. Shoppers had to hunt for what they wanted, but discovering hidden gems instead of being coaxed into an impulse buy was part of the fun.


  Levi Garner grinned ear to ear, showing off his dimple. “Joseph Zook, you came all this way to see me. To what do I owe this honor?”


  Grandfather Zook knocked the snow off the end of his braces by the front door. “Gude Mariye, Levi.”


  Levi’s eyes slid to me. “I remember you from our last visit to the Troyer farm.”


  “Chloe is driving me around on my errands today. I have some more items to sell to you.”


  The dimple appeared again. “Gut. The Englischers like your small woodworking projects. They feel like they can take a little bit of Amish country home with them.” He pointed to a dining room table to the left of the door. “We can look at everything right here.”


  I set the bin on top of the table and stepped back. Levi peered inside and pulled out one of Grandfather’s letter holders. It had a cardinal carved into the front of it that was so lifelike, I thought it might fly right off the piece of wood. The source of Becky’s artistic talent was obvious. Levi placed two more letter holders next to the first, each one more beautiful than the last. “You do excellent work, Joseph.”


  Grandfather Zook lowered himself into one of the dining chairs and grinned. “It passes the time.”


  Levi ran his hand over one of the carvings. “I’ll price these at thirty a piece. We will break the sale as always. Sixty, forty, in your favor.”


  Grandfather Zook scratched his chin. “Is that what you sell them for? Last time you said forty for each.”


  The warehouse owner folded his hands on the tabletop. “It’s the time of year. We’re entering January and February and there will be far less visitors to the county until the winter weather breaks. I have to consider space costs, because these will likely be in my warehouse at least until spring.


  Grandfather Zook rubbed the short white beard on his chin. “Maybe I should hold them and come back and sell them to you in the spring then.”


  A knowing sparkle glinted into Levi’s dark eyes. “Thirty-five it is. Let me grab my ledger and calculator.”


  Grandfather Zook chuckled. “You use an Englischer’s calculator to do your figures?”


  Levi slipped behind the counter and waved the calculator at the older man. “Sure do. The district says we can if the calculations are work related. Trust me, it has come in handy recently.”


  Grandfather Zook leaned back against the straight back dining room chair. “I heard you had Katie Lambright working for you. Did she help you with the figures before?”


  Levi’s eyes narrowed. “Who told you that?”


  Grandfather Zook’s eyes widened innocently. “We were just over at Amos’s cheese shop on the square, and he said that Katie helped him with his arithmetic before she quit and came to work here.”


  Levi snorted. “Amos Umble may need help with his facts and figures from a girl, but I do not.”


  Still standing, I held onto the back of one of the dining room chairs. “If Katie didn’t help you in the office, what did she do here?”


  His dark eyes flicked in my direction. Was I mistaken, or was there a bit of distrust in his expression? The warehouse owner cleared his throat. “I hired her as a favor to my son. He and Katie were to be married, and he wanted her to work here in the family business. She did help me in the office some with clerical work. Mostly, she worked the cash register or on the floor helping customers.”


  “That was nice of you to hire her for your son.”


  “He wanted to keep an eye on her. Apparently she was being stalked at the cheese shop by some Englischer.”


  Grandfather Zook’s white bushy eyebrows knit together. “Must have been tense around here sometimes, seeing how Caleb courted Katie before.”


  Levi frowned. “Caleb knew Katie made her choice. He should have had more understanding for his friend.”


  Remembering the coldness between Caleb and Nathan on the Troyer farm days ago, I wasn’t so sure that was possible.


  Levi interlaced his fingers on the tabletop. “My son was never happier than when he and Katie talked of their plans to marry. It wounds me to see my son so distraught over her death. It’s a terrible, terrible act, and the person responsible will be punished, if not by the world, by Gott.”


  “It is terrible, but perhaps there can be forgiveness too,” Grandfather Zook said.


  “Nee,” Levi said. “Not for this.” He cleared his throat. “Now, let me count all these pieces and tally up the total for you, so you can be on your way.”


  “Mind if I look around?” I asked. “Where I’m living now is fully furnished, but I’m hoping to move to a new place soon and put my own pieces in it.”


  Levi showed me his dimple. “By all means then, see what we have. If there’s anything that catches your eye, we can hold it for you until you move.”


  I thanked him and wandered around the maze of furniture. Before long, I could no longer see Grandfather Zook and Levi, but their voices echoed through the expansive building. Along a back wall of the second cavernous room, I found Grandfather’s napkin holders for sale. I smiled as I straightened them on the shelf. If I were a tourist shopping in the warehouse, I certainly would be tempted to buy one of them. I picked one up, a buggy carved into the front of it, and flipped it over. The small sticker on the bottom said that napkin holder was seventy dollars. My forehead crinkled. Hadn’t he told Grandfather Zook he priced them at thirty-five? Why were these different? Did Levi think someone would pay seventy dollars for a napkin holder? Either he was confident in Grandfather Zook’s craftsmanship or delusional about what an English person would spend.


  I turned to find my way back to the front of the store, but the muffled sound of angry voices stopped me. I walked along the back wall of the warehouse and discovered an entrance to yet another room. How big was this building? They could house the Goodyear blimp in here.


  Sunshine flowed into the room through an open bay. An Amish wagon, the one I had seen at the Troyers’ home, stood right outside of the bay, and Caleb and Nathan glared at each other near the open bay doors. They held either end of a dresser. I couldn’t tell if they planned to load it onto the wagon or take it off.


  Caleb gripped his end of the dresser until his fingers turned white. “She loved me!”


  Nathan glared at him. “If that is true, why did she leave you?”


  “I will tell you why—because you are going to inherit the furniture warehouse. You will be able to provide a good living and life for her and . . .” He gave a strangled breath, “her children. After the childhood that she had, that’s all she ever wanted.” He dropped his end of the dresser with a resounding thud, and it echoed through the warehouse.


  Nathan stumbled back but was able to keep hold of his end of the dresser. He carefully set his end down and examined the piece. “Look what you have done. We just got it from a craftsman and you ruined it.”


  “Maybe your father will sell it for a fair price, then?”


  Nathan launched himself at his former best friend, and the two Amish young men crashed to the concrete floor. Caleb, clearly the stronger of the two, pinned Nathan to the ground in seconds. He wiped blood from his lip.


  Nathan kicked at him, but Caleb easily stayed out of the way of the wayward boots.


  “What are you going to do? Strangle me like you did Katie?” Nathan cried. “You could have hit her dozens of times, and she would have never said a word. It won’t be that way for me. You’re fired. You will never work in this county again. I will ruin you. Ruin you.”


  Caleb laughed. “You can’t fire me. You can’t do anything to me.”


  “Yes, I can. Have you read the sign on the warehouse? It says Garner.” He spat the words out. “King is the name of a grunt.”


  Caleb straddled Nathan’s back and pulled his friend’s hand backward, twisting his index finger. The crack and pop of Nathan’s finger breaking went off like a gunshot in the enormous room, echoing off the bare walls and rafters.


  I gasped and covered my mouth, my stomach roiling. In my mind’s eye, I saw him breaking—not Nathan’s finger—but Katie’s. I had little doubt that Caleb was the one behind the old wounds on Katie’s body.


  My gasp caught Caleb’s attention and he jumped off Nathan—but it was too late. I had seen everything and he knew it. I stumbled backward and the corner of a desk stabbed my hip.


  “What are you doing?” Caleb bellowed.


  Writhing in pain, Nathan rolled back and forth on the concrete floor, holding his broken finger.


  I turned and ran.


  “Stop!” Caleb cried.


  I was lost. The maze of furniture had me confused. It was all the same color, the pieces blending together. I turned a corner and smacked into Levi Garner’s chest.


  He pushed me back, holding me at arm’s length.


  I gulped air. “Caleb broke Nathan’s finger like he did Katie’s.”


  “Where are you?” Caleb cried.


  Levi’s eyes narrowed, and he pushed me aside. Caleb appeared in the aisle and saw Levi’s fury. It was his turn to run. He spun on his heels, dashing back the way he came when a silver brace spilled quietly into the aisle. Caleb never saw it and landed face down on the floor.


  Levi reached Caleb in four strides, lifting the young Amish man off the ground by his shirt as if he weighed no more than Naomi’s favorite doll. “What did you do to my son?”


  Caleb cowered.


  Grandfather Zook appeared in the aisle and waved one of his arm braces at me. “That worked like a charm.”


  I dialed 911, followed by Chief Rose’s direct number.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Five

  


  Emergency lights from the ambulances and police cars reflected off the snow and through the windows into the warehouse. Grandfather Zook and I sat at the dining room table where he and Levi had negotiated prices for Grandfather’s woodworking projects.


  A few feet away, an EMT wrapped Nathan’s broken finger. “That should hold for the ride to the hospital.”


  “Can you fix it?” Nathan asked through a wince of pain. “Will it be the same as before?”


  The EMT grimaced. “That’s hard to say. It’s a pretty bad break. The doctor will look at it and give you a better idea. Hopefully, you won’t have to see a hand specialist.”


  Nathan held his injured hand to his chest. Levi glared at Caleb. His son’s former friend stood in handcuffs, and Officer Nottingham had a firm grip on his upper arm. Caleb strained against the officer’s hold. “I didn’t kill Katie. I didn’t. Just because I fought with Nathan, you think I killed someone.” He spat those last words in Chief Rose’s face.


  The police chief removed a napkin from her pocket and wiped her cheek, but she held her ground. She nodded to Officer Nottingham. “I’m tired of looking at him. Take him to the sheriff’s station. I don’t even want him in my department.”


  Officer Nottingham pulled on Caleb’s arm. “Let’s go.”


  “Can we take Garner to the hospital?” the EMT asked the police chief.


  She nodded. “I’ll be there within the hour.”


  Officer Riley held the door as the EMT wheeled Nathan out in a wheelchair. Levi moved to follow him, but Chief Rose held up her hand. “I need to speak with you first.”


  “My son.”


  “I’ll be brief,” she said and led him to another part of the warehouse out of my earshot. I couldn’t help but think that was on purpose.


  “Are you all right?” I asked Grandfather Zook for the fifth time.


  He squeezed my hand. “Chloe, I’m fine. I have told you this. I’m glad that Levi insisted that he go look for you when you didn’t come back to the front of the store. He didn’t want me to go with him, but I hobbled along anyway.” He knocked on his braces leaning against the table. “Sometimes these come in handy.”


  I groaned. “Mr. Troyer is going to be angry when he finds out what happened.”


  The skin around Grandfather Zook’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Simon will recover. He always does.”


  “You think Caleb killed Katie?” I asked.


  His bushy eyebrows shot up. “Don’t you?”


  “I still want to talk to Anna. Ruth and I plan to talk to her later this afternoon. I think she knows more about her sister’s life than anyone.” I frowned. “I just don’t know if Caleb is the one who killed Katie.”


  “Why not?” The voice came from behind, startling me.


  I jumped and found Levi Garner glaring at me, his dimple nowhere to be found. “Did you see what he did to my son? An Amish man with an injured hand is nothing! What work can he do if the doctor cannot mend it?”


  “I—I don’t know.”


  “Okay, okay, calm down, Garner.” Chief Rose stepped between us. “Officer Riley here will take you to the hospital to see Nathan. Considering how he drives, you two might beat the ambulance there.”


  Riley adjusted his utility belt under his protruding belly. “I used to drag race back in the day.”


  Chief Rose shook her head.


  Levi and Officer Riley started to leave.


  “Wait,” I said. “Levi, I noticed the prices for Grandfather Zook’s woodworking pieces were higher than you quoted them to be.”


  Levi’s mouth fell open. “You want to talk about that now? My son is in the hospital.”


  I dropped my head. “I just noticed that—”


  Grandfather Zook waved my concern away. “I’ve sold my goods to Levi for years. There is nothing to worry about.”


  Levi shot me another glare before he followed Officer Riley out of the building.


  Chief Rose pointed at me with her finger as if firing a gun. “I want to talk to you too, Humphrey, but first I need to take some more pictures of where the fight occurred. You and Mr. Zook hang tight here until I return.” She opened a black crime scene kit on the tabletop and removed an SLR digital camera.


  When the chief disappeared among the furniture aisle, I stood.


  “Where are you going?” Grandfather Zook asked.


  “I need to step outside for a second. I need some air.”


  Grandfather nodded. “Don’t be gone long. I don’t want to be in trouble with the lady copper.”


  I arched an eyebrow. “Copper?”


  “It’s another new Englischer word I learned. What do you think?”


  “I wouldn’t call Chief Rose that to her face.”


  As I stepped through the warehouse’s front door, he laughed.


  Just minutes ago, the warehouse’s parking lot had been full of emergency vehicles, now all that remained was Chief Rose’s cruiser and my Bug. I took a deep breath of air. Was I wrong? Was Caleb the killer like everyone believed? Why did I doubt it? If he could snap his girlfriend and best friend’s fingers without thought, why couldn’t he commit murder in the same cold manner? I placed a hand on the frigid side of the Bug to steady myself and shivered. This was Chief Rose’s problem. If it turned out that I was right and Caleb did not commit the murder, I would help her find the killer—if she asked me to help. But no more volunteering. After seeing Nathan’s mangled finger, I was out of that business.


  A large hand wrapped around my wrist and spun me around. My back slammed against the car door, but the grip on my wrist tightened as I cried out in pain.


  Brock Buckley leaned in. “I’ve been looking for you, Red. Lucky you have a unique girly car.”


  That’s it. I would trade the Bug in and get something generic, like a Corolla.


  He jerked my arm up. “Does that hurt?”


  “Let me go,” I shouted. Frantically I looked around for Curt. Until recently, the two were always together. “How stupid are you? Didn’t you see Chief Rose’s squad car? It’s right over there. She’s inside the warehouse.”


  He dropped my wrist and placed a tree-trunk thick arm on either side of my shoulders, pinning my arms to my sides and me to the car. “She can’t hear you out here. That place is like an airplane hangar.”


  “Where’s Curt?” I asked.


  He snarled. “That’s what I wanted to ask you.”


  “Ask me? Why? Why would I know where he is?” If I screamed would Chief Rose hear me?


  “You’re all he talks about lately. You and that church.”


  “Me?” My eyes darted around the parking lot. There was no one else there.


  “Yes, you turned my best friend into a wimp. He’d rather spend time at church than with me.”


  “I don’t see anything wrong with that.”


  He squeezed his arms more tightly. I felt like I was about to fold in half the long way.


  “Help!” I cried.


  Brock pressed his forearm up against my throat. I choked. “Don’t think I won’t finish you. I’ve had my eye on you since the moment you showed up in this town. I left you alone because of Curt, but his wish to keep you safe doesn’t matter much to me anymore.”


  Spots flashed in front of my eyes. Curt protected me from Brock? How is that possible? I had always thought Curt was the instigator, and Brock was the one who followed his lead. Had it been the reverse all of this time?


  He pressed down harder. “You cost me a best friend.”


  I gagged. My eyes felt like they might pop out of my head, and I shut them tight to hold them in place. Was this what Katie felt before she died? Had Brock—not Caleb—been behind her death? My vision blurred and in my mind, I could see Brock looming over Katie’s body through the fog. I heard someone talking, but I couldn’t understand the words. “Don’t think I won’t.” I caught that phrase. Don’t think I won’t what? My thoughts swam in a gray mist. I couldn’t take hold of any of them.


  Then, the pressure was gone. I slid to the snow-covered gravel parking lot, holding my throat and gasping for air.


  Brock stood three feet away from me with his hands in the air. Chief Rose had her handgun trained at his chest. “Lay on the ground with your arms stretched out in front of you!”


  Brock glowered at her. “The ground is freezing.”


  “Ask me if I care,” the police chief barked back. “Do it. Now.”


  Brock did as he was told.


  “Get up, Humphrey,” Chief Rose said to me. I struggled to my wobbly legs. The police chief handed me her gun. “If he tries anything while I’m cuffing him, shoot him.”


  The gun shook in my hand. My finger wasn’t even on the trigger. Was she serious? Thankfully, I didn’t have to answer that question because Brock let Chief Rose cuff him with little fuss. She yanked him to his feet. For a small woman, she was awfully strong.


  “Thanks for cooperating, Buckley,” the police chief said sarcastically. She walked him over to her cruiser and shoved him into the backseat behind the wire mesh. She slammed the door on him. “You okay, Humphrey? Do you need to be checked out?”


  I rubbed my throat, wondering if I would have a bruise. “I’ll be fine,” I croaked. I didn’t want to go back to the hospital. I had been there too many times before. If I weren’t careful I would need to make a change of address with the post office to have my mail sent there. “Thank you for rescuing me.”


  “Okay then. If your sore throat doesn’t go away by tomorrow morning, I want you to go to the hospital. I need to take charming Mr. Buckley here to jail. I’m sure the warden will be happy to see him again. They are old pals.”


  I nodded, because talking would take too much effort. All I wanted to do was go home and drink a big mug of lemon and honey tea.


  The police chief opened her car door. “I’ll have Officer Nottingham swing by your place tomorrow to record your statement for both incidents. Is there anyone else out to get you that I should know about, Humphrey? Being attacked twice in the span of three hours is a little much—even for you.”


  I wish I knew.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Six

  


  The three youngest Troyer children wandered aimlessly around the front yard. When my car shuddered to a stop on the Troyers’ frozen drive, Thomas and Naomi came running. Thomas opened his grandfather’s car door as I slipped out of the driver seat.


  Naomi hugged my legs, and I squeezed her back.


  Grandfather Zook adjusted his braces above his elbows while Thomas steadied him. “What are you all doing outside in the cold?”


  “Becky is here,” Thomas said in an unusually hushed voice. “Ellie Young dropped her off a little while ago.”


  Grandfather Zook cocked his head. “I’ll bet Ellie was disappointed that I wasn’t here.”


  Naomi giggled.


  Her grandfather’s grin turned to a frown. “That was nice of Ellie to give Becky a ride to the farm, but it still doesn’t answer my question as to why you are moping outside.”


  Ruth joined us and kicked off snow that gathered on the toe of her boot. “Daed said we had to go outside so he and Maam could talk to her.”


  My stomach clenched. I knew why.


  “Hair,” Naomi whispered.


  Grandfather’s bushy eyebrows fused together. “Hair?”


  “Becky cut her hair,” Thomas whispered. “Like an Englischer.”


  Grandfather Zook sighed. “I see.” He hobbled toward the house.


  The children and I followed. Even before we reached the screened-in front porch, we heard the angry timbre of raised voices. Grandfather Zook didn’t hesitate and went inside. Through the opening, I saw Becky and her parents in the living room. Mrs. Troyer sat on the couch. Her hands covered her face and her body shook as silent sobs rolled through her.


  Mr. Troyer stood across from his eldest daughter, his face bright red as if he had scrubbed it hard with a bristle brush. Becky stood defiantly across from him with her arms folded across her chest. “I told you that I wasn’t coming back. You knew that. I don’t know why cutting my hair makes any difference.”


  Mr. Troyer responded in Pennsylvania Dutch. Even though I couldn’t understand the words, I knew by the way Becky sucked in air that his comments bit. “So you care what Deacon Sutter says now?” Becky asked.


  Mr. Troyer opened his mouth again, but Grandfather Zook stamped one of his braces on one of the wide floor boards. “What is going on?”


  I hovered in the doorway, but the three younger Troyer children dashed back into the yard. Should I run too?


  Mr. Troyer spun around and faced his father-in-law. He said something in their language.


  “Ya, I see that she has cut her hair.”


  Mr. Troyer responded again in their language.


  Grandfather Zook sniffed. “Speak Englisch. Chloe is here.”


  Duly outed, I stepped forward.


  Mrs. Troyer dropped her hands from her face and stared at me through her tears. Her expression was pointed, accusatory. I glanced at Mr. Troyer and saw the same look on his face. Behind me, cold wind sliced into my back through the open door. Did I leave it open as a means of escape?


  Mr. Troyer’s eyes narrowed. “You did this to her.”


  “I—I didn’t.”


  “Your Englisch friend did.”


  I licked my lips. “Becky asked her to.”


  Becky took a step closer to her father. “Daed, Chloe had nothing to do with this. Cutting my hair was my decision.”


  I stepped forward. “Becky didn’t take the decision lightly. I know she’s thought about it for a long time.”


  Mr. Troyer turned to me as if seeing me for the first time and he did not like what he found. “You knew she would do this?”


  “I . . .”


  Mrs. Troyer covered her face again as if she couldn’t look at me.


  Mr. Troyer pointed at the open door. “Chloe, please leave. This is a conversation for the family.”


  His words cut, but they were true. I shouldn’t be there. I wasn’t family, and if Mr. Troyer’s thunderous expression was any indication, they didn’t want me to be.


  I stumbled back. “Oh, right, I’m so sorry.”


  “Close the door when you leave,” Becky’s father added.


  “Chloe, wait,” Grandfather Zook said.


  I shook my head. “I should go.” I backed out onto the front porch and shut the door behind me. I hurried down the steps, waving at the children, but avoiding eye contact because more than anything I didn’t want them to see me cry. Naomi and Thomas were making snow angels. “Bye,” I choked out. “Gotta run.”


  My hands shook as I opened my car door.


  “Chloe,” Ruth called from behind me.


  I closed my eyes for a moment because I didn’t want her to see how much her father’s words affected me. I inhaled slowly and turned.


  “What’s happened? Are you all right?”


  “I’ll be fine.” I gave her a weak smile. “I have to go to work and check on some things.”


  She placed a hand on my sleeve. “You will come back later, won’t you? To come with me to see Anna? We have to go. She will be waiting for us.”


  I blew out a breath, and a white cloud blurred my sight. “I’ll come back. Can you meet me here? In the driveway?”


  Confusion crossed over her expression. “Ya, if that’s what you want.”


  “See you then,” I said and jumped into the car.


  The Harshberger College campus was like a graveyard, which wasn’t the best analogy to think of while still reeling from the morning’s events. I parked as close to the front entrance as possible and made sure I had my keys to the Dennis academic building where the computer service department was located. Inside, the building was still and quiet. It was hard to believe that in a few short weeks, the campus would be buzzing again with students and faculty.


  I hurried to the server room and unlocked the doors to the racks. All of the machines blinked happy green lights at me. I fired up the laptop and ran a few small tests on the system. Everything pinged back with no complaints. My shoulders sagged with relief as I turned the laptop off again and locked the door.


  I ran up the stairs and was outside of the building on the way to my car within five minutes. I cleared my throat and felt the scratchiness from Brock’s attack. I wished for some of Mrs. Troyer’s honey lemon tea, but considering what had just happened, would I ever be invited to drink it again?


  The parking lot outside of Dennis overlooked a small pond on the campus, and I made the mistake of glancing in its direction as I made my way to my car. A figure sat on one of the park benches beside the pond. Curt Fanning. He sat bent at the waist with his face buried in his hands. I hesitated. Even though I was over a hundred feet away, he must have sensed me because he lifted his head in my direction. His sad expression didn’t change when he saw that it was me.


  I bit my lip. I should leave. Something told me that I needed to see if Curt was okay.


  Was he okay? That wasn’t my problem. How many times over the last few months had he and Brock gone out of their way to make the Troyers’ lives and mine miserable? Too many to count. Yet again, I felt the nudge toward him. He looked like he needed someone to talk to. I glanced around the campus grounds. I was the only one there. Despite everything, how could I ignore him now?


  I groaned. I would check to see if he needed any help, but then I was out of there. I wasn’t going to be stupid about it though. I unlocked my car and tucked my purse under the passenger seat after slipping my cell phone into my coat pocket. I pushed the front seat forward and grabbed my ice scraper from the back. If Curt tried anything, I’d whack him one. I relocked the car and put the key into my other pocket. Slowly I made my way down the icy steps that led to the pond.


  Curt was alone. The geese and ducks that called the pond home during the warm months had gone for the winter to points south. A fresh pile of snow lay on the ground next to Curt’s feet. He held his father’s army dog tags in his hands and caressed them with his thumbs as if they were some type of talisman.


  I held my snow scraper in front of me.


  “Is this how you’re going to approach me from now on?” Curt asked hoarsely. When I had seen him on campus earlier in the week, I had been brandishing the same scraper. It almost came as a relief to hear some of the characteristic sarcasm in his voice.


  “Better safe than sorry,” I replied and lowered the scraper just a hair.


  His eyes grew sad. “I don’t blame you. I would be nervous around me too, if I were you.”


  I took another step forward, but still left over twenty feet between us, having no desire to move any closer than that.


  “I heard what Brock did.” Curt’s voice sounded gravelly. “Are you all right?”


  Reflexively, my free hand went to my throat and touched the sore spot. “I will be okay. Brock is a strong guy and he was very angry at me.”


  Curt turned his gaze back to the frozen pond. “Because of me.”


  “That’s what he said.”


  He made eye contact with me again. “He doesn’t like how I have changed since meeting you.”


  “How is that?”


  He sighed. “I’ve started asking questions, wondering if there is something more to life than causing trouble and just getting by.”


  “Is there?” My voice was barely above a whisper.


  “In your life there is. In my own life, I wasn’t so sure. Over the last couple of weeks I’ve been thinking how you saved Brock last month. You could have left him to die in that freezing pond and gotten away from us, but you stayed and helped.” Curt’s shoulders rolled forward. “I would have never done it. I wanted to know what could possibly make you do that. Brock wasn’t curious about it at all.”


  I took two small steps forward. “What did you do?”


  “I knew you were a Christian, so I wanted to see what all the fuss was about. I found my dad’s old Bible in his knapsack from the war. Mom never even bothered to unpack the bag when the army sent it home. The Bible was dog-eared and written all over, like my dad spent hours and hours studying it.” His eyes glistened as he looked at me. “Do you think that means he was a Christian when he was killed?”


  My heart thundered in my chest. How could I possibly answer that? How could I answer that question for anyone other than myself? And yet, for some reason, I believed I knew the answer. “I do,” I said.


  His shoulders relaxed. “I read the part my dad underlined and that made sense when I thought of you and how you react to things like people being hurt or when Brock was in trouble.”


  “Then what happened?”


  He laughed softly. “You saw me at the Christmas Eve service. I have to say the look on your face when I sat next to you was priceless.” His tone became serious. “But you didn’t run away when I sat down. It meant a lot to me.”


  He had no idea how close I had been to bolting out of that pew.


  “I went back to the church the day after Christmas and spoke to the pastor. I asked him what I had to do to be like you. He told me, and we prayed together.”


  “And then?” I asked, choking back the emotion bubbling in my throat.


  “I waited and nothing happened. I thought it might feel like being struck by lightning or being filled with the force. I thought something big would happen, but nothing did.”


  I smiled. “I don’t think believing is like being struck by lightning. And having the force would certainly be nice sometimes, but that’s only a George Lucas fairy tale. Faith is a choice, and making that choice is more powerful than lightning. In your case, it is your choice to change your life.” I touched my throat again. “Considering how upset Brock was about it, I’d say that you changed a lot.”


  “I’m not like you, though. You would never turn your back on someone. You always reach out to help.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I want to be the same way.”


  The truth was—I wasn’t as perfect as Curt made me out to be. I didn’t always reach out to help. I did turn my back on others. My father’s face dominated my mind. When he rejected me, I rejected him right back. I never gave my best effort to fix our relationship. My father wasn’t the only one. Even Billy had reached out to me to make peace, but I hadn’t been able to trust him again completely.


  Curt’s face flushed red. “Will you pray with me again? I know that I already prayed with the pastor, but I want to make sure it sticks.”


  “You don’t have to keep praying the sinner’s prayer over and over again. When you do it once, it sticks, but I’m happy to pray with you if it will bring you comfort.”


  He gave me a crooked grin. “I just think that considering my checkered past, better safe than sorry, you know?”


  I smiled. “Okay.” I sat on the bench next to him and bowed my head, gripping the snow scraper the entire time.


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

  


  I was an emotional mess when I arrived at the Troyer farm a half hour later. Thoughts of Curt, my father, Sabrina, Becky, and the Troyers mixed with my fears of Brock and Caleb. I called Timothy on the way to his parents’ farm. “Are you home yet?”


  He laughed. “Miss me?”


  The sound of his laughter put me immediately at ease. There was so much to tell him. How would I begin? “You have no idea.”


  “I like the sound of that. I’m turning into your driveway now.”


  “I’m not at home. I’m on my way to your parents’ farm to meet Ruth.” I went on to tell him that Ruth and I were meeting Anna at the Gundy barn. Ruth wouldn’t be happy about this because she made me promise not to tell anyone about her and Anna’s secret meeting place, but after the day I had, I felt a whole lot better with someone knowing where we were.


  “You think Anna knows who did it?”


  “Maybe, but Chief Rose already made an arrest.” I related my adventure with Grandfather Zook at the warehouse. I left out the part about Brock. I wanted to tell him about my encounters with Brock, and later with Curt, face-to-face.


  “You promised not to go to the warehouse without me.” Timothy’s voice took on an edge to it.


  Another promise I’d broken that day. Not a great track record. “I know, but Grandfather Zook had a great excuse to go there. I thought it would be a lot more believable than if you and I showed up and randomly started asking questions. Can you meet Ruth and me on the side of the road closest to the barn?”


  “You want me to go with you to talk to Anna?”


  I turned into the Troyers’ driveway. “Yes.”


  “Ruth won’t like that.”


  He knew his sister well. “I know, but I need you to be there. I’m at your parents’ house.” I couldn’t tell him about his parents’ reaction to Becky’s hair. I decided to wait until after we spoke with Anna.


  “I’ll see you outside the Gundy barn,” he said and disconnected.


  Ruth waited for me outside of the Troyers’ barn. “Where have you been?” She jumped into my car. “We are going to be late. The walk from the road is only a quarter mile, but it’s still going to take some time in this deep snow.”


  I shifted the car into reverse. “Where did you tell your mother we were going?”


  She lifted her chin. “I told her the truth. I said that you promised to drive me to see Anna because it was too cold to walk there.”


  “Ah,” I said. Apparently, Ruth had already mastered the tried and true teenager trick of telling a half-truth. I backed onto the Troyers’ country road. “And she didn’t mind, considering what’s going on with Becky?”


  “She said it was nice, but not to be surprised if Anna’s parents turned us away.” Ruth wrinkled her nose. “She didn’t say I couldn’t go.”


  That wasn’t exactly the same thing as not minding.


  We drove in silence the rest of the way and stopped at the farthest spot where we could leave my car. I had beat Timothy to the meeting spot.


  Ruth unbuckled her seat belt. “Turn off the car and let’s go.”


  I pulled on my gloves and removed my cell phone from my purse, sticking it in my pocket. “We can wait for a minute.”


  “Wait for what? I’m sure Anna’s already there. She is going to think I’m not coming. I can’t do that to her.”


  I sighed. “We are going to wait until Timothy shows up, and we will all go see Anna together.”


  “Timothy?” she yelped. “You told Timothy about mine and Anna’s meeting place?”


  “Not exactly. I told him that we were meeting Anna at the Gundy barn. I didn’t tell him that you and Anna have met there before.”


  “What’s the difference? He will know and then so will everyone.”


  “Timothy won’t tell,” I said.


  “Like you didn’t?” She glared at me and threw open her door.


  I yanked the keys from the ignition and jumped out of the car. “Where are you going?”


  Tears rolled down her pale cheeks. “Where does it look like I’m going?”


  “You can’t go alone. It’s not safe.”


  “What do you know about it? I’ve come here every time by myself. This is the first time that I’ve brought anyone, and you betrayed me.”


  I locked my car with the key fob and jogged after her. “Ruth, I’m just being cautious.”


  She kept going, refusing to even look at me.


  We were still close enough to the road for my cell phone to have good reception. Timothy picked up on the first ring. “How far away are you?”


  “Ten minutes. Why?”


  “Your sister already took off for the barn, and I’m following her.”


  Timothy groaned. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. You’d better stick with her.”


  “I plan to,” I said and hung up. I tucked my cell back into my pocket.


  Ruth gave me a dirty look. “Were you calling your boyfriend?”


  “As a matter of fact, I was,” I replied. I wondered what her parents would think if they had heard me. If Becky’s haircut could derail their opinion of me so quickly, maybe they weren’t as at ease with Timothy courting me as I had thought.


  We walked the rest of the way in silence. Before long, the familiar stand of evergreen trees came into view and just behind them, the Gundy barn.


  A small figure stepped out from behind the Gundy’s barn. Ruth lifted her heavy winter skirts and broke into a run when she saw her friend. I followed at a much slower pace, the events of the day weighing heavily on me. The sun was low in the sky behind the Gundy barn, throwing shadows toward us. I wrinkled my forehead. Another shadow seemed to peek out from behind the barn, but it didn’t belong to Anna.


  “Ruth! Wait!” I cried and ran after her.


  The shadow moved. Levi Garner emerged from around the corner of the barn, his arms gripping Anna. He held a woodworker’s chisel under the young girl’s chin.


  Ruth froze as if she had smacked into an invisible wall. I sprinted to Ruth’s side and grabbed her arm. The cold air pumping into my mouth made my sore throat hurt that much more.


  Levi Garner’s lip curled. “I knew you would come back here. It’s where it all started, isn’t it? I knew the moment you said that you didn’t think Caleb was the killer that I would have to do something about you. Imagine my pleasure when I found this little girl waiting patiently for you.” He bent Anna’s arm behind her back, and she cried out in pain.


  I released Ruth’s arm. “Let her go. If I’m the one you’ve been waiting here for, then fine. The girls have nothing to do with this.”


  Despite the cold, sweat glistened on Levi’s forehead. He wasn’t wearing a hat. I hoped that he would catch a cold.


  “Ruth,” I whispered. “I want you to take my cell phone and keys and run back to the car.”


  Ruth began to sob. “I can’t. I can’t leave you and Anna.”


  “Listen to me. It is Anna’s best chance if you run back to the car, lock yourself inside of it, and call for help.”


  “I don’t know how to use your phone.”


  How did I give an Amish girl a crash course in smartphone use without attracting Levi’s attention?


  “What are you two talking about?” Levi’s voice thundered. “You better not think about leaving. The moment one of you is out of my sight, I stab her in the throat.”


  Ruth crumbled to the ground in tears.


  Okay, plan B. “Levi, you don’t want the girls. You can have me. Let Anna go, and you can hold the chisel to my throat. Isn’t that what you really want to do?”


  He relaxed some.


  I took three tentative steps toward him, and his hold on Anna tensed up again. I froze and looked Levi straight in the eyes. I needed to attract his attention away from Anna and onto me. If he became distracted enough, then maybe she would be able to wriggle away from him. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the best I had until Timothy showed up. Where was he?


  “You killed Katie because she figured out that you were cheating the Amish craftsmen out of their fair share of their woodworking sales. You made a deal with them that they would receive sixty percent of the sale of their items, but you lied to them about the prices the items sold for and pocketed the difference.” My voice shook with anger as I spoke because I knew Grandfather Zook was also a victim. “How did she find out?”


  He closed his eyes for a moment. “All I had her do was file some of the receipts, and she started asking questions. I told her that she wasn’t supposed to be reading the receipts, just filing them. Later I caught her digging through the drawers as if she were looking for something. I would have strangled her right at that very moment if Nathan hadn’t stepped into the office.”


  Tears rolled down Anna cheeks as she listened to Levi give his reason for killing her sister as if it made perfect sense. Keep it together, Anna, I whispered in my head. Keep it together. We can still get out of this. Don’t give up.


  “I knew I shouldn’t have hired her, but my son begged me to. He said she wanted to leave the cheese shop because some Englischer wouldn’t leave her alone there. He knew the Englischer would never come to our warehouse.”


  “She told Nathan, didn’t she? She told your son that his father cheated the families in the district.”


  Levi dropped the chisel two inches from Anna’s throat. “Ya. The stupid girl. My son did the right thing, told her that she must be wrong, that I would never do anything like that. After talking sense into her, he told me. I denied it and told him that Katie must be confused. Before he left, I saw the glimmer of doubt in his eye, and I knew it was all over. I had no choice. I had to get rid of the girl before she made it even worse. What if she reported me to the deacon? Or to the police? I couldn’t have that.”


  A new shadow appeared on the side of the barn, and it was moving. I blinked, wondering what I was seeing. Was it Timothy? Had he heard us and snuck around the other side of the barn?


  Jeb Lambright appeared behind Levi holding a tire iron. What is he doing here? How did he know to come here? Did Levi tell him? I shivered as I remembered the abuse accusations Jason made against Jeb.


  Jeb took two long strides behind Levi Garner and hit the man on the head with the tire iron.


  Anna screamed as Levi fell forward and knocked her to the ground, landing on top of her. Jeb dropped the tire iron onto the ground and shoved the unconscious man off his daughter. Anna scrambled to her feet. Ruth ran to her friend and the two girls clung to each other as Jeb stood still as a statue, as if in a stupor.


  Timothy burst out of the stand of evergreen trees and took in the scene. “I heard shouting and ran here as fast as I could.” He blinked. “What happened?”


  I gave him an abbreviated version.


  “We need something to tie him up before he comes to,” Timothy panted.


  “I know just the thing.” I ran into the Gundy barn and removed a roll of duct tape from Billy’s backup stash. I handed it to Timothy.


  “Silver.” He smiled at me. “Because Billy is a purist.”


  “Right.”


  Timothy kneeled in the snow and pulled Levi’s wrists together behind his back and secured them with a long strip of duct tape. He then moved to Levi’s ankles. Then, Timothy stood back and admired his handiwork. “It’s not that much different than tying up a cow.”


  A few feet away and with tears in his eyes, Jeb Lambright folded his surviving daughter into a hug. He said something to her in their language.


  Anna held onto him for dear life.


  I looked at Timothy.


  He swallowed. “He promised that their life would be different now, and he said that he loved her.”


  I watched a father and daughter reunite. It was something I longed for too. Was it possible for me? Would my father risk his life to save mine? I didn’t know. Shouldn’t that be something children should know about their parents?


  “Will you call Greta?” Timothy asked, shaking me from my black thoughts.


  I gave him a lopsided grin. “Don’t I always?”


  Twenty minutes later the sound of snowmobiles broke into the quiet of the winter-washed fields. Chief Rose and her team appeared over the horizon and came to a stop a few yards from us.


  The police chief climbed off her snowmobile and removed her helmet. Her brown poodle curls sprang perfectly into place. “Humphrey, when I asked you earlier today if there was anyone else out to get you, you didn’t need to go find someone.”


  I didn’t bother to respond to that.


  She poked Levi’s side with the toe of her snow boot. “Duct tape. How appropriate.”


  “In Billy’s honor,” I said.


  The Appleseed Creek police chief snorted. “You’re welcome to keep helping me sort out cases like this, Humphrey, but let me make it very clear, you will never be on my payroll.”


  “Understood.” I watched Jeb wrap his arm around his daughter’s shoulder. “I don’t do it for the payroll.”


  “Neither do I,” the chief murmured, before looking over her shoulder at her crew. “Nottingham, strap this turkey to the back of one of the snowmobiles, and do me a favor. Make sure he is strapped in good and tight. I don’t want him rolling off and suing the department for his injuries.”


  Nottingham nodded, and he and Officer Riley rolled the still unconscious Levi onto the sled that would hook to the back of one of the snowmobiles.


  “If you hit a few ruts making your way to the road, that’s okay,” the chief said. “Got that, guys?”


  “We got it, Chief,” Nottingham said with a wicked smile.


  Chief Rose squinted at me. Her silver eyeliner caught the light of the setting sun. “You didn’t hear that, Humphrey. Okay?”


  “Hear what?” I asked with a grin.


  
    


    


    Epilogue

  


  A few days later, Timothy waited with me just a few feet away from the security checkpoint at the Columbus airport. I adjusted my carry-on, hoping that I remembered to pack everything I would need. The last thing I wanted to do when I got to California was ask Sabrina for a toothbrush.


  My feet rooted to the linoleum. I stalled. “Have you heard from Billy?” I asked.


  “You mean Walter?” he asked bitterly.


  “Is that what we’re calling him now?” I asked. A woman with a hot pink animal carrier walked by with a dog yapping from inside. If they were on my plane, it was going to be a long flight to LA.


  Timothy shifted his feet. “I don’t know what to call him. He’s still in the hospital. When he can be moved, Chief Rose will ship him off to Michigan.”


  “What can we do for him?”


  “We can pray. He’s on the church’s prayer list.” He paused. “Nathan Garner is too. He’s in Columbus. Surgery is scheduled for tomorrow on his finger.”


  I winced. “Poor guy. His girlfriend is murdered, and he learns his father is the killer. Plus, his best friend attacks him.”


  “With Levi and Caleb out of the picture, it looks like he will be running the warehouse all by himself—if he can figure out how to pay back everyone his father swindled over the last twenty years.”


  “Tell your family, I said good-bye.” I bit the inside of my lip. “I mean, if you think that they want to hear it.” I hadn’t been back to the farm since Mr. Troyer asked me to leave, and neither had Becky.


  Timothy faced me and squeezed my hands. “Chloe, my parents are just upset right now over Becky’s hair. You know that they were hoping she would go back to being Amish. They know it was her decision and that what Becky does is not your fault.”


  I wasn’t sure his parents would agree with him. I’d gotten the impression that they thought it was all my fault because I was an intruder, an outsider. I changed the subject. “Has Ruth been able to see Anna more often?”


  Timothy nodded. “Grossdaddi told me that Anna was over at our farm all day yesterday.”


  “I’m glad. Anna deserves happiness and a father who loves her.”


  “Everyone does,” Timothy said. “Including you.”


  A TSA agent barked just a few feet away. “Have your IDs and ticket out. Any liquids? Laptops need to go in trays. Those shoes must come off.”


  I shivered. “I should get in line.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? I can buy a ticket right now. The pavilions will be fine without me. It’s too cold to work on them anyway.”


  I gave him a smile and squeezed his forearm. “Thank you, but I need to do this by myself.”


  He folded his hands over mine. “Remember that I’m proud of you.”


  “You might not be so proud of me when I throw up on you in a few minutes. I’m so nervous.”


  Timothy laughed. “You can face down a killer, Chloe. A few days with your dad will be a piece of cake.”


  My dad, maybe. Sabrina, not so much.


  He grew serious. “Whatever happens with your dad and Sabrina, remember you tried. If they don’t accept you after that, then that’s their monumental loss.”


  Comments like this made what I was about to tell Timothy even more true. “Before I go I need to tell you something.”


  His eyes twinkled. “What?”


  I looked him dead in the eye. “I love you.”


  He grinned and leaned forward to kiss me. When he pulled away, he said, “Now, go. You have a plane to catch.”


  I filed into the slow-moving security line. Timothy stood there, watching me until I crossed through the security scanner.


  On the plane, I lifted my small overnight bag into the bin above my seat, when my cell phone in my pocket beeped, telling me I had a new text message. I fell into my seat next to the woman with the hot pink dog carrier. A Bichon Frise’s head popped out of the top opening.


  I smiled at the woman. “He’s cute.”


  “Don’t pet him.” She sniffed. “He bites.”


  “Oh.” I scooted over in my seat as far as I could without actually hanging into the aisle, then I removed my cell phone from my coat pocket. The text was from Timothy. Focus on your family now. Don’t worry about mine. We’ll all be family someday.


  I stared at Timothy’s text until the flight attendant announced it was time to put away all electronic devices. And the weight of the worries I had carried onto the plane with me blew away like a breeze across the Troyer farm.


  
    


    


    Discussion Questions

  


  1. What was your favorite part of the novel? Why?


  2. Which character did you identify with the most? Why?


  3. The Amish in the novel celebrate Christmas. How is their celebration similar to yours? How is it different?


  4. How is Chloe’s relationship with her father similar to Lambright girls’ relationship with their father?


  5. Who is your favorite character and why?


  6. What’s your take on Billy from Uncle Billy’s Budget Autos?


  7. Of the antagonists in the novel, which did you dislike the most? Why?


  8. Did you learn anything new about Amish culture from reading this novel?


  9. In this novel, you finally meet Chloe’s best friend Tanisha. What does Tanisha bring to the story?


  10. Before the end of the novel, who did you think the murderer was? Were you right?


  11. What are your thoughts on Becky and Aaron’s relationship?


  12. What are your thoughts about Curt Fanning and Brock Buckley after reading the third book in the series?


  13. What do you hope for Chloe in the future?


  14. What do you hope for Becky in the future?


  15. What plotline would you write if you were writing an Amish mystery?
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