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Zimmerman’s Orchard was the last place fourteen-year-old Katie Burkholder wanted to be, especially with her older brother, Jacob. He was bossy and about as fun as a milk cow—one that kicked. But Mamm had insisted. She needed six bushels of apples for pies and apple butter, both of which she planned to sell. Katie had already finished the sign Datt would post at the end of their lane: HOMEMADE APPLE BUTTER $3.99. DUTCH APPLE PIES $5.99.

No worms, her mamm had told them as they walked out the door. And keep your sister out of trouble.

She’d just had to add that last line. As if there was trouble to be found in an orchard. Mamm was probably still angry with her. Two nights ago, Katie had been caught reading, huddled beneath her covers, using the flashlight she’d bought for a buck at the drugstore. The reading itself wasn’t the problem, but the material was. It was the book her best friend, Mattie, had given her. A mystery novel in which the young heroine solved crimes and just happened to receive her first kiss. Katie had been enthralled with the story, but before she could finish Mamm had confiscated the book and tossed it in the trash. Now Katie was relegated to picking apples, with Jacob watching her every move.

Datt had hauled them to the orchard in the buggy and dropped them off. While Katie walked ahead, Jacob checked them in with Mrs. Zimmerman, who supplied them with bushel baskets, two wagons with hand pulls, and instructions on where to pick.

“Stop looking so dejected.”

Katie glanced over her shoulder to see him pulling both wagons behind him. “I have better things to do than tromp around in this orchard picking apples with you,” she said.

“Like what?” He smirked. “Read an English romance book?”

“It was a mystery novel,” Katie defended herself, taking the handle of the second wagon.

“Same thing.”

“You’re just jealous because I read better than you.”

“Better at filling your head with useless words maybe.” He started down the row of trees. “Mamm says those books are trash.”

Katie scooped a rotten apple out of the grass and threw it, hitting him solidly in the back.

Jacob spun, laughing. Katie couldn’t help it; she laughed, too. Her brother might be older, but he still liked to have fun on occasion. When he wasn’t trying to boss her around, anyway.

“Better not bite off more than you can chew,” he warned. “I can throw a lot harder than you.”

He had a point. Not that long ago, she’d been able to outrun him, throw the baseball farther than him, and outwrestle him. But not now. Jacob was nearly a foot taller than her and his muscles were the size of small hams. Of course, Katie knew he was too kind to ever hurt her. On the contrary, she was the one who’d been accused of possessing a mean streak.

He motioned toward the far end of the orchard. “I’ll start a couple of rows over at the end and we’ll work our way toward each other.”

Glad to be rid of him, Katie watched him walk away, trying hard not to feel sorry for herself. It wasn’t fair. Not only had Mamm taken her book, but she’d ripped it in half. That had hurt. Worse, she wouldn’t be able to return it to Mattie. At least Mamm hadn’t found the lip gloss she kept hidden in a sock in her drawer.

Resigned, she dropped the wagon’s handle to the ground, went to the nearest tree, and plucked a shiny Ginger Gold apple off the branch, setting it carefully in the basket so as not to bruise it or nick the flesh.

Around her, the late August day was glorious and warm, with a breeze that held a hint of autumn. She daydreamed as she worked—the one thing she was good at, it seemed. She entertained forbidden thoughts about the boy who had helped her datt and brother cut and bale hay a few weeks ago. Daniel Lapp was Jacob’s age, a good worker, and he had the face of an angel. Pretty eyes that sparkled when he smiled. It had been hot that day, and Mamm had asked her to take lemonade to them out in the field. Daniel hadn’t said a word to Katie, but he’d smiled when she handed him the glass. Her legs weren’t quite steady when she walked back to the house. Later that night, she’d dreamed of him.

She’d just twisted another apple off the branch when something hit her in the back hard enough to hurt.

Drawing back to defend herself from her marauding brother, Katie spun. “Mattie!”

The Amish girl doubled over with laughter. “You should have seen your face! Like you were under attack and you were going to beat the crap out of someone!”

The image struck Katie’s funny bone and for a full minute the girls’ laughter rang out. Mattie Erb had been her best friend for as long as she could remember. In the past, Katie had seen her at school, which made learning so much more tolerable, even though they’d gotten their knuckles rapped for speaking out of turn or laughing when they weren’t supposed to. But the Amish only went to school through the eighth grade; both girls had finished last year. Katie didn’t get to see Mattie as often now. She missed those easy, carefree days. Mattie was funny and pretty and, like Katie, had a penchant for getting into trouble. They were a match made in heaven.

“What are you doing here?” Katie asked.

“Picking apples—same as you, dummy.”

Dropping a piece of fruit into her basket, Katie walked over to her friend. Mattie wore an Amish dress like the gray one Katie was wearing, but maroon, and an off-white cardigan with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows. Like most of the other Amish girls their age, they wore sneakers and matching organdy kapps.

“Mamm needs three bushels for pies.” Mattie tilted her head, her eyes sparking. “Is Jacob here?”

Mattie had a crush on Katie’s brother—though he wasn’t the only boy she had her eye on. It was one of the reasons Mamm didn’t approve of their friendship. She said Mattie was “boy-crazy and wild.” Of course, Katie loved her even more for it.

“He’s two rows over at the other end,” Katie replied.

“You’re lucky to have such a cute brother,” Mattie said breezily.

“Cute like a pig, maybe.” But the blues that had been weighing her down all morning began to lift. Now that Mattie was here, the day was looking up.

“Have you seen anyone else we know?” Mattie asked.

“No such luck.” Tugging an apple from a branch, Katie checked it for worms and took a bite. “Just us boring girls.”

“Speak for yourself.” Digging into her apron pocket, Mattie withdrew a tube of lipstick. “Peach Berry Dew is definitely not boring.”

Katie watched as her friend swiveled the tube and glided the lipstick over her mouth. It was the color of a ripe, wet peach. It looked good on Mattie, she thought. And not for the first time, Katie found herself wishing she were as pretty as Mattie. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too much longer before her figure filled out.

“Where’d you get it?” Katie asked.

“Fox’s Pharmacy. They’ve got the best colors.”

Wearing makeup was forbidden by the Ordnung, which made Katie wonder if Mattie had bought it—or if the lipstick had somehow found its way into her pocket. She didn’t ask.

Mattie offered the tube to Katie. “Try it.”

Katie shook her head. “Jacob will tell.”

“So wipe it off before he sees you. He’ll never know.”

Glancing toward the far end of the orchard and seeing no sign of her brother, Katie accepted the tube. Never taking her eyes from Mattie’s, she applied the color. It glided on like silk. “It smells like strawberries.”

“A little dark for you.” Mattie reached out and touched the side of Katie’s mouth, erasing a smudge with her thumb. “But you look good. Sexy.”

Katie grinned and felt herself blush. “You, too.”

Pulling their wagons, the girls strolled between the endless rows of trees, picking apples as they went. Mattie wasn’t quite as careful not to bruise hers. Every now and then she’d toss one aside with a little too much force. “Worms!” she’d exclaim and before long they were both throwing perfectly good apples and cutting up.

Katie had nearly filled her first basket when she heard the rumble of an engine. Scrubbing her hand across her mouth, she turned to see Billy Marquart and another Englischer boy on an ATV. The small vehicle’s bed was piled high with tools—a chainsaw, bags of mulch, some kind of sprayer, and two shovels. The boys were clad in work clothes, their shirts emblazoned with the orchard’s logo.

Billy shut down the engine. “Now, ain’t that a sight for sore eyes. Two pretty little Amish girls, picking apples.”

Katie’s interaction with non-Amish was limited; her parents were firm believers in the tenet of separation. But Painters Mill was a small town, and she’d seen Billy around in places where the two cultures intersected. The feed store. The horse auction. In town. He was a year or so older and good-looking, with black hair and brown eyes. But he was also a known druvvel-machah—troublemaker—with a smart mouth that, according to Jacob, he “ran a little too often.”

Billy and Mattie had had some kind of run-in at the auction in Millersburg a couple of weeks ago while Mattie was working at the concession stand. Billy had ordered hot chocolate, but accused Mattie of spitting in it. She denied it, but the owner, a Mennonite guy by the name of Zook, hadn’t believed her and fired her on the spot.

Mattie slanted Billy a smile. “Look what the wind blew in,” she said. “A piece of trash.”

Billy’s grin widened. “You’re not still mad about that stupid concession job, are you, Matts?”

“I don’t like liars,” she said sweetly.

“Takes one to know one,” he returned. “But hey, if I’d known you wanted to swap spit, we could have found a better way than you spitting in my frickin’ hot chocolate.”

Turning her back to him, Mattie picked an apple and held it out for Katie to see. “Oh, look, a rotten apple.” She tossed the apple over her shoulder, and it struck Billy’s leg.

Sighing, he turned his attention to Katie. “Nice lipstick.”

Self-consciously, Katie reached up and touched her lips, her eyes flicking to Mattie. Her friend looked back at her and chuckled. “Just a little smear,” Mattie whispered.

Katie wiped her mouth with her sleeve, her face heating in embarrassment.

The second boy said something beneath his breath and the two broke into laughter.

“Don’t pay any attention to my friend Gavin.” Billy smiled appreciatively at Mattie, his eyes bold as they skimmed over her body. “So what are you girls doing here, anyway?”

“Um, picking apples?” Mattie replied, adding a generous dollop of smart-ass to her voice.

“I reckon you’re not going to let me off the hook until I apologize, are you?” he asked, trying to charm her.

Turning away, Mattie resumed picking apples. “I don’t really care.”

Billy addressed his friend without taking his eyes off of Mattie. “Hey, Gav, why don’t you head down to the other end and get started on that branch? I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.”

“You got it, Bill.”

Gavin climbed onto the ATV and started the engine. Giving the two girls a mock salute, he put the vehicle in gear and roared away.

When he was out of sight, Billy crossed to the girls, his focus riveted on Mattie. Katie didn’t mind. She didn’t like being the center of attention. And she didn’t much care for the likes of Billy Marquart. He might be attractive, but he was also coarse and foul-mouthed, and she was relieved she wasn’t the object of his affection.

“So, are you going to forgive me or what?” he cooed.

Mattie didn’t even look at him. “Why would I do such a thing?”

Billy rolled his eyes in a self-deprecating way that might’ve been charming if it hadn’t been so rehearsed. “Because I’m irresistible?”

Now it was Mattie’s turn to laugh. “If I had a mirror, I’d give it to you so you could admire yourself all day.”

Shaking his head, he shifted his attention to Katie. “What about you?”

Katie liked to believe she was worldly enough to converse with an English boy, even an obnoxious one like Billy. But there was something in the way he looked at her that made her uneasy. Like he was privy to some secret joke that had been made at her expense—and only he understood the punch line.

Instead of coming back with some sharp, Mattie-esque retort, Katie found herself dry-mouthed and tongue-tied. “Mattie didn’t spit in your hot chocolate,” she managed, “and she doesn’t want to trade spit with you.”

“Yeah?” Billy assumed an amused countenance. “That’s not what I heard.”

“You should apologize to her,” Katie said, “and mean it when you do.”

“I did—”

“No, you didn’t,” Mattie cut in.

Wishing he’d go away, Katie yanked a scarred apple off the nearest branch and tossed it into her basket.

Smiling, Billy moved closer to Mattie and got down on one knee, as if he were about to ask her to marry him. “Will you forgive me?” he asked.

Mattie threw her head back and laughed a little cruelly, then picked another piece of fruit. “You’re an idiot.”

“I admit it. I’m an idiot. A big, stupid one. Now will you forgive me? Please?”

Mattie slanted him a look over her shoulder, her eyes alight with interest. “What are you going to do for me?”

Looking around, he shrugged. “Hey, I got cigs if you want one.” He glanced toward Katie. “You, too. I got a whole pack.”

Mattie looked intrigued by the idea. Too intrigued. Katie knew a bad idea when she heard one. If her brother didn’t smell smoke on her, Mamm would. Her punishment would surely be something unpleasant, like mucking stalls for the next year or two.

“Jacob is working just a few rows over,” Katie said. “And I have to get these baskets filled.”

Mattie clucked. “Come on, Katie. Don’t be such a stick in the mud. Just one?”

Shaking her head, Katie plucked another apple from the tree. “Can’t.”

Her friend shifted her attention to Billy and turned on the charm with a smile. Katie almost felt sorry for Billy; he didn’t know it, but he wasn’t nearly as smart as Mattie. He didn’t stand a chance.

“Well, we can’t smoke out here in the open,” Mattie pronounced.

He motioned toward Zimmerman’s old barn, a run-down structure tucked into the corner of the field. “No one ever goes in the barn. The old man keeps the tractor and hay inside. I’m in there all the time.” He passed her a cigarette. “Here you go.”

“Going to cost you more than one.” Turning up her nose at the proffered cigarette, Mattie held out her hand. “The whole pack.”

Katie smiled inwardly at her friend’s pluck and experienced a moment of envy that she didn’t have the same confidence.

Billy shook out a couple for himself and set the pack in her hand. “You drive a hard bargain for an Amish girl.”

“It’s the least you can do after telling that big fat lie and getting me fired.”

“I take it all back, babes.” He stared at Mattie as if she were some exotic delicacy and he was famished. “Let’s go.”

Something in his eyes gave Katie pause. The flash of a thought or emotion she couldn’t identify, but she knew it wasn’t good. Fingers of worry kneaded the back of her neck as Mattie fell into step beside him.

“Mattie, I don’t think you should go,” she called out.

“Keep picking,” Mattie said breezily, completely unconcerned. “Toss a few apples in my basket, too, will you? I don’t want to fall behind.”

“Er is en leshtah-diah maydel,” Katie said emphatically. He’s a beast that blasphemes girls.

Mattie gave her an I-know-what-I’m-doing smile. “This won’t take long.”

Standing next to their wagons, Katie shook her head and watched her friend and Billy go through the gate, traverse the dirt track, and disappear inside the barn.

For an instant, she regretted not going with them. Not because she wanted to be in that dusty old barn with the likes of Billy Marquart, but because she didn’t want Mattie in there alone with him.

The logical side of Katie’s brain told her that Mattie knew how to handle herself, but the knowledge was little comfort; Katie also knew her friend didn’t always use the good judgment God had given her. Billy had a reputation for kissing and telling. If Mattie let him take things too far, everyone in town—including the bishop—would know about it.

Sighing, Katie watched them disappear into the shadows. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she muttered.

She picked up both wagon handles and pulled them a few feet down the row. Keeping an eye on the barn, she went back to working, but her mind wasn’t on picking apples. There was a new presence dogging her now—worry—and Katie didn’t like it.

“Where’d you get that second wagon?”

Katie startled at the sound of her brother’s voice. She’d been so embroiled in her thoughts—so intent on watching the barn—that she hadn’t heard him approach. She turned to see him ducking beneath the low-slung branches of two trees.

“It’s Mattie’s,” she replied.

“Mattie Erb? No wonder you haven’t gotten much done.” He looked at her basket and shook his head. “Where is she?”

Katie blinked, her mind whirling. She was such a terrible liar … “Not that it’s any business of yours, but she went into the barn for a pee break.”

“Oh.” He glanced away, trying not to look embarrassed. Served him right for being so nosy, she thought. “I know how you two are when you’re together with all the talking,” he said. “I’ve already filled two baskets and you’ve barely filled one. Datt’ll be here shortly to pick us up.”

Katie tried to keep her eyes off the barn, but it wasn’t easy. She disliked lying to her brother—disliked lying to anyone—even if it was by omission. But there was no way Jacob would stand for Mattie going into the barn with a boy, especially Billy Marquart. If he found out, he’d surely tell their parents. Katie knew all too well that if that happened, she’d find herself in trouble, too, even though this time she hadn’t done anything wrong.

“The only one I hear talking too much is you,” Katie muttered.

Sending her a scowl, Jacob picked up one of her empty baskets and retreated toward the other end of the orchard.

For ten minutes Katie picked apples as quickly as she could. When the lower halves of the trees were picked clean, she moved the wagons farther down the row. She didn’t like the growing distance between her and the barn. Mattie had been gone for nearly fifteen minutes. How long did it take to smoke a cigarette? Not that long, a little voice whispered. What else were they doing? Talking? Something else?

The tiny seeds of worry from earlier had grown into something dark and unwieldy. Not only was Billy a troublemaker, but Katie had heard stories about his temper, too. Rumor had it, he’d gotten into a fight at Miller’s Pond last summer—and sent another boy from Coshocton County to the hospital.

The whisper of footsteps against the grass spun her around. Katie gasped. It was Billy walking fast, passing within a few feet of her. He didn’t look happy, didn’t make eye contact with her, and Katie was pretty sure he had a scratch on the side of his face.

“Where’s Mattie?” she called out.

“That little bitch is all yours.” He didn’t spare her a glance as he followed the tracks of the ATV. “I’m outta here.”

Katie watched him stalk away, alarm stealing through her. How did he get that scratch on his face? Where was Mattie? Had he done something to her?

She launched herself into a dead run toward the barn. “Mattie!”

She was midway there when her friend emerged. A quick once over told her Mattie was unharmed. But Katie didn’t miss the tuft of hair that had been pulled from her kapp. That the kapp itself was askew. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips devoid of the lipstick she’d put on minutes before going into the barn.

“What happened?” Katie asked.

“Nothing happened, silly.”

“But I saw Billy,” she blurted. “He had a scratch on his face. He looked … upset.”

Mattie huffed. “Billy Marquart is dumber than a chicken.” Brushing hay from her dress, she headed for their wagons. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”

Katie wasn’t ready to let it go. “How did he get that scratch?”

“Probably ran into a tree.”

“Mattie, you were in the barn for fifteen minutes. What were you doing? Why was he so angry? Did you argue?”

“Er harricht gut, awwer er foligt schlecht.” He hears well, but obeys poorly. “So I put him in his place.

Katie paused. “What did he do?”

“If you must know…” Mattie swung around to face her. “He tried to kiss me.”

All Katie could do was put her hand over her mouth.

Mattie laughed. “Don’t worry,” she added. “I sent him packing.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

A slow smile spread across Mattie’s face, telling Katie she was not only unfazed by what had happened, but she’d enjoyed it. “Has anyone ever told you that you worry too much?” Mattie asked.

“Yeah,” Katie muttered. “Me.”

Elbowing her good-naturedly, Mattie motioned toward the wagons. “Come on. Let’s go work down at the other end with Jacob.”

“We’ve got plenty of apples to pick here,” Katie returned.

“I want to say hello to him.” Scooping up the wagon’s handle, Mattie started toward the opposite end of the orchard. “Are you coming?”

Grumbling beneath her breath, Katie followed, but she was only mildly annoyed. Mostly, she was glad Mattie was all right—and Billy Marquart was gone.

Neither girl spoke as they made their way down the row of apple trees, the wagons bumping over tufts of grass and uneven ground.

They’d only gone a few yards when Katie caught a whiff of something burning. “I think you smell like smoke,” she whispered.

Frowning, Mattie looked down at her clothes. “Do you have any perfume or hand lotion?”

“Did you really just ask me that?”

They’d nearly reached the end of the row when Katie spotted Jacob through the trees. A look at his baskets told her he’d already filled three—to her one.

“We’d best get picking,” she said.

The girls set to work, barely speaking now to make up for their lack of productivity. Katie was still pondering the scratch on Billy Marquart’s face and Mattie’s nonchalant attitude about what had happened in the barn. She loved Mattie, but there were times when she didn’t like her ways, especially when it came to boys. Mattie had known from the get-go that Billy was trouble, and yet she’d willingly gone into the barn with him. Worse, Katie didn’t think she was telling the whole story about what had happened. But what could she do?

She’d just twisted an apple from a branch when she caught another whiff of smoke. Not cigarette smoke, but something stronger carried on the breeze.

“Do you smell that?” Katie asked.

Pausing, Mattie sniffed. “I bet someone is burning trash or brush.”

The wind was from the south. Katie glanced that way. Uneasiness quivered through her when she spotted dark tendrils of smoke rising into the air. It seemed to be coming from the general direction of the barn.

“I think the barn’s on fire!” Katie exclaimed.

“What?” Dropping the fruit she’d been holding, Mattie spun and looked. “Oh no!”

As if by mutual agreement, the girls ran toward the barn. They’d gone only a few yards when Katie saw orange flames leaping twenty feet into the air. Through the open barn door, she saw a good-size fire blazing inside the structure.

“What’s going on?”

Both girls started at the sound of Jacob’s voice. Katie glanced at him, but his eyes were fastened to the flames licking at the sky thirty yards away.

“I’m going to get Mr. Zimmerman.” Jacob tossed a hard look at Katie. “Stay here. Do not get any closer to the fire. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

At that, he took off at a sprint toward the Zimmerman house.

Katie and Mattie watched the flames expand, the smoke pouring like a twisting, writhing tornado into the clear blue sky. Though they stood a safe distance away, Katie could feel the heat against her face, the acrid stink of the smoke climbing into her nostrils.

It seemed like an eternity before the wail of sirens sounded in the distance. Relief swept through her when the first fire truck rumbled through the gate, emergency lights flashing. Two firefighters clad in protective gear dragged a hose from the truck and began to spray water onto the flames.

“It’s a good thing you and Billy got out when you did,” Katie said after a moment.

“That’s for sure,” Mattie replied.

“I wonder how the fire started.”

When her friend didn’t reply, Katie looked her way. “Mattie?”

Glancing left and right, Mattie lowered her voice. “I think Billy Marquart might’ve … done something.”

Though she was sweating, the hairs on Katie’s arms stood on end. “Done something like what?”

“When we were in the barn,” Mattie began, “We smoked for a bit and then he … you know, tried to … kiss me. I pushed him away, and he got angry. He … called me bad names and punched the wall with his fist.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No, but he scared me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it was my fault for going into the barn with him in the first place.” Mattie blew out a breath. “Bad idea, huh?”

A second fire truck arrived on scene. Two additional firefighters disembarked. Beyond, flames devoured the barn, the dry wood snapping and popping like firecrackers.

All the while Katie tried to absorb everything her friend had told her. “Did Billy start the fire?” she whispered.

“He was so angry with me.” Looking miserable, Mattie shrugged. “He had a lighter. What if he did?”

A crash sounded, making both girls jump. Katie glanced over in time to see part of the barn’s roof cave in, sparks flying high into the air, gray smoke billowing. The firefighters continued to battle the blaze. In the gravel driveway beyond, a sheriff’s department cruiser pulled up next to one of the fire trucks.

“We have to tell someone,” Katie said after a moment.

“You mean the police?” Mattie asked.

“They’re probably going to want to talk to us anyway. All we have to do is tell the truth.”

For the first time Mattie looked frightened. “Billy’s going to be pissed.”

Katie felt something protective rise up inside her. “I have a feeling the police are going to keep him busy for a while.”

*   *   *

Twenty minutes later, Katie, Jacob, and Mattie stood in the gravel driveway of the Zimmerman home. They’d been instructed by the Holmes County sheriff’s deputy to wait for their turn to be interviewed. Mr. Zimmerman was talking to the deputy, gesturing angrily toward the barn. Both men’s faces were grim, their voices low.

A dozen yards away, the barn smoldered and steamed. The fire had been extinguished. The structure was still standing, for the most part, but the contents inside—a tractor, spray equipment, and a hundred bales of hay—had been destroyed.

Through the door, Katie saw the outline of the tractor listing at a cockeyed slant, the tires burned off. Once the firefighters had gotten the blaze under control, the deputy motioned them over and brought them here, to the driveway. Katie, Jacob, and Mattie watched, unspeaking, while the police had methodically talked to everyone—workers and customers alike. Billy Marquart was nowhere in sight.

The uniformed deputy approached them, his expression grim, his demeanor professional. “Is everyone okay here?” he asked.

“We’re fine,” Jacob told him.

“Was anyone hurt?” Katie asked.

The deputy shook his head. “Luckily, no one was inside.”

He pulled a notebook from his shirt pocket. His eyes fell on Katie and then went to Mattie. “I understand you girls were picking apples near the barn. Did either of you see anything you want to tell me about? Was there anyone else around?”

Jacob interjected, his expression puzzled. “Did someone start the fire?”

“We don’t know yet,” the deputy hedged. “Fire marshal is probably going to get involved. But we think it’s a possibility.”

The cop’s gaze slid to Katie. “Did you see anyone?”

Her heart began to pound. She swallowed hard, staring back at him. “The English boy.”

The deputy’s eyes narrowed. “Which English boy? What’s his name?”

“Billy Marquart,” Mattie put in. “He works here at the orchard.”

He scribbled in the notebook. “Virginia and Bud’s son.” He said the words to no one in particular, frowning. Painters Mill was a small town, and evidently, he had some knowledge of Billy.

“Where did you see him exactly?” the deputy asked.

“Both of us saw him,” Mattie replied. “In the barn.”

Neither girl mentioned that Mattie had been in the barn with him.

Across from her, Jacob looked from Katie to Mattie, his eyes narrow and glinting with reproach.

“How long after you saw him in the barn did you notice the fire?” the deputy asked.

“A few minutes,” Katie replied.

Grimacing as if he’d bitten into something distasteful, the deputy made another notation in his notebook. “Did you see anyone else?”

“No,” Mattie replied. “Just Billy.”

In her peripheral vision, Katie was aware of Jacob watching the exchange with interest. She didn’t dare look at him, but she knew what he was thinking. That she and Mattie had been talking to Billy. That they’d been flirting with him. That Mattie had been in the barn.

The deputy asked for the exact time, but neither girl could say for certain. “What was Billy doing when you saw him?” he asked.

“Leaving the barn,” Katie said.

“He was running,” Mattie added. “He looked like he was in a big hurry.”

The deputy snapped the notebook closed. “If we need anything else, we’ll get in touch with your parents. You’re free to go.” Tipping his hat, he walked away.

Katie had hoped for a few minutes alone with Mattie, but she didn’t get the chance to speak with her again because Datt arrived a few minutes later to take her and Jacob home.

On the buggy ride to the farm, Datt inquired about the fire. Jacob explained that Mattie had seen the Englischer boy who worked at the orchard and left it at that. Datt didn’t press.

Katie decided she was going to be nicer to her older brother.

*   *   *

Early the next morning before worship, Katie went to the barn to feed the old Percheron draft horse her datt had charged her with caring for. She found Jacob already at work, mucking out the stalls.

“Did you hear about Billy Marquart?” he asked.

Katie cut the tie on the hay bale, pulled out a generous flake of alfalfa and dropped it into the feeder. “What did he do now?”

“The police arrested him. For arson.”

The statement shouldn’t have surprised her. Mattie had told her Billy might have set the fire. Katie had seen him walking away. The problem was, he hadn’t been alone in the barn, and no one had told the deputy.

“How do you know?” she asked.

“Datt told me. One of his English friends works at the sheriff’s department.”

Katie went over to the hand pump, concentrating a little too hard on pumping water into the bucket.

“Billy claims he didn’t do it,” Jacob told her.

She stopped pumping. “Everyone knows Billy Marquart is a liar and a druvvel-machah to boot.”

“Did you talk to him?”

She stopped pumping, her heart beating fast. “He came over to Mattie and me while we were picking apples. He was on an ATV with another boy. He asked me to go into the barn with him, and I told him no.”

Jacob didn’t look happy about that bit of information. He was protective of his sisters. Too protective, in Katie’s opinion, and a lot more judgmental than he had a right to be. This morning, she sorely hoped he just let it go.

“What about Mattie?” he pressed. “You told me she went into the barn for a … break.”

She stared at him for what seemed like an eternity. A lie dangled on her lips, but she couldn’t bring herself to utter the words. “You’ll have to ask her.” Hefting the bucket, she carried it to the stall and hung it over the hook.

Her brother’s eyes sharpened on hers.

“Stop looking at me like that.” She closed the stall door with a little too much force. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Are you sure?”

Katie didn’t respond. There was no way she could defend herself without having to tell him more than she wanted to and risk getting her friend in trouble.

Leaving the stall where he’d been working, Jacob crossed to her. “I see things, Katie. Things Mamm and Datt do not. Sometimes I don’t like what I see when it comes to you.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know you talked to Billy. I know you’ve talked to other boys, too, haven’t you?”

“I don’t see how that’s any business of yours.”

“You think I didn’t notice the way you looked at Daniel Lapp? The way he looked at you?”

Heat flooded her face. Not because she was being accused of something she hadn’t done, but because he was calling her on something she was, indeed, guilty of.

“I’m not a kid anymore,” she snapped. “I’m fourteen years old. I’ll be going to singings before long.”

“I don’t like Lapp. I don’t like Billy Marquart. And I’m not sure I like Mattie Erb.”

“You can’t choose my friends,” she spat, but her cheeks were still burning.

“Keep it up and I’ll have no choice but to go to Datt.”

Turning away, she started toward the barn door. “I have to get ready for worship.”

“Billy says Mattie started the fire.”

Katie stopped and swiveled to face him, her heart pounding. “Sell is nix as baeffzes!” That’s nothing but trifling talk.

“He told the police she had a lighter. A pink one. The police searched Billy, searched his room, and guess what? They didn’t find a lighter.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” she hissed.

“Billy told the fire marshal that he saw Mattie set that fire.”

“I don’t believe it. Mattie wouldn’t—”

“Billy said she did it to punish him for getting her fired from her job at the auction.”

“What else is he going to say?” Katie tried to laugh, but it didn’t ring true. “Billy Marquart is a liknah.” A liar.

“You seem to know a lot of them.” Jacob moved closer, tilted his head to make better eye contact. “Maybe you ought to choose your friends with a little more care. I wouldn’t want any of it to rub off on you.”

“The only thing rubbing off on me is your suspicious attitude,” she said.

Jacob sighed. “Datt told me the fire marshal is going to talk to Mattie again, if they haven’t already. More than likely they’ll be speaking to you and me, too.”

A quiver of fear moved through Katie, but she didn’t let it show. “I’m not worried,” she said. “All we have to do is tell the truth.”

“Hopefully, you will.”

“I have to go.” When she turned and walked away, her legs were shaking.

*   *   *

The day of worship is an important one for the Amish. It’s a time of reflection and anticipation, but it’s also a day reserved for rest and for socializing with friends, family, and neighbors. With the exception of caring for the farm animals, chores are set aside. The preaching service is held every other Sunday, not in a church, but in an Amish home or barn. Benches and chairs are brought in. Most of the women bring food. The service often lasts three hours or longer.

This week, worship was at the Stutz farm, and Katie couldn’t wait to see Mattie. She’d been on pins and needles since talking to her brother. She couldn’t get his words out of her head. Billie says Mattie started the fire.

Of course Billy Marquart was lying. That’s what people like him did when they got caught doing something they shouldn’t. They lied or blamed someone else. Not this time, Katie thought. She wouldn’t allow it. If only she could silence the other, more disturbing voice whispering inside her head. That was the one that had her stomach in knots. The one that reminded her Billy Marquart wasn’t the only one with a reputation. His was earned. Was Mattie’s?

Katie knew better than anyone that her friend wasn’t perfect. No one was. Yes, it was true that Mattie broke the rules and pushed boundaries—lots of people did, even among the Amish. It was one of the things Katie loved about Mattie. Her sharp mouth. Her quick laugh. Her devil-may-care attitude when it came to all those Amish rules. As far as Katie was concerned, most of those rules were too strict, anyway.

She’d never told a soul, but there were times when she entertained fantasies of leaving it all behind. Times when she knew in her heart that a life without books and music couldn’t possibly be fulfilling. And what about college? What was so terrible about an education? How could those things keep you from getting into heaven?

Some days she was so filled with discontent that she dreamed about running away and never coming back. They were her private thoughts, thoughts she’d never shared with anyone.

Except Mattie.

One night last summer, Mattie had slept over with Katie. There was a new foal on the way and Mamm had allowed them to take their sleeping bags to the barn for the night. They hadn’t slept a wink, instead staying up talking far into the night as they watched the mare and waited for the foal to come. They had shared their most personal hopes and secret dreams for the future. Not all those dreams included baptism, marriage, and children.

Mattie was the only one who understood. The only person brave enough to speak of such forbidden topics aloud and in the presence of another person. That was one of the reasons, Katie supposed, that not everyone liked Mattie.

She’d heard all the mean-spirited barbs. The Erb girl is a boy magnet. That Erb girl will smile at a boy whether he’s Amish or English. Her parents had better look out come her time for Rumspringa!

Katie wanted to believe it was just idle gossip, a favorite Amish pastime. But as she’d entered her teens, she’d realized that harmless gossip was rarely harmless. The Amish may be pious, but they excelled at throwing the occasional petty jab, especially at their own.

Katie refused to give the cruel comments weight. She wouldn’t listen and she wouldn’t judge her friend. She loved Mattie and the loyalty she felt toward her was abiding and deep.

The preaching service seemed to go on forever. In the course of Es schwere Deel, or the main sermon, Katie had looked around and spotted Mattie on a bench three rows back. They made eye contact and a silent communication had passed between them. Meet me at the swing behind the barn when this is over! It was their usual rendezvous point, and Katie could barely wait.

It was noon by the time the closing hymn was sung and everyone was dismissed. Dodging the usual small talk, Katie snagged a plastic cup full of date pudding from the room where the food had been set up and made a beeline for the door. She marveled at the beautiful but crisp day as she made her way to the rear of the barn. At the base of a small hill, a stream trickled prettily. Next to it stood a towering cottonwood tree; someone had tied a swing to its lowest branch.

Mattie sat on the swing, swaying lazily and concentrating on her date pudding as Katie approached.

“Katie!” Mattie held up her pudding, motioning to the matching cup in Kate’s hand.

Katie laughed despite herself. Raising her cup, she proclaimed, “Great minds!”

“I was beginning to wonder if Bishop Troyer would ever run out of breath,” Mattie said between mouthfuls.

“The Gottes-deensht gets longer every time,” Katie said, referring to the worship service. She set her empty cup on the ground. “Have the police or fire marshal people been to see you?”

“What?” Mattie stopped chewing. “The police? Fire marshal?”

Katie recapped the conversation she’d had with Jacob earlier. “Billy Marquart is trying to blame the fire on you. Jacob told me the police or fire marshal people are going to talk to you next.”

Mattie tossed the rest of her pudding into the bushes. “What else did Billy say?”

“He told the police you’re trying to get back at him for getting you fired from your job.”

“Stupid liar.” Looking worried, Mattie bit at a thumbnail. “This is all my fault. I should have known better than to go in the barn with him.”

Katie shrugged. “You never know what some people are going to do.”

“Especially people like Billy.” Mattie sighed. “All this over an old barn no one cares about.” She tried to slip into her usual cavalier persona, but Katie could tell she was concerned about this new bit of information.

Katie offered a kind smile. “Like my mamm always says: The truth will prevail. All you have to do is tell the truth, and you have nothing to worry about.”

“What if the police believe Billy over me?”

“They won’t. Come on. You’re Amisch. They’ll know you don’t lie.”

Mattie didn’t look convinced. “I’ll get into trouble for going into the barn.”

“Which is a harmless thing.” Katie paused. “Billy turned it into something dangerous and destroyed all that hay and equipment. Not you.”

Tears shimmered in Mattie’s eyes. “Thank you for believing in me. Not everyone does.”

“That’s because they don’t know you the way I do.” Reaching out, Katie laid her hand over Mattie’s. “I have your back. Okay?”

A gust of wind rustled the branches of the cottonwood and Katie shivered. “I’m so going to miss summer.”

“No more swimming.”

“No more sunshine.”

“Datt says we’re going to have an early fall this year.” Mattie removed her sweater and handed it to Katie. “Here. It’ll keep you warm.”

“I’m okay—”

But Mattie insisted. “You can give it back to me later.”

Katie slipped the sweater on, smiling when she realized it smelled like Mattie, a mix of strawberry shampoo and her mamm’s hand lotion. “Hard to believe we won’t be going back to school this year,” Katie said.

“I’m not going to miss it.”

The girls fell silent, thoughtful, listening to the metallic chirp of a nearby cardinal.

After a moment, Mattie rose from the swing. “Let’s go get more date pudding.”

Katie scooped her empty cup off the ground. “You talked me into it,” she said and they started for the barn.

*   *   *

It was dark by the time Katie finished her chores and went to the bedroom she shared with her sister, Sarah, to get ready for bed. By the light of a single lantern on the night table, she unlaced her sneakers and was in the process of taking off Mattie’s sweater when something clattered to the floor. Puzzled, she picked it up and held it to the dim light of the lantern. A chill scraped up her spine when she realized it was a lighter. Not just any lighter, but a pink one.

She stared at it, her thoughts scattering.

All the while Jacob’s words about Billy Marquart rang hard in her ears. He told the police she had a lighter. A pink one.

Her brain refused to acknowledge the thoughts prying into it. The lighter didn’t mean anything, she assured herself. Lots of people carried lighters. When you were Amish, there were always lanterns or candles or stoves to light.

Katie held up the sweater for a closer look. It was the same sweater Mattie had been wearing the day of the fire. She remembered because before the boys came along Mattie had gotten too warm and hung it on a branch and they’d laughed because it looked so silly, like a headless scarecrow.

Was the lighter Mattie’s? Was it significant? Did Billy drop it into her pocket so he could blame her for setting the fire? Even as the questions formed, a new and uncomfortable doubt reared its head. Katie loved Mattie; she didn’t want to believe the worst about her. But she knew in her heart that sometimes her friend bent the truth to suit her own needs. And for the first time, Katie considered the possibility that Mattie had lied to her. Is it possible Mattie is, indeed, guilty of setting the fire? Was she trying to get back at Billy for getting her fired? Katie didn’t like the answers coming back at her.

Katie slept little that night. By the time Mamm peeked into her room at 5:30 A.M. to rouse her for chores, Katie was already dressed. Mamm looked at her a little oddly, going so far as to press her wrist against Katie’s forehead to check for a fever. “You look peaked,” she said.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Katie muttered.

“I hope you’re not coming down with something.”

Just a bad case of worry, Katie thought.

She rushed through morning chores, feeding and watering the old draft horse. She tossed cracked corn to the chickens, dodging the rooster and stealing fourteen eggs while the hens were busy pecking at the ground. Mamm would be happy about the eggs. She saw Jacob mucking the buggy horse’s stall, but she didn’t pause to speak with him. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about Mattie, especially after finding the lighter. Her brother knew her too well. One look at her, and he would know something was wrong.

She spent most of the day in the kitchen with Mamm, helping her can the last of the season’s tomatoes and green beans. All the while, Katie agonized over how to handle her doubts about Mattie.

Finally, at three o’clock, Mamm asked Katie if she wanted to ride with her to pick up Sarah, who’d taken on a part-time job at one of the tourist shops in town. Usually Katie was anxious to get out; anything to break up the incessant work and monotony of the farm. This afternoon, though, she had other plans. While Jacob harnessed the horse and pulled the buggy around for Mamm, Katie waited. Once the buggy had disappeared down the lane, she sprang into action.

Keeping an eye on the barn where Jacob was repairing a hayrack in one of the stalls, Katie went to the shed and pushed Jacob’s bicycle to the gravel area. Mamm would be gone at least an hour. Datt wasn’t due back from the auction in Millersburg until later. She should be able to make the trip to Mattie’s house and get back before anyone noticed she was gone. A final glance over her shoulder at the barn, and she was off and pedaling hard down the lane.

It took her ten minutes to reach the Erb farm. Katie barely slowed the bike to make the turn into the long gravel lane. She passed by the old milk barn in need of paint, and then the lane curled right, taking her toward the house on the hill. She stopped just off the gravel and set the bike on its side beneath the shade of the maple tree outside the front window. Mr. Erb stood in the doorway of the barn and waved when he saw her. Katie waved back, but she didn’t stop to chat.

The kitchen window was open, the blue curtains billowing out. Katie saw Mattie standing at the sink, washing dishes. When she spotted Katie, she stuck out her tongue and then disappeared inside. Katie ran past the clothesline, around the front of the house and vaulted the stairs to the porch. The two girls were moving so fast they nearly collided.

“Katie!”

“Hey,” Katie said, realizing for the first time how out of breath she was from the physical exertion of the bike ride.

“What are you doing here?” Mattie stepped back and put her hands on her hips. “My goodness, you’re all sweaty and breathless. Do you want something to drink? Mamm made iced tea.”

Anxious to talk, Katie shook her head. “I have to talk to you.”

“Let’s sit down at least.” Mattie motioned toward the steps and the two girls sat side by side. “Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know.” Katie took off the sweater and handed it to her friend. “You tell me.”

“You rode your brother’s bike all the way over here at the speed of light to return this old sweater?” Mattie gave an incredulous laugh. “What a good friend you are!”

“You left something in the pocket,” Katie told her.

Looking puzzled, Mattie checked the pockets and pulled out the lighter. “This must be Billy Marquart’s,” she said, her brows knitting as she turned it over in her hands. “I wonder how it got there.”

Katie watched her carefully, feeling guilty, because for the first time since she’d known Mattie, she was looking for a lie. “Billy doesn’t seem like the type of guy to carry around a pink lighter.”

Mattie’s gaze snapped to hers, her eyes widening. “You don’t believe me? You think it’s mine?”

“I don’t think anything.” Katie’s voice was strong, belying the nerves snapping beneath her skin, but her heart was beating wildly in her chest.

“It’s not mine,” Mattie said. “I had no idea it was there. The only explanation I can think of is that Billy put it there after he set the fire so he could blame it on me.”

“Have the police or fire marshal people talked to you yet?”

“No.”

“You have to tell them about the lighter,” Katie said.

“The police already know Billy did it,” Mattie said petulantly. “They probably don’t even want to talk to me.”

“Jacob told me they did.” Katie sent a pointed look at the lighter. “You need to tell them about the lighter.”

“If I do, they’ll think I did it.”

“The police aren’t stupid,” Katie told her. “You have nothing to fear from them.”

Mattie looked away. “It’s not the police I’m worried about.”

The girls went silent and for the first time, Katie thought she understood. Still, she asked, “Did something else happen in the barn?”

Mattie was silent so long that Katie didn’t think she was going to answer. Finally, she looked down at the ground and whispered, “I let him kiss me. I just … wanted to know what it was like, and he got all pushy and stuck his tongue in my mouth and…” She paused, out of breath and her face screwed up. “I don’t want anyone to know!”

“Oh, Mattie.”

“Katie, it’s not the police I’m afraid of, it’s … everything else. You know how the Amish are. You know they’ll blame me.”

Katie wanted to argue, but the words wouldn’t come, because in some small corner of her mind she acknowledged that her friend was right. Some of the Amish would blame Mattie. For being in a place she shouldn’t have been. For talking to someone she shouldn’t have been talking to. For letting an older Englischer boy kiss her. Some of the Amish would gossip about her and whisper behind her back. But Katie also knew that those same Amish would be the first to forgive her.

As if reading her thoughts, Mattie said, “Billy set that fire, not me. But I’ll be the one everyone will blame. I’ll be the one everyone will condemn. I’ll be the one they talk about because they have nothing else to say. I can hear their smug whispers already. Did you hear what that wild Erb girl did with that Englischer boy?”

It wasn’t easy to admit, but Katie knew she was right. Oftentimes the truth was a far cry from fair. The Amish shared the same human flaws as their English counterparts. They made the same mistakes. But the Amish, it seemed, were invariably held to a higher standard.

Mattie got to her feet. “I don’t want anyone to know I was in that barn with Billy. If they find out I let him kiss me … I’ll never hear the end of it. My parents will know. The bishop.” Her eyes filled with tears. “If you’re any kind of friend, Katie Burkholder, you’ll let sleeping dogs lie.”

*   *   *

It was the first real argument Katie had had with her best friend, and it hurt a lot more than she thought it would. As she pedaled the bike down the gravel lane, Mattie’s words echoed in her head.

If you’re any kind of friend, Katie Burkholder, you’ll let sleeping dogs lie.

Those were the words that hurt the most. The ones that had sunk into her heart like a knife.

Katie understood Mattie’s reasons for not wanting anyone to know she’d been in the barn with Billy Marquart. But wouldn’t it be worse for her to be accused of setting the fire? Katie didn’t know what to do. She had no idea how to fix things between them. The only things she knew for certain was that she wouldn’t let her friend be blamed for something she hadn’t done and she had to make things right between them.

Katie was so embroiled in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the ATV parked on the pullover outside the mouth of the covered bridge until she was already inside the structure. In the back of her mind she figured someone was down at the creek fishing or picking blackberries. The bicycle tires hummed over the wood surface as she flew through the bridge.

She’d just emerged on the other side when the figure came out of nowhere. One instant Katie was pedaling as fast as she could, determined to make it home before she was missed. The next she was being shoved violently sideways. The bicycle twisted beneath her, the front wheel jackknifing. Her body kept going. Vaguely, she was aware that someone had pushed her. That the impending landing was going to hurt.

She hit the asphalt hard on her hands and knees, scraping both palms, both knees, and then rolling, striking her right shoulder. Then everything went still. She was lying in the middle of the road, just a few feet from the mouth of the covered bridge. Her dress had ridden up to mid-thigh. The fabric was torn where her knees had ground into the asphalt. Already she could feel the burn of the abrasions, the ache of the bruises that would bloom later.

Jacob’s bicycle lay on the asphalt a few feet away, bent at an unnatural angle. Standing over it, Billy Marquart and another boy Katie had never seen before smiled at her.

“Dang, didn’t know Amish girls could fly.” Billy smirked. “You okay?”

Katie got to her feet and brushed specks of gravel from her dress. Her heart pounded hard in her chest. Not because she was afraid Billy was going to do something else to her, but because she was angry he’d damaged Jacob’s bike.

“I’m fine,” she muttered, even though she was pretty sure he didn’t care one way or another.

“Looks like she’s got cut knees,” his friend said.

“I reckon the Amish don’t ride bikes any better than they drive cars,” Billy drawled and both boys broke into laughter.

“I hear they lie, too,” said the friend.

“Not to mention start barn fires,” Billy added. “You know your friend Mattie’s a fire bug, right?”

Two of the most important Amish tenets Katie’s parents had instilled in her young mind were forgiveness and nonviolence. Important as they were, they were the two things she had the most difficult time adhering to.

Katie stared at the two boys, her temper pumping as hard as her heart. In the back of her mind, it registered that she was outnumbered. That they were bigger and probably stronger than her, not to mention meaner. She didn’t like the way Billy was looking at her, with cruelty glinting in his eyes. But she refused to be cowed or bullied. At the very least she refused to let them see that she was afraid.

“If that bike is damaged, you’ll be paying for it,” she heard herself say.

Billy blinked, looking pleased and amused. Too late Katie realized she was giving him exactly what he wanted. He was looking for a fight. It didn’t matter to him that she was an Amish girl. That she was fourteen years old and thirty pounds lighter. At the moment, the only things that mattered were that she was an easy target, they were alone on a back road frequented by few, and this was a prime opportunity to exact revenge.

Billy raised his booted foot and brought it down hard on the front tire’s spokes.

“Stop it!” Katie cried.

“Why should I?” Billy shouted. “I ought to stomp this piece of shit bike into the ground just for the fun of it. You Amish bitches lied to the cops and got me into a shitload of trouble. They arrested me right in front of my old man and now I got juvenile court. Lying bitches.”

All Katie could think about was Jacob’s bike. Trying to think of a way to keep Billy from destroying it, she remembered the lighter and pulled it out, brandishing it like a prize. “But we didn’t give your lighter to the police. We protected you. They can’t prove you did it without the lighter. It’s evidence.”

She had no idea if that last part was true. But she couldn’t let him ruin Jacob’s bike. Her brother didn’t deserve it. And Katie didn’t deserve to spend the next six months paying for it.

Billy squinted at the lighter in her hand. “That ain’t my damn lighter. Pink? Are you shitting me?”

“Take it.” She thrust the lighter at him. “You can have it back. We won’t tell anyone.”

“I don’t want that.” He slapped it from her hand. It landed on the asphalt ten feet away. “It ain’t mine.”

“But…”

Again, he brought his foot down hard on the spokes of the front tire. Two of the spokes snapped. The sound of steel scraping against asphalt seemed unduly loud in the silence. He crushed the spokes so severely the wheel bent.

“Please!” Katie cried. “It isn’t mine!”

“Aw … too bad,” Billy whined. “Guess you’ll think twice about lying to the cops next time.”

“I didn’t say anything to them.”

“Lying bitch. You told them I started that fire. It was that bitch friend of yours who did it!”

His friend landed a kick on the bike’s housing and the chain snapped off.

Billy crossed to her and stuck his finger in her face. “Tell your slutty friend she’d better come clean to the cops or I’m going to make both of you pay,” he snarled. “Next time, I won’t stop with the bike. You got that?”

The urge to hit him was strong; Katie was furious and upset. But some sixth sense warned her that if she did, he would retaliate in kind and the situation would deteriorate into something even worse.

She looked down at the bike. Tears burned at the back of her eyes at the sight of the mangled piece of steel, but she fought them. She would not give the likes of Billy Marquart the satisfaction of knowing he’d hurt her.

His friend landed a final kick to the handlebars, scraping off some of the paint, and the two boys walked away, laughing. Katie stood her ground, her bloodied palms and knees aching, not sure what to do next. She heard the engine of the ATV turn over. She glanced over her shoulder to see the two boys astride the vehicle, roaring through the bridge, screaming like banshees. Billy was driving and she knew he was going to take one last shot at her. For an instant, she considered stepping into the way. But she didn’t think that would stop him so she stood there helplessly and watched him run over the front tire of her brother’s bike.

When the boys were gone, she dropped to her knees and tried to put the broken pieces of the bike back together as best she could. The front tire was still attached, but it was badly bent. There was no way she could put the snapped chain back together. She didn’t think she could get it home. Jacob was going to be so angry with her.

She was thinking about dragging it into the weeds so she could come back for it later and somehow haul it to a repair shop when she heard the clip-clop of shod hooves against the asphalt. She looked up to see a horse and buggy approaching. Her heart stopped when she realized it was Jacob, and for a moment she thought she might actually be sick.

“Katie?” He stopped a few feet away and quickly climbed down. “What happened to you? What—”

She stood her ground as he ran over to her. He stopped a foot away from her, his eyes taking in her bloody knees and torn dress. Reaching for her hands, he looked at her palms, his expression anguished.

“Who did this to you?” he asked.

All Katie could think was that he hadn’t so much as looked at the bike, even though it lay completely demolished a few feet away. He didn’t care about the bike, she realized—he cared about her. She didn’t like crying in front of others. Overt demonstrations of emotion weren’t the Amish way. But after the argument with Mattie and the incident with Billy Marquart, her emotions boiled over.

When she didn’t answer, he sighed. “Did someone hurt you?”

She shook her head.

They both knew someone had. She could tell by her brother’s expression that he knew the most serious wounds were on the inside where they couldn’t be seen.

“Who did this?” he asked again.

She swallowed the knot in her throat. “Billy Marquart.”

Her brother looked at the bicycle lying in pieces on its side, and for the first time in recent memory, she saw anger in his eyes. “What happened?”

She told him. When she finished the sobs came and she burst into tears. “I’ll pay for it,” she said. “I’ll … get a job. Get it fixed for you. I had no right to take it. I’m sorry.”

Jacob knelt beside the bike. “Help me load it in the buggy, and then we’ll go home.”

*   *   *

By the time they arrived at the farm, Katie had reined in her emotions. When Mamm arrived home, she sat Katie in a kitchen chair and cleaned the bits of gravel from her scraped palms and knees. When Mamm asked what happened, Jacob told her the truth—Billy Marquart had pushed her off the bicycle. He didn’t go into detail, and Katie didn’t elaborate. Later, while Datt and Jacob repaired the bike, Katie asked her father if they should report Billy to the police. Datt didn’t even look away from his work as he uttered the phrase she’d heard so many times. This is an Amish matter.

Katie wanted to think it was over. She could put her encounter with Billy Marquart and her involvement in the barn fire behind her. But she knew that wasn’t true. The argument she’d had with Mattie hurt so much more than the scrapes and bruises. She couldn’t bear to let things stand the way they’d left them, angry and unsettled. The problem was, she wouldn’t see Mattie again until worship in two weeks. How was she going to wait that long to set things straight?

But the sense of urgency goading her wasn’t confined to her need to make things right with her friend. There was another facet to the situation she had yet to acknowledge—a problem she hadn’t yet fully defined in her own mind: Billy Marquart’s reaction to the lighter.

That ain’t my damn lighter. Pink? Are you shitting me?

Katie knew all too well that Billy was a bully and a liar and, as the Amish preferred to say, a druvvel-machah. But she also knew that sometimes, even liars told the truth. When she’d presented him with the lighter, he hadn’t hesitated or minced words when he’d told her it wasn’t his. In fact, he’d looked as surprised to see it as she’d been when she found it in the pocket of Mattie’s sweater. Katie had even offered it to him—a potential piece of evidence related to a crime for which he’d been arrested and charged—and yet he’d shown no interest. Not even to destroy it.

She was plenty angry with Billy for what he’d done to her brother’s bike; if he was guilty of setting the fire, she had no problem seeing him punished for it. But Katie wasn’t so sure he was the guilty party. That left her with an even more troubling problem—and possibly threatened her friendship with Mattie.

She didn’t want to believe Mattie had lied to her—lied to the police—to suit her own needs. But when Katie set her emotions aside and put all the evidence together, it was the only explanation that fit.

There was no way she would sleep tonight. She needed to speak with Mattie, and it wouldn’t wait until worship. Good or bad or somewhere in between, she needed the truth. Tonight.

*   *   *

The late summer night was cool, but the upstairs bedrooms were uncomfortably warm from the pie baking earlier in the day. Katie huddled beneath her blanket, fully clothed, sweating and nervous. At nine thirty, she heard her father come up the stairs and turn in. Mamm liked to read—the bible or sometimes a novel—and stayed up a little later. Katie waited, listening, her every muscle taut with tension.

Finally, at eleven, the stairs creaked. Through her partially open door, Katie glimpsed the flicker of the lantern in the hall. The door hinge squeaked as Mamm let herself into her bedroom across the hall. A click as it closed. Once again, the hall went dark. The house fell silent. In the bed next to hers, Sarah snored softly.

Still Katie waited.

At ten minutes after midnight, she tossed the covers aside. Sitting on the side of the bed, she quickly laced up her sneakers and tiptoed to the door. Beyond, the hall was quiet and deserted. She glanced left to see that Jacob’s door was open about a foot, no movement inside. Through the closed door of her parents’ room, she could hear her datt snoring. The sound reassured her as she crossed to the stairs. Cautiously, she made her way down them, avoiding the sixth step because she knew it squeaked. At the foot of the stairs, she went left toward the kitchen. Her hands shook as she tugged open the door, and then she was outside.

Around her, the night was windy, with just enough moonlight to keep her from running into things. Not giving herself time to debate the wisdom of what she was about to do, Katie jogged to the shed. She winced when the door squeaked, every sound seeming magnified in the silence of the night. A quiver of guilt moved through her at the sight of the bicycle. Datt and Jacob had spent the entire evening repairing it. The front wheel had been so badly damaged, they’d had to replace it. The chain had been repaired. Three spokes were missing from the rear wheel, and the paint had yet to be touched up. But the bike was functional.

Katie was loath to take it, yet again without her brother’s permission. But when she thought of Mattie and how they’d left things, she figured she didn’t have a choice.

“I’m sorry, Jacob,” she whispered as she pushed the bike through the door and toward the driveway. Somewhere in the distance, a dog began to bark. Upon reaching the gravel, she hopped onto the seat and pedaled down the lane as fast as she dared. The skirt of her dress swished around her legs. The blackberry bushes and trees growing alongside the lane blurred past as she picked up speed. The wind was a cold slap against her face. The rear tire nearly slid out from beneath her when she turned onto the road. A glance over her shoulder revealed a darkened house, and another layer of relief slipped through her.

She pedaled hard in the darkness, mailboxes and trees whizzing past. She watched for headlights of approaching vehicles or buggies, but the back roads surrounding Painters Mill were deserted this time of night. The biggest threat would undoubtedly come in the form of a wayward skunk. Katie figured she’d have a tough time explaining the smell to her parents. The thought sent a laugh to her lips, but it was a forlorn sound as she pedaled the dark, deserted road.

Five minutes into the ride, she passed Zimmerman’s apple orchard. The windows of the house were dark. The reflectors on either side of the driveway stared at her like glowing red eyes. Katie hadn’t planned on stopping. But she’d brought her flashlight along, and when she came to the intersection, she veered right. Just a quick look-see, she told herself. No time to dawdle. Probably a waste of time, anyway.

The skeletal remains of the barn stood in silhouette against the moonlit sky. Katie stopped, her eyes skimming the scene. Someone had pulled the ruined tractor from the barn. It sat in knee-high grass like some massive beast downed by a hunter’s spear. Beyond, the endless rows of apple trees rustled in the breeze. The fire had long since died, but the smell of smoke lingered.

Katie got off the bike and leaned it against a tree that grew alongside the fence. Keeping her eyes on the road and the Zimmerman house a hundred yards away, she climbed the wire fence and made her way toward the barn. The stink of burnt rubber filled her nostrils as she passed the tractor. The sliding door had been knocked from its track and leaned at a precarious angle. The police had strung yellow caution tape across the opening. Standing in the doorway, Katie pulled the tiny flashlight from her pocket and shone it inside.

There wasn’t much left. Every visible piece of wood was charred or burned through. One of the rafters had broken and angled down against the ground. The hay had been reduced to a pile of black ash. This was no harmless barn fire. The structure and equipment inside were a complete loss. She’d heard one of the firefighters mention how quickly the hay had ignited. If someone had been inside, they surely would have been hurt—or worse. The thought made her shudder.

Extinguishing the flashlight, Katie turned away from the barn and scaled the fence. Troubling questions plagued her as she pushed the bike onto the road and hopped on. She needed to know who’d set the fire. Once she knew the truth, she’d decide what to do about it.

A few minutes later, she turned into the Erb lane. Past the milk house, the driveway curved right. Another ten yards, and the big farmhouse loomed into view. Much to Katie’s relief, the windows were dark. She knew which room was Mattie’s. Tonight wasn’t the first time she’d sneaked out to see her friend.

Hopping off the bike, she walked it to the maple tree and parked it. She scooped a handful of gravel from the driveway and walked to the side of the house where the dormer window of Mattie’s bedroom looked out over the yard. She tossed a few pebbles at the glass and waited.

“Come on, Mattie,” she whispered.

She was about to try again, when the screen slid up and Mattie stuck her head out. “Katie? What on earth are you doing here?”

Katie let the pebbles fall to the ground. “I need to talk to you.”

“Now?”

“I didn’t ride all the way over here in the middle of the night because it can wait until morning,” she whispered.

“Meet me in the milk house.” Huffing her displeasure, Mattie closed the window.

Katie wandered to the old stone milk house and let herself in. Just enough light filtered in from the window for her to find a place to sit. She was sitting on the concrete ledge that separated the stanchions from the guttering, when Mattie entered a few minutes later. She wore a sleeping gown, no kapp, and—much to Katie’s amusement—a pair of muck boots. Her hair was sticking up on one side like a rooster’s tail.

Katie couldn’t help it; despite the seriousness of her mission tonight, she grinned. “Boots look good with the nightshirt.”

Mattie was grouchy. “If Datt wakes up and finds you here, we’re going to have some explaining to do.” Crossing to where a lantern dangled from a hook, she removed the globe and lit the wick. Yellow light rained down on them. “What’s so important that it couldn’t wait until morning?” Mattie plopped onto the ledge next to Katie and snuggled against her.

Both girls had their legs stretched out in front of them. Katie pulled up her skirt slightly so that Mattie could see her knees. The abrasions looked black in the dim light, the bruises like shadows.

A sound of dismay squeezed from Mattie’s throat. “What happened?” she asked.

Katie turned up her palms so her friend could see the abrasions there, too. “I ran into Billy Marquart on my way home this afternoon.”

“Oh, no…”

Katie recounted the scene at the covered bridge.

When she was finished, Mattie put her hand over her mouth, her eyes anguished. “It’s all my fault. He was angry with you because of me. I’m sorry.”

Katie had rehearsed the conversation a dozen times in her head. Now that she was here, looking into her friend’s eyes, none of the words she’d so carefully strung together over the last hours seemed right.

Taking a deep breath, she plunged. “Billy said the lighter isn’t his.”

“Even a dummy like Billy is smart enough not to admit something like that.”

Katie held her friend’s gaze. “Mattie, I was looking right at him when he said it. The look in his eyes … the way he said it…” Closing her eyes, she forced the words out. “I believe him.”

“You believe him? A known liar? Over your best friend?” Mattie choked out a sound of incredulity. “After what he did to you?”

The girls fell silent, as if shocked by the words between them, unable to process the repercussions or put them in perspective.

Katie forged on. “You’re my best friend and I love you like a sister. I’m on your side. Please tell me the truth.”

Tears filled Mattie’s eyes. “You have to believe me.”

“I want to, but things aren’t adding up. I don’t know what to believe.”

Lowering her head, Mattie put her face in her hands and began to cry.

The urge to comfort was powerful. It hurt to see her friend in pain. Twice, Katie leaned close to take her hand and tell her it was okay. Twice, she stopped herself before she could.

After a moment, Mattie raised her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her eyes were ravaged, her nose red and running. “The lighter was mine,” she whispered. “Are you happy now?”

Katie felt something tear inside her. A vital part of her had been whole and undamaged until now, and on some instinctive level, she knew that small part of her would never be the same. “No,” she said softly. “It makes me sad.”

“It’s not what you think,” Mattie told her.

“I don’t know what to think.”

Wiping her nose on the sleeve of her sleeping gown, Mattie shook her head. “It was an accident. A horrible, stupid accident.”

“Tell me,” Katie said.

“Billy and I were … smoking. Over by where Mr. Zimmerman stored the hay. One minute we were just sitting there, talking and joking around and the next … Billy just … came at me and started trying to kiss me. Trying to … you know … put his hands on me.” She touched her chest and shuddered. “I don’t like him that way. The only reason I went into that barn with him was to … I don’t know … show him an Amish girl could put him in his place. I guess I thought I could handle him. But when I laughed at him and tried to push him away, he wouldn’t listen. He just … kept coming. We wrestled a bit, kind of awkward like, but then something happened to him. He got really mad and it scared me. I … must have panicked and somehow scratched his face.”

Looking away, she drew up her legs and wrapped her arms around her knees. “When all that was happening, I dropped my cigarette between two bales of hay. I tried to get to it, but the bales were heavy, and Billy was still trying to … get at me, so I just left it. And I ran.”

Katie stared at Mattie, her heart pounding, pain and guilt and doubt tearing into her like tiny, sharp teeth. “Billy came out of that barn before you did.”

“After he left, I went back inside to make sure there was no fire and find that cigarette if I could. I looked for it. I swear to you, Katie, when I walked out of that barn there was no fire. There was no smoke. I figured Billy put it out. That’s the honest-to-God truth.”

“It was an accident,” Katie said.

Mattie shrugged. “I’m not even sure it was my cigarette that started it. I mean, Billy had matches. I saw them. He was so angry and cursing at me. As far as I know, he lit those matches and tossed them inside just to spite me.”

“Why didn’t you tell the police?”

Mattie’s eyes flashed. “Because I was scared. Billy was like a rabid animal, spitting and snarling. He said if I told anyone what happened, he’d wait until no one was around and finish what he started. I know it sounds silly now, but at the time … if you’d seen his face. I believed him. I still do.”

Katie didn’t know what to say. Guilt nipped at her conscience. For not believing her friend when she should have. For pressing her when she should have been patient. Worse, she didn’t know how to make things right.

“I believe you,” Katie said after a moment.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you everything from the start. I should have. But it was such an ugly thing.”

“Not easy stuff to talk about.” Katie sighed. “What about Billy?”

“I don’t know.” Mattie bit her lip. “I don’t know if he started the fire. Maybe he did. Maybe it was my cigarette.” She shrugged. “What if he does that to another girl? What if he doesn’t stop next time?”

The weight of the questions settled uneasily on Katie’s shoulders. The truth of the matter was she didn’t know what to do. The line between right and wrong seemed crooked and gray. Not for the first time she wished she could talk to her mamm or datt or even Jacob. But, of course, she couldn’t.

“Maybe we ought to just let things play out with the police,” Mattie suggested. “Maybe this is a lesson Billy needs to learn. Maybe he’ll be a better person because of it.”

Katie thought about what Billy had done to her earlier in the day. Pushing her to the ground and damaging Jacob’s bicycle. After a moment, she nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”

“The English police know what to do with boys like Billy Marquart,” Mattie added.

It wasn’t the perfect solution, but it was the best one Katie could think of. She got to her feet. “I have to get back.”

“Before someone misses you, sneaky girl.” Rising quickly, Mattie threw her arms around Katie. “Thank you for believing in me.”

Closing her eyes, Katie hugged her back and tried hard to ignore the little voice in the back of her head telling her that wasn’t exactly the case. But it was close enough to the truth that Katie thought she could live with it.

“See you at worship,” she whispered.

“See you then.”

*   *   *

Three weeks later …

The old draft horse whinnied softly when Katie dropped the flake of alfalfa into his hayrack. She was in the stall, brushing the animal’s coat when Jacob approached.

“Did you hear about Billy Marquart?” he asked.

Katie looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. “Billy who?”

Jacob didn’t smile back. “He had juvenile court yesterday. The judge found him guilty of felony arson.”

A sensation similar to nausea seesawed in her gut. “He’s going to jail?”

“He got some kind of probation. And community service.”

Katie still wasn’t convinced Billy had started the fire—a doubt that still kept her up some nights. But when she weighed the question of his guilt against the things he’d done to Mattie—and the damage he’d done to Jacob’s bicycle—she figured justice had prevailed, at least in a roundabout way.

She stopped brushing the horse and turned to face her brother. “Hopefully he learned his lesson.”

“I think there were lessons in there for everyone this time.” Jacob smiled at her kindly. “Come on, little sister. Let’s go eat breakfast.”

Giving the horse a final pat, Katie left the stall, closed the door behind her, and walked with her brother into the house.
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PROLOGUE

She waited until three A.M. She’d tried to sleep, but it was a fruitless endeavor. Instead, she spent five hours twisting in sheets damp with fear sweat, heart pounding, her mind running the gauntlet of the myriad things that could go wrong. Finally, too wired to lie still a moment longer, she tossed the covers aside, rose, and stripped off her nightgown.

Kneeling, she pulled the neatly folded clothes from beneath the bed where she’d hidden them: Long underwear. Blue jeans. Sweater. Two pairs of socks. Insulated gloves. Wool hat. It had taken her weeks to amass those few simple necessities; she’d been forced to delay her escape twice. She’d stolen for the first time in her life. Lied to people she loved. But she’d finally collected enough cold weather gear to get her through. The rest was up to God.

Shivering in the darkness, she pulled on her clothes and tucked the gloves into her pocket. She listened for signs that someone else was awake, but the only sounds were the hiss of cotton against her bare skin and the quick in and out of her breaths. She’d wanted insulated boots, preferably with some tread, but she hadn’t been able to afford them, and they were too unwieldy to steal. Her muck boots were going to have to do.

Fully dressed, she slid the cell phone from beneath the mattress. She never risked leaving it on; cell phones were strictly forbidden by the Ordnung. The punishment for such a transgression would be brutal and swift. Hopefully, she had enough battery left for the only call she needed to make.

Shoving the phone into the rear pocket of her jeans, she padded in stocking feet to the bedroom door. A smile came to her face when it glided open without so much as a squeak. Amazing what a little lard did to an old hinge. And she reminded herself it was the inattention to details that got you caught. That, she thought, and trusting the wrong people.

Not her. She didn’t trust anyone. Hadn’t for a long time. Sometimes she didn’t even trust herself.

She’d planned this excursion for weeks. She’d run through every detail a thousand times. Envisioned the hundreds of things that could go wrong, and adjusted her plan accordingly. She’d visualized success, too. And she’d never lost sight of what it would mean to her life. It was the one thing that kept her moving forward when everything else was lost.

Freedom.

Silently, she crept into the hall, where scant feet away, the doors to three other bedrooms held the threat of discovery. There were no windows in the hall, no light of any kind, but she’d anticipated the darkness. She’d memorized every step and knew her route as intimately as she knew her own face. Three strides and she reached the stairs. Hand on the banister, the wood hard and slick beneath her palm. She knew not to touch the wall, or risk knocking the picture off its hook. Senses heightened to a fever pitch, she crept down the steps, skirting the fourth one to avoid the squeak of the nail against wood.

At the base of the stairs she paused again to listen, but all she heard was the buzz of the kerosene refrigerator in the kitchen and the tick of the clock above the stove. The sounds were nearly eclipsed by the roar of fear in her head. She could feel her knees shaking; her hands were unsteady, her palms wet with sweat. She couldn’t afford to be afraid; fear was a distraction that led to mistakes, and dear God, she would not screw this up. She tried to calm herself—a deep breath slowly and silently released—but it was no use. Terror was a dark presence, its breath hot on the back of her neck.

The faint rectangle of the kitchen doorway beckoned. No flicker of the lantern. No one awake at this hour. To her right, the muddy light from the front window seeped into the living room. The three-quarter moon was another detail she’d meticulously planned for. What she hadn’t counted on was the cloud cover. It wasn’t going to stop her.

She moved across the plank floor as soundlessly as a ghost. Through the kitchen, linoleum cold against her feet even through two pairs of socks. Then she was in the mudroom. Colder there. No heat. A draft blasting in beneath the exterior door. Coat on the hook. Not heavy enough, but it would have to do. Her boots were next to the rug where she’d left them after mucking stalls earlier, still smelling of horse manure. She shoved her feet into the boots. Pulled on the coat. Buttoned it with shaking fingers. She tugged the gloves from her pockets, jammed her hands into them. Sweating now beneath the coat. Breaths coming short and fast. Fear mocking her as she reached for the knob, telling her she couldn’t do this. She didn’t smile this time when the door glided noiselessly open.

Outside, snow coming down hard. A quick shot of dismay. She should have anticipated it. For an instant she worried about leaving tracks. But as she made her way down the porch steps, she realized it was snowing hard enough to cover any trace that she’d been there. The low visibility would work to her advantage, too. If someone happened to wake up and look out the window, they wouldn’t see her. Another gift from God.

A hysterical titter squeezed from her throat as she sprinted across the yard. Awkward in the muck boots. Feet silent against the snow. Breaths puffing out in front of her. Snowflakes pecking at her face like sharp little beaks. She ran past the shed. Ducked beneath the clothesline. She could just make out the hulking shape of the barn twenty yards to her left. Remembering to avoid the horses lest they whinny in anticipation of hay, she veered right. Past the T-post demarcating the garden. The maple tree in the side yard.

She reached the rail fence, scaled it with the ease of a gymnast, landed on her feet on the other side. Through the veil of white, the mottled wall of trees beckoned. A profound sense of liberation engulfed her as she raced across the pasture. Boots crunching over tufts of frozen grass. The wind whipped at her face, yanked at her coat and hat. Snow stung her eyes. But she knew exactly where to find the mouth of the path cut into the woods. A deer trail she’d been widening and clearing for weeks now. The sons of bitches should have paid closer attention to how she spent her afternoons.…

The woods swallowed her, taking her in. The wind chased her for several yards and then tapered off, unable to penetrate the trees. Otherworldly silence all around. The tinkle of snow pellets. She ran for a hundred yards, careful to avoid the fallen log that had been too heavy for her to move. Stooping to avoid the low branch that had been too thick to break.

She stopped in the clearing, bent at the hip and set her hands on her knees. A minute to catch her breath. She had time. Only two miles to go. Past the lake ahead. A right turn at the deer blind. From there, another mile to the road. The most dangerous part of her plan was done.

Giddiness rose inside her. She choked out another laugh, a maniacal sound in the dark and the snow. “I did it,” she panted. “I did it. I did it.”

Straightening, she wiped a runny nose and glanced behind her. Another layer of relief rippled through her when she found the trail empty.

“I beat you,” she whispered. “Bastards.”

She started down the trail at a jog, finding her rhythm, settling into it. Snow stinging her cheeks, making her eyes tear, but she didn’t care. Trees swept by. Elation pushed her forward. So close now she could smell the sweet scent of freedom. A new life. A future.

She reached the lake, a low plane of white to her right. For fifty yards the path ran parallel with the bank. The snow sparkled like diamonds on the ice. On the other side, another line of trees. Muscles screaming, lungs burning, she picked up the pace. One foot in front of the other. Faster now. Comfortable with the pain. Bring it on.

The sight of the footprint stopped her dead. Panting, she stared, confusion and disbelief pummeling her like fists. Alarm knocking at her brain. Terror breathing hot down the back of her neck.

Not possible, she thought.

Her eyes tracked the prints left, into the woods. Not yet covered by snow. Fresh. But who would be out here in the middle of the night? Even as her brain posed the question, another part of her already knew, and the knowledge sent a lightning strike of adrenaline burning through her.

A dozen scenarios played in her mind’s eye. Continue down the trail at a faster pace, outrun them. Abandon the trail and flee into the woods, lose them in the trees. Or set out across the lake and escape into the forest on the other side. But she knew that wasn’t a good idea. While it was bitterly cold tonight, the highs last week had hovered near fifty degrees. She wasn’t sure the ice was thick enough to support her weight.

A figure materialized from the woods and stepped onto the trail ahead. A white phantom with dark holes for eyes. Hat and canvas coat caked with snow. Recognition flashed. She tried to be relieved, but her heart didn’t slow, her legs didn’t stop shaking.

“You scared the shit out of me!” she exclaimed.

A familiar grin. “Sorry.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t sleep.” Eyes skittered away from hers. “I couldn’t let you leave without saying good-bye.” A step closer.

Instinct screamed for her to maintain a safe distance, but she ignored it. No danger here, she reminded herself. Just the paranoia playing tricks on her. “I told you I’d call.”

“We both know you won’t.”

She wanted to argue, but there was no time. She tried to ignore the uneasiness slinking over her, grappled for the last remnants of a trust that had been shattered time and time again. But there was something in those familiar eyes that hadn’t been there before.

“I have to go,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“I love you.” Another step. Close enough to touch. Too close. “Please don’t go.”

A flash of resolve. A stab of regret. Spinning, she skidded down the bank, launched herself into a dead run across the lake.

“Wait!”

She didn’t dare slow down. A few yards out, she slipped, fell hard on her belly. Snow against her face, in her mouth. Ice groaning from the impact. A split second and she was back on her feet. She ran for fifty yards. Arms pumping. Boots sliding. Eyes flicking toward the bank behind her. No one there. But where?

She continued across the lake. Slower now. Ice creaking beneath her feet. Nearly to the center. Not much farther.

A sickening crack! reverberated across the ice. Water sloshed over the tops of her boots. Slush beneath her feet. The realization of a mistake. Another step and the ice crumbled. A trapdoor swallowing her feet first and sucking her down. The shock of cold burned like fire against her skin. She spread her arms, hands slapping against the ice. But the momentum dragged her down, plunging her into freezing blackness. Water closed over her face. Cold ripped the breath from her lungs.

Darkness and panic and underwater silence. On instinct, she kicked her feet. Paddled with her hands. She was a strong swimmer, had swam the length of this lake a dozen times last summer. Her face broke the surface. She sucked in a single breath. Chest too tight. Bottomless cold beneath her.

Sputtering, she reached for the jagged edge of the ice, gripped it with gloved hands and tried to pull herself out of the water. Her shoulders cleared, but the ice broke off in her hands, plunging her back in. Her boots were filled with water. Using her right foot, she toed off the left boot. One foot bare. Body quaking with cold. She could still make it …

Kicking hard, she grabbed the edge of the ice, tried to heave her body from the water. Again, the ice crumbled, sending her back into the water. No, she thought. No! Another wild grab. The ice was solid this time. A scream tore from her throat as she heaved herself upward, but her coat was waterlogged. She wasn’t strong enough to pull herself out.

“No…” She’d intended to scream, but the word was little more than a kitten’s mewl.

For the first time it occurred to her that she might have to abandon her plan. The thought of failure outraged her. After all the preparation, the hope and planning, after seeing to every detail, she was going to drown in this stinking fucking lake like some dumb animal that had wandered onto thin ice.

“No!” She tried to slam her fist down on the ice, but her arm flailed weakly. Instead, she reached out and clung to the frozen edge. Shivering. Teeth chattering uncontrollably. Strength dwindling with astounding speed.

Through the driving snow, she caught sight of the figure. Twenty feet away, watching her. She tried to speak, but her mouth refused to move. She raised her hand, a frozen claw against the night sky. She couldn’t believe this was happening. That her life would end this way. After everything she’d been through. So close, and now no one would ever know …

Exhaustion tugged at her, promising her a place that was warm and soft and comforting. It would be so easy to let go of the ice and give in. End the nightmare once and for all.

Her fingers slipped. Her face dipped beneath the surface. Water in her mouth. In her nose. Body convulsing. Too weak to fight. She broke the surface, coughing and spitting, the taste of mud in her mouth. She looked at the figure, no longer a threat, but her only chance to live.

“Help,” she whispered.

The figure lay bellydown on the ice. A branch scraped across the snow-covered surface. “Grab on,” the voice told her. “Take it and hold tight.”

Hope flickered inside her. A candle fighting to stay lit in a gale. She reached for the branch with hands no longer her own. She couldn’t feel them, but watched as her gloved fingers closed around the base.

Ice scraped her coat as she was pulled out, breaking beneath her weight at first, then holding. Closing her eyes, she clung to the stick. Then she was laid out on the ice, still gripping the branch, unable to release it. Violent tremors racking her body. Cold tearing into her flesh like cannibal teeth. Her hair was already beginning to freeze, sticking to her face like strips of cloth.

She was aware of movement, booted feet in the snow. Then she was being dragged toward shore. When she opened her eyes, she saw the black skeletons of the tree branches against the night sky. Strong hands beneath her arms.

She looked up at the sky. Snow slanting down. Her feet leaving furrows in the snow. And she wondered: How will I run without my boot?


CHAPTER 1

Dusk arrives early and without fanfare in northeastern Ohio in late January. It’s not yet five P.M. and already the woods on the north side of Hogpath Road are alive with shadows. I’m behind the wheel of my city-issue Explorer, listening to the nearly nonexistent activity on my police radio, uncharacteristically anxious for my shift to end. In the field to my left, the falling snow has transformed the cut cornstalks to an army of miniature skeletal snowmen. It’s the first snow of what has been a mild season so far, but with a low-pressure system barreling down from Canada, the situation is about to change. By morning, my small police department and I will undoubtedly be dealing with a slew of accidents, hopefully none too serious.

My name is Kate Burkholder and I’m the chief of police of Painters Mill, Ohio, a township of just over 5,300 souls, half of whom are Amish, including my own family. I left the fold when I was eighteen, not an easy feat when all I’d ever known was the plain life. After a disastrous first year on my own in nearby Columbus, I earned my GED and landed an unlikely part-time job: answering phones at a police substation. I spent my evenings at the local community college, eventually earning an associate’s degree in criminal justice. A year later, I graduated from the police academy and became a patrol officer. Over the next six years, I worked my way up to homicide detective and became the youngest female to make the cut.

When my mamm passed away a couple years later, I returned to Painters Mill, my past, and my estranged Amish family. The police chief had recently retired and the town council and mayor—citing my law enforcement experience and my knowledge of the Amish culture—asked me to fill the position. They’d been looking for a candidate who could bridge a cultural gap that directly affected the local economy. My roots had been calling to me for quite some time, and after weeks of soul-searching, I accepted the position and never looked back.

Most of the Amish have forgiven me the transgressions of my youth. I may be an Englischer now, but when I smile or wave, most return the gesture. A few of the Old Order and Swartzentruber families still won’t speak to me. When I greet them—even in my first language of Pennsilfaanisch Deitsch—they turn away or pretend they didn’t notice. I don’t take it personally. I like to call that part of my repatriation a work in progress.

My own family wasn’t much different at first. Early on, my sister and brother would barely speak to me. In keeping with the Anabaptist tenet of excluding the wicked from the group, they’d effectively excommunicated me. We’re still not as close as we once were; chances are we’ll never again find the special bond we shared as children. But we’ve made headway. My siblings invite me into their homes and take meals with me. It’s a trend I hope will continue.

I’m anticipating the evening ahead—a quiet dinner at the farm where I live with my lover, John Tomasetti. He’s also in law enforcement—an agent with the Ohio Bureau of Criminal Investigation. I love him, and I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual. Like any couple, we’ve encountered a few bumps along the way, mostly because of our pasts—both of which are slightly checkered. But he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and when I think of the future, it makes me happy to know he’s part of it.

I’m doing fifty, headlights on, wipers making a valiant attempt to keep the snow at bay. I’ve just crested the hill at the intersection of County Road 13 when the buggy materializes out of nowhere. I cut the wheel hard to the left and stomp the brake. The Explorer fishtails, but I steer into the skid. For an instant, I think I’m going to plow into the back of the buggy. Then the tires catch asphalt and my vehicle comes to an abrupt halt on the gravel shoulder on the opposite side of the road.

I sit there for a moment, gripping the wheel, waiting for the adrenaline to subside. Several thoughts strike my brain at once. I didn’t see the buggy until I was nearly upon it. The accident would have been my fault. Everyone on board probably would have been injured—or worse.

Through the passenger side window, I see the horse come to a stop. Flipping on my overhead emergency lights, I back up so that I’m behind the buggy to protect it from oncoming traffic. I grab my Maglite from the seat pocket and get out, noticing immediately that there’s no lantern or reflective signage anywhere on the buggy.

The driver exits the buggy as I approach. I keep my beam low to avoid blinding him as I take his measure. Male. Six feet tall. Mid-thirties. Black jacket. Black, flat-brimmed hat. Matching steel-wool beard that hangs to his belly. His clothes, along with the fact that the buggy is without a windshield, tell me he’s Swartzentruber. I’ve seen him around town, but I’ve never spoken to him. I don’t know his name.

“Guder Ohvet,” I begin. Good evening.

He blinks, surprised that I speak Pennsylvania Dutch, and responds in kind.

Leaning forward slightly, I shine my beam into the buggy. A thirtyish Amish woman, also clad in black, and six children ranging in age from infant to preteen are huddled in the rear, their legs covered with two knitted afghans. The woman is holding a baby. Dismay swirls in my gut when I’m reminded how this could have turned out.

“And Wie bischt du heit?” I ask the woman. How are you today?

She averts her gaze.

“Miah bin zimmlich gut,” comes the man’s voice from the front. We are good.

When dealing with the Amish in an official capacity, particularly the Old Order or Swartzentruber, I always make an effort to put them at ease before getting down to police business. Smiling at the woman, I lean back and address the man. “Sis kald heit.” It’s cold today.

“Ja.”

“What’s your name, sir?”

“Elam Shetler.”

“Do you have an ID card, Mr. Shetler?”

He shakes his head. “We are Swartzentruber,” he tells me, as if that explains everything.

To me, it does. The Amish don’t drive; if they need to travel a long distance, they hire a driver. Most do not have driver’s licenses, but apply for DMV-issued ID cards. Not so with the Swartzentruber, whose belief system prevents them from having their photographs taken.

“Mr. Shetler, I came over that hill and didn’t see your buggy.” I motion toward the vehicle in question. “I couldn’t help but notice you don’t have a lantern or reflective signage.”

“Ornamentation,” he mutters in Pennsylvania Dutch.

“I nearly struck your buggy.” I nod toward his wife and children. “Someone could have been seriously injured.”

“I trust in God, not some Englischer symbol.”

“Ich fashtay.” I understand. “But it’s the law, Mr. Shetler.”

“God will take care of us.”

“Or maybe He’d prefer you put a slow-moving vehicle sign on your buggy so you and your family live long, happy lives.”

For an instant he’s not sure how to respond. Then he barks out a laugh. “Sell is nix as baeffzes.” That is nothing but trifling talk.

“The Revised Ohio Code requires reflective signage on all slow-moving vehicles.” I lower my voice. “I was there the night Paul Borntrager and his children were killed, Mr. Shetler. It was a terrible thing to behold. I don’t want that to happen to you or your family.”

I can tell by the Amish man’s expression that my words are falling on deaf ears. His mind is made up, and he won’t change it for me or anyone else. I’m trying to decide whether to cite him when my phone vibrates against my hip. I glance down to see Tomasetti’s number on the display.

Opting to call him back, I return my attention to Shetler. “Next time I see you on the road without the proper signage,” I tell him, “I will cite you. You will pay a fine. Do you understand?”

“I believe we are finished here.” Turning away, he climbs back into the buggy.

I stand on the shoulder, listening to the jingle of the horse’s harness and the clip-clop of shod hooves as he guides the buggy back onto the asphalt and drives away.

Snow falls softly on my shoulders. The cut cornstalks whisper at me to let it go. “Jackass,” I mutter.

I’m sliding behind the wheel when my radio cracks. “Chief?” comes the voice of my second-shift dispatcher.

I pick up my mike. “What’s up, Jodie?”

“You’ve got visitors here at the station.”

“Visitors?” For an instant I envision my sister or brother sitting in the reception area, feeling out of place while they wait for me to show. “Who is it?”

“Agent Tomasetti, some suit from BCI, and an agent from New York.”

My memory pings. Tomasetti had mentioned a few days ago that the deputy superintendent wanted to talk to me about an investigation. But the meeting hadn’t yet been scheduled and he didn’t have any details. Odd that they would drop by after hours on a snowy afternoon without giving me a heads-up. Even more unusual that one of the men is from New York.

“Any idea what they want?” I ask.

“I don’t know, but they look kind of serious, Chief.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Like there might be something big going on.”

“Tell them I’ll be there in ten minutes.” Perplexed, trying not to be aggravated, I put the Explorer in gear and start toward the station, hoping Elam Shetler and his family make it home safely.

*   *   *

I arrive at the station to find Tomasetti’s Tahoe and an unmarked brown Crown Vic with New York plates parked next to my reserved spot. There’s already a dusting of snow on the vehicles. I park and high-tail it inside. When I enter reception, I find my second-shift dispatcher, Jodie, sitting at her desk, eyes closed, drumming her palms against her desktop to Adele’s “Rolling in the Deep.”

Usually, her workaday antics are a source of entertainment for all of us. Since we have official visitors this afternoon, I’m not quite as amused. I’m midway to her desk when she opens her eyes. She starts at the sight of me, then quickly turns off the radio. “Hey, Chief.”

I pluck messages from my slot. “Any idea where our visitors are?”

“Agent Tomasetti’s showing them the jail in the base—”

“Right here, Chief,” comes Tomasetti’s voice from the hall.

He’s still clad in the charcoal suit and lavender tie he put on at seven this morning. He’s wearing his professional face, no smile for me, and I know this isn’t a happenstance visit. The two men coming down the hall behind him aren’t here for a tour of my single-cell basement jail.

“Hi … Agent Tomasetti.” It’s a ridiculously formal greeting considering we’ve been living together for over a year.

“Hi.” Two strides and he extends his hand. “Sorry for the last-minute notice.”

“No problem. I was on my way here anyway.”

“Heavy weather in store for New York tomorrow,” he explains. “Investigator Betancourt wants to drive back tonight, before the roads get too bad.”

“Long drive.” I turn my attention to the two men coming up beside Tomasetti. I don’t recognize either of them, but I can tell by their demeanors that they’re law enforcement. Overly direct gazes. Suits off the rack. Taking my measure with a little too much intensity. Grim expressions that relay nothing in terms of emotion or mood. That cop attitude I know so well. I catch a glimpse of a leather shoulder holster peeking out from beneath the taller man’s jacket.

Tomasetti makes introductions. “This is Deputy Superintendent Lawrence Bates with BCI.” He motions to a tall, lanky man with an angular face and skin that’s deeply lined, probably from years on the golf course. Blue eyes behind square-rimmed glasses. Hairline just beginning to recede. The slight odor of cigarettes he tried to mask with chewing gum and cologne.

I extend my hand. “Nice to meet you, Deputy Superintendent Bates.”

He brushes off the formal title with a grin that belies an otherwise serious demeanor. “Larry, please.” He has a firm grip. Dry palm. Quick release. “I patently deny whatever Tomasetti has told you about me.”

I return the grin. “I hope so.”

Tomasetti motions to the other man. I guess him to be about the same age as Bates. Conservatively dressed in a gray suit, white shirt, red tie, he looks more like a fed than a statie. He’s not much taller than me, but he’s built like a bulldog and has a face to match. Dark, heavy-lidded eyes just starting to go bloodshot. Five o’clock shadow. He’s got long day written all over him.

“This is Frank Betancourt, senior investigator with the BCI division of the New York State Police.”

I detect calluses on his hand when we shake, telling me he spends a good bit of his time at the gym lifting weights. His eyes are direct, and when I look at him, he holds my gaze.

“You’re a long way from home,” I tell him.

“That’s not such a bad thing this time of year.” His smile is an afterthought, his jowls dropping quickly back into a frown.

A pause ensues. An awkward moment when no one says anything. And I realize that with the niceties out of the way, they’re anxious to get down to business.

Bates rubs his hands together. “Can we have a few minutes of your time, Chief Burkholder? We’ve got a developing situation in upstate New York we’d like to discuss with you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Tomasetti scowl.

“We can talk in my office.” I motion toward the door and lead the way inside. “Anyone want coffee?”

All three men decline, telling me they’re seasoned enough to know that police stations and decent coffee is an oxymoron. Tomasetti and Bates settle into the visitor chairs adjacent to my desk. Betancourt chooses to stand and claims his place near the door.

I remove my coat, hang it on the rack next to the window, and slide into my chair. “It’s not often that we have visitors from BCI or the New York State Police,” I begin.

“Tomasetti tells me you used to be Amish,” Bates says.

“I was. I was born here in Painters Mill to Amish parents, but I left when I was eighteen.”

“You speak German?”

“Yes, I’m fluent in Pennsylvania Dutch.” For the first time, a tinge of annoyance nips at me. I feel as if I’m being held in suspense; they want something but they’re being coy about tipping me off because they suspect I may refuse. I wish they’d stop beating around the bush and get to the point. “What exactly can I do for you?”

Bates looks at me over the tops of his glasses. “A couple months ago, the sheriff up in St. Lawrence County—Jim Walker—contacted the state police for help with a developing situation inside an Amish community.” He motions to Betancourt. “Frank was assigned the case and had been working with Jim. Two weeks ago, Jim suffered a heart attack. He’s on leave and everything was sort of put on a back burner. Things heated back up three days ago when an Amish girl was found frozen to death in the woods a few miles from her home.

“This Amish settlement straddles two counties, St. Lawrence and Franklin, so we contacted the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department and brought in Sheriff Dan Suggs. It didn’t take them long to realize neither agency had the resources to see this thing through.”

The state police usually have a pretty decent budget and resources galore with which to assist small-town law enforcement. In this case, however, the police lab and databases are not the kinds of investigative tools the sheriff needs. And for the first time I know what they want from me.

“We’re familiar with some of the cases you’ve worked here in Painters Mill, Chief Burkholder,” Bates tells me. “You’ve done some impressive police work.” He slants a nod at Tomasetti. “I talked to John about your particular skill set, and I thought you might be able to assist with this case.”

Bates motions to Betancourt. “Since Tomasetti and I are pretty much window dressing, I’ll turn it over to Frank.”

Betancourt comes to life. “On January twenty-first, a couple of hunters found the body of fifteen-year-old Rachel Esh in the woods a few miles from where she lived.”

His style differs greatly from Bates’s, who seems more politician than cop, preferring to ease into a conversation with a joke and small talk. Not so with the senior investigator. While Bates is laid-back, Betancourt is intense and jumps into the discussion feetfirst. I get the impression he’s not shy about ruffling feathers, either.

“What was the cause of death?” I ask.

“The autopsy showed she died of hypothermia due to exposure. There was a snowstorm. For some reason she was out in it and froze to death. ME ran a tox, which showed she had traces of OxyContin in her bloodstream at the time of her death.”

“Odd for an Amish girl that age to have drugs in her system,” I say. “Does the sheriff suspect foul play?”

“She got the drugs somewhere.” Betancourt leans closer. “But even more perplexing is the fact that she’d recently been pregnant.”

“Recently pregnant?” I look from man to man. “What do you mean?”

“During the autopsy, the ME found evidence that she’d recently lost a baby. Some fetal material had been left behind.”

“Miscarriage?” I ask.

“ME thinks she had an abortion.”

“Is parental consent required in New York?” I say.

Betancourt shakes his head. “Nope.”

“Is there a boyfriend?” Tomasetti asks. “Anyone talk to him?”

“We talked to a lot of people, including her parents, and no one knows who she’d been seeing. We couldn’t come up with a single name,” Betancourt growls. “No one had ever seen her with a guy. She never talked about him. The family she was living with claimed she didn’t have a boyfriend.”

“So she wasn’t living with her family?” I ask.

Betancourt shakes his head. “Evidently, she had some problems with her parents. She moved in with another family, who are also Amish. Basically, no one seemed to know shit about what might’ve been going on in this girl’s life.”

“Or else they’re not talking.” I think about that for a moment. “Had she been reported missing?”

Betancourt shakes his head. “The family she was living with figured she’d run away, gone back to live with her parents. Apparently, she’d done it before. No one checked.”

“Sometimes the Amish prefer to take care of their own problems,” I tell him. “If they can avoid involving outsiders—including law enforcement—they will, for better or for worse.”

“This time it was for worse,” Bates mutters.

“Interestingly,” Betancourt says, “this girl wasn’t dressed in Amish clothes.”

“That may or may not be relevant.” He gives me a puzzled look so I expand. “At fifteen, she may have been starting Rumspringa, which is a teenage ritual, so to speak, in which Amish youths don’t have to follow the rules in the years leading up to their baptism. The adults pretty much look the other way.” I consider this before continuing. “What was she doing in the woods in that kind of weather?”

“No one knows if she was there of her own accord or if someone took her there and dumped her,” Betancourt replies.

“Sheriff Suggs tells us the Amish up there aren’t very forthcoming,” Bates says. “He’s not getting much in terms of cooperation.”

“How did the ME rule on manner of death?” Tomasetti asks.

“Undetermined,” Bates replies.

Betancourt nods. “That didn’t sit well with Jim. Frankly, doesn’t sit well with me, either. I mean, we have a dead fifteen-year-old kid who’d ingested OxyContin. Gotten herself pregnant. Had an abortion. Froze to death in the woods. And no one will tell us shit.”

“What’s the age of consent in New York?” I ask.

“Seventeen,” Betancourt says. “There’s a Romeo and Juliet law, but if the guy who got her pregnant is more than four years older than our girl, we got him on statutory rape.”

“Do the parents know about the abortion?” I ask.

“Didn’t even know she was pregnant.”

Tomasetti shrugs. “You check with local clinics? Area doctors?”

Betancourt and Bates exchange a look. “ME thinks maybe the abortion wasn’t done at a clinic.”

“Home abortion?” I ask.

“Probably,” Bates replies. “No sign of infection or anything like that, but—and I’m speaking in layman’s terms here—I guess there was some internal damage. Not life-threatening, but present nonetheless.” Sighing, he motions toward his counterpart. “So we got all of this and then the sheriff gets a visit from a neighbor.”

All eyes fall on Betancourt. Expression intense, he leans closer. “A few days after the girl was found, a neighbor, who’d heard about the girl’s death, called Jim Walker at home and informed him that a few weeks before her death, Rachel told her there were ‘bad goings-on’ out at that Amish settlement.”

“What kind of goings-on?” I ask.

“According to the neighbor, the girl clammed up, wouldn’t get into details. But she thought the girl might’ve been referring to some kind of abuse and afraid to talk about it. Apparently, there are a lot of rumors flying around.”

Tomasetti shifts in his chair. “What kind of rumors?”

“The kind that’ll put a chill in your fucking spine.” Betancourt tugs a smartphone from the inside pocket of his jacket. “Sheriff Suggs knows a lot more about the situation than I do. You mind if I put him on speaker?” He doesn’t wait for anyone to respond and scrolls through his phone. “Dan wanted to drive down here with me but couldn’t get away. I got him standing by.”

“Sure.” I slide a couple of files aside to make room for his phone. He sets it on my desktop.

The sheriff answers on the fourth ring with a stern “Yeah.”

“You’re on speaker, Dan. I’m here in Painters Mill, Ohio, and I got Chief Kate Burkholder with me.” A quick nod at me and he identifies Tomasetti and Bates. “I briefed them on the situation up there in Roaring Springs. We’re wondering if you can give us the particulars.”

“All I got is rumors mostly.” A scraping sound as the sheriff shifts the phone. “Let me give you guys some background first to help fill in some of the blanks and put all this into perspective. About twelve years ago, several Amish families moved from Geauga County, Ohio to a rural area outside Roaring Springs.”

“Geauga County isn’t far from Painters Mill,” I tell him.

“We’re located in upstate New York, by the way, about twenty miles from the Canadian border, not far from Malone.” He sighs. “Anyway, over the years, these Amish families established a solid settlement and integrated into the community. They were good citizens, good neighbors, and their presence here was, frankly, good for the town. Some of the local merchants started doing business with the Amish, selling everything from eggs to quilts to furniture. Folks started coming into Roaring Springs from miles around to buy things. Tourists started showing up. Everything changed three years ago when the bishop passed away and the congregation nominated an Amish preacher by the name of Eli Schrock.”

“Name’s not familiar,” I tell him.

“Rumor has it that Schrock—and a few of his followers—felt the previous bishop had been too lenient with the rules, so Schrock tightened the screws. I’ve heard he’s big into the separation thing. Most of the Amish stopped coming into town, stopped selling their trinkets, and basically stayed away.” He huffs a short laugh. “Mayor didn’t like it much; he was banking on Roaring Springs being the next Lancaster County. Of course, the Amish weren’t breaking any laws and they’re certainly entitled to stay separate if that’s what they want.

“Once Schrock took over, the Amish community just kind of faded away. We saw their buggies and hay wagons around on occasion, but they were quiet and law enforcement never had a problem with them. No neighbor disputes or anything like that. Honestly, no one paid much attention to them until this dead girl showed up.”

“Where was the girl living?” I ask.

Papers rattle on the other end. “With Abe and Mary Gingerich.”

“What’s your take on them?”

“Talked to them at length after the girl was found. They’re decent. Religious. Quiet. They were pretty broken up about the girl, but I got the impression they don’t care much for us non-Amishers.”

“Do you have a sense of what might be going on, Sheriff Suggs?” I ask.

“I’ve been sheriff of Franklin County for more than sixteen years. I know this county like the back of my hand. But honestly, Chief, I don’t know shit about what goes on up there in that Amish settlement.” He sighs heavily. “Look, I don’t judge people because of how they dress or what they believe. I sure don’t have anything against the Amish. But it’s sort of common knowledge around here that some of those people are odd.”

“Anything specific?” Tomasetti asks.

“Last summer, there was this Amish kid, ten or so years old, came into town with his mom. The cashier at the grocery noticed he had bruises all over his legs. She called us, claiming they looked like whip marks. One of my deputies drove out there. No one would talk to him—not a soul stepped forward. So we involved Child Protective Services. They investigated but were unable to locate the boy or the family.

“In addition to that, we’ve had a couple of phone calls in the last year. Anonymous. One female claimed people were being held against their will. We were able to trace both calls to the Amish pay phone a mile or so down the road from the settlement. I went out there myself, but as was the case with the boy, no one would talk to me and I was never able to locate the woman who’d made the call or anyone who would substantiate her allegations.”

Betancourt makes a sound of disapproval. “Tell them about Schrock.”

“Eli Schrock is the bishop out there. He’s a charismatic guy. Smart. Well spoken. Devout. Respected by the community. Followers are loyal. I mean these people are devoted to him.” He pauses. “All that said, there are rumors flying around that some of his followers are scared of him and afraid to speak out. That he’s been known to punish people who don’t follow the rules.”

“What kind of punishments?” Tomasetti inquires.

“Allegedly, he locked one guy in a chicken coop. Held him there for two or three days without food. I heard secondhand that a young man took a few lashes from a buggy whip. One of my deputies says he was told of at least one family that fled in the middle of the night, leaving everything they couldn’t carry behind, lest they be stopped by Schrock or one of his followers.”

“Any charges filed?” Tomasetti asks.

“Again, no one will talk to us. No one will come forward,” Suggs tells him. “Not a damn soul. I spent some time out there after the Esh girl was found. Had a couple of deputies with me, and we couldn’t get anyone to answer a single question.”

“What’s the settlement like?” I ask.

“Eight hundred acres of farmland and forest. River cuts through, so there are some ravines, too. It’s pretty isolated. Rugged in places. Pretty as hell in summer. Schrock bought it at a rock-bottom price when he first arrived twelve years ago. Moved into the old farmhouse. Lived quietly up until the previous bishop passed away.”

“How many people live there?” Bates asks.

“I’d say there are a dozen or so families. The Amish built some nice homes. No electricity, of course. They built barns, too. Got some cattle and horses. A few hogs. They farm the land. Corn and wheat. Hay. Had a couple trailer homes brought in, too. Most of the families have their own land. Only way I know all this is property tax records. Solid information is tough to come by because the community’s interaction with the rest of the town is pretty much nonexistent.”

Betancourt looks from Tomasetti to Bates, his eyes finally landing on me. “Sheriff’s department is worried about the kids out there.”

“Especially after this girl showed up dead,” Suggs says.

“How many kids?” I ask.

“There are at least forty children under the age of eighteen living inside the settlement. After the Esh girl was found, we sent two social workers from Child Protective Services out there. There’s no indication of abuse, neglect, or maltreatment. But frankly, I don’t think CPS got the whole story.”

Tomasetti eyes Betancourt; his expression isn’t friendly. “What do you want with Chief Burkholder?”

Betancourt stares back, unmoved. Tension clamps bony fingers around the back of my neck.

“I think those kids are at risk,” the investigator says. “I think Schrock is abusing his followers. I think people are afraid to come forward, and if we don’t get someone in there to figure out what the hell’s going on, someone else is going to show up dead, or just disappear and no one will be the wiser. Someone in law enforcement needs to get in there and get to the bottom of things.”

“Undercover?” Tomasetti asks.

“That would be ideal,” Suggs tells him. “Problem is, we have no one who meets that particular criteria.”

“You need someone who understands the culture, has some insights into the religion; someone who knows the language,” Bates adds.

“So whoever goes in,” I say slowly, “would need to pose as an Amish person and become part of the community.”

“Exactly,” Suggs replies.

A beat of silence ensues.

“You mean me,” I say.

“I know it sounds kind of extreme…” Betancourt begins.

Tomasetti cuts him off. “Not to mention dangerous. Especially if Schrock is unstable or fanatical or both.”

Betancourt takes the comment in stride. “We would create an identity for you. Set up some form of communication. And of course, we’d pay for travel, housing … whatever supplies and clothing you’d need.”

“The county will pay your salary while you’re there,” Suggs adds. “You’ll be officially deputized and work on a contract basis with Franklin County.”

“You’ve got the background and the experience, Chief Burkholder.” Bates offers a full-fledged smile. “Besides, you’re the only cop we could find in the country who’s fluent in Pennsylvania Dutch.”
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