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    Chapter 1


    1


    Betsy Yoder’s cheeks ached from smiling as sweat trickled down her back. She dished up yet another serving of chicken pot pie to yet another wedding guest, while her splintered heart ached far more keenly than her outer discomfort.


    Amish Jacob Miller had married Englisch Natalie Bennett not quite a week ago, and although the current wedding celebration of a cousin here in Ohio helped buoy Betsy’s spirits, she felt a throb of pain as if today she’d witnessed Jacob and Natalie’s wedding all over again.


    With the new union, Betsy’s dream died forever. It was not fair the mercury had shot up to more than eighty degrees today, and the promised rain never fell from the clouds scudding across the sky to occasionally provide some shade. The pretty autumn weather was probably welcome to everyone in Ohio, except her.


    Betsy couldn’t get back to Pinecraft and Sarasota, Florida, quickly enough, and her snug room at Aenti Chelle’s house.


    “You’re doing fine, Betsy, just fine,” she muttered to herself.


    “See? This means you are meant to stay here in Ohio,” her mamm said. “With us.” Mamm served up a dollop of mashed potatoes to a guest in line.


    Betsy’s cheeks flamed, hot as the pans holding food to feed a succession of three hundred guests—a rather small number for an Amish wedding.


    A man marrying an Englisch wife who’d joined the Beachy Amish Mennonite church was certainly not an everyday occurrence, nor something expected nor something one necessarily wanted to see, not if you were Amish.


    Which was why Jacob and his children had packed up the remainder of their belongings and moved to Florida for good. Their bishop had given his blessing for them to join the Beachy Amish Mennonite Church in Sarasota, which had become Natalie’s place to fellowship. She’d passed her proving time and been baptized into the Mennonite church before driving from Florida to Ohio for the wedding. Driving. As in a vehicle, not a buggy. Somehow, the fact Natalie’s mammi and daadi had been Amish made everything all right.


    Even now, the new bride glowed in her cape dress and white head covering, but Betsy couldn’t forget the first time she’d seen Natalie Bennett, clad in pink capris and a T-shirt. Betsy kept piling pot pie on brimming plates and wiping sweat from her brow. At least there was some shade with the wedding meal laid out on long tables under the trees on the Millers’ property.


    Her mother nudged her arm. “What, no protests? Since you aren’t marrying Jacob, it’s time for you to come home and stay home.” Did the humid breeze whooshing through the branches above conceal her mother’s words from other ears? Betsy hoped so.


    Her cheeks burned. “This isn’t quite home anymore, Mamm.”


    “Nonsense. Ohio will always be your home.” Her mother smiled at a guest passing by the table. “Your daed agreed to let you stay in Florida for a time, but now—”


    “I have my housecleaning clients, and Aenti Chelle says I’m welcome to stay in her home.”


    “Your cousin Anna Mae could use some help in her quilt shop.”


    Betsy fell silent. Of course, Mamm wouldn’t budge. Daed would have the final say, so she just needed to bide her time until she returned to Sarasota by bus. The house she’d lived in for her twenty-one years should seem familiar, and it did, along with the room she used to share with sisters Grace, Phoebe, and Emma. But during the last week or so, it seemed she saw her surroundings with fresh, grown-up eyes.


    Her practical side whispered in her ear as she lifted a now-empty pan off the table.


    Back here, there are more prospects, more of your friends, more of everything you’ve always known. Mamm is right. On a day like today, given other circumstances, it would be easy to agree to move back to Ohio, returning to Florida long enough to gather her belongings from Aenti Chelle’s and empty her Florida bank account.


    The idea made the neckline of her dress tighten. Betsy tugged at it. Constricting, limiting. She had begged Gotte to tell her what to do next when she learned of Jacob and Natalie’s engagement. She’d taken her father’s approval to stay in Florida as a sign she and Jacob would one day be together, she just needed to be patient and bide her time.


    “But living in Florida is for old people. You know what they say about Pinecraft. ‘It’s for newlyweds, half dead, and hard to get,’ ” her dearest friend Lottie had told her last winter when she’d shocked everyone by asking to remain in Pinecraft and work.


    Yet life in Pinecraft, while quiet and almost desolate in the summer, still held a fascination for her. The ocean, minutes away by bus ride or bicycle, if she felt especially energetic and adventurous, always pulled her in its direction. She didn’t mind the occasional stares while she walked the beach barefoot, wearing her cape dress and kapp.


    In time, she knew her heart would heal. She had to believe it. Another woman’s husband shouldn’t occupy her thoughts, anyway.


    However, since living in Florida, she’d watched some television, ridden countless buses, shopped at Englisch stores like Walmart, and even had a cell phone she didn’t dare tell her mamm about. It made it easier for her housecleaning clients to reach her.


    Somehow, if she confessed the entire list to her parents and bishop, those things would pale when compared to her former thoughts about Jacob. As it was, she’d given her father an important business proposal when she arrived home one week ago, a proposal involving an outlay of money, far more money than she had saved. She’d bided her time and, a few moments ago, daed told her the family had come to a decision about the funding for her venture, and would let her know tonight.


    “I need some volunteers for dishes,” called out Esther Graber.


    “I’ll help,” said Betsy. Scrubbing countless pots and pans would give her a way to burn off energy and perhaps by the end of the chore, she’d set her mind where it should be. She crossed the yard and headed for the Millers’ house. What would become of it now that its simple rooms were swept clean and empty. Likely a cousin, or someone else in the family, would move in after marrying, and then fill it with children.


    An engine’s rumble at the end of the driveway made her stare in that direction. A lone figure on a motorcycle, engine idling, paused about ten yards from the edge of the road. A distant family member? Or perhaps a curious onlooker wanting to buy something? But the Millers’ produce stand was closed for the season. The simple sign at the end of the driveway advertised “fresh produce, wooden furniture, homemade soap, and fried pies.”


    Betsy squinted at the figure on the motorcycle. She’d seen plenty of cycles around Sarasota and the idea of riding astride one of the mechanical growling beasts made her insides shake. Never, ever, would she do such a thing.


    A gasoline-powered vehicle was a poor copy of the horse, although like the rider at the end of the drive, she’d enjoyed the wind on her face while sneaking a ride on Meringue across the pasture. Poor Meringue, reliable and trustworthy to ride and to drive. The mare probably wondered why Betsy had disappeared last winter and didn’t return until now. Leaving her favorite horse behind again would pain her enough.


    The figure—a man, judging by the broad shoulders and scruff of beard—raised a leather-clad hand and waved at her. Then with a rev of engine—too loud to be legal—the man pushed off with one foot and disappeared onto the main road.


    Betsy’s cheeks flamed. Of course he’d wave, her standing there staring at him like she was daft, musing about the noise and inadequacies of motorcycles. She hurried across the farmyard, pounded up the back porch steps, then entered the kitchen.


    Hot air smacked her as soon as she stepped into the room, thick with humidity from the cooking going on for the last day or so. Bursts of conversation peppered the bustling atmosphere.


    “Betsy, good! We need someone to dry.” Her Aenti Chelle gestured with her head, the strings of her head covering swishing past her shoulders. “Emily’s youngest just woke up, so she’s off to feed him.”


    Betsy grabbed a dry towel from the stack on top of the pie safe. “It’s been a beautiful day.” She might as well start now, before anyone else tried to offer comforting, yet discreet, words of encouragement. Her friend Miriam had been right. Staying in Sarasota to be closer to Jacob hadn’t worked. The bitter taste of the realization would stay with her a good long while.


    What would people think, if they guessed her motivation for living in Florida? She’d long since kept going round and round with the idea of what people thought of her and refused to let this fresh thought bloom inside. Then her stomach turned over on itself as she thought of her father’s ominous remark earlier. Had the family decided against her proposal?


    Aenti Chelle gave her a sideways glance as she placed a clean roasting pan on the drainer. “Yes, a beautiful day. I’d almost forgotten how lovely Ohio is in the fall. The maple out front is spectacular, in all its orange glory.”


    Betsy nodded, grabbing a pot from the stack. She wasn’t sure who this belonged to, but all pots once dried would go in the center of the family’s kitchen table, and all the women would round up their cooking instruments before rounding up children to go home.


    She had no children to round up, but did have four pie plates to find among the stacks of dishes. The irony almost made her laugh. At twenty-one, she wasn’t quite the old maid. Not just yet.


    The other ladies in the kitchen, Vera Byler and her old-maid daughter Patience, plus two of the younger girls who debated about who would be next to wed, kept the conversation going.


    “Not long, and you’ll be just like me,” said Patience.


    It took a few seconds for Betsy to realize Patience had spoken to her. The other women in the kitchen set their focus on Betsy.


    “Just like you?” she asked.


    “I’m an old maid and I don’t mind it one bit.” Patience wrapped a loaf of leftover bread for someone to take home. “It’s not so bad. I keep busy at the quilt shop and I’m happy I can be there for my parents as they grow older.”


    “So when does this old maidhood begin? Is there a certain age? I must be sure to mark a calendar.” The whole idea was silly. Why, Esther Troyer had gotten married at thirty-two, much older than most brides, but not completely unheard of.


    Aenti Chelle spoke up. “I don’t think Betsy is bound for old maidhood, not just yet. And my home is always open to her in Florida, as long as she wants to live there. Business is good and I need the help.”


    “Humph.” Vera Byler nudged her daughter’s elbow. “I know my daughter is following God’s path for her. It’s a comfort for me to know, too, her judgment isn’t being swayed by worldliness.”


    Betsy turned to face the stack of freshly washed pans. She’d forgotten how Vera’s tongue could be, how apt the woman was at pronouncing her own judgment on how things must—and must not—be run.


    “Aenti Chelle, thank you for your offer.” She wiped a damp casserole dish with a flourish. “I’m looking forward to getting home, home to Florida.”


    * * *


    Thaddeus Zook had wasted three precious minutes by stopping at the end of his cousin Jacob’s driveway. Today, his third cousin, Levi Miller, had remarried. Part of Thaddeus wanted to see the eyebrows raise, tongues wag, and spines stiffen as he came riding his Harley into the farmyard—just so he could have a slice of wedding cake.


    A few might have embraced him.


    “Thaddeus Zook, you’re back.”


    Only he wasn’t back. Not hardly.


    He couldn’t go back here, even if he wanted to. Now with no job, no apartment—he’d left in a frenzy of packing one duffel bag, along with a wad of cash he’d saved—the sooner he left the Midwest, the better.


    He shouldn’t have mentioned to a friend in Columbus he was ex-Amish. Someone could find him here, all because of his foolhardy openness.


    He wasn’t about to bring trouble to his family, even family who no longer acknowledged him or made room for him. The wheels of the Harley began doing their job of putting distance between him and Ohio.


    The best thing would be for him to lie low, and the best place to catch his breath for a while would be with his grandmother. Pinecraft was more accepting, more open to the outside than places in Ohio. It wasn’t one of the typical places most people expected to find an Amish community. He’d stay there until he figured out what to do next.


    He set the GPS to travel interstates. He had no summer clothes, and his leathers and denim would look out of place in the balmy weather. As far as his meager household goods, he’d left those in his apartment with a note of apology to his landlord.


    Thad didn’t listen to the news anymore after the first report came through of a Columbus restaurateur gunned down in the kitchen of the upscale Dish and Spoon. He prayed for the family of Mitch Gabryszeski, if Mitch had one.


    “I’m married to my restaurant,” he’d told Thad his first day on the job. And that was it.


    Something had been rotten for months at Dish and Spoon, but Thad kept looking the other way and ignored the nagging feeling in his gut that all the suits coming into the restaurant at odd hours wasn’t one-hundred-percent legit. He needed a job, and pastries were all he knew.


    Now with what happened to Mitch, it wasn’t like Thad had a good job reference to head to New York. Also, what would prevent trouble from following him there? He’d told the police everything he knew for sure, which was little. He didn’t know anything about the night of Mitch’s death. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.


    Florida was the answer for now and he didn’t need to pray about it.


    He recalled the last civil conversation he’d had with his father.


    “Why must you be a—a chef—and not something more—more—”


    “More Amish, you mean?”


    “This is simply not done, and I forbid it. I know the bishop will see it the same way I do.”


    Thad couldn’t explain it to his father then, or now, but he knew in his heart he wasn’t meant to build cabinets, or fix machinery, or plow the ground. Instead, from the time he’d been able to stand on a chair to see his mother cook, he’d been fascinated with the treats her hands created out of things like sugar, butter, flour, salt, fruit, yeast, eggs. He loved the chemistry of it all.


    He squeezed the handlebars of the motorcycle and recalled the first time he’d rolled out his own pie dough, a little uneven and lumpy. But it was his creation, and the feeling he got inside while watching his family taste his first apple pie told him he’d found his calling.


    Thad almost slowed the Harley down and turned around right there on the country road to head back to the farm. Perhaps his father had been right. The world had swayed him for a long time with its promise of fun—without consequences. Almost ten years since he’d left. Sometimes it felt like a lifetime.


    It was warm enough today he’d likely take off his jacket once he arrived at the farm, then all could see the tattoo covering one forearm, all the way up to his shoulder. The design was a creeping vine swirling ’round his arm as if it had sprung from his skin, with both prickles and a few flowers. If he rotated his arm, you could see a pair of eyes inside the vines under his elbow.


    He slowed the bike as he passed a square black box of a buggy. Now, that was something he didn’t miss. Thad inhaled a fresh breath of air. Once you’d ridden a bike like this, you didn’t want to cover the ground in anything else. The sensation of pure, open freedom was sinful.


    Sin, sin, sin. It was all a sin—pride in his pie and pastries, enjoying his wonderful Harley machine, going against the family and his district’s ruling concerning his chosen profession, not to mention the education he’d gained.


    If he forsook it all, came home, and was baptized, all would be right again.


    According to them, maybe.


    But he couldn’t sleep at night, forced into a cookie cutter lifestyle making him like everyone else. The same hair, the same clothes, the same—Plainness.


    If it was anything Thad couldn’t abide, it was being like everyone else.


    “You weren’t made to blend in, Thad Zook,” an old girlfriend had told him. “You were made to stand out.”


    He grinned at the memory, not of the old girlfriend, but at her words, and hit the accelerator. He needed some sun, sand, and a place to start again. Or at least some breathing space to figure out what to do next.
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    Betsy sat beside her youngest sister Emma at the long kitchen table, built by their grandfather decades ago. The gas lamp flickered on the center of the wooden surface. The supper dishes had been cleared away. They’d consumed a light meal to follow the heavier one at the wedding earlier in the day.


    After the day’s unseasonable heat departed, the outside air held the bite of an early fall chill. Inside the snug home where she’d grown up, Betsy shivered. Darkness fell earlier here than in Florida and she found herself longing to see the sunset over the Gulf of Mexico.


    She waited, not patiently, for her father’s answer. A positive outcome held the possibility of changing Betsy’s life forever. A no meant yet another disappointment. Either way, Betsy was set to depart on the next bus headed for Sarasota. Emma had tagged along tonight to the table, promising Betsy her support, although Betsy wanted to hear her father’s news privately.


    As usual, Betsy suspected an ulterior motive on Emma’s part. As usual, Betsy was right.


    Emma’s skin glowed as she spoke first. “Eli asked me to marry him, and I said yes.”


    Betsy gripped her mug, then relaxed her hold slightly. Her fingers might leave imprints on the ceramic handle if she held on much harder.


    She knew Emma and Eli Troyer had been courting. This news shouldn’t surprise her. Another wedding, and another one not hers.


    Daed nodded from his place at the head of the table. “I knew this was coming. He and I have been talking about house plans. Eli is set to buy some acreage with the help of his family.”


    “We must set a date and begin making plans.” Mamm’s face bore a similar shade to Emma’s. “This is happy, happy news.”


    Betsy tried not to let her expression show the dismay bubbling up inside her. The effort was more challenging than keeping the lid on a pot of boiling water.


    Truly, she had no inclination to think about marriage. Not after all the hoping and praying she’d done about Jacob. Her heart stung and she wondered when the sting would disappear. And now, her youngest sister, ready to wed.


    Emma and Eli courted last summer, with their district abuzz at times about the young couple. No wonder Vera Byler had remarked earlier about Betsy being on her way to old maidhood.


    Silly. She knew plenty of unmarried women, her Aenti Chelle her most favorite of all of them. Aenti Chelle had just turned thirty-nine and still had never married. There was some sad story behind it all, but Betsy had been too young to remember and she never dared ask her mother, let alone Aenti Chelle, whose parents had left the Amish and joined the Mennonite church when she was a young girl.


    “You’re quiet, and solemn, Elizabetts.” Her daed used his own pronunciation of Elizabeth, never calling her Betsy.


    “I’m just thinking.” She smiled at her sister. “Emma, I’m happy for you. However I can help you, I will, even though I’ll be in Florida.” She glanced at Daed.


    He nodded. “I know you want to find out the family’s decision about helping you in your, ah, venture.”


    “Did everyone see the paperwork from the real estate agent? I have some savings of my own, like I told you.” She’d asked her family to help her, to risk much, on her idea. Not just her father, but her oncles and daadi, they’d all need to help finance her dream. She needed to know soon, because the real estate agent was awaiting her word upon her return to Florida.


    “Yes, everyone has had the chance to look at the terms of the lease.” Daed fell silent.


    Had the announcement of Emma’s engagement taken him aback? Not judging by his calm reaction moments ago. His silence, though, troubled her.


    What was so hard about leasing a building and opening a bakery? She tried not to nibble on her lip, and failed. She knew better than to pester her daed with questions. He’d retreat like a turtle into his shell. It had taken her years to understand his reaction, but the understanding didn’t make the job of keeping her mouth closed any easier.


    Tonight, however, she succeeded. Instead of opening her mouth to ask questions, she instead raised her coffee mug to her mouth and took a sip. She didn’t make a face at the tepid brew.


    “It’s—it’s in an ideal location, nestled on a side street just off Bahia Vista.” She sounded like a child.


    “Your oncle reminded me of Yoder’s restaurant nearby, and Der Dutchman down the street.”


    Betsy nodded. “I know. Der Dutchman is large and serves all kinds of food, and Yoder’s specialty for dessert is their pie. I make pie, but I also plan to serve other desserts, pastries, and doughnuts, too. And fried pies.”


    “Well, I don’t know why you just don’t open a shop here,” said Emma. Mamm would probably say the same thing. They wanted her here, all of them. Part of her almost wanted to stay, too.


    “I—I like Pinecraft. I can always come to Ohio for a visit, on the Pioneer Trails bus, or you can come visit me, and Aenti Chelle too. She said I can live with her as long as I want to.” Betsy glanced at her father, who still said nothing.


    He rose, then stepped over to the corner of the counter and picked up a folder. It was the same folder where she’d put the lease agreement, along with all her written ideas and recipes for the shop, plus a few sketches of ideas for the inside of the store. She wasn’t much of an artist, but wanted the family elders to see what she had in mind.


    “Here,” Daed said as he sat down, pushing the folder in her direction. “You made a good business plan.”


    “You think it’s good?”


    “Yes, I do.” Daed glanced at Mamm, who said nothing, but looked down at her folded hands. “Compared to our area in Ohio, we think you will be able to have a successful business among the Englisch.”


    Her heart leapt. “Do you mean—”


    “My brothers and I, and your daadi, are willing to contribute the money to help you begin your shop.”


    “Oh, Daed.” Her grin stretched her cheeks. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt such joy.


    He held up one finger. “There’s just one, small thing.”


    “Small thing?”


    “We think you need age and experience to be behind you.”


    Age? Experience?


    “What do you mean?” They didn’t think she could do it, that’s what.


    “Your Aenti Sarah has sent word she’s willing to help you.”


    “Help?” She took another sip of the lukewarm coffee on reflex, then set the cup down.


    “We’re willing to help fund this venture. However, we think it wise you have someone to help protect the family’s interests.”


    “Protect the family’s interests?” She sounded like one of those parrots she’d seen one winter, when visiting a zoo in Florida. They repeated and squawked out words without comprehending. Oh, but she comprehended all right.


    They didn’t trust her. Yes, it was thousands of dollars she needed. But she was careful with money. Hadn’t she shown them how, during her time in Florida, working at Aenti Chelle’s cleaning business? She’d saved a lot of money on her own during the past ten months or so.


    “You’re going to have a wonderful bakery, Betsy,” Emma said. “I can’t wait to see it when it’s finished.”


    Betsy nodded. “Thank you. Daed, please thank my oncles, and daadi too.” They were investing a tremendous amount of money in her business venture.


    But Aenti Sarah? Yes, her pies and desserts had made many a mouth water for decades. She was daadi’s only sibling left and owned a home in Pinecraft smelling like liniment and antiseptic cleaner inside. Betsy had only been there a few times in her life, but had left with a raging headache each visit. The woman was prone to giving advice for no less than fifteen minutes at a time without taking a breath—even when said advice wasn’t asked for.


    Lord, this is an answer to my prayers, but I’m going to need strength with Aenti Sarah around.


    * * *


    Thad yawned and rotated his head from side to side, feeling like a bobblehead under his helmet. With the change in landscape, thunderclouds had rolled in as he passed through the Blue Ridge Mountains, the highway carrying him ever closer to Florida. He’d been delayed two days in Kentucky, getting a replacement part for his bike, and he gladly let the Harley Sportster eat up the miles to make up for lost time.


    At dusk, with flashes of lightning and claps of thunder, the heavens opened. The rain and spray of passing vehicles doused Thad until his clothes clung to him. Thad decelerated, spotting a sign for a covered rest stop off the highway.


    He found a parking spot close to a covered picnic pavilion and took shelter underneath its roof, all the while watching the rain pour down and vehicles pass on the highway nearby. A dark sedan had also exited the highway behind him. It now sat parked in the last space, closest to the highway.


    Nah, he wasn’t being followed. This was a highway and people took shelter at rest stops all the time. Often, if he ever took to the road on a rare day off to himself, he’d encounter the same folks mile after mile. Still, he shivered inside his wet leathers. He sank onto the stone picnic table bench. He tugged his helmet off and set it on the table.


    But just in case, he’d wait until the downpour let up, then keep moving on. He needed to find a place to get a cup of coffee and a room for the night. Part of him knew it had been foolish to start out and expect to make it all the way to Florida nonstop. The weather caught up with him after all.


    His cell phone buzzed. A miracle, with the way his bag was soaked. But inside, sandwiched between a few changes of clothing, maybe not. He pulled it out of the bag and looked at the number.


    Stacie. He’d ended things almost a month ago, for reasons not quite clear to even him. He almost pushed the button to stop the buzzing, then thought better of it.


    “Thad here.”


    “Thank goodness you answered. Finally.”


    Hello to you, too. But her tone made him pause. This wasn’t the I’m-about-to-tell-you-what’s-good-for-you tone. This tone had a different quality.


    “Finally? Look, now’s not a good time for me to talk.”


    “I can’t talk long. In fact, I’m probably getting a new number.”


    “Well, good.” A truck’s horn blared, the sound trailing off as the vehicle disappeared into the night.


    “I think you should, too.”


    “Why?”


    “Someone came by my office today, asking about you.”


    “Who?”


    “I don’t know. I was home sick.”


    His pulse roared in his ears. He’d already given his statement to the police, and none of them had said anything about him not leaving town. But it didn’t mean things would be safer for him if he stayed in Ohio. He couldn’t call the shots. This way was better. He’d been raised to respect the authorities, yet still feared them. Power wielded by the wrong people, even for the right reasons, well, he knew what it could do to even the most well-intentioned.


    “Did they leave a name or a number, or something?” If it was a cop, they’d leave a card. Or so it went on TV. Now, the men his former boss was associated with, it was rumored they left calling cards of a different, more physical kind. Even Mitch couldn’t explain away the black eye he had one morning.


    “No. Meg said there were two of them, in nice suits. But look, I figured I’d give you a heads-up. What’s going on? Where are you?”


    “I’m not in Columbus anymore.” He almost told her about quitting his job, but decided against it.


    “I’ve gotta go. Someone’s at the door.” The phone went silent.


    He stared at it for a second, then turned it off and put it back into the mostly dry center of the duffel bag’s contents. Get a new number, huh? Maybe his family had it right, shunning phones. If someone needed to see you, well, they could just stop by the house. Although, come to think of it, he’d heard a rumor about some of the family having cell phones now, discreetly hidden until the time of need.


    The rain continued outside the shelter. Thad imagined palm trees, sunny skies, digging his feet in the sand. If he had to burn any bridges, he might as well enjoy the scenery and the anonymity of Pinecraft. The mainstream world had a hard time wrapping their minds around the idea of Amish and Mennonites at the beach. Some of his kind didn’t talk much about what they said or did in Pinecraft, other than who they saw. If someone used a telephone, watched a bit of television, used electricity, it wasn’t bragged about or discussed.


    He remembered the sadness he felt as a child, leaving his daadi and mammi’s house at the end of a winter vacation. Back to the cold, the constricting rules.


    Thad leaned on his backpack, its softness lending some contrasting comfort to the cold stone bench and wooden tabletop under the shelter. His eyelids drooped.


    He roused himself before he drifted off altogether, then stood. Time to hit the road, get coffee, and see if a warm spot for the night would present itself. As he swung his leg across the motorcycle seat, he glanced back at the sedan. A lone driver was silhouetted in the headlights of another vehicle exiting the highway.


    The vehicle’s lights clicked on, its engine revved to life, and the driver put the car in gear and headed past Thad in the direction of the highway ramp.


    Good. Thad accelerated—carefully—and trailed the car onto the highway. The car sped off into the rain.

  


  
    Chapter 3
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    They crossed the Florida state line Thursday morning in the Pioneer Trails bus. Somewhere in its underbelly was a pair of suitcases crammed with the remainder of Betsy’s belongings and a few items her mother gave her especially for her bakery kitchen. They’d both shed tears when she boarded the bus, and she watched out the window as her parents grew smaller and the distance between them increased.


    Leaving Ohio by bus with Aenti Chelle had cut an invisible cord between her and life in Ohio. More than once she’d prayed, Gotte, what have I done? A cashier’s check was tucked safely in an envelope pinned inside the waist of her dress. The amount made her heart pound and her stomach curl. They’d notified Aenti Sarah that Betsy was returning with the family’s blessing. And, their money.


    She shifted on her pillow and pulled the small quilt closer to her lap. Aenti Chelle sat across the aisle, her head bobbing gently in time with the sway of the bus.


    Betsy didn’t know how Aenti Chelle did it, sleeping peacefully as they careened along the highway, faster than any horse and buggy could take them. The first time she’d ridden the bus as an adult, she’d fought to conceal her fear as the landscape zipped by faster and faster while the vehicle picked up speed. Why she’d ever enjoyed the trip as a child, she never understood.


    The murmurs and chatter grew louder as every mile they covered brought them closer to Sarasota, palm trees, sun, and sand. The peaceful side streets would be filled with bicycles and vacationers in a little more than a month. Betsy allowed herself a smile at the idea.


    “. . . gave her thousands of dollars, I heard,” she heard a female voice say.


    “You don’t say?” another voice echoed.


    “And her not married. It’s not right. But it’s their money, not ours.”


    “Whatever is it for?”


    “A pie shop.” The woman clicked her tongue.


    “But we can make our own pies. I know the Englisch buy our pies, but a shop would be out of place in our village. And there are the other restaurants on Bahia Vista.”


    “Like I said, it’s not our family’s money being shelled out to a young girl.”


    “Indulgence, bad business.” More tongue clicking.


    “Well, I might just try one. When I’m on vacation, I sometimes want a break from baking,” a third voice interjected.


    Betsy sat up straighter on the cushioned seat, and grasped the armrest. She half-stood. Maybe she could catch a glimpse of the speakers. Or perhaps it wasn’t the best idea. She shouldn’t have expected everyone to approve of her idea of a shop, or the idea of someone her age running one. It sounded as though she did have one potential customer.


    Aenti Sarah, though, was the one stipulation her father and the rest of the family had put on her shop.


    “We’re almost there.” Aenti Chelle punctuated the statement with a yawn. “Ach, but I was sleepy. I should enjoy the chance to nap. Once we’re back in Sarasota, it’s back to the same routine.”


    Betsy nodded. “I expect I’ll have many hours of work ahead.”


    “Aenti Sarah’s meeting the bus today, so I hear.” Her aunt shifted to the aisle seat.


    No one had told her that. “I—I shouldn’t be surprised.”


    “Your daed, daadi, and oncles only want you to have some guidance and help when you need it.”


    “I wish you could help me. You know how to run a business, after all.”


    “True. But baking and desserts aren’t my specialty. You’ll need extra hands to help bake and prep and serve, especially if you get busy.” Aenti Chelle paused. “Also, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re . . . young.”


    Betsy kept her features even, without letting a grimace appear on her face. “I know I’ll need help. I don’t see what my age has to do with anything. If my desserts are good, then they’re good.”


    “Of course they are.” Aenti Chelle shifted on the seat and faced Betsy. “But some might want to take advantage of you, assuming because you’re young you’re not smart. Aenti Sarah will be a good, ah, buffer.”


    “I couldn’t imagine anyone in Pinecraft wanting to take advantage of my youth.”


    “It may be. We do look for the best in people, but we’re also to be ‘wise as serpents and harmless as doves.’ ”


    Betsy nodded. Then the Sarasota city limits sign blipped past the bus. Despite Betsy’s mixed emotions over the snippets of conversation she’d just heard and her aunt’s words, her heart leapt. Her new home, her new venture. Even with Aenti Sarah and feeling everyone would be looking over her shoulder.


    Then came the stop-and-go traffic until the bus swung a left onto the most familiar stretch of road for Betsy in Sarasota, Bahia Vista Avenue. A lone three-wheeled bicycle sat padlocked to a bus stop sign. The sight made her smile. Soon enough, the tricycle would be joined by others when the vacation season began.


    A few more blocks, and the Tourist Church came into view, with a glimpse of Yoder’s not two blocks away. The bus slowed, and Betsy braced herself with her feet as the bus turned into the parking lot.


    Like the other passengers, she craned her neck to see out the window. As was the custom of many in Pinecraft, clusters of people showed up to meet the bus. It didn’t matter if you were expecting anyone to arrive or not, because it was a thrill to see who—and what—would arrive on the massive travel bus.


    They glided onto the surface of the parking lot at the rear of the church building. Bearded men in suspenders and dark trousers mingled with women wearing cape dresses and prayer coverings. A few people wore clothing designating they were either Englisch, or liberal Mennonites. Some men wore knee-length shorts, and other women wore capris.


    Aenti Sarah stood with three other women, all elderly like her, all in a similar pose. They chattered and gestured as they spoke, stopping for a chuckle. She’d never seen Aenti Sarah laugh like that before, ever.


    “We’re here!” someone shouted to no one in particular as the bus ground to a stop.


    Then came a flurry of gathering bags and bundles. They’d all had plenty of room on the trip, with the bus being not quite half full.


    “It feels good to stretch my legs,” Betsy said as she grabbed her tote bag and reached to press her hand on her waist. The envelope crackled, still there, still secure.


    Inside of two minutes, they’d left the bus and the welcoming brigade surrounded them. Smiles, greetings, handshakes, and a few swift hugs.


    Aenti Sarah left her group and met Betsy and Aenti Chelle beside the bus.


    “You’re here, you’re here. And we have so much to do. So much to do.” She tugged on Betsy’s sleeve.


    “Yes, Aenti Sarah. I want to show you my ideas.”


    The older woman aunt waved away Betsy’s words like a swarm of mosquitoes “We’ll see about that. I heard you want to bake some non-Amish recipes, like some Italian and French desserts.”


    “Well, yes—”


    “We’ll see, we’ll see. I’ve been told to keep an eye on you.”


    Betsy didn’t groan. Any protests, verbal or otherwise, wouldn’t work. The driver opened the luggage compartment and began the process of tugging out boxes, rolling suitcases. A large box took up a good part of one of the storage compartments.


    “Ah, a casket.” Aenti Sarah nodded. “A fresh order from up north.”


    Betsy shivered.


    “Are you chilled, child? You must be, after being in Ohio. Well, you’re home now. It won’t take long for you to warm up.” Another pluck on Betsy’s sleeve.


    “Oh, there’s one of my bags.” Betsy pulled up the handle on the wheeled suitcase. It dawned on her she’d have to drag both of them to Aenti Chelle’s house.


    “I’ll walk with you both,” Aenti Sarah said.


    * * *


    The office of Dish and Spoon was, for lack of a better term, a mess. And Pete Stucenski hadn’t even touched it yet. He’d spread the news that the restaurant would stay closed indefinitely. Good thing. The last thing he needed was someone sniffing around, wondering why Pete was rummaging through Mitch’s things.


    “Mitchie, old pal, if you’d only told me where you put it.” Pete shook his head at the stacks of papers on the desk, boxes in the corner of the room. Something smelled. Dead mouse? He wouldn’t be surprised.


    Mitch, the wiseacre, was mocking him from the grave. Too smart for his own good. Pete’s throat tightened at what could happen to his own hide if he didn’t find what Mitch hid. Lives were at stake. Shoot, an election was at stake.


    The police had noted a few missing video surveillance files over the last six months. Server error, Pete and Mitch had told them. Mitch had made some of those “disappear” until an opportune time.


    But Mitch had to get greedy, had to open his mouth to the wrong person at the wrong time, and nothing Pete could say would save his friend. As soon as Pete had heard the news about Mitch, he knew Mitch had forced their boss—and future senator’s—hand.


    Pete sank onto the office chair and it groaned. “Yep, me too.”


    He pulled out the top drawer of the desk. It might as well have been someone’s junk drawer, with all the doodads inside. Rubber bands, sticks of gum, staples, pens, pencils, packets of sugar and sweetener—no wonder the place reeked of mice. What would he be looking for? A DVD, a digital memory card, USB drive—what had Mitch done with the video feed from those key nights? Pete had already made one of the files disappear—the night Mitch was gunned down.


    His phone bleeped. The boss, Channing Bright.


    “Well? Did you find it?”


    “I just sat down. As in, just five seconds ago.”


    “I don’t have time for this. Go through the office. Then start talking to employees.”


    “No problem.”


    “Of course, it’s not a problem.”


    Pete pushed away a few drops of sweat beaded on his forehead. “I’ll let you know what I find.”


    “Be quick about it. Time’s ticking away. Mitch either stashed it or gave it to someone else for safekeeping. Did the police mention anything about it?”


    “They asked about the missing days of security videos. But I think Mitch made some other files disappear, too.”


    “Just find the files.”


    “I won’t let you down.”


    “Of course you won’t. No one is going to be able to tie anything about this back to me.” Channing Bright was used to getting his way from childhood to one of Ohio’s top businesses. Now he was poised to win the biggest game of his life—a United States Senate seat.


    Pete debated about sneaking to the kitchen and brewing a cup of coffee. It didn’t seem right, even though the police had released the restaurant after clearing the crime scene. But if Mitch were around, he wouldn’t care if Pete, his old pal, made himself a fresh cup of joe.


    In a twisted way, Pete was doing Mitch a favor, ferreting out this secret. No one else needed to die because of Mitch’s folly. Especially not Pete. Channing Bright had better remember the little people, after all Mitch and Pete had done to help him.
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    Thad slowed his motorcycle down and let the vehicle glide onto Kaufman Avenue, off the bustling Bahia Vista. One sign made him pause, and it wasn’t the sign for Yoder’s Restaurant and Gift Shop, nor the sign for Big Olaf’s Ice Cream.


    Village Pizzas by Emma? Pizza. In Pinecraft? Maybe there was hope for a prodigal baker yet. The idea almost tugged a grin from his lips. Almost.


    He yawned. After his night on the road, then sleeping on the lumpy mattress in a cheap motel off the interstate, he hoped his mammmi would welcome him. He hadn’t written, hadn’t called. Of course, she had no phone. But Thad knew where her home was. As soon as he’d entered the neighborhood, it all came back to him. Pinecraft had changed a little from what he remembered in childhood.


    Pizza. The thought made his stomach grumble.


    Arriving at Mammi’s would wait for a few minutes. He parked in an empty parking space and noted the pizza shop was open for business now. The late morning sun felt good on his skin. He’d shed his jacket in the morning, and it was strapped to his duffel bag on the rear of his bike.


    Thad entered the tiny shop behind Big Olaf’s. The chilled air made the hair on his arms rise up, and he rubbed it back down.


    The young lady—probably Mennonite, he judged by her hair and clothing—stared at the tattoo on his arm, then snapped her gaze to his face.


    He smiled at her. “One slice of pizza, pepperoni. And a bottle of pop from the case.”


    “Right away.”


    Thad stepped over to the glass-doored cooler holding the pop. While the young lady dished up his pizza, a pair of older women entered, chattering about the bus that just arrived. They stopped short when the saw him, then continued past him to the counter.


    Thad gave them a nod as he stepped up to pay for his pizza. “I can just grab the pop on the way out?”


    “Right. Help yourself,” the young lady replied with a smile.


    He grabbed a Mountain Dew for a caffeine jolt. He’d have plenty of time to sleep. If Mammi let him in.


    Once outside, he settled down at a table on the deck and munched on his pizza. He didn’t need to gulp down the whole slice in four bites, but did anyway. The motel had promised a hot breakfast, but it included frozen waffles resembling warmed-up plastic.


    Amish and Mennonites selling pizza. He shook his head over the idea, even as his taste buds soaked up the flavor of the cheese.


    The two older women left the shop. One carried a pizza box, the other two small bottles of pop and a stack of plastic-wrapped sandwiches. The sight made him smile.


    He took a swig of his Mountain Dew, then replaced the cap on the bottle. Time to see Mammi. He revved up the cycle, then passed the ladies who strolled along the street. The neighborhood was relatively deserted, which suited him fine for now.


    One block over from Pinecraft Park, he turned onto Good Avenue and headed for Mammi’s house. A neat little flower garden gave the simple white cottage some color. A minivan sat in the driveway, with five three-wheeled bicycles clustered around it.


    So, she had company.


    So, he couldn’t arrive quietly.


    He parked his bike in the sliver of remaining parking space, then unfastened his jacket and duffel bag from the rear of the bike. Then he slung the bag over one shoulder and stepped up to the storm door. He could see inside through its large glass pane.


    A quilting frame filled the living room, and no fewer than six figures were huddled around it. One of them sat up straight and looked in his direction, then rose from her seat. She wore a cape dress of deep sapphire blue, covered by a navy blue apron. She stopped at the door and spoke through the glass.


    “Thaddeus. Thaddeus Zook?”


    “Yes, yes Mammi. It’s me.”


    “Well, come in, come in.” She opened the door and tugged him inside, probably to get the sight of him off her front step before someone happened by and saw him standing there.


    Five pairs of eyes regarded him from around the quilt frame. But his attention was focused on his mammi. When had she grown so . . . old? Wrinkles lined her face. The fingers smoothing her apron had age spots. But her eyes were warm. Inside them, he saw a bit of the hurt he’d inflicted on his family by leaving the Order.


    “Danke,” he replied to her, taking care to wipe his boots on the mat just inside the door. Funny, how the language he knew and had left behind him came so readily to his lips. He let the duffel slide to the floor beside a pair of clogs.


    “We’re quilting today,” Mammi said, gesturing to the work-in-progress filling most of the small front room, along with the frame, chairs, and five other women.


    “I see.”


    No, she wasn’t about to say much in front of her friends. No questions, no sermons. None of it yet.


    “Would you like some orange juice, fresh squeezed this morning?”


    “Yes, please.”


    “Come, come.” She waved him along toward the kitchen, where she fetched a clean glass from the cupboard. “The juice is in the refrigerator, so help yourself.”


    “Thank you,” he said, reaching for the glass with one hand and stifling a yawn with the other.


    “You’re tired.” Mammi paused in the kitchen doorway separating it from the dining table.


    “It’s been a long ride.”


    She continued their conversation in Dietsch. “Well, drink your juice. You can nap in your old room. Do you remember where it is?”


    “Yes, Mammi.” He was six years old again, with newly chopped hair just above his ears, his feet dangling a few inches from the floor when he sat at her table.


    “Gut, gut. Will you stay for a while?”


    He nodded.


    “Gut.” She headed back into the front room.


    He tried not to guzzle the juice, but at first taste he remembered the freshness of real juice, straight from the orange. He emptied the glass, then set it inside the gleaming sink. A coffee pot gurgled on the counter, and the sound of laughter echoed from the other room.


    Thad yawned again and left the kitchen, his boots taking him to the other side of the house where three bedrooms and the bathroom made a square, with the master bedroom getting the larger chunk of the area. Last door on the right, and he entered the room he used to pile into every winter with his brothers and sometimes a cousin or two.


    The bed looked smaller. Or maybe Mammi had downsized to a twin bed for this room. A simple chest of drawers stood against a wall. A lamp rested on a nightstand to match the chest. A calendar, two years old, hung on the wall. The irony made him smirk. Yes, the place might as well be stuck in time. But time didn’t matter if you were Amish. Which he wasn’t, anymore.


    He sank onto the quilt, then tugged off his boots. He stretched his aching feet and caught the pungent aroma from his socks. Yep, he’d been on the road all right. As he stretched out onto the quilt without pulling it back, he thought of his duffel bag and jacket in a heap near the front door. He’d pick them up, in just a few minutes.
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