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It had been a long time since he’d been this kind of scared. The kind that caused his hands to shake, his heart to beat so fast he couldn’t catch his breath. The urge to turn tail and run—to forget the plan he’d conceived down to every last detail—clawed at his insides. Of course, he couldn’t run away. Not when there was so much at stake. When he had so much to lose.

Dear God, he hoped he could pull this off.

Rain lashed the windshield as he punched off the headlights and made the turn onto the township road. In the strobe of lightning that followed, the leafless branches of the trees trembled and swayed overhead. Squinting through the darkness and rain-blurred glass, he inched down the road, stopped at the bridge spanning Painters Creek, and killed the engine.

The truck shuddered beneath a gust of wind. Reaching into the back seat, he grabbed the slicker, jammed his arms into the sleeves, pulled it on. A final exhale, and he shoved open the door. Rain stung his face as he stepped into the maelstrom. He flipped up his hood, vaguely aware of the roar of water rushing beneath the bridge. A quick look around to get his bearings, and he started off at a jog. It took him less than a minute to reach the lane. A quick sprint and he was across the yard, past the tree at the side, and approaching the back door. The one he knew was never locked.…

The pound of rain covered the squeak of the hinges as he entered into the mudroom. No lantern light. No movement. No sign that anyone was awake. But he knew they were upstairs sleeping, and the weight of the risk he was taking terrified him more with every step. If he got caught, everything he’d ever worked for, everything he’d ever wanted, ever loved, would be gone, including his freedom.

Water dripped onto the linoleum floor as he walked through the kitchen and into the living room. At the base of the stairs, he paused to listen. The only sound that came back at him was the drumbeat of rain, keeping time with a heart racing out of control.

He took the steps two at a time to the top. In the hall he veered right, moving fast. Two doors stood closed. The last one was cracked open a few inches. He headed that way, his footfalls seeming inordinately loud, his breaths rushing, adrenaline boiling in his gut like acid. At the end of the hall, he pushed open the door.

Lightning flickered, illuminated the layout of the room. A full-size bed beneath the window. The bassinet against the wall. He crept to the crib, looked down at the small figure. Water from his slicker dripped onto the pillow. Bending, he scooped the child into his arms along with a blanket, the toy horse clutched in a tiny hand. Stooping, he snagged little sneakers off the floor. What else?

He steeled himself against the smells of baby powder and soap, the scorpion sting of regret in his chest, the knowledge that there would be no going back. For an instant, he stood there, feeling guilty and deceitful, and he longed to melt into the child, lose himself in the warmth, the innocence—all the things he was about to throw away. There was no time for any of it, certainly not some sentimentality that would do nothing but land him in jail.

Time to go.

Turning, he crossed to the door, stepped into the hall. The sleeping child twisted in his arms, mewled like a kitten. Waking up, he thought as he rushed down the stairs, and a fingernail of panic scraped up his spine. As gently as possible, he set his palm over the kid’s mouth. Small fingers pried at his hand in protest.

“Shhh,” he whispered. “I’ve got you. It’s okay.”

Running now, he passed through the living room. The child kicked against his abdomen as he burst into the kitchen. A muffled cry rose above the din of rain as he swung open the door.

Outside, thunder roared like a beast and the ground trembled beneath its feet.



The sound of my cell phone pulsing from atop the nightstand jerks me from sleep. I reach for it, squint unseeing at the screen, and put it to my ear. “Burkholder,” I croak.

“Sorry to wake you, Chief,” comes the voice of my graveyard-shift dispatcher, Margaret. “I just took a call from Joseph Kline out on Township Road 49. They’ve got a missing toddler. He sounds pretty shaken.”

I sit up, wide awake, aware of the hammer of rain against the window. Joseph and Erma Kline are Amish. I’ve met the couple several times over the years. A lifetime ago, I went to school with Erma. She’s several years older than me, but I remember her as a well-adjusted girl with a quick smile and a penchant for chitchat.

I set my feet on the floor and cross to the closet for my clothes. “How long has the child been missing?”

“They noticed he wasn’t in his bed around four A.M. They’ve been looking since with no sign of him and decided to call you.”

A glance at my cell tells me it’s nearly five. I yank my uniform shirt from a hanger, shrug into it, and button up. “Tell them I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Roger that.”

I end the call, reach for my trousers, step into them. The light flicks on. I turn to see my significant other, John Tomasetti, standing in the doorway, looking at me.

“You’re up early,” I say.

“Some Einstein scheduled a meeting at seven.” He cocks his head. “I’d ask if that was a serious call, but the look on your face says it all.”

He starts toward me. He’s nearly dressed for the day, wearing his typical fare. Charcoal trousers. Crisp white shirt, not yet buttoned. The turquoise tie I bought him for Christmas hangs askew at his collar.

“There’s a missing toddler.” I reach for my holster, work the leather over my shoulders, buckle up. “Amish family. I have to go.”

He reaches me, shoves a travel mug of coffee into my hands. Always one step ahead. “Anything I can do?”

“Turn down the rain a little?”

John Tomasetti is an agent with the Ohio Bureau of Criminal Investigation. He’s my best friend and the love of my life, both of those things rolled into a delightfully complicated package that makes me unabashedly happy. I’ve no doubt that if I do, indeed, need his assistance, he’ll be there.

Standing on my tiptoes, I brush my lips against his cheek, take in the hint of aftershave and the smell that is uniquely his. “You look nice in that suit, Tomasetti.”

“That’s what all the female chiefs of police tell me.”

I roll my eyes as I grab my jacket and slicker from the closet. “Enjoy your meeting.”

“Uh-huh.” His eyes follow me as I stride past him. “Be careful out there, will you, Chief? Weather service just issued flash-flood warnings for every county in northeastern Ohio.”

Groaning, I shrug into my jacket. “Thanks for the coffee,” I tell him, and rush through the door.



Early spring in northeastern Ohio is a fickle season, one day promising that anxiously awaited first breath of summer only to laugh at our naiveté the next with a final blast of cold. The one constant you can always count on is rain. On this particular day, the skies have opened full bore along with a light show befitting a Fourth of July fireworks finale.

The Kline farm is just north of Painters Mill, the township where I’ve been the chief of police for about eight years. Twice I have to make a detour to avoid flooding on the road. When I cross the covered bridge that spans Painters Creek, I’m astounded to see that the usually meandering stream has tripled in size and transformed into a raging torrent. With the Kline farm just half a mile down the road, this is a worst-case scenario for a missing toddler.

Calling upon law enforcement for help is usually a last resort for many of the Amish. Most prefer to handle problems on their own without involving outsiders. On the rare occasion when they do ask for help, it’s not the Holmes County Sheriff’s Office they call, but me, jurisdiction be damned. Not because I’m better at what I do, but because of my Amish roots. I’m familiar with the traditions and religion; I’m fluent in Deitsch. Though I left the fold at the age of eighteen—and a few of the elders still won’t speak to me because of it—my connection to them, however questionable in the eyes of some, make me and my department the lesser affront.

The Klines are Swartzentruber Amish, one of the most traditional sects in Holmes County. Like the majority of their brethren, they live without the use of electricity and motorized vehicles. The Swartzentrubers take certain tenets a step farther. Many eschew indoor plumbing, forbid the use of bicycles, and forgo the utilization of gravel in their lanes. Even their attire is heavier and darker, especially for the women.

The absence of gravel makes itself evident as I turn in to the lane. My headlights illuminate an ocean of potholes and mud. I jam the Explorer into four-wheel drive and plow through. Half a mile in, the old farmhouse looms into view, plain, white, and unadorned with shutters or landscaping. Every window glows with lantern light. Behind the house, a boy on horseback, his hat dripping, coat soaked, glances at me over his shoulder as his mount trots through a gate to the back field. Yellow light slants through the open door of the bank barn, telling me this family has already enlisted the help of their Amish neighbors.

I park behind a buggy, the horse hunkered against the onslaught of rain, and I hightail it to the house. The back door swings open as I step onto the porch and Erma Kline ushers me inside.

“Katie! My goodness, I’m glad you’re here. Kumma inseid.” Come inside. “Dumla.” Hurry.

I enter a dimly lit mudroom that smells of lye soap and woodsmoke. An old-fashioned wringer washer sits in the corner. A lantern flickers atop an antique-looking dry sink. Water from my slicker drips unceremoniously onto the floor, but the Amish woman pays it no heed.

“Did you find him?” I ask.

Erma Kline is in her early forties. She’s wearing a black dress that falls nearly to her ankles. A matching cape. A black bonnet over her prayer kapp. All of it punctuated by an expression suffused with worry.

“No,” she tells me. “We’ve searched the house and barn. He’s such a little thing. Just two years old. I don’t know where he could have gone.”

Movement in the doorway to the kitchen draws my attention. I see two preteen girls peeking out at me, their faces drawn and uncertain.

“We checked the attic again,” one of them says in Deitsch. “He’s not there.”

The Amish woman closes her eyes, presses a hand to her stomach. “Mein Gott.” My God. “Check the cellar again,” she tells them. “Take a lantern so you can see.”

“Ja.” Both girls dart away, their feet pounding as they run to the cellar door.

Nodding, I speak into my shoulder mike. “Ten twenty-three,” I say, letting my dispatcher know I’ve arrived on scene. “Ten thirty-one,” I add, using the ten code for missing juvenile. “Two-year-old Amish male. I need County out here. Lights and siren. Expedite. Who’s on duty this morning?”

“Glock,” Margaret tells me, referring to Rupert “Glock” Maddox, one of my most experienced officers.

“Tell him to get out here.” I think about the weather conditions, the swollen creek, and another layer of worry settles over the first. “Call the fire department, too. See if you can round up some volunteers.”

“You got it.”

“We could use some dogs, too. I think the sheriff knows a guy with bloodhounds.”

“Roger that.”

In the beat of silence that follows, the battery of rain on the tin roof is deafening, and I can’t help but think of a two-year-old frightened and alone in such horrendous conditions. I’m anxious to join the search, hoping we’ll find a wet and crying toddler straightaway. I’m about to ask for a description, his clothing and height and weight, when the door behind me whooshes open.

“Mamm! Any sign of him?”

I turn to see a young Amish woman burst inside. She’s wearing a black coat over her dress, black bonnet, and soaked to the skin. She’s shaking violently beneath her coat. Whether it’s from cold or fear or both, I don’t know, but she doesn’t seem to notice. Water and tears stream down a face permeated with panic.

She blinks at me and then turns her attention to her mother and chokes out a sob. “He’s not in the barn!” she cries. “I don’t understand. Where could he have gone in such a short period of time?”

Up until now, I’d assumed the missing boy was Erma’s son. But there is a terror unique to a mother. I know even before asking that this young woman is the one who’s lost her son.

“You’re his mamm?” I ask in Deitsch.

“Ja. I’m B—Bonnie.” Her face screws up and she presses a hand over her mouth as if to smother a cry. I guess her to be in her late teens. “It’s Little Joe! We have to find him. It’s cold, and he isn’t wearing his coat. He’s so little. All this rain…”

She starts toward us, but staggers, thrusts out her arms to break an impending fall. Erma and I rush to her, grasp her arms on either side. The young woman is cold to the touch, vibrating from head to foot, and beginning to hyperventilate.

“Let’s get you into a chair,” I say.

Erma and I help her to the kitchen table. She slumps into a chair, then tries to rise, but her mother presses her back.

“You just settle down,” the older woman tells her. “I’ll get you some water.”

I don’t tell them we may not have a minute to burn.

Instead, I move around the chair so I’m facing her, set my hand on her shoulder and squeeze gently. “When’s the last time you saw Little Joe?”

“I put him to bed around eight thirty last night. I got up once, around two A.M., and he was fine, sound asleep in the bassinet.”

“When did you notice him missing?” I ask.

“I got up to feed the cows at four and he wasn’t there.” A fresh round of tears streams from her eyes. “At first, I figured he’d crawled into bed with Mamm and Datt or maybe one of my sisters, but I checked right away and he wasn’t there.”

“Has he ever done anything like this before?” I ask.

“Never.”

Erma hands her a glass of water, shoves it into her hands. “Take a nice long sip now, you hear?”

The young woman obeys, then sets the glass on the table. “I can’t bear the thought of him out there all alone,” she whispers.

“We’re going to find him,” I assure her. “There are a lot of people out there looking. The sheriff’s department is on the way.”

She nods, but her eyes are chasms of a terror she can’t contain. At some point her teeth have begun to chatter. She’s crying and swipes repeatedly at the tears with shaking hands.

I divide my attention between the two women. “Can you give me a quick description of the boy? His size. What was he wearing?”

“He was in his sleep shirt,” Bonnie tells me. “It’s white flannel. Gray socks.” She gives his approximate height and weight, then emits a sob, catches herself, struggles to regain her composure. “He’s afraid of thunder.”

I quickly jot the description in my notepad, keep going. “You’ve searched the house and barn?”

“Twice,” says the older woman.

“Any other outbuildings?”

“Just that old chicken house,” she tells me. “We’ve looked there, too.”

“How many people are out there searching for him now?” I ask.

“My husband, Joseph, is on foot,” Erma tells me. “Our neighbor is in his buggy, on that two-track between our farms. Our oldest son saddled our buggy horse to search the field in the back.”

“Datt and I searched the barn,” Bonnie adds. “Even the loft.” Her face screws up. “It’s like he just disappeared.”

An ominous rumble of thunder punctuates the statement.

There are more questions to be asked, information to be confirmed, but with a two-year-old unaccounted for and a creek about to breach its banks, the rest can wait.

“I’m going to look for him,” I tell them.

“Me, too.” Bonnie tries to get to her feet.

Erma won’t hear it. “You’re soaking wet.”

“I can’t sit here and do nothing while Little Joe is out there in all that cold and rain!” Bonnie cries.

I make eye contact with her. “I’d like for you to search the house again. The barn. The chicken house, too. Sometimes kids find a place to hide and fall asleep.”

Nodding, Bonnie fights tears. “I’ll do anything,” she sobs. “I just want him back.”

“Get yourself dry.” I reach out and touch her shoulder. “Try to stay calm. We’ll find him.”

The sound of her sobbing follows me to the door.



Lightning splits the sky as I run to the barn. I enter, take a moment for my eyes to adjust to the murky light. A lantern hanging from a rafter casts a golden dome on an Amish man harnessing a sorrel gelding.

“Mr. Kline?” I call out.

He looks at me over his shoulder, continuing to work, his hands deft and quick. Joseph Kline is a reserved man. He’s serious and quiet, but with a proclivity for sharing snippets of unexpected humor. This morning, he looks as if the weight of the world resides on his shoulders.

“Kate Burkholder,” he says. “You’re here to help us find my grandson?”

I nod. “Any idea where he might’ve gone?”

He lowers his head, gives a single, grim nod. “There’s a creek that feeds into our pond and then overflows to Painters Creek. It’s usually just a trickle, but with all this rain…” His voice trails as if he’s suddenly physically incapable of finishing. “I didn’t mention it to the women, but I’m worried.”

A quiver of trepidation moves through me at the mention of a pond. “How far?”

“A quarter mile east of the barn.” He raises his hand, pinches the bridge of his nose, takes a moment to compose himself. “I took Little Joe fishing in the pond a couple weeks ago. He caught a sunfish. He likes the water…” His voice breaks, and he turns, goes back to the harness.

“I’ll check it out.” I hand him my Maglite. “Take this.”

When he raises his gaze to mine, tears shimmer. “You’ll need the light.”

“I’ve got another.”

“Dank.” Thanks. He takes the flashlight, buckles a harness strap, rushing because he knows he can’t get out there quickly enough. I leave him to his work and make my exit.

Rain whips my face as I jog to the Explorer. Using the fob, I open the rear, grab my spotlight, and check the battery. I’ve just closed the door when the flash of red and blue lights alerts me to the arrival of a law enforcement vehicle. I turn to see Glock emerge from his cruiser, yellow slicker shiny and wet in the flicker of lightning.

“Hell of a night to lose a kid,” he says as he approaches. “Any luck?”

“No sign.” I reach him, see the concern in his eyes and realize he’s thinking about his own small children, safe at home in their beds.

Quickly, I update him on the particulars. “We need to check the creek.” A toddler falling into a rain-swollen creek is a worst-case scenario, one that none of us wants to consider. But we have to look. If that dire possibility becomes reality, I’d rather it be us who finds him instead of a family member.

I motion east and we start that way at a brisk pace. “The pond is only a quarter mile away and feeds into Painters Creek.”

A curse hisses through his lips. “Damn, Chief. I just heard on the news the creek is about to crest. We’re going to have flooding to contend with.”

“County is en route,” I say, referring to the sheriff’s department. “Once we have more manpower, we’ll set up a grid. For now, let’s walk it. Keep your eye out for footprints or something the kid might’ve dropped.”

He nods. “Two-year-old couldn’t have gotten far.”

Neither of us mentions the reality that tragedy involving that age group usually happens close to home and takes only seconds.

A sense of urgency pushes us into a jog. Spotlights leading the way, we come upon a rail fence and climb over it, land in standing water on the other side. There, we separate by a few yards and continue toward the trees that grow in profusion around the pond.

“Little Joe!” I call out the boy’s name as we approach.

I listen for a voice or cry, but the slap of rain against the ground drowns out all other sound.

Glock and I reach the pond. It’s a large body of water, an acre or so, and is surrounded by a profusion of weeping willow trees. I wade through cattails, my beam sweeping left and right. I stop in water up to my knees, skim the rippled surface with my beam. A few yards away, Glock runs his beam along the muddy bank.

“I got nothing,” he calls out. “No footprints.”

I motion for him to go left. I go right. Fighting my way through mud and reeds, I sweep my beam from side to side, looking for any sign that the boy came this way. The only movement I see is a fat raccoon looking for a meal.

“Little Joe!” I call out.

I’m thinking about how best to set up a grid when the rumble of swiftly moving water surmounts the thrum of rain. I shine my light ahead. A sinking sensation grips my chest when I see water cascading over a small spillway. I walk toward it. I almost can’t believe my eyes when I see the water rushing down a deeply cut gorge toward Painters Creek a hundred yards away.

“Chief!”

I turn to see Glock kneeling, his spotlight illuminating an object on the ground. I go to him. It’s a sneaker, covered with mud, lying on its side, laces splayed, inches from the water’s edge.

Glock looks up at me, his mouth tight. “That’s about the right size for a two-year-old.”

“Oh, no.” I kneel beside him, not feeling the cold of the mud on my knee. “Doesn’t look like it’s been here long.”

“Yep.”

I rise and look around, take in the proximity of our location to the spillway and streaming water. “If he slipped or went into the water, he may have been washed over that spillway and gone into Painters Creek.”

“Damn, Chief.” Glock rises, scrapes water from his face, blinks to clear his vision. “We gotta go look.”

I hail Dispatch. “Ten-seven-eight,” I say, using the code for “need assistance.” “Ten-thirty-nine,” I add, letting them know an emergency response is needed.

I pull a plastic bag from my equipment belt, use it to pick up the sneaker, and, turning the bag inside out, I drop both into my slicker pocket. Glock is already picking his way down the hill, sliding in mud, but he’s athletic and strong and maintains his balance. I follow, slipping, trying mightily to avoid a fall. The roar of the water increases in pitch as we near the creek. When I reach the base of the hill, I run my beam over the water’s surface and I can barely believe my eyes. Painters Creek has metamorphosed into a whitewater rapid. The saplings that grow along the bank are barely visible, their tops bent as the current tries to tear them from the ground. Debris, vegetation, and uprooted trees tumble in the churning brown brew, ramming anything that stands in the way.

“I’ve lived in Painters Mill my whole life,” Glock tells me. “Never seen it like this.”

Hoping for a glimpse of a little boy clinging to a tree or some floating object, we shine our beams across the tumultuous surface and along the bank, listening.

“Little Joe!” Three times, I shout his name.

Next to me, Glock cups his hands on either side of his mouth and does the same.

The only sound that comes back at us is the thundering deluge of water, and a forlorn voice inside my head warning me to brace because there’s a very real possibility this situation will not have a positive outcome.



The eastern sky lightens to the color of ash as Glock and I fight through heavy brush and a foot of standing water. We’re ten feet apart, beams sweeping left and right. A few yards away, Painters Creek thunders east. The temperature hovers around fifty degrees. A far cry from freezing, but cold enough to put even an adult into hypothermia if they’re wet.

“There’s the bridge.” Glock points.

I look ahead to see the hulking form of the old steel-truss structure. A shiver passes through me when I notice that the water is just a couple of feet from engulfing the roadway. Trees and debris have piled up on the upriver side, adding to the damming effect. I close my eyes against the thought of a child being swept beneath the bridge—or God forbid getting caught in all that debris.

Tilting my head, I speak into my shoulder mike and hail Dispatch. “Ten-forty-seven,” I say, using the code for “emergency road repair.” “The bridge over Painters Creek on Township Road 49.”

“Roger that,” comes Margaret’s voice.

“I want the road blocked to all through traffic. Call every officer at home. Get them out here. I want all hands on deck.”

“Ten-four. Chief, I just received a call from Auggie Brock. Water’s about to swamp the Tuscarawas covered bridge, too. County has crews and volunteers with sandbags, trying to save it.”

Auggie Brock is the mayor of Painters Mill. The Tuscarawas Bridge is a historic fixture. If it’s swept away, not only will everyone on the west side of it be stranded, but we’ll lose one of our most beloved historical sites.

“Keep me posted,” I say, and end the call.

We reach the bridge. Glock traverses the ditch and climbs up to the gravel shoulder. I do the same, then cross the bridge, aware of the boil of water scant feet below, keeping my beam on the upriver side. The creek hasn’t yet crested. There’s no question of if the water will swamp the bridge, but when—and how much damage will be left in its wake.

Though it’s barely dawn and the rain is still coming down hard, there’s enough light for me to see the gravel pullover ahead. I’m nearly there when I spot the tire ruts. They’re fresh and deep; someone has been here recently, within the last couple of hours I’m guessing, because the rain hasn’t yet eroded them.

“Glock!” I shout as I rush to them.

I reach the ruts, shine my light. There are two. Large vehicle. Deep and filled with water.

“They look fresh.”

I turn at the sound of Glock’s voice to see him approach.

“No more than a couple hours,” I say. “Or they would have been washed away by now.”

“About the time the kid went missing?” he says in a low voice.

We squat for a closer look. For the span of several heartbeats the only sound comes from the rush of water and the clang of debris striking the bridge.

“Ground is soft,” he comments. “Vehicle sunk in deep.”

“Looks like the driver pulled over.” I stand, shine my light in a circle. “No way to tell which direction he went.”

“Why the hell would someone be out on a night like this?” Sighing, he gets to his feet. “At three or four o’clock in the morning?”

“And why here?”

“Maybe someone looking for the boy?” His voice isn’t hopeful.

“Most of the farms in the area are Amish,” I tell him. “Those ruts are definitely not from a buggy.”

“Chief, what the hell is that?”

I follow his stare to a small object on the ground, partially obscured by standing water. I bend and pick it up. A quiver of uneasiness goes through me when I realize it’s a child’s toy. A carved wooden horse. Amish-made. The kind of toy that might be given to a young Amish boy …

Glock’s eyes meet mine. “That hasn’t been here long, either,” he says.

I pull a plastic bag from my equipment belt and drop the horse into it. “Snap some photos of those ruts,” I tell him. “Call County. See if anyone has reported finding a little boy.”

“You got it.” He pulls out his cell.

“Keep looking.” I sigh. “I think it’s time I had another talk with the family.”



Instead of going through the field, I take the road back to the Kline house to save time. Two buggies pass by me going in the opposite direction. I’m pleased to see that the Amish community has come out in force to help with the search. While the men and older boys are out looking for Little Joe, the women have likely come together inside to help in whatever way they can, cooking and cleaning, praying, and offering emotional support.

As I jog toward the house, my suspicion that this may not be a simple case of a toddler wandering away niggles at the back of my brain. Is it possible this is something even more sinister? The thought of a kidnapping makes me queasy. Stranger abductions are rare, but they’re also the most dangerous type. For the first time it occurs to me I haven’t met the boy’s father. No one has mentioned him. I’d assumed he was out searching. By the time I push open the back door and step into the mudroom, I’m convinced I didn’t get the whole story from the family.

I’m met in the mudroom by a plump Amish woman in a wine-colored dress, a dishcloth flung over her shoulder, a smear of flower on the front of her apron.

“Guder mariye,” I say as I brush past her. Good morning.

I hear her mutter something beneath her breath as I step into the kitchen. Erma stands at the sink, washing dishes. One of the preteen girls I met earlier sits at the table, spooning oatmeal into her mouth.

“I need to speak with you,” I say to Erma.

She spins to me, hope jumping into her face. “You found Little Joe?”

I shake my head. “Where’s Bonnie?”

“I’m right here.”

The woman in question appears in the doorway. I take her measure, picking past the despair on her face, the red nose and cheeks, and eyes swollen from crying. Instead, I focus on any telltale signs of deception, all the things that didn’t occur to me when I arrived on scene forty-five minutes ago.

“I need to talk to both of you.” I let my eyes flick to the girl at the table, and the woman I passed in the mudroom. “Alone.”

Erma goes to the cupboard, removes a beat-up thermos, and fills it with coffee from the percolator. When it’s full, she hands it to the girl at the table.

“Take this to your datt,” she says in Deitsch. “He’ll need a hot drink about now.”

Aware that there’s something afoot, but too well-mannered to pry, the girl takes the thermos and gets to her feet. Having overheard the exchange, the woman in the mudroom steps into the doorway and smiles at the girl. “Grab your coat. I’ll go with you. Kumma.” Come.

When the two have left, Erma puts her hands on her hips. “You’re scaring us half to death, Kate Burkholder,” she scolds.

“Sit down.” I motion Bonnie into a chair and pull out the toy horse and sneaker. “Do these items belong to Little Joe?”

Bonnie gasps, puts both hands against her mouth, but she can’t stanch the surge of terror, or the sob that follows. “Yes.”

“Where did you find them?” Erma asks.

I tell them about the tire ruts. “Someone parked out by the bridge, likely at about the time Little Joe went missing.”

A quiver runs through Bonnie, starting at her head, moving down her shoulders and through her body. She lowers her face into her hands and sobs her son’s name.

“You think someone took the boy?” Erma whispers the words as if they’re too obscene to be spoken aloud.

“Where’s Little Joe’s datt?” I ask.

The older Amish woman’s expression goes taut. Her mouth opens, but she closes it without answering. Shoddily concealed surprise, I think. But there’s knowledge there, too. There’s shame. And a fear she’d been doing her utmost to deny.

“He’s not part of our family,” she tells me.

I shift my gaze to Bonnie. She stares back at me, her mouth trembling, as if she’s been rendered incapable of speech. The too-long beat of silence ends with a rumble of thunder powerful enough to rattle the windowpanes.

I look from woman to woman. “I need a name.”

Erma folds her hands on the table, looks down at them. “He’s English,” she tells me. “Bonnie was … young. Too young. Just seventeen. She … made a mistake. She didn’t marry.”

It’s rare for an Amish woman to bear a child out of wedlock, but it happens. Most of the time, news of an unexpected pregnancy is met with a hasty wedding, a strategic adjusting of dates, word that the baby “came early,” or, depending on the situation, even some quick matchmaking. Regardless of the circumstances, all Amish children are considered a gift from God and welcomed into the world with unabashed joy.

The young woman looks at her mother, misery boiling in her expression. “His name is Thomas McKee,” she whispers.

The name goes through me like a blade. The source of their evasiveness comes into sharp focus. I’ve dealt with Thomas McKee half a dozen times over the last few years. He’s twenty years old with the good looks of a GQ cover model and a cocky attitude that puts my teeth on edge. I’ve taken calls for everything from underage drinking to disturbing the peace, to fighting and drag racing. Each time—perhaps erroneously in hindsight—I cut him as much slack as I could. Mainly because I believed he was a good kid—and I know firsthand how profoundly tragedy can affect a young person’s life.

At seventeen, McKee was a high school football star with a 4.0 grade average, an athletic scholarship to Kent State University, and dreams of making it to the NFL. He’d just finished his first semester of college when his father died unexpectedly, leaving young Thomas with a grieving mother, no income, four younger sisters to take care of, and an auto-body repair shop with no one to run it. At the age of eighteen, he dropped out of college and took the reins of his father’s company, leaving his dreams in the dust.

Evidently, the disappointment was too much. McKee quickly earned a reputation for his female conquests—including the mayor’s sixteen-year-old daughter—raucous parties rife with loud music and underage drinking, and for coordinating some of the local drag races. Last I heard, his father’s 1969 Mustang was unbeaten.

“That boy’s as dense as a turnip,” Erma mutters. “Just as bitter, too.” She clucks her mouth. “Those young Englishers, always drinking and intoxicated and God only knows what else.”

Next to her, Bonnie seems to sink more deeply into her chair and stares down at her hands, silent and ashamed.

“Do you still have a relationship with him?” I ask Bonnie.

The young woman shakes her head and mumbles a barely perceptible “No.”

“We don’t allow him to come here,” Erma puts in. “We’ve no use for a leshtah-diah.” Beast that blasphemes.

I ignore her, maintain my focus on Bonnie. “When’s the last time you saw him?”

“Months ago,” she says.

“Does McKee see Little Joe?” I ask.

“He’s not in the picture at all,” Erma interjects.

I keep my eyes on Bonnie. “Has McKee ever expressed interest in having a relationship with the boy?”

“No.” The girl studies her hands, picks at a ragged nail. “Never.”

Erma sits up straighter, stiffens her spine. “We’ll not have him here, Kate Burkholder. Thomas McKee is about as far from Amish as a man can get. Never worked a day in the field or spent an hour listening to the preacher preach. He’s a proud and wicked boy and we’re just fine without the likes of him.”

I look from mother to daughter, sensing there’s more to the story. “How did you meet him?” I ask Bonnie.

The young woman drops her gaze to the tabletop. Her embarrassment and shame are palpable. Seeing her distress, Erma reaches out, sets her hand over her daughter’s. “My husband hired him to build that pipe fence out behind the barn. Thomas did all the cutting and welding.” The older woman sighs. “Our Bonnie took him coffee a few times, and that boy, full of evil thoughts and lust, preyed on her innocence. That’s all we’ve got to say about it.”

Judging from Bonnie’s body language, there’s more to the story. A lot more. But I let it go. “Do you keep the doors locked at night?” I ask, knowing many citizens in Painters Mill—Amish and English alike—don’t.

“Mamm!”

The three of us swivel in our chairs to see one of the young girls dart into the doorway that leads to the living room. She’s out of breath, her expression frightened.

“Was der schinner is letz?” Erma asks. What in the world is wrong?

The girl swallows hard. “There’s … blood. On the floor. Next to Little Joe’s bed.”

“What?” Bonnie rises, her expression aghast. “Show me.”

I get to my feet and follow them from the room.

The Kline home is a typical farmhouse with three bedrooms upstairs, and the living room, kitchen, and mudroom on the first level. The girl pounds up the stairs, Bonnie hot on her heels. Both turn right at the landing. The hall is a dimly lit space, so I pull the mini Maglite from my equipment belt and flick it on.

I follow them to a bedroom at the end of the hall.

The young girl points. “There.”

The lighting is poor, so I slant the beam toward the bassinet as I start toward it. A quake of unease moves through me at the sight of the blood. A single drop the size of a pearl mars the wood plank floor. I shift the light to the interior of the crib and notice a smear on the pillow.

From behind me, I hear Bonnie’s quick inhale. “Mein Gott. Mamm! Es is bloot!” It is blood!

“Was it there when you put him to bed?” I ask, hoping Little Joe had a scraped knee or cut finger.

“No!” the young mother cries. “He was fine!”

Erma sets her hand on her daughter’s arm and squeezes gently. “You know Little Joe gets nosebleeds sometimes.”

The news takes my concern down half a notch. Still, neither woman seems relieved by the pronouncement, and once again I get the feeling there’s something I’m not being told.

“Mamm, look there.”

I follow Bonnie’s point and kneel. A single muddy footprint stands out on the braided rug, looking sinister and out of place next to the bassinet. It’s a large print and likely belongs to an adult male with a size eleven or twelve shoe. The outline is so perfect I can make out the waffle-type sole.

I look at Bonnie. “Do you have any idea who was in this room? Who might’ve made this print?”

“Not Datt. He didn’t come in here this morning,” she whispers. “When I told him Little Joe was missing, he went outside and began to look for him.”

Erma nods, her expression grim. “My husband always leaves his boots in the mudroom.”

A renewed sense of urgency presses into me as I get to my feet. The presence of blood in addition to the print adds a truckload of menace to an already menacing situation. I think of the tire ruts. The dropped toy. The sneaker.

“Who else has been in the house?” I ask.

Erma shakes her head. “Just us,” she tells me. “The family.”

Someone else has been in this room, a little voice whispers in my ear.

I turn my attention to Bonnie. The young Amish woman looks as if she’s about to come apart at the seams—or throw up. “What about Thomas McKee?” I ask. “Has he been angry with you? Has he been angry with the family? Anything like that?”

Bonnie raises her gaze to mine. Through the shimmer of tears, I see a raw and primal fear and realize she’s holding on to the last of her control with a tenuous grip.

“No.” She lowers her face into shaking hands and begins to sob. “I just want my baby. Please, Chief Burkholder, find him. Bring him back to me before something terrible happens.”



I call Dispatch as I pull out of the lane. “Run Thomas McKee through LEADS,” I say, referring to the Law Enforcement Automated Data System, which is a database that interfaces with several other law enforcement platforms.

“You got it,” says my first-shift dispatcher, Lois.

Realizing it’s too early for me to find McKee at the body shop, I head toward his residence. “Check for warrants. See if you can come up with a phone number.”

“Roger that.”

McKee lives with his mother and four sisters in a small frame house near the railroad tracks in Painters Mill proper. I park in the driveway next to a beat-up Ford Focus and jog through the downpour to the front door and knock.

The porch light flicks on and the door swings open. Shirley McKee is in her mid-fifties with hair dyed an unnatural-looking black and makeup more befitting a twentysomething. She’s wearing a pink uniform, and I’m reminded that in addition to her regular shift at the factory in Coshocton, and taking care of all the bookkeeping for the body shop, she also works at LaDonna’s Diner here in Painters Mill.

She takes my measure, not quite managing to conceal the quick rise of anxiety at the sight of my uniform.

I have my badge at the ready. “Is Thomas here?” I ask.

“Morning, Chief.” She’s not happy to see me. Probably because this isn’t the first time I’ve shown up unannounced, asking about her son. “He’s not here.” Frowning, she opens the door the rest of the way and steps back. “Come on in out of the rain.”

I enter a small, cluttered living room that smells of overheated air and last night’s meat loaf. “I need to talk to him,” I say. “Do you know where I can find him?”

“I reckon he went to work early, like always. Got cars needing body work stacked up till Tuesday.” The woman turns away and starts down a narrow hall. “Lookit, I’m late for work. Can we talk while I finish my hair? I gotta be there in fifteen minutes.”

I follow her down a hall, stepping over a pile of dirty clothes, and stop at the doorway to a brightly lit bathroom. She picks up a curling iron and twists a tuft of hair around it.

“What do you want with my son?” she asks.

“I’ve got a missing minor child,” I tell her. “A two-year-old that belongs to Bonnie Kline. I’m told Thomas is the father.”

Her hand freezes. Her eyes dart to mine, hair and work momentarily forgotten. “Little Joe is missing?”

I nod. “Mrs. McKee, is it possible your son is involved?”

“Oh Lord.” She presses her hand against her abdomen. “You think Thomas took him? Is that what that Amish girl told you?”

“All I know is that the boy is missing. We’ve got flash flooding in the area and, as you can imagine, everyone is quite worried.”

The woman sets down the curling iron with a little too much force. “Look, I don’t pry into my son’s business. He’s a grown man now, and he’s got more than his share of responsibility. But let me tell you something, Chief Burkholder. Thomas would not take a two-year-old baby without permission.”

From where I’m standing, I can hear the salvo of rain against the roof. I think of the swollen creek and just how vulnerable a two-year-old is and I tamp down a rise of impatience.

Shirley McKee isn’t finished. “Thomas was crazy about that girl. She’s the first thing he’s cared about since—” Her voice breaks, but she presses on. “Problem is, her family didn’t want a damn thing to do with Thomas. All because he isn’t Amish. Like he wasn’t good enough or something.”

“Did Thomas ever mention wanting to see the boy?” I ask. “Did he ever mention wanting to have a relationship with him? Anything like that?”

The woman raises her finger at me. “Don’t you dare try to pin this on Thomas. He might’ve made a few mistakes in his time, but he’d never do anything like what you’re suggesting.” She huffs. “Kidnapping, for God’s sake. The last thing my son needs in his life is a baby.”

“Mrs. McKee, I just need to talk to him.”

But she’s on a roll and continues as if she didn’t hear me. “And while we’re on the subject of babies, let me tell you something else, Chief Burkholder. From what I hear them holier-than-thou-art Klines don’t take such good care of their little ones anyway.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Last I heard that baby was sick, and that girl’s parents wouldn’t let her take him to the doctor. How’s that for good parenting?”

“Little Joe is sick?” I ask.

She shrugs. “That’s what I heard. Believe me, they don’t talk to me. If you want details, you’ll have to ask them.”

I thank her and head toward the door.



Last I heard that baby was sick, and that girl’s parents wouldn’t let her take him to the doctor. How’s that for good parenting?

The words dog me as I drive to the body shop owned and operated by Thomas McKee. The majority of Amish have no problem with the use of modern medicine. Some prefer to take a more holistic approach initially, but generally speaking most church district rules do not forbid doctor visits or medication. Is Shirley McKee badmouthing the Klines because Bonnie spurned her son? Or is there something else afoot that may or may not be related to the baby’s disappearance?

It’s seven A.M. when I pull into the parking lot of McKee Auto Body Shop. Two unoccupied vehicles sit near the front door. Through the slant of rain, I see the glow of a light in the window. I park as close as I can and hightail it inside. A buzzer sounds when I enter. The reception lights are off, but I hear music coming from someplace ahead, so I start that way.

At the end of a corridor, a door stands open a couple of feet. I go through it and find myself in a large, well-equipped garage. Two men in insulated coveralls stand next to a vintage Chevy. The hood is up and they’re looking at the engine with the intensity of a surgical team about to perform brain surgery. From speakers on the workbench a few feet away, the guitar of Jimi Hendrix wails a mournful refrain.

“That’s a nice-looking Camaro,” I say as I approach.

One of the men looks up, turns toward me, and flicks a cigarette to the floor as if he’s been caught with contraband. He’s in his early twenties with a barely-there beard, a sweat-stained cap, and well-worn coveralls smeared with grease. He does a double take when he recognizes my uniform jacket and looks around as if he’s worried I might see something I shouldn’t.

“We don’t open until seven thirty,” he calls out.

I continue walking toward him. “Nineteen sixty-eight?” I ask.

“Sixty-nine,” he mutters, eyeing me as if I’m here to arrest him for something he may or may not be guilty of.

“Looks brand new.” I reach the car and run my hand over the fender. “I like the metal flake.”

A reluctant grin curves his mouth. “She’s only got fifty thousand original miles on her. Had to replace the quarter panel. Painted her yesterday. Engine damn near purrs.”

I nod, keeping my eyes on the vehicle. “I’m looking for Thomas McKee. Is he here?”

“Ain’t seen him yet,” he tells me.

Just to keep things on the up-and-up, I remove my badge and hold it out for him to see. “Any idea where he is this morning?”

“No, ma’am.”

I turn my attention to the other man only to realize the person standing on the other side of the car isn’t a male at all, but female. I guess her to be in her late teens. She’s lanky and tall and dressed much the same as her male counterpart right down to the coveralls and cap, but any similarities end there. Her long brown hair is pulled into a no-nonsense ponytail. She’s pretty despite the lack of makeup and surly expression. Her big green eyes are familiar, though I don’t recall ever meeting her.

Stepping away from the vehicle, she gives me a dismissive once-over and follows it up with a scowl. “So what did my brother do now?” she asks.

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “I just need to talk to him,” I tell her. “It’s important.”

“Ain’t it always?” She slants a look at her coworker and sighs. “In case you’re not up to speed on all the latest gossip, according to the Painters Mill PD, Thomas is the next Al Capone.” She tosses some of that insolence at me. “Isn’t that right? He’s either speeding or drinking beer or, God forbid, leaving a little rubber on the road.”

“Aw, come on, Colleen.” The man next to her pats her arm. Not to comfort, but to rein her in, and I realize not only is she the spitting image of her brother, but she shares his less than stellar attitude.

I sigh. “Little Joe Kline is missing.”

Her expression falters. “Little—” She cuts off the word, swallows, and presses her hand against her chest. “Oh.”

While this girl is hotheaded and ballsy, she’s not callous. I don’t give her time to shore up. “What do you know about that?” I ask.

The rise of tension is palpable. For nearly a minute, the only sound comes from the patter of rain against the tin roof.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she says.

But Colleen McKee isn’t a very good liar. While she may not know where her brother is, she does, indeed, know something. But what?

“Is Little Joe with Thomas?” I ask.

She looks away, brushes a strand of hair from her face. “I don’t know.”

I bank a rise of irritation, keep pressing. “Your mom told me Little Joe is sick. If something happens to him while he’s in your brother’s care, this is going to get very serious, very quickly.”

The girl’s eyes skate away from mine. She grasps the prop rod holding up the hood, secures it, and lets the hood slam with a deafening clank! “Can’t help you, Chief Burkholder.”

I look at the man, but he turns away, saunters over to the rollaway toolbox against the wall and pretends to dig around for a tool he can’t seem to find.

I turn my attention back to the girl. “That little boy is unaccounted for,” I tell her. “The creek next to the house is about to crest. We’re concerned for his safety.”

An emotion I can’t quite decipher flickers in her eyes, but it’s gone quickly, forcibly banished by a girl who doesn’t want me inside her head. She lifts a shoulder, lets it drop. “I hope you find him.”

“Colleen.” I let her name dangle, give another hard push. “There was blood at the scene. If Thomas is involved, the only way you can help him is to tell me where he is. You know I’ll be fair.”

She startles when the buzzer sounds, announcing a customer, but calms herself quickly. “Sorry, Chief Burkholder. I can’t help you. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get to work.”



My temper sizzles as I yank open the door of the Explorer and slide behind the wheel. I sit there a moment, frustrated because I’m convinced Thomas McKee is somehow involved in the disappearance of his son—and I don’t believe a word of what I’ve been told. I’m trying to come up with some shred of leverage I can use to get Colleen McKee to come clean with what she knows when I see the front door of the body shop open. I watch as the woman in question runs toward me.

I lean over and open the passenger side door. She slides onto the seat next to me, water dripping off the brim of her hat and the shoulders of her coveralls.

She doesn’t waste any time. “I love Little Joe and so does Thomas.”

I nod, wait.

“Give me your word you won’t arrest him,” she says.

There are no rules against a cop telling someone what they want to hear in order to gain their cooperation. Especially if an innocent young life hangs in the balance. Right or wrong or somewhere in between, it’s done. A not-so-perfect means to an end. Even so, I don’t like the idea of misleading her, so I take a more straightforward path.

“I’ve always believed Thomas is a decent young man,” I tell her. “Even when he was getting into trouble. I know things got tough when your dad died.”

“Your word, Chief Burkholder.”

“All I can tell you is that I’ll do right by him,” I say. “I always have.”

She reaches for the door handle as if to leave, but she doesn’t open it. After a moment, she leans back in the seat and closes her eyes. “He loves Little Joe,” she whispers. “And he’s crazy in love with Bonnie. When he found out she was pregnant, he wanted to marry her.” The girl’s brows knit. “That’s what I don’t understand about all of this because Bonnie was crazy about him, too, Chief Burkholder. Just because Thomas doesn’t share the same culture or religion or whatever, she walked away. Talk about a small mind. Might as well have cut his heart out.”

I think about the cultural dynamics of Amish and English and I resist the urge to sigh. “Did he ever mention wanting custody?”

She shakes her head. “Not without Bonnie. He loves her. And she’s just as in love with him.”

“Do you think he took the baby?” I ask.

“I can’t see him doing that.” She raises her gaze to mine. This time, the tough façade is gone and I get a glimpse of the raw worry beneath. “Look, I’ll defend Thomas to my dying day. He’s a good man and he would have been a fantastic dad. I think she would have married Thomas if it hadn’t been for her family giving her so much grief.”

“Why exactly don’t they like Thomas?” I already know the answer, but I ask anyway in the hope she’ll elaborate in some way that will help me find him.

“Because he’s not Amish. Can you believe that?” She shakes her head. “The only reason I’m telling you this is because I think there’s something going on with Little Joe.”

“Like what?”

“Thomas wouldn’t get into the details. He’s private about things. But I think Little Joe is sick. I think it might be serious.”

Little Joe gets nosebleeds …

Erma Kline’s words roll unbidden through my mind. “What’s wrong with him?”

She shrugs. “All I know is that he’s been sick. Thomas mentioned it a time or two. At first, I figured the little guy just had a cold or the sniffles. You know how kids are. Looking back, I think Thomas was worried about him.”

“Do you know where they are?” I ask.

For the span of a full minute, she struggles with the words. When she finally speaks, her voice is so low I have to lean closer to hear her.

“Two days ago, Thomas asked my boyfriend about a hunting cabin he owns near the Deer Creek Reservoir. Thomas said he was going to drive up there and bag a buck.” She sighs. “I’m sure you know deer season ended in December. I’m the hunter in the family, Chief Burkholder. My brother could no more shoot a buck than he could his own foot.”

“Where’s the cabin?” I ask.

She gives a location near Alliance, Ohio, which is an hour or so northeast of Painters Mill. “I don’t know if Little Joe is with him,” she says. “The one thing I can tell you is that if Thomas took him, he had a damn good reason.”

Before I can respond, she swings open the door and disappears into the pouring rain.



I’ve just pulled onto the street, my mind still working over the conversation I had with Colleen McKee, when my cell erupts.

“Chief, Joseph Kline called a few minutes ago,” comes the voice of my first-shift dispatcher, Lois. “They can’t find Bonnie. He’s extremely worried and wants to speak to you.”

It’s the last thing I expected to hear. How is it that Bonnie Kline would go missing while there are dozens of volunteers and law enforcement searching the farm and surrounding area for her young son?

“I’m on my way,” I tell her.

The Kline farm is crawling with vehicles, four-wheelers, and buggies when I take the lane to the house. I’m forced to park a dozen yards away. I’ve just reached the porch when the door swings open.

“Chief Burkholder.” Joseph Kline rushes out to meet me. “Bonnie hott faganga.” Has disappeared.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “Maybe she’s out looking for Little Joe?”

The Amish man shakes his head. “We’ve looked everywhere for her. She was … distraught.” He squeezes his eyes shut, grapples for composure, finds it. “I think we need your help.”

The Amish man is soaking wet. His coat. Hat. Trousers. His boots squish when he walks back into the house. He’s shivering beneath all of it, but pays his own discomfort no heed.

An Amish woman in a blue dress stands at the stove, stirring something savory in a big Dutch oven. A second woman is at the sink with one of the Kline girls, washing dishes. Erma Kline sits at the table, clutching a cup of coffee as if it’s her lifeline to the rest of the world. She stands when I enter, coffee sloshing from her cup as she sets it down, and addresses me.

“We can’t find Bonnie.” She presses a hand against her mouth, but a sob escapes through her fingers. “Chief Burkholder, I don’t know what’s happening. First Little Joe and now this. We’re terrified she’s fallen into the creek.”

“When did you last see her?” I ask.

“An hour ago. She put on her coat and went out to look for Little Joe. But she didn’t come back and no one has seen her since.”

“Did she say where she was going?” I ask.

“I assumed she was going to look around the house. You know, not too far. She was so upset. So scared. She needed to do something to help find her son.” She wrings her hands. “This isn’t like her, Chief Burkholder. Bonnie is a responsible girl. She wouldn’t add to our worry at a time like this.”

I run through all the relevant questions. But in the back of my mind, I’m thinking about the conversation I had with Colleen McKee.

Bonnie was crazy about him, too, Chief Burkholder. Just because Thomas doesn’t share the same culture or religion or whatever, she walked away. Talk about a small mind. Might as well have cut his heart out.

“Does Bonnie have access to a vehicle or phone?” I ask.

“Of course not,” Erma snaps. “Those things are against the rules. Why would you even ask such a thing?”

“Is it possible Bonnie went to see Thomas McKee?”

She receives the question like a slap. She takes a step back, raises a hand as if to fend off an attack. “No. Not at a time like this. And how would she get there, for goodness’ sakes?”

I stare hard at her. “Mrs. Kline, there are two dozen men and women out there in the rain, searching for your grandson. If there’s a possibility Little Joe isn’t lost at all, but with another parent, you need to tell me right now.”

“Bonnie would not condone such a thing. She would not disobey us.” Her expression sours. “But then what would you know about obedience, Kate Burkholder?”

I’ve heard those words phrased a dozen different ways in the years I’ve been back in Painters Mill. I no longer let them get to me, but I feel them nonetheless.

“I know that sometimes love trumps the rules,” I say quietly.

She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers, for what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness. What communion hath light with darkness?”

I hold her gaze for the span of a full minute, but she says nothing else.

“I’ll have my officers begin a search for Bonnie, too,” I tell her. “If you think of anything else that might help us find either of them, let me know.”

At that, I turn and walk away.



Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers, for what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness. What communion hath light with darkness?

The Bible passage scrolls uneasily through my brain as I climb into the Explorer. The concept of “separation from the unbelieving world” is a fundamental Amish tenet. As a kid, I accepted the rule without question. As a teenager, I rebelled against it—much to my own detriment. As an adult, I know the doctrine is sometimes used to deter—or even forbid—an Amish person from marrying a non-Amish person.

Bonnie Kline is nowhere to be found, but I don’t believe she’s in danger. In fact, I’m pretty sure she left of her own accord, and felt she couldn’t tell her parents because she knew they would disapprove.

I no longer believe we’re dealing with a lost-child situation. While the Klines are unable—or unwilling—to admit the possibility, I suspect the turn of events are a much more complex situation with an Amish-versus-English twist and the age-old tragedy of forbidden love. Is it possible that at some point Bonnie realized Thomas McKee was involved? Did she somehow contact him? Did she leave to confront him? Or retrieve her son?

Of course, I don’t know the answers to any of those questions. I have no solid proof to back up any of it, and with a toddler missing and conceivably in danger, I can’t call off the search. The one thing I can do is find Thomas McKee.

I call Tomasetti as I pull onto the township road. “How did your meeting go?”

“Finished up half an hour ago,” he replies. “Any luck finding the kid?”

“No, but I think I have a lead.” I tell him about my conversation with Colleen McKee.

“Kate, if he took the kid and there’s no custody agreement…” He sighs. “Ohio code is pretty specific when it comes to parental kidnapping. The courts are tough on offenders.”

I lay out my theory about Bonnie Kline. “No one can find her. Her parents are scared.”

“Does she have access to a vehicle?”

“No, but she could have hired a driver and left without anyone noticing.” It’s the first time I’ve said the words aloud, and even to my ears the scenario sounds like a stretch. “I have no idea if I’m right about any of it.”

“You have a pretty good handle on the Amish mindset,” he says.

“You’re not being an optimist for my benefit, are you?”

“I don’t think anyone has come up with a more reasonable theory.”

“The cabin is only an hour or so away,” I say. “I thought I’d head up that way.”

“Want some company?” he asks. “I’m ten minutes from home.”

“I guess it’s no coincidence I’m midway to the farm now. I’ll pick you up there.”

“You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you, Chief?”

“I’m pretty sure of you.”

Despite the throb of worry in my chest and the incessant wash of rain against the windshield, I smile.



The Deer Creek Reservoir is just over an hour’s drive from Painters Mill. The park consists of a 334-acre man-made lake surrounded by a thousand acres of unblemished forestland. It’s a beautiful place and a favorite spot for everything from boating and fishing to bird-watching and hiking. This morning, fog hovers among the trees and thick brush like apparitions.

“What’s the address?” Tomasetti asks from his place in the passenger seat.

I tell him and he punches it into his phone. “It’s just outside the park,” he says. “Hang a right half a mile ahead.”

I make the turn onto a rutted gravel two-track. The skeletal canopies of towering trees close around the Explorer like arthritic fingers. The vehicle pitches left and right as I traverse potholes and puddles and I pray we don’t run into high water.

“You got a plan once we get there?” Tomasetti asks.

I glance over at him, liking the way the light from the dash plays on his features. “Our main objective, of course, is to make sure the baby is safe. That Bonnie Kline is there of her own accord.”

He scowls. “Are you expecting trouble from him?”

The question has been knocking at the back of my brain since I learned about his possible involvement. The part of me that is a cop first and foremost reminds me that I’d be naive—and foolish—to write off the risk that McKee will resist in some way. The part of me that has spoken to both of these young people—the part of me that understands the courage it would take for Bonnie to choose Thomas over her Amish way of life—urges me to at least give him a chance to explain.

When I don’t answer quickly enough, Tomasetti sighs. “You don’t think this is a case of parental abduction.” It’s not a question.

“I think they’re together,” I admit. “With Little Joe.”

“Even so, McKee has some explaining to do,” he growls.

“As does Bonnie,” I add. “We’ve got a dozen law enforcement officers and another dozen or so volunteers out looking for that toddler.”

“Which begs the question: How much did she know and not tell us?”

I consider the question a moment before responding. “I don’t believe she knew early on. She was genuinely terrified. But at some point, I think she got in touch with Thomas or vice versa.”

“And flew the coop,” Tomasetti says. “Not exactly a case study of responsible behavior.”

“True. But in her defense, she likely wasn’t keeping the information from us as much as she was her parents and the Amish community as a whole.”

“Ah. Now this is starting to make sense.” He slants me a sideways look. “This isn’t about the custody of a child, but a case of Amish versus English.”

I smile. “Or more specifically young love versus all those Amish rules.”

His expression softens. “Whatever the case, if McKee took the kid without permission, he might have a few loose legal ends to tie up.”

Tomasetti glances down at his cell and motions right. “There’s the lane.”

I hit the brakes and pull in. The branches of saplings and trees scrape the roof and doors of the Explorer as I start down the narrow track.

He points. “We’ve got tire ruts.”

Sure enough, the headlights reveal tire tracks in mud that are slowly being eaten away by the rain. “Someone has been here.” I punch off the headlights.

“Probably within the last couple of hours.”

The lane curves left. The trees thin and open to a clearing. A dozen yards away, a pretty log cabin sits beneath a massive eastern hemlock, white smoke puffing from a stone chimney. Parked near the front porch, an old Ford truck gleams as if it was just driven off the showroom floor.

“That’s Thomas McKee’s truck.” I stop the Explorer a good distance from the cabin so that it’s hidden behind the cover of underbrush.

I’m about to reach for the door, but Tomasetti stops me. “Keep in mind, Kate, that we’re out of our jurisdiction here.”

“I know.”

He grimaces. “We don’t know what we’re walking into. People get emotional when it comes to their kids.”

I nod, silently acknowledging that it’s situations like this one when some rookie cop underestimates the probability of trouble and gets his ass handed to him. “Okay.”

We exit the vehicle simultaneously. I barely notice the rain creeping down the collar of my jacket as I follow Tomasetti to the cabin. Yellow light glimmers in the front window. The smells of woodsmoke and pine needles lace the air. In the distance, I hear the forlorn call of a common loon, telling me we’re not far from the lake.

Tomasetti ascends the steps to the porch, his feet silent. He’s pulled his weapon and holds the pistol muzzle-down at his side. I take the steps, reach the top, make eye contact with him. At his nod, I go to the door, stand slightly to one side, and knock.

“Thomas McKee!” I call out. “It’s Kate Burkholder with the Painters Mill Police Department! I need you to come out here and talk to me!”

Every nerve in my body jerks taut when the door swings open. A quick punch of relief courses through me at the sight of Bonnie Kline. She’s wearing an Amish dress. No apron. No kapp. A chubby toddler squirms in her arms. I see shock on her face. A flicker of fear.

Her eyes sweep from me to Tomasetti and go wide. She opens her mouth, manages a single “Oh.”

“I see you found your son,” I tell her.

“I was going to call—”

“A heads-up would have been nice,” Tomasetti says as he comes up beside me, his eyes scanning the dimly lit interior.

“Your parents are worried.” I look past her. “Where’s McKee?”

“I’m right here.”

I recognize the voice and look past her to see Thomas approach. He’s tall—well over six feet—wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, his feet in socks. No shoes.

“Keep your hands where I can see them,” I tell him.

“Yes, ma’am.” He raises his hands to shoulder level.

Tomasetti’s gaze flicks from the young couple and baby to the interior of the cabin; then he shakes his head. “Well, isn’t this cozy?”

Thomas and Bonnie exchange a look that’s more telling than anything either of them could have said.

“I reckon I have some explaining to do,” Thomas mutters.

“That would be an understatement,” I tell him.

Bonnie steps aside and opens the door the rest of the way. “Come on in out of the cold and have a seat.”



A few minutes later, the four of us are seated in the living room. Thomas sits next to Bonnie while Little Joe squirms and chatters on his lap. Tomasetti and I have taken the mismatched chairs across from them. Around us, the cabin is warm and comfortable, the aromas of woodsmoke and this morning’s coffee filling the air.

While Bonnie hung our slickers next to the stove, I called Sheriff Mike Rasmussen and called off the search, letting him know we have eyes on the toddler. I asked him to inform Joseph and Erma Kline that their grandson and daughter have been located. I assured him that Tomasetti and I are sorting out the details of what might turn out to be a misunderstanding, and that I would fill him in on the rest as soon as I got back.

Tomasetti doesn’t waste any time. He gives Thomas a pointed look. “This is your opportunity to avoid parental abduction charges,” he says. “If I were you, I’d start talking.”

The younger man grimaces and looks down at the toddler who’s crawled onto his knee. “I took him,” he admits. “It was wrong. But it was the only thing I could think of.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Tomasetti growls.

“Little Joe has cancer,” Thomas says quietly. “Leukemia. It’s … serious. I mean, the prognosis is good, but still—” His voice breaks and he leans forward, elbows on his knees, staring down at the floor.

The tempo of the rain against the tin roof increases, competing with the tick of the kitchen clock and the crackle of the fire.

The four of us watch in silence as the tot goes from Thomas to his mother and climbs onto her lap.

After a moment, Bonnie speaks up. “Little Joe was diagnosed six months ago. We started chemo, and Little Joe got terribly sick.”

I nod, giving both young people a moment to shore up their emotions.

Tomasetti shows no such restraint and skewers Thomas with another hard look. “What does that have to do with your taking a minor child from his home without permission? Without telling anyone?”

It’s Bonnie who answers. “Thomas did the right thing, Mr. Tomasetti. You see, Little Joe has been on chemo for weeks now. The good news is it’s working. The bad thing is the medicine makes him deathly ill. Mamm and Datt couldn’t bear to see him like that. They told me to stop the chemo. To give Little Joe time to recover. They urged me to try a homeopathic regimen and put the rest in God’s hands. So I did.”

“I couldn’t abide by that.” Thomas looks from Tomasetti to me and shakes his head.

“So there was a disagreement on treatment?” I ask.

Thomas nods. “Chemo isn’t perfect, but it’s the only way to fight the leukemia.”

“How exactly is abducting a minor child from his bedroom in the middle of the night helpful?” Tomasetti asks.

“The chemo was working,” Thomas tells him. “A few more weeks, and he’ll be in remission. The timing is important. You can’t just stop the treatments.” He looks over at his son, his face a play of emotion, and he runs his hand over the back of the boy’s head. “I have no problem with the Amish ways or putting things into God’s hands, but Erma and Joseph were wrong to demand that she stop the chemo at such a crucial time. They didn’t give me a say in the matter. I felt … helpless.”

I look at Bonnie. “When did you find out Little Joe was with Thomas?”

“An hour or so after I spoke to you. I walked down to the pay phone and called Thomas. Mainly, to tell him Little Joe had disappeared. Thomas told me what he’d done. I was angry, but he wanted the chance to explain.” She looks away, but not before I see a flash of shame in her eyes. “He sent a driver to pick me up on the dirt road behind our farm. The driver brought me here.” She tightens her mouth. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Chief Burkholder. But I was scared. And I was ashamed.”

“How is any of this going to help Little Joe?” I ask.

Bonnie responds. “Thomas spent weeks researching the latest medical breakthroughs and different chemo treatments. He looked at clinics and doctors and nutrition. He convinced me it was a mistake to take him off the chemo. He gave me hope.”

Thomas squeezes her hand. “The three of us have an appointment in the morning at the children’s hospital in Cleveland. They’re the best in the world, Chief Burkholder. We’re going to beat this. As a family. And with God’s help.”

“Please don’t misunderstand, Chief Burkholder,” Bonnie says. “My parents love Little Joe. They mean well. They believe in doctors and the power of medicine, too. But they’re wrong about this.”

Thomas shakes his head. “It didn’t help that her parents don’t like me, Chief Burkholder. Not just because I’ve made some mistakes. But because I’m not Amish.” He flushes. “I guess we’re still working that out.”

“I love my parents,” Bonnie says. “I love being Amish. My community. My friends.” She blinks back tears, but doesn’t acknowledge them when they fall. “Even grumpy old Bishop Troyer.” She looks down at their clasped hands. “This has made me realize that I cannot remain Amish and marry the father of my son. The man I love. I had to choose.”

“There’s a Mennonite group,” Thomas adds. “Not far from Painters Mill.”

“The bishop there will marry us,” Bonnie tells us. “Even though Thomas isn’t Anabaptist.”

Tomasetti looks from Bonnie to Thomas. “You could have been facing some serious charges.”

Thomas holds his gaze. “I figured I could play by the rules and risk losing my son to cancer—or I could do something about it.” He shrugs. “I chose to do something about it. If that makes me a criminal, then you might as well cuff me and haul me off to jail right now.”

“What happened last night?” I ask.

Thomas doesn’t hesitate. “I waited until everyone was in bed. I parked down by the bridge and went into the house.” He runs his fingertips over Bonnie’s hand. “I knew my way around; I’d been inside the house a few times. I knew the back door was never locked. I went upstairs and lifted Little Joe out of his crib. And I brought him here.”

“And the blood?” I ask.

“Little guy had a bloody nose,” he tells me. “Scared the crap out of me.”

“It happens because of the leukemia,” Bonnie adds.

I look at Tomasetti and he shrugs. “Looks like they’ve got the situation under control.”

I turn my attention back to the young couple. They’re sitting close now, with Little Joe on his mamm’s lap, his little head on her shoulder. Thomas stares down at his son, his arm around Bonnie.

I address Bonnie. “We let your parents know you’ve been found and that you’re safe.”

“Thank you,” she murmurs.

“They’d probably appreciate hearing from you,” I tell her.

She lowers her gaze. “I’ll talk to them after the doctor appointment tomorrow.”

Tomasetti gets to his feet. “I think we’re done here.”

Thomas passes him his slicker. “Thank you,” he says, and extends his hand.

Surprising me, Tomasetti grasps the younger man’s hand and shakes it. “Do me a favor and keep your nose clean, will you?” He looks at the toddler and smiles. “That little guy is depending on you.”

Thomas grins. “I won’t let him down,” he says. “Ever.”

“Good luck at the clinic tomorrow,” I tell them as I shrug into my slicker.

The young man turns to me and shakes my hand with unbridled enthusiasm. “Thank you for not giving up on me, Chief Burkholder. We’ll keep you posted.”



It’s eight P.M. and I’m sitting at my desk in my small office, glad this very long day has come to a close. The police station is blissfully quiet. My newest officer, Mona, is covering for my second-shift dispatcher, and I can just make out Roger Daltrey belting out the final notes of “Love, Reign O’er Me” from the radio on her desk.

Fitting, I think as I power down my laptop.

“Chief?”

I glance up to see Mona standing in the doorway of my office. She’s in full uniform this evening, and even after a full day and with another shift looming, she looks bright-eyed and fresh.

Behind her, Tomasetti shakes a bit of rain from the shoulders of his jacket. The sight of him brings a smile to my face.

“I think this guy wants to talk to you,” she announces.

“By all means send him in,” I tell her.

Grinning, Mona backs away and goes back to the switchboard.

Tomasetti enters and takes the visitor chair across from me. “I thought you’d be on your way home by now.”

“Just tying up a few things.”

“You spoke with Rasmussen?” he asks, referring to the Holmes County sheriff with whom I spent an hour or so explaining the “misunderstanding” that led to the missing-juvenile callout this morning.

“He’s glad we found the toddler safe and sound,” I tell him.

“Could have been a hell of a lot worse,” he says. “I’d say this case had a happy ending for everyone involved. How did it go with the Klines?”

“I stopped by earlier and called Thomas while I was there, let them speak to Bonnie,” I tell him. “They’re relieved Little Joe is okay. Of course, they’re disappointed that Bonnie is going to leave the Amish way.” I think about my own life and the tattered relationship I share with my siblings—the pieces of which I’m still trying to put back together.

“It’s not going to be easy,” I tell him. “Especially for her.”

“There’s a lesson about tolerance in there somewhere.”

“Not to mention second chances.” I think about Bonnie and the challenges she faces in the coming days and weeks and months. “It takes a lot of courage to walk away from the only life you’ve ever known.”

“Especially when you’re just nineteen years old and you know you’ll likely hurt the people you love.” Tomasetti tilts his head, holds my gaze. “I think you know a thing or two about that.”

“I guess I do.” I feel my gaze skitter away from his, kick myself for succumbing to the old habit, and I take a moment to slide my laptop into its case. “I also know that love and time are great healers.”

“And while it does, indeed, take a certain kind of courage to walk away from everything you’ve ever known,” he says quietly, “it takes a different kind of courage to commit.”

I zip the case and look at him, feeling a little more than I’m comfortable with, but knowing that quick squeeze of my heart is a precious thing. That this is a precious moment. One I’ll carry with me for all time. “You’re not insinuating I’m not up to the task, are you, Tomasetti?”

“You? Kate Burkholder? Afraid to commit?” He feigns incredulity.

I laugh, toss a paper clip at him.

Leaning forward, he sobers, takes my hand in his, and squeezes. “I happen to believe that you’re up to whatever task you set your mind to.”

“I hope you’re not giving me more credit than I deserve.”

“Not on your life.” Rising, he comes around the side of my desk and picks up my laptop case. “However, considering the seriousness of the topic at hand, maybe we ought to swing by McNarie’s bar for a beer and to discuss the situation in depth.”

“Or we could skip McNarie’s.” I shrug. “Go back to the farm.”

“Pop some corn. Build a fire.”

“Have some of that rum raisin ice cream you’ve been hiding in the freezer.”

“I guess that means you found my stash.” He grins. “Has anyone ever told you, you ought to be a cop?”

“I think you’ve mentioned that once or twice.”

Rising, I take his hand and we start toward the door.
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Chapter 1


She knew coming back after so many years would be difficult, especially when she’d left so much hurt behind when she departed. She’d hurt the people she loved, never wasting a moment on the notion of regret. She’d sullied relationships that should have meant the world to her. She’d blamed others when misfortune reared its head, never admitting she might’ve been wrong. Mistakes had always been the one thing she was good at, and she’d made them in spades.

Once upon a time she’d called Painters Mill home. She’d belonged here, been part of the community, and she’d never looked too far beyond the cornfields, the quaint farmhouses and winding back roads. Once, this little town had been the center of her universe. It was the place where her family still lived—a family she hadn’t been part of for twelve years. Like it or not, her connection to this place and its people ran deep—too deep, in her opinion—and it was a link she could no longer deny no matter how hard she tried.

This saccharine little town with its all-American main street and pastoral countryside hadn’t always been kind. In the eyes of the seventeen-year-old girl she’d been, Painters Mill was a place of brutal lessons, rules she couldn’t abide by, and crushing recriminations by people who, like her, possessed the power to hurt.

It took years for her to realize all the suffering and never-lived-up-to expectations were crap. Like her mamm always said: Time is a relevant thing and life is a cruel teacher. It was one of few things her mother had been right about.

Painters Mill hadn’t changed a lick. Main Street, with its charming storefronts and Amish tourist shops, still dominated the historic downtown. The bucolic farms and back roads were still dotted with the occasional buggy or hay wagon. Coming back was like entering a time warp. It was as if she’d never been gone, and everything that had happened since was nothing more than a dream. The utter sameness of this place unsettled her in ways she hadn’t expected.

The Willowdell Motel sure hadn’t changed. Same trashy façade and dusty gravel parking lot. Inside, the room was still dressed in the same god-awful orange carpet. Same bad wall art. Same shoddily concealed cigarette smoke and the vague smell of moldy towels. It was a place she shouldn’t have known at the age of seventeen.

If life had taught her one lesson that stood out above the rest, it was to look forward, not back. To focus on goals instead of regrets. It took a lot of years and even more sacrifice, but she’d clawed her way out of the cesspit she’d made of her life. She’d done well—better than she ever imagined possible—and she’d forged a good life for herself. Did any of that matter now? Was it enough?

Tossing her overnight bag onto the bed, Rachael Schwartz figured she’d waited long enough to make things right. The time had come for her to rectify the one wrong that still kept her up nights. The one bad decision she hadn’t been able to live down. The one that, for years now, pounded at the back of her brain with increasing intensity. She didn’t know how things would turn out or if she’d get what she wanted. The one thing she did know was that she had to try. However this turned out, good or bad or somewhere in between, she figured would simply have to live with it.



The knock on the door came at two A.M. Even as she threw the covers aside and rolled from the bed, she knew who it was. A smile touched her mouth as she crossed to the door. Recognition kicked when she checked the peephole. The quiver of pleasure that followed didn’t quite cover the ping of trepidation. She swung open the door.

“Well, it’s about damn time,” she said.

A faltering smile followed by a flash of remembrance. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

She grinned. “No such luck.”

“Sorry about the time. Can I come in?”

“I think you’d better. We’ve a lot to discuss.” Stepping back, she motioned her visitor inside. “I’ll get the light.”

Her heart strummed as she started for the night table next to the bed. All the words she’d practiced saying for months now tumbled in her brain like dice. Something not quite right, but then what had she expected?

“I hope you brought the wine,” she said as she bent to turn on the lamp.

The blow came out of nowhere. A sunburst of white light and sound, like a stick of dynamite igniting in her head. A splintering of pain. Her knees hit the floor. Shock and confusion rattled through her.

She reached out, grabbed the night table. A sound escaped her as she struggled to her feet, teetered left. She turned, spotted the bat, saw the other things she’d missed before. Dark intent. Buried rage. Dear God, how could she have been so naive?

The bat came down again. Air whooshed. She staggered right, tried to escape it. Not fast enough. The blow landed hard on her shoulder. Her clavicle snapped. The lightning bolt of pain took her breath. Mewling, she turned, tried to run, fell to her knees.

Footsteps behind her. More to come. She swiveled, raised her hands to protect herself. The bat struck her forearm. An explosion of pain. The shock pulsing like a strobe.

“Don’t!” she cried.

Her attacker drew back. Teeth clenched. The dead eyes of a taxidermist’s glass. The bat struck her cheekbone, the force snapping her head back. She bit her tongue, tasted blood. Darkness crowded her vision. The sensation of falling into space. The floor rushed up, struck her shoulder. The scrape of carpet against her face. The knowledge that she was injured badly. That it wasn’t going to stop. That she’d made a serious miscalculation.

The shuffle of feet on carpet. The hiss of a labored breath. Fighting dizziness, she reached for the bed, fisted the bedsheet, tried to pull herself up. The bat struck the mattress inches from her hand. Still a chance to get away. Terrible sounds tore from her throat as she threw herself onto the bed, scrabbled across. On the other side, she grabbed the lamp, yanked the cord from the wall.

The bat slammed against her back. A sickening wet-meat punch that took her breath. An electric shock ran the length of her spine. Unconsciousness beckoned. She swiveled, tried to swing the lamp, but she was too injured and it clattered to the floor.

“Get away!” she cried.

She rolled off the bed, tried to land on her feet. Her legs buckled and she went down. She looked around. A few feet away, the door stood open. Pale light spilling in. If she could reach it … Freedom, she thought. Life. She crawled toward it, pain running like a freight train through her body.

A sound to her left. Shoes against carpet. Legs coming around the bed. Blocking her way. “No!” she screamed, a primal cry of outrage and terror. No time to brace.

The bat struck her ribs with such force she was thrown onto her side. An animalistic sound ripped from her throat. Pain piled atop pain. She opened her mouth, tried to suck in air, swallowed blood.

A wheeze escaped her as she rolled onto her back. The face that stared down at her was a mindless machine. Flat eyes filled with unspeakable purpose. No intellect. No emotion. And in that instant, she knew she was going to die. She knew her life was going to end here in this dirty motel and there wasn’t a goddamn thing she could do to help herself.

See you in hell, she thought.

She didn’t see the next blow coming.
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