
		
			[image: 1.png]
		



    
        
          The Covered Bridge Mystery

        

        
        
          The Middlebury Mystery Series, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Holly Yoder DeHerrera

        

        
          Published by Scoti Domeij, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE COVERED BRIDGE MYSTERY

    

    
      First edition. February 11, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Holly Yoder DeHerrera.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1683550167

    

    
    
      Written by Holly Yoder DeHerrera.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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CHAPTER 1

Disappeared—Into Thin Air

Sadie and I walk side-by-side on the crunchy, dirt path leading to the covered bridge between Mammi Yoder’s house and Aendi’s bed and breakfast. My cousin walks with bouncy steps, the gauzy strings of her prayer kapp dancing a jig above each shoulder to the beat of the nippy morning air. She smiles at me with her best full-face grin. I can’t help but smile back, liking the way her sky-blue eyes sparkle on this dull-sky morning. Our clumpy footsteps echo against the wooden plank sides and tin roof of the covered bridge, forming a shelter around and above us.

I belt out a loud, “Hello-o-o-o-o.”

Without hesitation, my echo answers back with a clear, “Hello-o-o-o-o.”

Aendi Hannah asked us to pay a short visit to Grossmammi Yoder, Mammi for short, who’s under the weather with a cold. Aendi sent along a jar of her homemade chicken noodle soup, a sure cure for any sickness or ailment, including broken legs. 

Snow spreads like an all-white wedding quilt on the land beside the road. Green threads of early grass sprout through here and there, teasing us with springtime around the corner. Up ahead the bridge points, like an eye at the end of a long telescope, toward the fields in the distance and neat square farms lining up in order. 

We pass a sorry cluster of glossy blackbirds that huddle to the side, complaining in their high-pitched chittering, most likely about the weather. I smile considering their conversation.

“Poppy?” My cousin’s blond eyebrows bunch together, no doubt wondering what on earth I’m grinning about when neither of us have uttered a word for a solid minute.

“Hmm . . . ?”

“Have you heard the stories they tell about this bridge?”

Our footsteps squeak against the bridge’s ancient, timber boards as we enter its covering.

“Like what?” My cape dress, thin prayer kapp, and thick tights prove no match for the frigid air. I puff a little, watching my breath invade the cold, with a cloud of fog, then disappear. 

“Like sounds and strange things left behind . . . clothing . . . and food.”

“People toss trash all the time. What’s so interesting about that?” I tug together the front of my black, hand-me-down sweater, knit by Maam for my older sister, now long-married with babies of her own.

“Well, it’s just . . . ”

“What?” I face my cousin, lifting an eyebrow. I perfected the fine art of lifting only one eyebrow, since I know it makes me appear intriguing and mysterious. I practiced long and hard in the small bathroom hand mirror I use to check that no stray hairs stick out on the top of my head. 

“Things that were found often went missing someplace else.”

“Oh?” I stop and wait for Sadie to explain.

“Like Mammi, for example. She said one of her tin buckets to feed the chickens disappeared into thin air. Guess where it turned up?”

Shadows and creepy-crawlies suddenly seem more creepy and crawly inside the dusky-dark covered passage of the bridge. “Here?” I squeak.

She nods, then glances behind her and tugs my arm to keep moving. 

The tunnel of the covered bridge stretches into the distance, every sound magnified by one-thousand-one-hundred-eighty-two percent. A gust of wind whips against my face. The old wooden covering groans against the biting breeze. An ambitious crow takes flight, scattering the whole mess of them, and stirring up a frightful chorus of caw, caw, caws, triggering me to nearly leap out of my cape dress. 

“I don’t believe in nonsense. I’m too practical,” I say too loud, then gulp—hard, as I steal a quick glance into the inky shadows behind me to make sure. I’m practical, but not a complete and total dummy. Sadie and I speed up, scurrying fast enough that you’d have to jog to keep up.

###

We step into the lamp-lit room. “Mammi,” I call out.

Bundled in a navy-blue afghan, my Grossmammi’s prayer kapp looks more like a rumpled piece of tissue paper than the neat, starched head covering usually donning her head. She leans toward us and smiles, her nose cherry-red. On the far wall a fire crackles in the wood stove, warming the whole space like the sun decided to visit.

“Well, if it isn’t two of my favorite 

mischief makers.” She extends a shaky hand, gripping mine, her skin silky soft in my palm. I kneel in front of her, placing the jar of soup on the floor by her feet. 

“We brought you Aendi’s famous chicken noodle soup.”

“Why, that’s just what I need. Known to heal any ailment, you know. Even broken legs.”

“Exactly.” I tuck Mammi’s blanket more tightly around her. “Want some?”

Mammi smiles, the wrinkles around her face embracing her grin. “Why, of course I do.”

I plop on the floor in front of Mammi as Sadie settles on the shabby couch. “Where’s Dawdi?” My cousin asks.

Mammi waves a hand. “Most likely puttering in the barn. He loves those horses you know.” She chuckles. “He’s bound and determined that they understand what he says and that they speak back.”

“Really?” Sadie snatches a butter mint from Mammi’s always-present glass bowl.

“Yes, sir-e-Bob.”

My cousin pops up like a groundhog looking for spring and turns to head outside. “I’ll go tell Dawdi we’re here and we brought soup.” Sadie has a soft spot for animals herself, so I’m not surprised she dashes to the barn. True to fashion, my cousin allows the front door to swing shut behind her, the door banging against the frame. “Sorry.” I hear her shout from outside.

“Mammi, what’s this I hear about your bucket going missing?”

She clears her throat, which still sounds scratchy. “It’s more than that. Buckets, clothing from the wash line, even a pie I left cooling on the front patio. It’s strange, that’s for sure.”

I rise from the floor and settle into the couch, the springs inside sounding like an out-of-tune guitar. “Could someone have taken it? Like Aendi Grace or Onkel Irvin?” Mammi and Dawdi Yoder live snug in the dawdy haus, a little apartment attached to my Aendi Grace and Onkel Irvin’s home.

She shakes her head, her blood-shot, 

blue eyes wide. “No, we asked everyone. Nobody figured out how the items disappeared. And the most recent mystery, a quilt hanging on the line, went missing last week. Just before that, your Aendi and Onkel left to visit family in Ohio, so it wasn’t them.”

I swallow, my throat dry like it’s filled with sand. “And where would you say they went? The things you lost.” I don’t want to hear the answer. Not really. But I have to know.

“Well, it’s the strangest thing. Some of them were found at the covered bridge.” At that Mammi breaks into a spasm of coughing, covering her mouth with a hankie stitched with little green clovers along the frilly edge.

“Here, Mammi.” I lift the glass of water setting on her side table and place it in her hands.

She swigs small sips of the cold well water, and then hands the empty glass back to me, resting her head back on the chair.

“Have you been taking Elderberry Syrup?” Maam gives me that advice all the time at the slightest hint of sickness.

“Before every meal.” She pats my hand. “Not to worry, Poppy. I won’t kick the bucket just yet, I figure.” She cackles, then gags, then spends a significant amount of time clearing her throat.

“I’ll go warm the soup.” I’m eager to press for more information, but I can’t bear to be the reason for Mammi’s hacking cough. She needs to rest, that’s for sure.

“Thank you, dear.” Before I can count to ten her stuffy-nosed-snore rattles the quiet of the little room. 

Poor Mammi. I shuffle to the plain, brown laminate-floored kitchen, with my soup jar in hand. I twist the stove knob. The tick, tick, hiss of the gas ignites into a dancing-blue flame. I rummage through the cabinets and notice a pressure cooker, then shudder.

Maam’s told me all about that dangerous 

tool whose top can explode, knocking out any old person happening by at the moment of doom, expelling spurts of steam explosions into the air like Mt. Vesuvius. Maam said her great Aendi nearly met her Maker that way, but ended up with only a few splatter-shaped burns and a shattered kitchen window. 

I slam the cabinet door on the pressure cooker, so it knows how I feel about its existence, then keep hunting. I finally find a soup pot, then dump the contents of the Mason jar in the heavy-duty pot. I stir the healing concoction with a dark, dinged-up 

wooden spoon old enough to be my Mammi’s great-great-Mammi. 

While teeny-tiny bubbles form on the surface, I search for some bread to dunk in the soup. A loaf sits in the metal-lined bread drawer in the cabinet, like an offering from heaven, so golden and perfect. 

As I cut the bread, I imagine a long beam of sunlight landing on it, like God himself 

placed it there. No doubt it was dropped off by one of our many extended family members who all live within buggy distance of one another.

With a serrated knife, I slice thick pieces, and slather them with lemony-yellow butter, then turn to check the soup. From the other room, I hear Mammi’s snores sawing louder than Daad’s less-than-healthy, gas-powered buzz saw. 
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