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Dedication
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This one is to foodies like me everywhere.
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Prologue
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“I have some news,” Brad said.

Hester made herself comfortable at the table and scanned the menu quickly. Brad’s tone was ominous, and she stopped reading.

“Why does it sound like I’m not going to like this?” Her fingers twisted her engagement ring self-consciously.

“Well...” Brad took a deep breath and sighed. “My business partners are opening a new warehouse in Nebraska, and they want me to run it.”

Hester’s mouth dropped open. “Nebraska? That’s all the way on the other side of the country. Why you?”

“I have the least ties here.” Brad stared at his menu, refusing to look Hester in the eyes. 

“Oh, so I’m nothing? My career is nothing?” Fire blazed in Hester’s cerulean eyes, and her nostrils flared.

“I didn’t say that. I know how important Razzlebaums is to you. You wouldn’t have to give it up. Just hire a general manager to run the diner and come with me.”

“It’s not that easy, Brad. I can’t just run off to Nebraska. I have obligations that I can’t just forsake.”

“Carmen is married now. She isn’t your responsibility anymore.” Brad’s cheeks turned red.

Hester’s eyes rolled. Brad had never liked Carmen, and she knew he only tolerated the friendship because he had to. “It was never about responsibility, Brad. You know that.”

Brad frowned. “But you... you won’t go to Nebraska with me because of Carmen.” His voice was flat but held a lot of emotion. The purplish tint edging his red cheeks told a tale of its own. He was angry.

Hester huffed. “It has nothing to do with Carmen. I have a successful restaurant to run right here—my dream. My whole life is right here. Why don’t you stay?”

Brad clamped his jaw. His nostrils flared, and his jaw muscles flexed. He knew this was going to be a complicated discussion, he just never considered she wouldn’t want to go. “It’s a $125,000 per year salary. How am I supposed to pass that up? You can’t manage the restaurant from Nebraska? You’d be able to open chains of Razzlebaums’ all across the U.S. Doesn’t that appeal to you at all?”

Hester had to admit that chains of Razzlebaums’ was intriguing, but it was also a lot of work. Running one restaurant already took up all of her time; she couldn’t imagine a whole chain. The charm of homemade meals and organic products that she prided herself on would be lost because she wouldn’t be in the kitchen supervising each dish.

“No, honestly, the idea of a chain of restaurants terrifies me. I’m too much of a control freak to trust my baby to someone else. Why can’t you head up the Nebraska office from here?”

Brad swiped his face with a hand. Tears filled his eyes, but he refused to let them fall. 

“Because the commute would literally kill me. I have to be physically present four out of six days a week. That doesn’t leave a whole lot of time to be in New York, not to mention the expense of traveling back and forth so much. I’d be exhausted and no good to anyone. It just wouldn’t work.” He stared at the menu again.

Hester stared at him, waiting, hoping he’d say more, but he didn’t. The evidence was compelling. He didn’t love her enough to stay; she didn’t love him enough to leave. Her fingers toyed with the diamond on her hand again. It slid off, and on, and off again. She held it in her hand, her ring finger feeling bare and unencumbered without it.

“I guess—” her voice caught in her throat, so she cleared it. “I guess there’s no use keeping this then.”

Hester held the ring out in her open hand. Brad’s gaze lifted from the menu to her outstretched palm, and the tears he was holding back spilled over.

“That’s not what I want,” he said softly.

Hester sniffed. “It’s not what I want either, but here we are. We’re fooling ourselves to think we could maintain a long-distance relationship as busy as we both are.”

“I’ll make time.” He covered her hands with his.

Hester’s eyes rolled up to look at the ceiling, searching for light to hold her tears at bay. 

“Brad, we’ve been planning this dinner for weeks with one of us constantly having to postpone, and we practically live together. How on earth is it going to work thousands of miles away? Staying together would only hold us back, and neither of us deserves that.” She pulled her hands from his and held the ring out again. “It’s better this way.”

He took the ring from her palm. “I’ll always love you, Hester.”

But not enough to stay.
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The scene refused to leave her memory. Brad had grabbed the ring and told her he’d always love her in the same breath. She thought he loved her, but now she had her doubts. He’d taken the ring. 

You told him to take it.

She’d been having this argument with herself constantly. She’d normally have it with Carmen, but her best friend since preschool was off on her honeymoon—something Hester should be joyfully planning, not cancelling along with wedding reservations two months before the wedding. Brad had packed up and left two days after they broke up, not even bothering to say goodbye, and left her to take care of all of the wedding plans.

It’s your fault. You dumped him.

“Yeah, yeah. Shut up, Hester,” she said out loud. Before she could argue with herself further, her cellphone rang. She didn’t recognize the number.

“Hello?”

“Hester? Hester Razzlebaum?” a soft female voice drifted through the earpiece. Hester recognized her cousin’s voice and let excitement take over.

“Janny? Is that you? How’d you get my number?”

“You’re reliable. You never change. I just called the last number you gave me on the off chance it was still you, and well, there you are.” Janny laughed, a sound Hester had always adored. Jannifer Tizzleswift was her cousin from her mother’s side—a long, distant cousin several times removed, but family just the same. They’d lost touch with each other when Janny fell in love with a farmer, married him, and moved to the Pennsylvania Dutch country to work on the farm with him.

“You should have called sooner. Everything okay?” Hester worried this was one of those calls—the kind where family members she didn’t normally talk to only called to share bad news. She couldn’t handle any more bad news.

“Oh, yeah! Everything is fantastic, actually. I was just reading about you and your diner in our local paper. It made me think of our ancestors, and the recipes we used to enjoy from the old country.”

Hester cringed. If Janny was calling for recipes, she’d be in for a broken heart. “Oh. I don’t have any of those. I honestly don’t know what happened to all my mother’s stuff when she passed away. I inherited very little.”

Janny chuckled. “No, no. That’s not why I’m calling. I don’t have any of the recipes to share with you, either. We haven’t seen each other since I got married, and we have a local food and recipe festival going on all next month. I just thought maybe you’d like to come visit and needed an invitation.”

Up until that moment, Hester had never considered it, but it suddenly sounded like a great idea. “You know what? I could really use a break. I love it. When does the food festival start? I could relax and bring home some new dishes to add to the menu. Two birds!” And maybe forget about Brad, too, right? 

“It starts tomorrow, but the best food selection begins on Monday.”

Hester grinned. “I’ll see you Monday, then.”

***
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The drive to her cousin’s farm wasn’t long, and it was absolutely beautiful. Lush green fields dotted with various colored cattle, high rows of corn waiting for harvest, and golden wheat blowing in the wind offered a much different scene for someone so used to tall buildings, cement sidewalks, endless marquee signs, and wall-to-wall bodies. The thick copse of trees that bordered Janny’s farm crept up on Hester sooner than she expected, and she missed her turn. She knew the town wouldn’t be much farther ahead, but she really didn’t want to go that far. A small clearing held a sign that advertised the Rustic & Roasted Comedy Club. With a deep sigh of relief, she turned into the mostly empty parking lot. A man stood outside the only other vehicle in the lot—a large, black heavy duty pickup truck. He approached, and she slowed down.

“The club isn’t open yet. Sorry. Come back at 8:00 p.m.” Sky blue eyes peeked out from a tanned face half covered by sandy blond hair. His smile was accented by deep dimples on each cheek.

“Oh, no.” Hester giggled, embarrassed. “I missed my turn back there.” Her cheeks burned, and she had no idea why. “I’m-I’m just turning around.”

His smile fell. “Oh. Are you staying long?”

This was another reminder that she wasn’t in New York City anymore. No one ever asked anyone how long they were staying. Everyone was too busy rushing around to have a friendly conversation.

“A couple of weeks, maybe more.”

“Did the festival bring you here?” He swiped a hand through his hair, and Hester noticed his muscular build for the first time.

Her cheeks warmed again. “Yes. I’m hoping to take some recipes home to try on my diner patrons.”

“You own a diner?” His eyes widened in surprise. “Where?”

“Yes, it’s a small diner in Soho—Razzlebaums. I’m sure you’ve never heard of it.”

She coughed. There was no reason anyone in Pennsylvania would know about her diner.

“Oh! I have, actually. Our town newspaper did a feature on it. Named it the number one place to eat in New York City, actually.” He stepped closer to her car. “You’re the owner, Hester Razzlebaum?”

He even knew her name. If this wasn’t Pennsylvania Dutch country, and it was anyone else besides him saying it, she might’ve freaked out. “Oh right, the article. I forgot about that. Yes. I’m staying at the pumpkin farm up the road with my cousin.”

Good job, Hester. He knows your name, and now he knows where you’re staying too. So much for leaving the city, but the city never leaves you theory.

“You’re Janny’s cousin? That’s amazing. I’m Collin. I own this comedy club here.”

He was so friendly, offering his hand in welcome, that Hester got suspicious. She wasn’t used to this. She didn’t accept his handshake. She let her foot off the gas just enough for her car to inch forward. Collin yelped as the car moved and jumped back.

“Oh, right. New Yorkers. You’re probably anxious to see Janny. Anyway, the club is open 8:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. daily. Stop on by, anytime.”

“Thanks,” Hester answered.

He backed off as she pulled away, and she headed for the driveway at the edge of the tree line.
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Chapter 2
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Janny’s driveway was a lot longer than Hester remembered. It was also full of potholes she had to pick her way around carefully. Unwanted visions of Collin having to come to her rescue filled her thoughts, and she slowed down even more. The driveway ended in a circle of dirt. No other cars were parked there, but a big, black Labrador barked a greeting from the front porch.

“Hello? Anyone home?” Hester hollered through the screen door. 

“Oh! You’re early. I wasn’t expecting you until later,” a small woman with graying hair said as she approached the door, drying her hands on her apron. Hester had no idea who this woman was. “Come in, come in. Janny’s around here somewhere.”

Hester entered the house and set her suitcase down.

“Alvin! Your guest is here,” the woman shouted. 

Alvin Asher appeared and still looked exactly as Hester remembered him from the wedding. His tall, lanky form was topped with a swatch of chestnut hair which spilled over his cheeks and covered his chin. She knew the beard was an Amish custom of marriage, but she’d never found it attractive. “Hester!” he said, his arms opening to embrace her. A small flock of children entered the room behind him. “Samuel, take Hester’s bag to the guest room, please.”

A boy about eight years old grinned a gap-toothed smile and helped himself to her suitcase. A smaller boy hid behind Samuel. A younger girl reached out and took Hester’s hand.

“You’re staying in my room,” she lisped. 

“And where are you staying?” Hester asked.

“I’m sleeping in Samuel’s room!”

Samuel grunted. “Yeah, don’t get too excited, Sarah. It’s only while the guest is here.”

Alvin’s tongue clucked. “The guest has a name, young man. It’s Hester. She’s family. The scoundrel is Samuel, the cheeky one is Sarah, and the quiet one is Silas."

Hester smiled. Her cousin had all the happiness she hoped to have someday. “Where’s Janny?”

“She’s feeding the baby. She’ll be around soon.” Alvin offered Hester a cup of coffee. “How was the drive?”

Hester took the warm mug from him appreciatively and cupped her hands around it. The house wasn’t cold, but her hands were. “Thank you. It was a peaceful and scenic drive, exactly what my soul needed.”

“Good, good. Well, make yourself at home.” He pointed around the kitchen. “There’s fresh fruit in the basket, a loaf of bread fresh from the oven, and some canned jellies on the island there. We’ve already had lunch, but if you’re hungry, I’m sure my mother, the woman you met at the door, could whip you up something.”

His mother entered the kitchen and smiled. “I could make you a BLT if you’re hungry.”

“Oh. No, I stopped on the way. Thank you. I would like to freshen up from the road, though, ma’am.”

“Call me Christine. Your room is upstairs, first door on the right. You can access the washroom from the bedroom.”

“Thanks, Christine, Alvin.”

Alvin nodded as he put his hat on his head and headed out the door. “Unfortunately, I have farm work to attend to, but we’ll chat this evening. I’m glad you made it safely.”

Christine smiled. “He works very hard. It’s good you’re here. Janny could use the distraction.”

Hester’s eyebrows furrowed. “Distraction? Is something wrong?”

“Oh, no, no. This last pregnancy was a bit rough for her, and the baby was bigger than his siblings. She’s just got a touch of the pregnancy blues, that’s all. She’s excited to see you. Solomon just demands a lot of her attention. Give her a little time to get him settled down in a nap, and she’ll be all yours.”

“Sounds good. Thank you.”

Hester worked her way slowly through her cousin’s house. The living room was a cozy array of mismatched and handmade furniture giving the room the same quirky personality that had Janny written all over it. The sun shone softly through billowing peach-colored curtains. Two bookshelves—one oak, one cherry—decorated either side of the gray stone hearth. The mantle held dozens of artwork mostly done by the children, and Hester smiled as she viewed each one. The art was extremely bright in color; stick figures representing each member of the family held hands in every frame. One frame held a gorgeous painting of a field of sunflowers behind a large pumpkin patch, and the striking colors were enhanced by the soft sunrise peeking from behind the tall stalks. She recognized Janny’s hand on the canvas. Her cousin had always been a talented artist.
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