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Simple Secrets





DEDICATION
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Chapter One

She wants a talking pizza on the cover.”

Grant slid my proposal across the desk until it rested in front of me. His dark eyes narrowed, warning me not to argue. We both knew it was useless, but I couldn’t stop myself. I’d worked hard on a menu cover for Pizzazz Pizza. The lines were clean and bold, the graphics eye-catching.

“You know pizzas don’t actually speak, right?” An attempt to keep a note of sarcasm out of my voice failed miserably.

He sighed and ran his hand through his short salt-and-pepper hair. Managing an advertising agency isn’t easy, and Grant works with more problem clients than most. Grantham Design is a mid-range firm. Not the worst but not the best. Grant’s dream is to make it to the top like Sawyer, Higgins, and Smith, the number one advertising firm in Wichita. I’m pretty sure I knew what those guys would tell Olivia Pennington to do with her chatty Italian pie if this was their account. But unfortunately for Grant and me, we couldn’t afford to lose her as a client.

I sighed and picked up my beautiful proposal. Maybe I could make it work for someone else—a client who was savvy enough to leave designing to the designers.

“A talking pizza,” he said once again. “And don’t get too creative, Gracie.”

“Exactly what every designer strives for, a complete lack of imagination.”

“Just make it work.” With that, he turned and strolled out of my office, leaving me with a rejected design and a verbal food product in my future. I stared out the window at the deli across the street. Feeling hunger pangs, I glanced at my watch. Maybe I could consider the new menu design over lunch. Uptown Bistro serves the best hummus in town. Just thinking about it made my mouth water. My jaw dropped when I saw the time. Nine thirty? How could it only be nine thirty?

I flashed back to the excitement I’d experienced two years earlier when I graduated from college with a degree in graphic design. I was determined to set the design world on fire. But since then I’d discovered that the real world is a lot different than what I’d imagined. Most clients aren’t interested in seeing my ideas. Instead, they boldly declare that they “know exactly what they want.” Unfortunately, their brilliant suggestions are simply remakes of overused, hackneyed concepts, completely inappropriate for their needs. Like a talking pizza. I rubbed my forehead, trying to rid myself of the beginnings of a tension headache. Sometimes I felt like a kid who’d been handed a box of crayons and admonished to “color in the lines” without any chance for creativity or fresh ideas.

I put the Pizzazz Pizza packet in my drawer and stared at my computer screen. Well, if she wanted chatty food, I’d give her chatty food. At that moment, several ideas popped into my head that would make for interesting dialogue. Of course, none of them were appropriate for a family night out at the local pizza parlor. Then I began to wonder just what a pepperoni-covered pastry would say if it could talk. I was pretty sure it would scream “Help!” as loudly as possible since it was about to be sliced into pieces and devoured. However, I doubted seriously that Olivia Pennington would appreciate the humor behind such an idea. A few other entertaining concepts were drifting through my mind when the phone rang.

“Hello, Snicklefritz!”

I sighed into the phone. “Dad, I thought you were going to stop calling me that.”

“Grace Marie, I’ve been calling you Snicklefritz ever since you were a little girl. You used to like it.”

I leaned back in my chair and stared at the framed photograph of my parents that sat on the edge of my desk. “But I’m not five anymore. What if you accidentally use it in public again—like you did at graduation?”

My dad laughed. “Your friend Stacy said I was ‘darling.’”

“Stacy was not and never will be my friend, Dad. She told everyone about that silly nickname. There are still people from school who call me Snicklefritz.”

My dad’s hearty laughter made me grab a strand of hair and twirl it around my finger—a nervous habit I couldn’t seem to shake.

“So what’s up?” My stomach tightened a notch. He usually never contacts me at work unless something’s wrong. Like two weeks ago when he told me he’d broken his leg and would be out of commission for a while. And the call last year after Mom was diagnosed with cancer. Thank God, she’s fine now.

“Honey, we got word today that your uncle Benjamin passed away.”

My stomach relaxed, and I let go of my hair. I’d never even met my father’s only brother. He lived in a little Mennonite town somewhere in northeast Kansas.

“What happened, Dad?”

There was a prolonged silence. When he spoke, my father’s voice trembled slightly.

“It was his heart, Gracie.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, honey. I just wish…”

“You tried everything you could to mend your fences with him, Dad. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

A shaky sigh came through the receiver. “I know that, but it doesn’t make it any easier right now.”

“Do you need me to come home? When’s the funeral?”

“The community has already held the service.”

“You mean no one told you about your own brother’s funeral?” I didn’t even try to keep the indignation out of my voice. “What kind of people are these? Is it because you’re banned or something?”

“Now don’t jump to conclusions. Turns out Benjamin left strict instructions that this was the way he wanted it. The pastor who called me felt badly but didn’t know what else to do except to honor my brother’s wishes. He—he also wanted me to know about Benjamin’s will.”

“So what did he leave you?” It couldn’t be much due to Benjamin’s lifestyle.

“He didn’t leave me anything, honey. My brother left his house in Harmony, along with all of his belongings to you, Gracie.”

Goofy talking pizzas had obviously warped my brain. My father’s words made no sense.

“What? He left what to who?”

“Left what to whom, Gracie.”

“Dad, this is not the time to correct my English. Why in the world would Uncle Benjamin leave me his estate? He didn’t even know me.”

“I don’t know, honey. The congregation we belonged to when I was young believed in The Ban. Benjamin embraced the practice the rest of his life, even though the church as a whole doesn’t do it anymore. You were born after your mom and I left Harmony. Since you were never part of the church, I guess in Benjamin’s mind you’re the only relative left who isn’t off-limits.” He sighed. “You know, my brother wasn’t always so judgmental. Originally, Benjamin fully supported my decision to leave Harmony. But after your mom and I settled in Fairbury, something happened. He changed—and not for the better.” My father paused. “I wish I’d taken him with me when I left. Maybe things would have turned out differently.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I really am. But this still doesn’t make any sense.” It would take some time before I could grasp the idea that I was now a property owner in a little Mennonite town.

“I wish I could help you more, Gracie. But with this leg, I can’t travel. And Mom needs to stay here to take care of me. I’m overnighting the papers so you can look at them yourself. You’ll have to decide what to do from there.”

“Seems to me that Uncle Benjamin took a big chance leaving everything to someone he didn’t know. I might decide to sell the land and plant a Motel 6 in the middle of Harmony.”

My dad chuckled. “Well, that would definitely shake things up a bit.” He hesitated for a moment. “Your mother and I left Harmony because the bishop of our church opposed our marriage even though our parents supported us. He ruled that town, Gracie. His judgmental attitudes made life unbearable. But your mother reminds me that he’s been gone a long time. Pastor Mueller, the man who called today, seemed nice. Very understanding. Not at all like Bishop Angstadt. I’m not crazy about the idea of your going to Harmony alone, but your mother tells me I’m overreacting. Pastor Mueller said he would do everything he could to help you. He sounded very sincere.”

“Send me the papers, Dad. I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do about this.”

“I don’t want to make your mind up for you, Snickle… er, Gracie. But maybe you could go for at least a week or two. See if you can find someone to buy the place. The money would certainly create a nice nest egg for your future. And while you’re there, you could rescue some of the possessions that belonged to Mama and Papa so they can stay in the family. When my folks left Harmony, they deeded the house to Benjamin and left almost all their belongings behind. My guess is that Benjamin kept most of our family heirlooms. It would mean a lot to me if we could get them back.” He paused and took a deep breath. “But once you get them, if you feel uncomfortable in Harmony, I want you to turn around and come home. Forget the stuff. You’re more important than any heirlooms. Promise me, Gracie.”

“Okay, I promise.” My dad tends to be overdramatic when it comes to me. His emotional response to their old hometown didn’t alarm me. I suddenly thought of my grandfather. “Dad, are you going to tell Papa that Benjamin died?

“No. Mom and I have talked about it. I don’t know if he even remembers Benjamin anymore. It would just confuse him, I’m afraid.”

Papa Joe lived in a nursing home and was in the last stages of Alzheimer’s. Mama Essie had passed away almost five years ago. They’d never been able to understand why Benjamin had turned his back on the family and stayed in Harmony. Now it was too late for them to reconcile. At least in this world.

Harmony. Strange name for a place that had brought so much destruction to the Temple family. Would this gift from my uncle help to heal the past, or would it bring even more pain? It was impossible to know the answer to that question by just sitting in my office.

I smiled down at the sketches of Pizzazz Pizza’s new logo. Let Grant figure out what conversational cuisine says.

I was going to Harmony.





Chapter Two

With a promise from my best friend, Allison, to look after my cat and a warning from Grant that I had to be back in two weeks for an important client meeting, I took off Friday morning for Harmony, Kansas. After leaving Wichita, the only towns I saw along the way were small, rural places where life looked much slower and more relaxed than it did in the city. I was reminded of life in tiny Fairbury, Nebraska, where I’d been raised. As a teenager, I felt as if I lived behind a big picture window, destined to watch the world go by without actually being a part of it. Getting a job and moving to the big city had been a dream come true. Surprisingly, as I watched the countryside rush by, I felt a twinge of nostalgia for the way things used to be. My reaction surprised me. I had everything I wanted in Wichita—a job with an ad agency, an apartment downtown, and more friends than my entire high school class in Fairbury. I dismissed my errant feelings as a case of homesickness. It had been almost two months since I’d seen my mother and father. After I returned from Harmony, I’d schedule a weekend trip to Nebraska.

I stopped for lunch in a place called Walalusa. As with many small towns, the local diner had two distinct qualities you could count on—curious stares from the regulars and a burger loaded with grease, fried onions, and dripping cheese. Thirty minutes later I left with a full tummy, a bag of homemade peanut butter cookies, a pat on the back from a waitress named Floreen, and a vow to stop by again on the way home.

After about an hour and several wrong turns, I finally found an old, crooked, weathered sign that pointed the way to Harmony. I kept the notes I’d written from my father’s verbal directions on the seat next to me and drove slowly, watching street signs so I wouldn’t get lost. Homes with modern farm machinery were interspersed with older farmsteads that had horses, ancient tractors, and plows.

I rolled my car window down and breathed in the aroma of wet earth and burgeoning fields planted with wheat, alfalfa, and corn. I’d almost forgotten what the country smelled like.

Eventually I found a signpost that announced my entrance into Harmony. Instead of heading straight to Benjamin’s, I decided to drive around a little. I turned onto what seemed to be the main road, a wide dirt street dotted with buildings. On the corner sat a large white building with a bell tower and a sign that read BETHEL MENNONITE CHURCH. A group of people stood in the front of the church, laughing and talking together. Most of them wore the kind of clothing I’d expected to see. The men had on dark pants, solid-colored shirts, and black or dark blue jackets along with the large brimmed hats that made them recognizable as Mennonites. The women wore dresses that reached almost to their ankles. A couple of them had added another covering—almost like a jumper or apron. A few sported the traditional head covering. But to my surprise, there were also women and men in more contemporary outfits. Jeans, sweatshirts, flannel shirts—even one young woman who wore shorts and a T-shirt.

Several of them looked my way. At first I wondered if it was because of my car, a bright yellow Volkswagen Beetle. But a quick look around revealed I was mistaken. Along with the black buggies and horses I’d expected, quite a few cars were parked on the streets. Some plain and dark with painted bumpers and others quite modern—even new.

On the other side of the huge church was a park with a massive stone water fountain, a small lake, various types of colorful flowers that reached up from well-tended garden plots, freshly painted shelters, and wooden picnic tables large enough to hold an entire family. The landscaping and careful maintenance showed extreme care and concern. I promised myself a visit some afternoon during my trip, accompanied by one of the novels I’d packed away in my suitcase.

As I drove farther down what was obviously the main drag, I couldn’t help but notice the street signs. Although I was currently on the obligatory Main Street, the other interconnecting roads had interesting names like Bethel, Resurrection, and Charity Lane. I wondered if Hope Road was ahead somewhere since Uncle Benjamin had lived north of Main Street and Faith Road.

Harmony certainly had a small town atmosphere, but unlike so many of the abandoned and dying rural communities throughout Kansas, this place was vibrant and alive. I checked out some of the various businesses. Among the rows of neat, colorful buildings with hand-painted signs, I discovered a meat market, a bakery, a candle shop, a clothing store, and a secondhand emporium. Ruth’s Crafts and Creations caught my eye, and Mary’s Kitchen looked to be doing a brisk business, even though it was three in the afternoon. Lights sparkled from inside several buildings, and a bearded man in dark clothes and a wide-brimmed straw hat was using a phone attached to the wall outside. Old-fashioned streetlamps lined both sides of Main Street, and benches sat along the boardwalk, each one filled with men deep in conversation or women doing needlework while they talked and laughed together.

Harmony bustled with activity, and the residents certainly weren’t the dour, grim people I thought I’d encounter. This wasn’t the town my father had described at all, but a charming place full of happy people. Spring flowers blossomed in window boxes. Honeysuckle bloomed over handrails and climbed up the sides of buildings. Children ran up and down the covered, wooden sidewalks, giggling and playing just like children anywhere else. I had the strangest feeling I’d stepped back in time and landed inside a Norman Rockwell painting. The real world seemed far away from this place—as if Harmony had found a way to banish it outside its borders.

I drove all the way through town, continuing to draw stares from people I passed. Just like every other small town, everyone knows when a stranger is among them. Feeling a little uneasy with the attention, I headed for Uncle Benjamin’s. At the place where the businesses ended and houses began, I found the hand-painted street sign that read Faith Road. At the corner of Faith Road and Main Street stood another church, this one much more modern. The square redbrick building sported a sloping roof and a large metal cross attached to its front face. A sign sat a few feet from the road that read Harmony Church. Two churches in a town this size just added to my list of surprises. Dad had only mentioned Bethel—the Mennonite church my family had once attended.

Following my father’s instructions, I turned north and drove for about a mile, leaving the town behind. This area was much more rural with only a few simple houses nestled in the middle of fields planted with newly budding crops. Before reaching my final destination, I came upon a huge, red Victorian-style house with white trim. It sat back from the road and was surrounded by a large orchard. I slowed my car and stared. It had a wraparound porch with a creamy white railing. Two gleaming ivory rockers sat on the porch, and baskets of flowering green plants hung from the roof. The effect was striking—almost breathtaking. I noticed a very modern tractor parked next to a large red barn and an old beat-up truck in the driveway. I’d anticipated stark houses without beauty or style. Either my preconceived notions were wrong, or the people who owned this house weren’t Mennonite.

I continued down the dirt road until I found Uncle Benjamin’s. His house had the plain white paint I’d expected, but the two-story structure was actually quite charming. A nice-sized porch was attached to the front of the home. Large yellow tulips bloomed next to the steps, and beautiful purple irises, surrounded by a circle of stones, graced the middle of the yard. Purple irises. Mama Essie’s favorite flowers. Had she originally planted the garden? Since it was late April, the flowers were anointed with the joie de vivre of spring, and as I stepped out of the car, their aroma greeted me. An old oak tree sheltered the porch, and a lone, cream-colored rocking chair sat waiting for an owner who would never return. I’d seen quite a few wooden rockers on Main Street. It was a safe bet they’d been crafted in Harmony.

As I approached the steps, I noticed two sparrows sitting on the railing. I thought they’d take flight when they saw me, but instead they stared at me with interest until I put my foot on the first wooden stair. As I watched them fly away and land on a branch in the oak tree, I discovered the reason for their lack of fear. Dangling from the branches was a brightly painted bird feeder. There were also several birdhouses hanging nearby, along with a large, multiholed house attached to the trunk of the tree. I’d never seen birdhouses like these. Each was solidly built out of wood and adorned with pictures of birds and flowers. Beautiful and colorful cardinals, blue jays, and sparrows decorated each structure. Tiny heads poked out of the houses while the birds from the porch sat on branches near the large feeder. They were obviously used to being cared for.

I fumbled around, trying to find the key that had been sent with Benjamin’s papers. I’d just grasped it when the sound of a loud, gravelly voice split the silence. I almost dropped my key.

“Hey, just whatcha think you’re doin’ there, lady?”

I turned around to find a woman staring at me suspiciously. A round orb of a human being, she wore faded denim overalls over a dingy, torn T-shirt. Her feet were encased in old ratty sneakers caked with dirt. A lack of makeup and graying hair pulled into a messy bun made it hard to determine her age, but I guessed her to be somewhere near sixty.

She took a few steps closer. “I asked you just what you was doin’ at that door, lady,” she said, her face screwed up like a prune. “I knowed the man who lived there, and you ain’t him. You ain’t even his ghost.”

After my initial shock, I recovered my voice. “I–I’m Benjamin Temple’s niece. He—he left this house to me.” I cleared my throat and forced myself to calm down. “I’m Gracie Temple,” I said more forcefully. “And you are?”

Unfortunately, she took this as some kind of invitation and clomped her way up to the porch. She squinted as she looked me up and down. I met her gaze without flinching.

“Well, I guess you might actually be lil’ Gracie,” she said finally, her face cracking a smile that showed some gaps in her teeth. “You sure look a lot like old Benny. He was a nice-lookin’ man, your uncle. Even more important, he was a good man. We was close friends. I been watchin’ for you ever since he passed away. Promised Benny I’d keep an eye on this place.”

“My uncle told you I was coming?”

The old woman leaned over the porch railing and spat on the ground. “Yeah, he did. It sure was important to him. In fact, it was all he talked about toward the end.”

“Well, thank you for watching the house.” I flashed her a smile and put my hand on the doorknob, hoping she would take it as a dismissal. I wanted to get inside, unpack, and settle in.

Instead of taking my hint, she extended her grimy hand. “I’m Myrtle Goodrich, but folks call me Sweetie. Pleased to know ya. I live just down the road a piece. I’m sure we’ll be good friends.”

I couldn’t help but stare at the hand she held out. She noticed and pulled it back, wiping it on her overalls. “Sorry. Been workin’ in my orchard.” After transferring most of the dirt on her hand to her clothes, she reached out again. This time I took it, forcing myself not to check it for cleanliness. Her grip was firm and her hands rough and calloused.

“Nice to meet you, Myrtle.” I looked my new neighbor over carefully. Besides the fact that I didn’t like cutesy names, if I was ever knocked senseless and a name like Sweetie fell out of my mouth due to severe brain damage, I still wouldn’t apply it to this odd woman. I couldn’t even call my cat “sweetie.” Of course, with a name like Snicklefritz, he’d already suffered as much indignity as any one cat should have to. He’d acquired his name as a defensive maneuver on my part. Hopefully, the next time my father called me by that loathsome nickname, I could claim he had dementia and had confused me with my feline friend.

She flashed me another strange grin. It reminded me of a baby with gas. “Yep, when I was born, my mama took a gander at me and said, ‘Will you look at that little sweetie?’ And that was my name from then on.”

“Well, that’s interesting.” I tightened my grip on the doorknob. “It was nice to meet you. But I really need to get unpacked. Maybe we’ll see each other again before I go.” Feeling as though I’d handled my escape the best way possible, I began to fiddle with the key, attempting to fit it into the keyhole. Instead of taking the hint, Myrtle advanced again.

“It’s a good thing you finally got here,” she said, looking around as if someone was hiding around the corner, listening. Of course her loud, rather rough voice pretty much made any attempt at secrecy useless. “Your uncle had a troubled mind, Gracie girl. I ‘spect I never seen a man so full of worry. He sure was countin’ on you comin’ here. Toward the end it was all he talked about.”

I took my hand off the doorknob, disturbed that my uncle was afraid and focused on me before he died. “I thought Uncle Benjamin died of a heart attack. Are you saying he knew he was going to die?”

Myrtle shrugged her rounded shoulders. “His heart was bad for years. He got worse and worse this last year. Then a couple of months ago, he started gettin’ real weak and sickly. Couldn’t stay on his feet for long. He figgered his time was finally up. Guess he was right.”

“I—I didn’t realize he had a heart condition. He didn’t keep in contact with his family.”

She nodded vigorously. “It’s a cryin’ shame, too.” She swiped at her eyes with her muddy hand, leaving a trail of grime on her face. “He was a good man, Gracie girl. A good man.”

“Thank you.” I put my hand back on the doorknob. “Now if you’ll excuse me…”

“Sure, sure.” She frowned and took a step back. “Well, if you need anything, alls you gotta do is set this pot of petunias on the porch rail.” She bent down to pick up a large pot of flowers sitting near the steps and handed it to me.

“Wouldn’t it be easier if I called you?”

She exploded with coarse laughter, and her face turned beet red. “You’re gonna have to get used to livin’ like the old Mennies,” she sputtered after regaining her voice. “There ain’t no phone here.”

No phone? I hadn’t counted on that. “I have a cell phone…”

“I wouldn’t count on it workin’ out here,” she said, interrupting me. “But you can go down to one of them shops in town. There’s phones there. Not all these Mennies live by the old rules like your uncle. Only a handful of those kind left now.” She grinned at me like a deranged Cheshire cat. “You got lucky and inherited one of the few houses around without no electricity or a working phone. For a city girl like you, it’ll be quite an adventure, I reckon.”

I stared at the woman as I set the flowers on the porch. Even though I found her irritating, it occurred to me that she might be one of the only people who really knew my uncle. Although I abhorred the choices he’d made, seeing the house where my father had grown up sparked a desire to learn what I could about Benjamin. “You know, I am rather curious about my uncle. Maybe while I’m here you could answer some questions I have about him.”

“Well,” she said, staring up at the sky, “it’s gettin’ pretty late. I got a roast in the oven that’ll be burnt to a crisp if I don’t get a-goin’.” Myrtle waved once and jumped off the porch. Then she headed down the road like her overalls were on fire.

I shook my head as I watched her scurry away. Had I scared her off? Maybe it was best not to question my good fortune. I had to consider that maybe old Sweetie was a few bricks shy of a full load. Besides, I was determined to stay focused on my goals. I fully intended to sell the house, grab a few things for my mom and dad, and leave well within my two-week deadline. Trying to learn more about my uncle would probably only sidetrack me.

Before opening the front door, I glanced up and down the road. Besides the big, red home in the distance, I spotted a couple of other houses on Faith Road. They sat like silent sentries in the middle of crop fields. It didn’t make any sense, but I suddenly had the strange feeling they were watching me—wondering what I was going to do next. A curious sense of uneasiness filled me, and I couldn’t stop my fingers from trembling as I slid Benjamin’s key into the lock.





Chapter Three

I had to jiggle the ancient key several times before the front door creaked open. Anticipating the worst from a lifelong bachelor, I was pleased to find a clean, orderly, and rather attractive living room. A bright rag rug lay on the polished hardwood floor, adding a splash of color to the surroundings. To the right of the entryway, a carved wood staircase led to the upstairs. The massive cherry secretary next to the window was beautifully carved and intricate, with a drop-down lid that doubled as a desk. The makeshift desktop held paper, pens, and a large leather Bible. Another wall was lined with bookcases. A rocking chair, a close cousin to the one on the porch, sat in the corner, and against the farthest wall, I was surprised to find a lovely couch upholstered in a rich gold brocade fabric. The material had been well cared for but appeared somewhat faded by time. Someone had carefully folded a colorful handcrafted quilt and laid it across its back. In another corner of the room, next to a cast-iron stove, was a brown leather upholstered chair, and next to it stood a tall grandfather’s clock made from some kind of dark wood. Perhaps mahogany. The pendulum sat unmoving. I fumbled around on top of the clock and found the key that unlocked the front piece. Same place we kept our key at home. After checking my watch, I set the time, pulled up the weights, and started the pendulum moving. The slow ticking filled the silent room, making it feel as if life were coming back into the abandoned house.

The furniture surprised me. Rather than being plain and without character or design, I found well-crafted pieces that had obviously been created with excellence.

I checked out the old potbellied stove that was probably used to supply heat to the main room during the winter. Good thing it was spring. I didn’t relish the idea of having to gather wood and start a fire on a frigid Kansas morning.

Two paintings hung in the living room. One was of horses standing near a fence. The other, a landscape depicting a field of golden wheat under gathered storm clouds. Both displayed a high level of talent, and I wondered about the artist. Against the far wall a large cross-stitch sampler declared “Fear not for I am with thee.” The scripture touched my heart, as if God were speaking directly to me, reassuring me that even in this rather strange situation, I wasn’t alone.

As I began my search through the rest of the house, I felt happy beyond words to find a fairly modern bathroom. The large claw-foot tub was different than what I was used to. I found the lack of a shower rather annoying, but I could make do. I’d been expecting an outhouse. I still remembered the summers my family went camping and fishing at a lake not far from our home. The only available facilities left much to be desired. Not much more than holes in the ground, I visited them only when absolutely necessary. My cousin, Jonathon, used to tell me stories about big, hairy spiders that lived at the bottom of the toilets. Needless to say, any outing to the bathroom was made in great haste and with severe trepidation. Thankfully, I wouldn’t be having nightmares about spiders while I was here.

I liked the kitchen with its lemon yellow paint and handmade oak cabinets. A small oak table with two chairs sat near a window that looked out on the property behind the house. The table was covered with a green-and-white-checked tablecloth, and matching valances hung over the windows. A large tublike sink with a water pump sat directly under one of the windows. Two colorful rag rugs lay on the floor. A white hobnail hurricane lamp hung from one of the wooden beams that stretched across the ceiling. The stove and refrigerator bordered on antique, but at least they appeared to be clean. A stainless-steel teapot waited on the stove. As Myrtle warned, I couldn’t find any electrical outlets. I peeked out the window and discovered that a propane tank had been set up next to the house. That explained how the appliances worked.

A sudden knock on the front door startled me, and I sighed with frustration. So far, my visit to what I’d pictured as a peaceful Mennonite community had turned out to be something quite different. Hoping Sweetie hadn’t made an unwelcome return, I cautiously opened the front door. A nice-looking man stood on the porch, dressed in jeans and a blue-checkered shirt. I guessed him to be not much older than me. He flashed me a crooked grin.

“Sorry to bother you,” he said, “but I wonder if you’re Benjamin’s niece, Grace?”

For crying out loud, did everyone in this town know me? “Yes, I’m Gracie Temple. And you are?”

He brushed a lock of sun-bleached hair out of his face. “I’m Sam. Sam Goodrich.”

“Goodrich? Any relation to…?”

“Yeah,” he answered a little too quickly, his face flushing. “I’m her nephew. Don’t tell me she’s been here already.”

“Yes. In fact, she introduced herself before I even got inside the house.”

He shook his head. “Sorry about that. My aunt was pretty close to your uncle. She took his death hard. I think she’s still trying to look out for him.”

I couldn’t leave this man standing on the front porch much longer. It was becoming evident he wasn’t going anywhere. Reluctantly, I pushed the screen door open. “Would you like to come in?”

“Thank you, I would. But first let me get something from my truck. I brought you a housewarming gift.”

I watched as he bounded off the porch and hurried over to a battered, weather-beaten truck that must have been blue at one time before rust took over. With a start, I realized it was the truck I’d seen parked in front of the beautiful red house down the road. Did this guy live there? I found him handsome in a roughshod, country kind of way. Not anything like the guys back home. Most of my dates came through hooking up with other people in advertising. I was used to the slicked-down, suited-up type who sported black-framed glasses and had their hair carefully styled to look messy. Never could quite understand the popularity of that look. I achieved it every morning when I rolled out of bed, and it didn’t cost me a cent.

Frankly, Sam reminded me more of the boys in Fairbury—the ones I’d wanted to get away from. Funny how they’d never made my heart beat faster—the way it did now. Sam grabbed a large wicker basket from the back of his truck and trudged back to where I stood waiting.

“I thought you might like some fresh fruit,” he said, smiling. “I have a farm about half a mile down the road. I brought you some fresh blackberries and strawberries. I also grow peaches and apples, but they’re not ready to harvest yet. I stuck in some jars of peaches from last season, along with some apple preserves and a jar of apple butter.” He carried the basket straight to the kitchen. He’d obviously been here before.

“Thanks. I appreciate it. It will be nice to have something to eat. I haven’t had time to look around to see if there’s anything else in the house.”

He set the basket on the table in the corner of the kitchen. “You don’t need to worry about that.” He stepped over to the refrigerator and swung the door open. To my amazement it was stocked with food. “After your father called Pastor Mueller to say you were coming, we made sure you’d have what you needed.” He stepped over to a door next to the kitchen cabinets. “There’s also quite a bit of food in the pantry.”

Inside a small room lined with shelves, I found almost every kind of canned food imaginable. Lots of collard greens, spinach, hominy, and bags of white beans sat waiting for someone who might appreciate them. That sure wasn’t me. I was relieved to see a jar of peanut butter, a loaf of bread, and on the floor, a few bottles of pop.

“There are two wooden boxes on the floor near the door,” Sam said. “They contain bird food and squirrel food for Ben’s friends.”

“I saw the bird feeder, but where did he feed the squirrels?” I closed the pantry door and almost ran into Sam. He colored slightly and took a step back. “There’s a feeder on the south side of the roof. Ben has a ladder leaning up against the house. Just carry the food up there and dump it in. You’ll have all kinds of squirrelly visitors. I mean besides my aunt and me.” He grinned when I laughed. “Why don’t you let me feed them the first time? It will only take a few minutes.”

“Thanks. That would be great. I… I can’t thank you enough for everything. If you’ll tell me how much you spent on supplies, I’d be happy to write you a check.”

His friendly smile ratcheted down a notch. “You don’t owe us anything. That’s just the way things are done around here. Besides, Ben was our friend.”

Although my first reaction was to insist once again that he allow me to compensate him, I could tell it was best to back off. I didn’t want to offend him. “Why don’t I get us something to drink while you feed my uncle’s pets? Then maybe we could visit for a while?”

His answering smile indicated that our rather awkward moment had passed. Sam showed me where the glasses were kept. Then he shoveled some bird and squirrel food into two metal pitchers and carried them outside. I checked out the fridge and found a pitcher of fresh lemonade. As I poured some into our glasses, I heard the ladder hit the side of the house. I carried the ice-cold lemonade into the living room and waited for him to finish. As promised, it took him less than five minutes. He came in, put the pitchers back in the pantry, and joined me in the living room. I sat on the couch while he took the rocking chair.

“I have to admit that the furniture in this house surprises me,” I said after he’d made himself comfortable.

He smiled. “You thought it would be plain? A lot of straight lines and lack of decoration?”

I nodded.

“You’re thinking of Shaker furniture. For the most part, even Old Order Mennonites were allowed to have nice furniture.” He pointed at the secretary. “I believe that’s been in your family for many years. If I remember right, Ben told me it was built by your great-great-grandfather.”

“Really? My dad sent me down here to rescue our family heirlooms. I’m certain he’ll want it.” I shook my head. “There’s more furniture here than I anticipated. We’ll have to rent a pretty big trailer to get all this stuff to Nebraska.”

Sam nodded and took a drink from his glass. After a few seconds of awkward silence, he smiled. “One of the reasons I came by was to show you how to use the propane tank and explain how the plumbing works.

“We do have plumbing in the big city.”

He laughed. “I know that, but in this house, water is collected in a cistern that flows into a tank in the basement. If you want to take a bath or wash clothes, you have to turn on a small gas-powered generator that runs water through your pipes.”

“Well, how does the… um… the…”

Sam grinned and put me out of my misery. “I won’t explain all the intricacies to you, but an air compressor allows everything else in the bathroom to work the way you’re used to. And let me put one other rumor to rest. Old Order Mennonites do use toilet paper. You’ll find it in the bathroom cabinet.”

The relief I felt must have shown in my face, because he chuckled again. I liked the way he laughed. It was deep and real. His irises were an unusual shade of bluish gray. I’d never seen eyes that color before. His blond hair almost reached his shoulders, and he kept pushing it off his sunburned face. It gave him the kind of romantic look many movie stars would probably sell their souls to possess.

“One other thing,” he said. “There’s an old wringer washer downstairs. Not very modern, but you’d be surprised how clean it will get your clothes.”

“Thankfully, my grandmother used a wringer washer when I was young. She taught me how to operate it. When it broke down, she finally got a modern washer, but she always swore that her old machine got her clothes cleaner.”

“My aunt used to say the same thing. However, she was willing to trade cleanliness for convenience. She’d never go back to the old way.”

Feeling that we’d exhausted the clothes washer topic, I tried another tack. “Sam, do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

He shook his head. “Of course not. That’s why I’m here.”

“It’s about my uncle. You see, I never got the chance to know him. I must say I’m shocked he left his property to me. I have to wonder about it. You and your aunt were close to him. Do you have any idea why he’d pass along his inheritance to a niece he’d never met?”

Sam cleared his throat and frowned. “I’m sorry, I don’t. He made it very clear that his personal life was off-limits. I guess he was friendlier with me than most, but there was always a side of Ben that he kept to himself. As you know, he was raised in the Old Order. Never really left it. Most of the other folks in town have adopted more modern ways, although they hold true to the Mennonite principles, plain living, and everything. But not Ben. He and a few others clung to the old ways. Funny thing was, he didn’t hang around them much either. It was like he was protecting himself against something and he couldn’t allow people to get too close.” He stared down at the floor, looking uncomfortable. “Toward the end, he said some things I didn’t quite understand. I got the feeling he hadn’t meant to let them slip out.” He lifted his head and looked at me. “Honestly, I’m not sure I’m comfortable telling you something said in private. If I really thought it was important, I would be willing to chance it. But at this point, I don’t see how it would help anything.”

A good-looking man with principles. Quite a rare find. Without realizing it, my eyes drifted to his left hand. No ring. For a few seconds, I felt a sense of relief. Then I realized I was having some rather serious thoughts about a hick farmer in a town so small it wasn’t on most maps. This wasn’t what I was looking for. I’m definitely a big city girl. I forced my mind back to the situation at hand.

“You said my uncle didn’t spend much time with people who believed the way he did? Didn’t he go to church?”

Sam shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, the Old Order folks don’t have a formal meeting house anymore. They hold services in each other’s homes. Ben went to all the meetings and did everything he was supposed to do, but he rarely just sat down and carried on a conversation with anyone, even those who believed the same way he did. There were a few people he trusted, including my aunt and me. But I can’t say he was ever completely forthcoming with us.” He gulped down some lemonade then set down the glass. “I believe there was something going on with your uncle—something he never talked directly about. As far as I know, he died without ever sharing it.”

“But he did tell you about me.”

Sam frowned and leaned forward. “Ben asked me to come by and talk to him about something ‘private’ a couple of months ago. I thought he was finally ready to share whatever it was that bothered him so deeply. But he only talked a little about your family—who you were and how he hadn’t seen you for so long. Didn’t really explain why except to say there were some differences that separated you. Then he told me that I should watch for you to come. He even told me that he’d had all his property put in your name.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “That was as personal as he got. I only wish he would have trusted me more. I think he went to his reward with a heavy burden. That shouldn’t have happened. Benjamin Temple deserved better.”

“Maybe he would have told you if he’d had more time,” I offered.

Sam stared at his empty glass. “Possibly, but I don’t think so. Ben knew he didn’t have long. His heart was giving out. In the last year, he got worse and worse.”

I felt a rush of indignation. “Why in the world wouldn’t he call my father to let him know how ill he was? Except for my grandfather who is in a nursing home, my dad was his only close relative.”

“He had his own way, Grace. It might not make sense to you, but over the years I came to respect your uncle for many of his beliefs. He didn’t choose an easy life.”

“But turning your back on people who don’t believe the same way you do isn’t right.”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t agree with it either, but I think in Ben’s mind it was the only choice open to him. I guess he thought somehow your dad and your grandparents would repent and come back into the fold.”

“That’s ridiculous. My parents and grandparents are the best people I’ve ever known. They have nothing to ‘repent’ from.”

Sam pushed back his chair and stood up. “Well, Pastor Mueller agrees with you. He talked to Ben several times and encouraged him to contact your family. Your uncle wouldn’t budge. I tried to reason with him, too, but he shut me down. I finally let it go because I didn’t want to lose his friendship.”

I smiled at Sam, but I was thinking that although his words sounded right, I wished someone had been more forceful with my uncle. He’d left a lot of hurt behind him, and that certainly didn’t seem very Christlike to me.

“I’ve got to get going,” Sam said, “but first I want to make certain you know how to fire up all your appliances.”

I obediently followed him around while he demonstrated each piece of equipment. I wanted to grumble that in Wichita, all I had to do was turn a knob, but I kept my mouth shut. I appreciated his help. After our informative tour, I walked him to the front door.

He put his hand on the doorknob to leave but suddenly hesitated. “Why don’t I stop by tomorrow and take you to breakfast in town? You’ll get a chance to visit a few of our shops and meet some of Harmony’s residents. There are still a few folks who remember your family. I’m sure they’d love to meet you.”

I started to turn him down. I wanted a few days to myself before taking on the town of Harmony. But as I looked into his incredible smoky gray eyes, I forgot what I’d wanted to say. Instead, I found myself nodding and asking him what time he’d be by. After agreeing to nine o’clock, I said good-bye and closed the door after him. As it clicked shut, I breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, some time alone. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be any more interruptions from friendly neighbors.

It was still early, so I decided to carry my bags in from the car, poke around some, and then have a little supper. I’d already noticed several oil lamps scattered throughout the house. I searched until I found some matches in my uncle’s desk. At least I would have some light after the sun went down.

As I closed the drawer, my eyes were drawn to the black leather Bible that lay on the desktop. I’d picked it up, intending to see if Benjamin had written family information in the front, when something slipped out from between the pages and fell to the floor. It was an envelope. I gasped involuntarily when I bent down to look at it.

My name was scrawled in large block letters on the front.





Chapter Four

I left the letter sitting on Benjamin’s desk while I carried in my bags and had supper. I assumed my uncle had written it, but I couldn’t decide if his message from beyond the grave was something I really wanted to read. Was this some last-ditch attempt to seek forgiveness? I didn’t have to scratch very deep to uncover the resentment I felt toward him. The hurt he’d caused my family made it difficult for me to forgive him no matter what he had to say. Of course, my uncle may have left a very different kind of letter—a scathing missive full of judgment and retribution. Except that Sam and Myrtle had painted him in different colors. Unfortunately, most people have two faces—the one they show in public and the one they keep hidden behind a carefully constructed mask. Not knowing my uncle made it impossible for me to guess his motives.

A look through the refrigerator presented me with several options for supper. I finally settled on a bowl of beef stew that smelled absolutely wonderful. I found myself searching for the microwave before I remembered where I was. I discovered a small metal pan that I filled with stew and set on the stove. After locating a box of matches, I turned the knob under the pan, struck the match, and watched as the flame whooshed beneath the raised burner. A few minutes later, the aroma of homemade stew filled the homey kitchen. I added a slice of bread and butter, and before long my meal was ready. I sat down at the kitchen table and gazed out the window. A row of trees lined the back of the property. I wondered what was on the other side and decided to scout it out when I had time.

I finished my supper, put the dishes in the sink, and lit the oil lamp on the table. My mother had kept a couple of oil lamps in Fairbury even though we had electricity. A holdover from her childhood, I guess. The smell of burning oil took me back to leisurely nights on our old porch swing, listening to the cacophony of cicadas while my mother’s old lamp burned in the window. I’d been in such a hurry to leave Nebraska I guess I’d forgotten a few of the things I’d actually enjoyed.

I grabbed my largest suitcase and headed for the stairs. Since the main floor consisted of the large living room, a bathroom, the kitchen, and the pantry, the bedrooms had to be on the second floor. The stairs were much steeper than I was used to, and each step creaked as I climbed. They twisted at the top and ended at a dark hallway. It occurred to me that perhaps it would have been better if I’d checked out this part of the house before the sun had gone down. The light from my lamp cast a rather ominous glow that made my surroundings look a little spooky. I left my heavy suitcase on the landing and proceeded down the hall.

There were three rooms upstairs. The first bedroom had probably been Benjamin’s. The bed was covered with a rather plain blue bedspread. There was a mahogany dresser with a mirror. The top of the dresser held a comb, some kind of hair tonic, a small bowl of change, and two bottles of prescription medicine. An old wooden chair sat next to the wall, and a small battered trunk rested at the foot of the bed. Across the room I found a closet door. I slowly opened the door, which protested loudly in the silence. An array of men’s slacks and shirts hung on wooden hangers. All the pants were either black, dark brown, or dark blue. The shirts varied from light to dark. It was almost impossible to distinguish exact shades in the yellowish glow of the lamp. A wide-brimmed black hat hung on a hook on the side of the closet, and another hat just like it, but made out of straw, sat on a shelf.

I closed the door and stood in the middle of the room. “Hello, Uncle Benjamin,” I said softly into the still, quiet space. “You wanted me here, and I’m here. Too bad you didn’t make a move to see me while you were alive.”

Feeling a little silly for talking to myself, I left that room and stepped out into the hallway. I held the lamp out in front of me and followed its flickering light to the next door. I turned the knob and swung it open. This room was larger than Benjamin’s. A beautifully carved bed was pushed up against the back wall, next to the windows. A colorful patchwork quilt covered it. I walked over to the bed and ran my fingers across the hand stitching. I recognized the design. Mama Essie. She’d made one just like it for me. I’d tucked it away in my closet at home, afraid to use it because it was so precious I didn’t want to damage it.

Of course, Mama hadn’t seen her creations as something to be protected. “Why, honey,” she’d said when I confessed to storing the precious gift away, “I made that quilt to be used. When you wrap yourself in it, I want you to imagine you’re getting a big hug from your grandma.”

I swung the lamp around and found a dresser like Benjamin’s—but bigger and more ornate. A large homemade rag rug lay on the floor, and a cast-iron stove in the corner waited for the next chilly night. This had obviously been Papa Joe and Mama Essie’s room. This was where I’d sleep. I could almost feel my grandparents, and the sensation gave me a sense of peace. I wondered how long it had been since the room had been thoroughly cleaned. I ran my fingers across the dresser and found it relatively free of dust. The quilt and the bedsheets looked freshly laundered. Had Benjamin tidied up in anticipation of my visit? The thought made me feel a little funny—as if he’d reached out to touch me from the great beyond. A shiver ran up my spine. Of course, as sick as he’d been, it was more likely Myrtle or Sam who had spruced the house up. I doubt my uncle thought much about housework during the last days of his life.

I lit the lamp that sat on the dresser but kept the one I had with me so I could use it to navigate my way back up the narrow stairs in the dark when I was ready for bed. I swung it around and had turned toward the door when I noticed an old photograph on the wall. I held the light close to it. It was a family portrait. A young Mama Essie and Papa Joe looked stoically at the camera. Mama was lovely, her dark hair pulled back into a bun with a few loose curls caressing her cheeks. Her dark eyes were framed by thick eyelashes that didn’t need any help from mascara, and although the picture was in black and white, her cheeks were shaded with what might have been a rosy hue had the photograph been taken in color. Papa Joe stared at the camera with a rather humorless expression. But the hint of amusement in his eyes was unmistakable. I knew that look. He’d had it every time he’d told me one of his awful jokes. I didn’t figure out how bad they were until I was an adult. To a child who worshipped her grandfather, Papa Joe put the professional comedians on TV to shame.

“Did you ever wonder why bread is square and lunchmeat is round?” he’d ask. Or “If you’re eating cured ham, Gracie girl, don’t you ever wonder just what was wrong with it before it got well?”

I also recalled the times he’d swing me around in circles with his strong arms, singing “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad.” After leaving Harmony, he’d worked for the railroad until he retired. I guess that’s why he loved the song so much. But even more than that silly song, Papa Joe had loved me—and I loved him and Mama. Seeing them so young made me realize how much I missed them. Even though Papa was still alive, he seemed only a shadow of the robust man he had once been. I’d give almost anything just to hear another one of his terrible jokes. I moved the lamp a little closer. I’d never seen any pictures of my father as a child—but there he was, probably all of ten years old. And next to him a smaller boy with deep, piercing eyes. Eyes that spoke of intelligence and reason. Uncle Benjamin. Although hair color is difficult to define in a black and white photo, it was easy to see that while the rest of the family had dark hair, Uncle Benjamin’s was lighter. I would have bet all the money in my checking account, which wasn’t much, that he’d had red hair like me. And that the spots across his nose were freckles just like mine. Although my mother told me my dimples came from an angel’s kiss, I found that, in fact, they’d come from my uncle. I wondered if his eyes were green, too. They looked lighter than my dad’s, which were brown.

It took a little while for me to recover from the shock I felt. Why hadn’t anyone told me I looked so much like Benjamin? Had it been too painful for my parents and grandparents to talk about? When my father looked at me, did he see his brother?

I turned on my heels and left the room, slightly disturbed. Looking at that picture, I’d experienced a feeling of connection with an uncle I’d never met and never would on this side of life. Benjamin’s actions toward my family had left me a solid sense of disdain for him. Finding out that I looked like him left me feeling confused.

One room remained at the end of the hall. I tried to turn the door handle, but it was either locked or jammed. I pushed against it a couple of times but couldn’t get the door to budge. For tonight this last room would have to remain a mystery. At one time, it must have been my father’s bedroom, but he’d been gone for thirty years. Probably relegated for storage, lack of use had caused the door to stick.

I put my suitcase in Mama and Papa’s room, unpacked some of my clothes, and put them in the dresser drawers. When I opened the closet door, I discovered several women’s dresses. According to my folks, Benjamin had never married. They must have belonged to Mama Essie. I’d look more closely tomorrow, when I had enough light to see them better.

I pushed my empty suitcase under the bed, picked up the lamp, and walked across the squeaky floor to the stairs, being careful to grasp the wooden railing with one hand while I held the lamp out in front of me with the other. Once downstairs, I realized I was going to have to get better at figuring out this lighting thing. If I’d lit a couple of lamps down here before I’d gone upstairs, the house wouldn’t be so dark. I quickly fired up a lamp in the living room and put the one in my hand back in the kitchen. It sure wasn’t like having electricity, but at least I could see well enough to get around.

I moved the bag with my makeup and toiletries into the bathroom, and grabbed the remaining overnight bag, carrying it into the living room to unpack. Although with my mother’s prompting I’d purchased a windup alarm clock, I quickly realized that my cell phone charger was useless. Maybe I could buy an adapter for my car. That way I could at least charge my phone once in a while. Since I hadn’t seen any kind of auto parts store in Harmony, I would probably have to drive to Council Grove.

The silence around me seemed almost deafening. In Wichita, I’d grown used to the sounds of cars honking, people talking as they walked past my windows, and long train whistles that woke me up in the middle of the night. It had been a long time since I’d been in the country—and so far Harmony was turning out to be even quieter than Fairbury, where the neighbors lived much closer. At least in Fairbury, you could hear dogs barking at night.

Suddenly remembering something else I couldn’t get in Wichita, I went out on the front porch and down the steps. After walking a few feet away from the house, I stopped and looked up. Across the dark expanse of the night sky, the vista of stars sparkling like scattered jewels almost took my breath away. This was a sight only visible in the country. The lights of Wichita muted the stunning portrait of God’s heavens, but in Harmony, they glittered with fire, anointing the night with His majestic, creative touch. It was beyond beautiful. I stood there, staring up until my neck began to ache. Reluctantly, I made my way back into the house, reminding myself that I had two weeks here—several more chances to behold this awesome sight.

Once inside, I checked my watch. A little after eight. I crossed my arms and gazed around the room. This was the time of night I’d usually pop popcorn, turn on the TV, and veg out until I got tired enough to go to bed.

“Not much to do here, Uncle Benjamin. What did you do for entertainment?” My voice sounded strange in the quiet. Like it didn’t belong. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe I didn’t. I glanced over at the bookshelf and considered checking out the books lined up there, but I knew I was only trying to put off the inevitable.

My eyes rested on the letter lying on Benjamin’s desk. Might as well get it over with. Funny how I dreaded reading it even more now that I knew about the similarities I shared with my uncle. Would my opinion of him be altered? And if so, which way would it go? I scolded myself for trying to anticipate something I couldn’t possibly know anything about unless I actually got enough gumption to open the envelope. I moved the lamp to a small table next to the rocking chair, picked up the letter, and sat down. With trembling fingers, I pulled out the sheets of paper, unfolded them, and began to read:


Dearest Niece Grace,

It is difficult to write this letter for many reasons. First of all, I am unsure that you have even honored my bequest. I am aware that this letter might fall into different hands than yours. I placed it within our family Bible, believing that only a family member would discover it. I pray my assumption proves correct. However, since I cannot be sure of the outcome, it is with great trepidation that I pen these words.

First of all, I must tell you that although my family believes I have rejected them, I assure you I have not. I love them deeply and miss them. It is true that they have chosen to leave the old ways, but I cannot judge them right or wrong for this. God’s love transcends our habits and choices. The reason for my separation from them is for motives they have never been made aware of. However, as I am dying and will not be able to protect them much longer from a terrible secret that has held me captive all these years, I have no choice but to pass it to someone else. And unfortunately, that person, my dear niece, must be you.

I cannot see into the future, and I don’t know you, so I have no idea if you will be able to discover and navigate a path never found by me. However, my conscience will not allow me to die with this secret buried beneath years of deceit and lies. I have asked God’s forgiveness for keeping it to myself—and for my part in it. But even with that forgiveness, justice has still not been served. Perhaps it never will. Unfortunately, you will now have to decide the matter. I pray your choices will be better than mine have been.



Reading by the light of the old lamp proved difficult, and my uncle’s cramped script wasn’t easy to read. His words filled me with a sense of dread. Either I was about to find out something I was pretty certain I didn’t want to know—or I would discover that my poor deranged uncle had fallen way off his wooden rocker. With a sense of misgiving I turned the letter over and once again held it near the flickering lamplight.


Many years ago, an evil man lived in Harmony. Maybe you think I am being dramatic by using the word evil, but I assure you that this man epitomizes the term. On the night my brother, Daniel, your father, planned to leave town with Beverly Fischer, the young woman who would become your mother, Jacob Glick was killed. No one in Harmony knows this. They believe he left town because he was so disliked. All these years I have been the only person who knew the truth. Now I must pass it on to you. Sadly, it is yours to bear alone.

You see, I found Jacob’s body that night. He’d been struck on the head with a large rock that still lay near his feet. The force of the blow took his life. I buried his body, the bloody rock, and a suitcase filled with his belongings amid the grove of trees on our property. His body lies there still.



I had to read the last paragraph several times to be certain I understood its meaning. My uncle had buried a body—here? A feeling of cold fear moved through me. I tried to tell myself that he was sick and that this letter was the result of his illness. But the thoughts seemed so well constructed and clear of confusion. With dismay, I continued to read.


You are probably asking yourself why I would do something like this. Why would I bury the body of a man who obviously lost his life by the hand of another and spend the rest of my days separated from my family, afraid to leave this property because the truth might be revealed? The answer will shock you, my dear niece, but I cannot keep the matter hidden any longer. It is because the man who killed Jacob Glick was my brother—your father, Daniel.



I put the letter in my lap. “This isn’t true,” I whispered into the dark corners of the room. “My father would never do something like that.”

Of course, there was no response. What kind of a man would leave a poisonous letter like this behind him? What was he trying to accomplish? I knew my father. He was a man of peace—of forgiveness. The idea that he would take a human life was ludicrous. I had no desire to read another word of the hateful letter, but something compelled me to pick it up again. My hands shook, causing the paper to quiver beneath the amber-tinted glow of the lamp. I pulled the second page to the front and continued to read.


Please understand that I love my brother. I know this sin of murder was not planned. Jacob must have done something to provoke Daniel. Jacob was reprimanded many times for conducting himself inappropriately with several of the town’s young women. Perhaps his conduct toward your mother was the impetus for my brother’s reaction. I will never know the answer to this question in my lifetime. And please understand this: I am confident my brother did not know of Jacob’s death. I came upon them when they were having words, arguing about something. I have no idea as to the nature of their disagreement. I left them to their contentious confrontation and went home. I found Jacob a couple of hours later. I am certain Daniel had no idea his blow had taken the man’s miserable life. If my brother had been aware of the result of his anger, he would have stayed and paid for his crime. But I, in my desire to protect him and the girl he loved, took matters into my own young hands. I wanted Daniel and Beverly to get away from Harmony and have the life I knew could be theirs. So I took care of the problem and spent the rest of my days protecting our secret.

There are days when I regret my actions, even though I still love my brother. There are days when I hate him for what his careless actions have cost me. But there are many more days when I love him as much or more than I did when we were children.



With apprehension I turned the second page over and read further.


Now, dear niece, I am forced to turn my secret over to you. You must decide what to do with it. Should you call the police, my brother will probably be arrested for murder. Should you keep this horrible secret, you may suffer the same fate I have—life in Harmony, protecting the land that holds the proof of my brother’s dreadful deed.

Forgive me for passing this terrible legacy along to you. I realize it is unfair, but I did not know what else to do. I could not die with this unconfessed sin on my conscience. Perhaps I forfeited my life on earth to protect my family, but I am too weak to forfeit eternity.

Please know that I have prayed earnestly for you.

Your loving uncle, Benjamin Temple



My fingers trembled so much as I attempted to refold the horrible letter, I dropped it on the floor. All I could do was stare at it. It couldn’t be true. It had to be the rantings of a man sick not only in his body but also in his soul.

I tried to figure out what to do next. Should I call my father and read the letter to him? But what if Benjamin was telling the truth? I knew my dad. If he thought he’d really caused the death of another human being, he would contact the authorities. And then what? Would he go to prison? And what about my mom? The cancer that had tried to take her life was in remission. Would the stress cause it to return? And what if I decided to keep this secret to myself? Burn the letter and leave town without revealing Benjamin’s secret? Someday, someone would probably find Jacob Glick’s body. Would they tie it to us? Even though confusion jumbled my thoughts, I attempted to think the situation through. This property had been in my father’s family for several generations. Glick’s death would certainly be blamed on a Temple. Would it be Benjamin? For a moment, the idea of pointing the finger at him seemed to be a way out. But if the body was identified, my father would realize the truth and take responsibility for it. Of that I was certain.

My legs felt like lead. I couldn’t move. Suddenly, an odd noise from outside caught my attention. What was it? Again, a scratching sound near the window drew my eyes there. I got up slowly, actually stepping on the letter, and crossed the room. I moved the curtain aside and looked out. I couldn’t see anything, but another sound—a bumping noise—came from the other side of the house. I quickly realized how incredibly vulnerable I was.

I ran to my purse and pulled out my cell phone. Although it was almost out of power, there was still a little juice left in it. I quickly punched in 911, not knowing if emergency services even existed out here. All I got was a series of beeps telling me I didn’t have enough power to make this call—or any call. I could run out to my car and drive to Sam’s, but I had no intention of exposing myself to the darkness—and whatever waited outside.

It was entirely possible that the noises I heard belonged to an animal—but what kind of animal? I knew that in Kansas I wouldn’t have to contend with a bear or a lion, but there were other things to consider. Like packs of wild dogs that banded together after their owners dumped them in the country. And rabid smaller animals that would attack humans if they felt threatened.

And of course, there was the possibility that whatever waited outside was altogether too human. Someone who knew there was a woman alone in this house without any way to get help.

I checked the front and back doors, making certain they were locked. Then I sat down on the couch and wrapped myself up in the quilt that lay over the back. Probably another one of Mama Essie’s. “I need a hug, Mama,” I whispered. As I sat there shaking, I put my trust in the only One who could really help me now. I repeated the comforting verses in Psalm 91 until the noises outside ceased, and I fell asleep.





Chapter Five

A loud knock on the door roused me. Was I late for work? Would Grant be mad? I opened my eyes and looked around. Where was I? This wasn’t my apartment. I was in Harmony, and there was a body buried on my property.

The knock came again. I got up and shuffled to the front door. When my hand touched the knob, I remembered that someone or something had been outside last night. Daylight streamed in through the windows, so I felt safer, but still… I yearned for my door in Wichita. There was a peephole where I could see who stood outside, waiting to come in. I’d just stepped over to the front window, hoping I could get a look at my visitor, when a face popped up right in front of me. I shrieked involuntarily before I realized it was Sam, looking as surprised as I felt. Trying to pat my hair into place, I cracked open the door.

“Do you scream at everyone who stops by?” His eyes were still wide with alarm.

“No, just you.” I swung the door open so he could come in.

“Is that what you’re wearing to breakfast?” He stared at my rumpled clothes.

“Oh. Breakfast. I forgot.” I pointed toward the living room. “I’m sorry. Come in. It will only take me a few minutes to get ready.”

Sam entered the living room and walked straight to Benjamin’s letter, still lying on the floor. “Did you drop something?”

I reached over and grabbed it out of his hand before he had a chance to look at it. “Yes, sorry. Please have a seat. I don’t have any coffee. I—I just…”

“Woke up?” He offered me an uneven smile. “I couldn’t tell.”

“Funny.”

He glanced at the letter in my hand and then looked at me strangely. I’d planned to put it back inside the Bible, but that was out now. I’d have to take it upstairs with me.

“I had a rough night. Something outside. Guess I’m not used to living this way—so far from other people.”

He chuckled and plopped down in the rocking chair. “I understand. It definitely takes some adjustment.”

“Actually, it was rather frightening. And I had no way to contact anyone.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, the smile slipping from his face. “It’s important to have a way to get help if you need it. We’ll work out something.” He pointed toward the roof. “Most of the time, squirrels only feed during the day, but Ben mentioned that he heard something at night sometimes. Could even be raccoons or possums. That’s probably the noise that frightened you.”

I frowned at him. Great. Nocturnal squirrels or something even bigger. His explanation might explain the scratching noises, but it certainly didn’t cover the odd thumping. Unless these were the biggest critters in the world.

“Excuse me while I get ready.”

“Sure. Is it okay if I wait inside? It’s a little nippy out there this morning.”

I nodded, clutched the letter to my chest, and hurried away, somewhat charmed by the idea that he’d actually asked if he could stay inside the house while I changed my clothes.

First I stopped by the bathroom to brush my hair and fix my makeup. Then I ran up the stairs to Mama and Papa’s room where I’d stored my clothes. I changed out of my wrinkled jeans and T-shirt and pulled on a clean pair of jeans and a dark green sweater that complimented my coloring.

I stuck the letter from Benjamin in the top drawer of the dresser, underneath my socks. It would stay there until I could figure out a safer place for it. I had no idea what I was going to do with the information my uncle had passed on to me, but for now, I didn’t want it falling into the wrong hands.

In the soft sunlight of a new day, the letter seemed like a bad dream. I wanted to read it again, just to make sure I’d understood it, but first I needed to seek God’s council. Before I went downstairs, I prayed, “Father, I’m asking You to show me the way. Give me wisdom. I don’t know what to do. Thank You for Your guidance.”

Remembering Sam’s comment about a chill in the air, I grabbed a light jacket from the closet and put it on. When I went downstairs, he was still sitting in Benjamin’s rocking chair. He stood up as I entered the room.

“Wow, you really do clean up quick.” An odd look flitted across his face. “Please don’t take this wrong, but you sure look like…”

I sighed. “I know. My uncle Benjamin. I saw a picture of him last night.”

“It’s just the coloring. I don’t want you to think you look like a middle-aged Mennonite man.”

“Oh, thanks. Because that’s certainly not the look I was going for.”

He laughed and walked to the door, holding it open for me. “Then you’ve succeeded. Ready for breakfast?”

I searched for my purse and found it next to the couch. “I don’t usually eat much in the morning. Sometimes I grab an energy bar on the way to the office or some coffee cake from Starbucks.”

His expression registered confusion.

“Oh, Starbucks is…”

His hearty laugh stopped me in my tracks.

“Grace, I know what Starbucks is. I may have lived in Harmony most of my life, but I do get to the city quite a bit. Besides, we actually do have television out here.” He shook his head. “You’re still in America, you know. This isn’t a foreign country. I was just wondering how anyone can get their day started without breakfast. It’s the most important meal of the day.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Yes, I know. My mother tells me that all the time. And sorry about the Starbucks comment. It’s just so different here. Sometimes it feels like I’m living a long way from civilization.”

He pointed toward the door, his gray eyes twinkling. “Just the reason I want to introduce you to Harmony. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

I stepped outside to a chilly morning. I tugged my Windbreaker closed and locked the door.

Sam trotted down the steps in front of me. “There is a lake behind us,” he said. “On the other side of the tree line. You’ll find that it’s cooler living near the water. We’ll warm up fine in a couple of hours.” He pointed up the road toward his house. “My place is even closer to the shore. Believe it or not, it’s a little colder in my backyard than it is in yours.”

I pushed back a desire to ask him if I could see the inside of his fabulous house, but I was afraid he’d misunderstand my intentions. Besides, running into “Sweetie” wasn’t something I looked forward to.

On the way to the restaurant, Sam told me some of the history of Harmony. Founded in the late 1800s by a group of German immigrants, it was once called Bethel. In the early 1900s it was changed to Harmony because of another Kansas town that adopted the original name.

“Although at one time, most of the residents lived under Old Order rules, now the population is largely Conservative. There are a few, like Ben, who still live under the old traditions, but along with the conservative Mennonites are those who are much more liberal.”

“I noticed two churches here,” I said. “We just passed Harmony Church, and on the other side of town is Bethel Mennonite Church.”

Sam nodded. “Bethel serves the conservative Mennonites. Harmony members are either more liberal Mennonites—or not Mennonite at all. Harmony Church is nondenominational.” He turned to smile at me. “That’s where I attend. I’m not Mennonite and never have been. But the pastor there, Marcus Jensen, was raised Mennonite.”

I stared out the window of Sam’s truck. Main Street bustled with activity. The shops were open and people meandered down the sidewalks, stopping to visit before proceeding on to their destination. Most wore clothing I would associate with Mennonite culture, but quite a few were dressed just like Sam and me.

“How do the two churches get along?”

“Surprisingly well,” he said. “For the most part, Harmony’s name fits the town. Of course, that wasn’t always the case. Although this was before my time, back when your family lived here, the church’s bishop was a man named Amil Angstadt.”

“My dad mentioned him. I guess he’s the reason my parents left Harmony.”

Sam nodded. “From what I’ve heard, he ran this town with an iron fist. He died about ten years after your father left. That was about a year after your grandparents moved away. Some people thought they’d come back, but they never did.” He smiled at me again. “I understand they didn’t want to leave behind a granddaughter they’d grown to love.”

“They stayed away for me?”

He shrugged. “That’s what Ben told me. I believe he exchanged a few letters with his parents.”

“I—I didn’t know that. He certainly never wrote to my father.”

“Ben wouldn’t talk about his brother much. That was a closed subject.”

The mention of my uncle’s name brought back the memory of that awful letter. “Sam, have you ever heard of a man named Jacob Glick?”

Sam frowned. “Jacob Glick? Sounds familiar. I think Sweetie mentioned him once. Some really unpleasant man who used to live here. If I remember right, he moved away a long time ago, but I’m not sure. I could ask my aunt if you’d like.”

“No. That’s okay. Just forget it.” I didn’t want Myrtle Goodrich involved any deeper in my life than she already was.

I turned away to look out the window again. I could feel Sam’s eyes on me, probably wondering why I’d asked about Glick. I really didn’t want to think about him now. I was in Harmony, and I wanted to experience it without the specter of Glick or my dead uncle hanging over me. I tried to concentrate on the shops and people we passed, putting the letter out of my mind. But its presence hung on me like a heavy coat—not so easily shed.

Sam pulled up in front of Mary’s Kitchen. The old two-story redbrick building looked as if it had existed almost as long as the town. Wooden beams held up the sloping porch roof. The second story windows were thin and topped by stone carvings that resembled intricate valances. Four white rockers sat on the front porch, two each in front of the wide glass windows that framed a bright red wooden door. Signs in the windows read OPEN and No SHOES, No SHIRT, No SERVICE. A menu was posted in one window and flyers from both of Harmony’s churches in the other.

“There aren’t any wimpy city breakfasts here,” Sam said with a chuckle. “I hope you’re hungry.”

 Surprisingly, I was starving. There was something about the country air and the wonderful aromas drifting from the restaurant that stirred up memories of Mama Essie’s big Saturday breakfasts. We’d drive to Mama and Papa’s house every weekend and gorge on homemade pancakes with lots of butter and maple syrup. And spicy link sausages with crusty edges. Without warning, my mouth started to water. “I don’t think you need to worry about me. This morning I feel like I could eat my breakfast and yours.”

Sam laughed and jumped out of the truck. I started to put my hand on the door latch, but before I had a chance to flip the handle, my door swung open. He stood waiting for me to get out of the truck. Add being a gentleman to his other great qualities. I flashed back briefly to my last several dates in town. Not one of my escorts had opened the car door for me. In fact, now that I thought about it, none of them had opened any doors for me. After I exited the truck, he hurried up the steps to the diner and held that door open, too. I could certainly get used to this kind of treatment.

“Hey, Sam!” several patrons called out when we stepped inside. Burnished wood floors and wooden booths reminded me of an old diner in Fairbury that had never left behind its ‘70s motif. A few tables sat against the front window. Stainless-steel legs with yellow laminate tops and matching chairs held the obligatory salt, pepper, sugar, and orange plastic container with nonsugar sweeteners. Cerulean blue walls were covered with photographs. Many of them looked pretty old. Without closer inspection, I assumed they were pictures of the town down through the years and of the people who had called Harmony home. Some of the portraits looked to be from the 1800s or early 1900s. Scattered among lots of smiling faces, several dour looking families frowned upon the easygoing patrons enjoying their food.

Sam pointed to a table for two next to a wall near the window. “How’s this?”

I nodded and sat down on one side of the table while he took the other chair.

“Mary! You got customers!” An older man in overalls who sat in a nearby booth hollered toward the back of the restaurant.

A long wooden counter that matched the booths held large glass containers filled with slices of pie and cake. An old cash register sat underneath one of the café’s hanging lights, which consisted of large, white, round globes positioned around the interior of the room. Most of them were glowing even though the intense daylight that streamed through the front windows made their attempt to provide proper illumination completely futile. Steam rose from two coffeepots sitting on a warmer behind the counter, and overhead someone had mounted a couple of dead fish on the wall. Next to the stuffed fish, two large chalkboards contained the day’s specials. A hallway next to the backward L-shaped counter led to restrooms and a door that had to be the entryway into the kitchen. An old metal step stool pushed against the door held it open. A couple of minutes later, a rather harried-looking young woman came out carrying plates of hot, steaming food.

“If you yell a little louder, Harold, they can hear you in Council Grove.”

The chastised Harold greeted her good-natured ribbing with a raucous laugh.

“Just tryin’ to keep you on your toes, Mary,” he said with a grin. “Didn’t want nobody starvin’ to death due to your pokiness.”

The woman plopped a large plate in front of him. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” She jabbed at the man’s large belly. “You could live on what you’ve got stored up for quite some time.”

The other two men sitting with Harold exploded with laughter. I noticed that one of the Mennonite families sitting nearby joined in the merriment. The overall feeling inside the restaurant was one of cozy familiarity.

After serving the rest of the plates in her hands, Mary headed our way. Her quick smile for Sam faded when she saw me. But she fixed it back into place so fast most people wouldn’t have noticed.

“Howdy, Sam. Who’s this pretty lady? You’re not stepping out on me, are you?” She placed her hands on her hips and locked her gaze on me. She had long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Long lashes framed deep brown eyes set in a heart-shaped face.

Sam flushed a nice shade of pink. “Now Mary, you be nice.” His smile seemed a little tight. “This is Ben Temple’s niece, Grace. She’s here to take care of his estate.”

I saw a flicker of relief in her expression. “Nice to meet you, Grace,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Mary Whittenbauer. I own this joint.” Her grip was stronger than I’d expected.

“Most people call me Gracie. Nice to meet you. I hear you fix a mean breakfast.”

“Well, Hector Ramirez, my cook, is responsible for most of the meals here. I tell people I taught him everything he knows, but he says it’s the other way around.”

She looked at Sam. “You havin’ the usual?”

He nodded.

Mary pointed to one of the chalkboards on the wall. “That’s our menu. What sounds good to you, Gracie?”

I picked the regular breakfast with scrambled eggs, sausage, hash browns, and toast. I said yes to coffee and watched Mary saunter back to the kitchen.

“I take it you two date?”

Sam looked at the tabletop like he saw something interesting there. “We’ve dated some, yes. It–it’s not that serious though.”

“Sounds like Mary thinks it is.”

His eyes bored into mine. “Let’s talk about something else, okay? I’m not comfortable…”

“I’m sorry. It’s not my business anyway.” My eyes strayed to the photographs on the wall next to us. “Tell me about these pictures.”

Sounding a little more relaxed, Sam launched into a few stories about the families that had settled in Harmony years ago. Many of the original settlers still had descendants who lived in the small town. He confirmed my suspicion that as a rule, Old Order Mennonites didn’t go in for having their pictures taken. They believed capturing your likeness on film was akin to creating a “graven image” and that excessive attention to one’s outside appearance could lead to vanity and self-worship. Their lives revolved around aspects they considered to be really important. Faith and family were at the top of the list. However, there were a few scattered pictures of people dressed in clothing that identified them as members of the Old Order community. Sam explained that down through the years, a few pictures had turned up here and there. Some families who really wanted keepsakes had pictures taken in secret, not letting the rest of the community know. I thought back to the photograph I’d found back at Benjamin’s. It tickled me to think of Papa Joe as a rebel—even back then. I was certainly grateful he’d had at least one portrait taken. I wondered if there were more somewhere. Maybe a little digging would uncover others.

I was so engrossed in Sam’s stories I didn’t even notice that Mary had returned with coffee. I looked down to see a cup in front of me. I picked it up and took a sip. Its deep, rich flavor was exactly what I needed.

“You’re probably used to that froufrou Starbucks coffee,” Sam said. “The only flavors you can add here are cream and sugar.”

I laughed. “Who told you I drink ‘froufrou’ coffee anyway? For your information, Starbucks has regular coffee, too.”

He raised his cup. “Point taken. Sorry to make assumptions.”

Before I had the chance to admit that I liked many of the flavored lattes and Frappuccinos that probably fit his “froufrou” description, the front door of the restaurant opened and a large man with a dark, bushy beard walked in. He wore the kind of straw hat I’d seen in Benjamin’s closet and on some of the other men in Harmony. His black pants and blue shirt reminded me of Benjamin’s clothes. However, he also wore a blue Windbreaker not much different than the one I had on.

“Abel!” Sam called to him.

The man raised one of his meaty hands and a wide smile spread across his broad face. “Hello there, Sam.”

Sam waved him over, and the man approached our table. His size was intimidating, but he radiated affability.

“Grace Temple,” Sam said, “I’d like to introduce you to Abel Mueller. He’s the pastor of Bethel Church.”

Pastor Mueller’s huge fingers enveloped my hand. “Grace Temple? Is this Benjamin’s niece?”

I nodded. “One and the same.”

He kept my hand nestled in his and covered it with his other hand. “We’re glad you’re here, Grace. I’m so sorry your family wasn’t notified when Benjamin became so ill. I tried and tried to convince him that you would want to know, but he forbade me from contacting anyone.”

I had to admit that Pastor Mueller had taken me by surprise. In my mind, I’d lumped him into my preconceived idea of Mennonite leaders—grumpy, judgmental, and humorless. But this man was far from that. “It was Benjamin’s choice, I guess. Not much you could do about it.”

“Thank you. That makes me feel a little better.” He finally let go of my hand.

“Emily and Hannah meeting you for breakfast?” Sam asked.

Pastor Mueller grinned. “Yes, as soon as they’re through picking out fabric from Ruth’s place. Spring is in the air, so new dresses are on the horizon.”

“Why don’t you have a cup of coffee with us until they get here?” Sam said.

The pastor looked at me. “If Grace doesn’t mind.”

“No. Please do.”

He grabbed another chair from a nearby table and pulled it up to ours, easing his large frame onto the padded seat. His eyes scanned the room. Mary stood talking to a family seated near the kitchen. The pastor waited until she looked his way and then stuck one of his fingers in the air. The restaurant owner nodded. Seemed as if Mary knew what everyone wanted before they asked for it. In Wichita, I visited the same Starbucks almost every morning, and each time the workers behind the counter acted as if they’d never seen me before.

“So, how long will you be in Harmony, Grace?” Pastor Mueller asked.

“Two weeks. I have to get back to work. And please, call me Gracie.” I took a sip from my coffee cup.

“Gracie, it is,” he said with a smile. “And what kind of work do you do?”

“I’m a graphic designer. I work for an advertising agency.”

The pastor’s eyebrows shot up. “An artist, huh? I have a lot of respect for those to whom God has given artistic talent. I’m afraid that’s something He neglected to bestow upon me.”

“I’ve always loved to draw. I began when I was pretty young. My mother says I started drawing bugs when I was two years old.”

He chuckled. “Bugs, huh? Glad you moved on to other things.” He took a sip of coffee and then put his cup down. “What are your plans while you’re in Harmony?”

“I need to find a way to let people know my uncle’s house is for sale. How should I go about that?”

“Well, if you don’t mind, I’d like to spread the word in town first before you put anything in a newspaper outside of Harmony. We have a few young couples that would love a chance at that property.” He looked at Sam. “I’m thinking about Kenneth and Alene Ward. They’ve asked about Ben’s place several times.”

Sam nodded. “I think they’d buy it gladly.”

“I’m not sure why,” I said. “The house isn’t bad, but there are much nicer places around here.”

Pastor Mueller smiled. “Your uncle owns somewhere around thirty acres of the land surrounding that house. When your grandparents lived there, it was farmed for wheat and corn, but Benjamin let it all go after they left. An industrious young couple could bring the land back.”

A chill ran through me. Farming meant digging and turning over the soil. A good chance my family’s secret would be uncovered. The very thing my uncle had feared.

“You won’t have any trouble selling Ben’s property,” Sam said. “I’ll help you get the word out. Maybe we can make some flyers and post them around town.”

I nodded dumbly, but my mind was still focused on the body hiding somewhere under a few feet of dirt. Then another thought struck me. “Pastor Mueller, how did my uncle survive? Financially, I mean. Without any crops…”

“First of all, please call me Abel,” the gregarious man said. “Pastor Mueller is a little too formal for me.”

“Thanks.”

“Your uncle’s income source is easy to spot as you walk up and down our streets,” he continued. “He made all the wonderful rocking chairs scattered all over town. And the birdhouses and feeders. You’ll see many of them in Ruth’s store when you visit.” He shook his head. “Benjamin never lacked for work. He was a skilled craftsman.”

“I didn’t see any kind of workshop on his property.”

“Most of the time, he worked in the basement,” Sam said. “Have you been down there?”

“No. I thought about it last night, but without electricity…”

“Too spooky?” Abel laughed. “I can understand that.”

At that moment, Mary showed up at our table with plates for Sam and me. She set his down carefully in front of him. A pile of pancakes topped with butter and a plate of sausage. She shoved my plate toward me without as much care. I looked up to see her giving me a rather frosty stare. Was she warning me? I had no idea why she saw me as a threat to her relationship with Sam. I wasn’t going to be around long enough to cause her any problems. But maybe I was misinterpreting her actions.

She refilled our coffee cups. “Anything else here?”

“Thanks, Mary,” Abel said heartily. “Emily and Hannah should be along soon. We’ll need a round of your wonderful pancakes.”

“You got it, Abel.” She shot one more pointed look toward me and headed to another table. I glanced at Sam to see if he’d noticed, but he was busy pouring syrup on his plate.

“Abel, would you say grace?” he said after placing the syrup pitcher back on the table.

I bowed my head as the pastor thanked God for our food and the day He’d given us. I silently added a couple of requests of my own, said “Amen,” and picked up my fork. The eggs were fluffy and delicious, and the sausage reminded me of Mama Essie’s. The coffeemaker behind the counter chortled as it created another round of the fresh, robust brew. I usually try to keep myself down to one cup of coffee a day, but I decided to relax my rule this morning. Mary’s breakfast was made to be eaten with the accompaniment of her great coffee.

“So what do you think of Harmony so far?” Abel asked, looking at me.

I quickly swallowed a mouthful of food. “I haven’t seen much of it yet. Sam’s going to show me around a little.” I put my fork down and frowned at him. “This town hasn’t had a good effect on my family, you know. I have to say that I came here expecting to find something much different than what I’ve seen so far.”

Abel smiled. “You mean a place full of religious zealots and judgmental people?”

I nodded.

“Gracie,” he said with sincerity in his voice, “if you could see Harmony as it was thirty years ago, that might be exactly what you’d have found. Except for a few people, like your father, who stood up against the tyranny in this town, everyone took their orders from a man who certainly didn’t follow the real tenets of our faith. Amil Angstadt was a bully who thought his brand of religion was the only way to heaven. You see, Mennonites believe salvation comes through the grace and the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. But Angstadt taught that the price our Savior paid for us wasn’t enough. That what you wore, what you did or didn’t do, or even who you spoke to paved your way to heaven.”

I shook my head at him. “But isn’t that the same thing you do? I mean, making these women wear these long dresses and odd caps. Not using electricity. None of these things produce righteousness. That comes from the inside. Not the outside.”

I saw Sam’s eyebrows shoot up. Maybe I was being too direct, but after seeing the havoc this man’s religion had played in my family, I didn’t care.

To my surprise, he smiled widely. “First of all, we use electricity. I know your uncle didn’t, but he held to some of the old ways that most of us don’t. And as far as what produces righteousness, you’re exactly right. I agree with you completely.”

“I’m confused. Then why…”

“Gracie, we don’t make anyone wear certain clothes or do anything else. You see, we live this way because we want to. There isn’t a single person in my church who has ever been compelled to do anything except follow the teachings of Christ: to love Him with all their hearts—and to love their neighbors as themselves.” His forehead wrinkled, and then he chuckled. “You know, I haven’t had to explain our ways for a very long time. I guess we’re rather isolated here.” He took a sip of his coffee and then set the cup down in front of him. His eyes sought mine. I saw compassion and kindness in them. Even though I hadn’t been prepared to like him, I did. Very much.

“Living a simple life isn’t done so we can earn brownie points with God,” he said in a soft voice. “It’s a lifestyle we adopt because we truly believe it’s helpful for us.” He held out his open hands. “Take television. Don’t even have one. When there’s a storm, sometimes I’ll come here and Mary will turn the set on so we can get updated weather forecasts. Or if something of national importance happens, I may go to a neighbor’s house and watch a news channel for a bit so I can keep abreast of the situation. While waiting for whatever information I need, I’ve seen snatches of several of today’s… what are they called… sitcoms?” He pulled on his beard. “I think our community is better off without them.”

“But there are good things on TV, too,” I said. “Shows that spread the gospel.”

“I know that. I believe television can be a wonderful way to touch the world with the Good News. But the rest of it… Well, we would just rather live without its leaven. Please understand though—it’s not a rule of the church or anything like that. It’s a suggestion. Just as with many of our other choices. Like what we wear.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “Let me ask you a question. Some of the schools in Wichita have adopted dress codes. Do you know why?”

I nodded. “Because it stops kids from wearing gang colors. Also, it helps to cut down on the attention to clothes and refocuses it back on schoolwork.”

“That’s exactly right. In wearing modest, simple clothing, we believe it helps us to focus our lives on God and His service and away from worldly concerns. It’s as simple as that.” He shrugged. “But please understand—we only ask that our members dress modestly. They choose their outfits. I don’t visit everyone’s house in the mornings and approve their choices.” He chuckled. “Not even for my Emily. She says I have no taste.”

I stabbed another sausage with my fork. “Okay, I understand the clothing thing. But why did my uncle turn his back on our family? Sam says you don’t actually ban people.”

“He’s right. If we discovered a church member was involved in some kind of serious error, we would reach out in compassion to him, but we wouldn’t turn him away unless there was no other choice. In my entire life I’ve never seen it happen. I’m not saying I haven’t watched people leave the faith, but they always left on their own accord.” He hesitated and gazed intently at the tabletop for a moment. “I’ve heard that Amil Angstadt used what at one time was called The Ban, but trust me—when he died, the practice died with him. I visited your uncle many times, trying to convince him that he needed to reach out to his family. He refused to even discuss it with me. I have no idea why.”

But I was pretty sure I did. “Abel, I appreciate everything you’ve said. I had some wrong ideas. I guess it isn’t your religion that was the problem in my family. It seems that following the wrong leader caused most of the destruction.”

He nodded. “I believe that to be the truth.”

I finished the coffee in my cup and glanced toward the front counter. Mary leaned against the back wall and glared at me. I changed my mind about raising my cup to indicate I wanted more coffee. Fortunately for me, Sam noticed I was out and waved to her. She picked up a pot, carried it over, and silently filled everyone’s cup. She left the table with a backward glance at me. Let’s just say that the small town charm evident in the café didn’t carry over to its owner.

“I—I do have another question,” I said to Abel while I tried to ignore Mary’s obvious distaste for me, “but I’m not sure you can help me. You weren’t in Harmony when my parents lived here.”

He shook his head. “No, I wasn’t. But I have learned a lot about those days from some of the folks who lived through them. Ask away.”

“Do you know anything about a man named Jacob Glick?”

A loud gasp from behind me revealed an older woman standing next to a girl who looked to be around fourteen or fifteen. They were dressed almost exactly the same, in long pastel dresses covered by a white pinafore. Both wore caps with ribbons that hung next to their faces.

Sam sat closest to the older woman whose face had gone horribly pale. He reached out and caught her as she staggered.

“Emily!” Abel cried out. “Are you all right?”

She nodded vigorously and pushed away from Sam, steadying herself. But the look of fear in her wide eyes told me a different story.

This woman was terrified of Jacob Glick.





Chapter Six

I hope Emily’s feeling better.” Sam glanced over to the table where the Muellers sat, waiting for their pancakes.

“Yeah, me, too.”

Emily Mueller’s hurried explanation of a sharp pain in her side left me with more questions than answers. I didn’t want to think she’d lied to me, but her reaction seemed to be more a response to the name of Jacob Glick than to some kind of physical pain.

Eventually she regained her composure, even managing to paste a smile back on her face before Abel ushered his family to their own table. Sam and I accepted an invitation for Sunday dinner tomorrow after church. The request for our presence hadn’t come from Emily. I had to wonder if she was as happy as her husband to welcome us to her home.

I watched the Muellers as I finished my breakfast. Although Emily wouldn’t look my way, her daughter, Hannah, seemed fascinated by me. I wasn’t quite sure why. There were other non-Mennonite people in Harmony. What was so special about me?

The girl’s head covering and simple dress couldn’t hide her natural beauty. Tendrils of golden blond hair trailed from beneath her cap, and her large sky blue eyes were framed by flawless skin. A lack of makeup certainly didn’t hurt her stunning looks. A teenage boy, eating breakfast with his family at a nearby table, kept sneaking glances at her. I didn’t blame him a bit.

As if reading my mind, Sam said, “Hannah Mueller seems quite taken with you. Probably because Abel introduced you as an artist. You’ll see some of Hannah’s paintings at Ruth’s. Harmony has a few artisans, including Joyce Bechtold. She painted your uncle’s birdhouses.” He lowered his voice. “Although she’d never admit it, I think Joyce hoped someday Ben would become more than just someone she worked with. In all those years, he never gave her any kind of encouragement.” He grunted and looked past me, as if viewing something I couldn’t see. “I saw him stare at her once when he didn’t know I was watching him. I could have sworn I saw something in his face… a tenderness.” He shook his head and refocused his attention on me. “Must have been my imagination. If he was interested in her, why wouldn’t he have said something? Except for loving God, finding the right person to share your life with is the most important thing in the world.”

Was that how he felt about Mary? She kept looking our way, as if checking up on us. Obviously, her relationship with Sam wasn’t that secure—in her mind anyway.

I waited while Sam went up to the register to pay our bill. Mary said something to him that seemed to upset him. She tried to grab his arm, but he gently wrestled it away from her. As he turned to walk back to where I sat, the look Mary shot me was one of pure anger. Her expression shook me. I certainly wasn’t after her boyfriend. In fact, I had no intention of starting a relationship with anyone in Harmony. Not even a man as nice as Sam Goodrich.

“Let’s take that tour,” he said when he reached the table. I stood up and was headed for the front door when he put his hand on my shoulder. “Wait a minute,” he said. “I just thought of something.” He pointed at some pictures against the far wall of the restaurant. “There are some old pictures of Harmony here. I think your Jacob Glick might be in one of them.”

I followed him to a grouping of black-and-white photos. Sure enough, they appeared to be photographs of the town down through the years. I began to scan them. Sam pointed to a shot taken of a dry goods store on what must have been opening day. The proprietors stood proudly in front of their business. Off to the side stood a bearded man in dark clothing. He stared straight at the camera. His fierce expression chilled me, and I shivered involuntarily.

“Amil Angstadt,” Sam said. “I’m sure he had no idea he would show up in the picture, but there he is. Sweetie showed me this photo years ago, but she won’t talk much about him. Pretty scary, huh?”

I nodded my agreement. So this was the man who had caused so much pain in my family.

“Here,” Sam said triumphantly, pointing to a picture a few spots away. “Ever since you mentioned this Glick person, I kept thinking I’d seen the name somewhere. This is a picture of the church building in 1980. That’s Glick standing in front.”

I looked closely. Sure enough, someone had written “Jacob Glick” in the margin of the photograph.

“Glick wasn’t actually a part of the church.” I jumped at Abel Mueller’s voice coming from behind me.

“Then why is he shown in front of the building?”

“He worked around the church,” Abel said. “I have some old memoirs written by people who attended Bethel down through the years. They refer to him as a church custodian. Appeared to be a rather solitary fellow. No family. Not well liked. He was asked to leave town—more than once.”

“And why is that?”

Abel shrugged. “According to what I’ve managed to glean though some old letters and diaries, Glick was very interested in finding a wife. Mennonite women are encouraged to marry within the faith. Since he refused to join the church, church leaders rebuffed his efforts. He finally gave up and left town. And that was the end of Jacob Glick.”

I wished with all my heart that a bus out of town had signaled the end of Glick, but unfortunately, unless my uncle had taken leave of his senses, a rock in the side of the head had been his actual means of departure.

Glick was an unusually unattractive man. I assumed his looks hadn’t helped him in his quest for companionship. Dark hair, bushy eyebrows that had grown together, and an unusually long nose worked together to produce a rather frightening visage. His beady, black eyes held an odd hint of wildness to them. This was a man most women would run from instead of toward.

“Not what you’d call a good-looking guy is he?” Abel asked.

I shook my head while Sam snorted his agreement.

Abel cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to pry, but is there some reason you’re interested in Mr. Glick? I mean, he’s not part of your family. He wasn’t even part of the church.”

Wishing I’d come up with a reason for asking about Glick sooner, I blurted out the only thing that came to my mind. “I found his name on something at my uncle’s. I was just curious. It’s no big deal.” Well, at least I hadn’t out-and-out lied. I wasn’t sure about the “big deal” part, but maybe that would prove true, as well. I decided to change the subject before I was asked more uncomfortable questions. “Sam said Old Order Mennonites didn’t believe in having their pictures taken. Is that why there are no pictures of the church members or the families here?”

Abel nodded. “Yes, but there are a few. Ida Turnbauer told me that the cousin of one of the church members was a photographer. It seems a few folks contacted the man privately and had family pictures taken. They weren’t normally shown to anyone outside of the family, but I know they were treasured mementos.” He pointed to a grouping of family photos showing people dressed in the same kind of clothing depicted in the picture at Benjamin’s.

“Why are these here? I would think the families would have kept them.”

“Most of them did. These were either left behind when the families moved away or donated by relatives who still live in Harmony.” He directed our attention to one of the photographs. A very handsome young man stood next to an older man and woman. “That’s Levi Hoffman. He owns our candle shop. Lived here all his life.” He motioned toward the other photos. “The rest of these folks moved away. Levi’s the only one who still lives in Harmony.”

I glanced around at some of the other pictures on the wall. “Kind of sad that there aren’t more images of the early Mennonite settlers. Wouldn’t they help to keep their memories alive? Help people remember what they accomplished?”

Abel chuckled. “I understand your point, Gracie. But we have no photographs of Christ, and He changed the world. I’m not sure how important pictures really are.”

I wanted to tell him how special the portrait of my family hanging in Mama and Papa’s room was to me, but I kept my mouth shut.

I looked closer at the face of Amil Angstadt. There was something burning in those eyes—and it didn’t reflect the heart of the loving God I’d come to know. A rush of emotions churned inside me. The depth of my feelings surprised me. Being in Harmony, the place where my parents had grown up and fallen in love, was affecting me in ways I hadn’t anticipated. It made their experiences so real. I could almost sense their fear and heartache.

While I fought to bring my feelings under control, I studied Jacob Glick again—the man who was buried somewhere on property that now belonged to me. I had a strange urge to blurt out the truth to Abel. I felt strongly that he had the heart of a pastor and would want to help me. But I had to remind myself that I really didn’t know him—or anyone in this town. Besides, until I’d prayed more about it, I couldn’t risk sharing anything with anyone. I turned around and ran right into Sam. I put my hands on his chest to balance myself.

“Oh, s–sorry,” I stammered. Still touching him, I looked up into his eyes. What I saw there made my toes tingle.

“Th–that’s okay,” he said in a husky voice.

I forced myself to step away from him. Without planning it, my gaze swung toward the back of the restaurant where I’d last seen Mary. She was still there—staring at me. But I saw more than just jealousy in her face. There was hurt.

“We’d better get going,” I said more forcefully than I meant to. I was almost to the door when I remembered Abel. I looked back to find him watching me. “It was nice to meet you. I guess we’ll see you tomorrow… about one?”

He nodded. “See you then, Gracie.”

Mary watched as Sam and I walked toward the front door. I thought he’d at least say good-bye, but he seemed to have completely forgotten about her. Although I’d never been in love, I knew the signs. This woman was head over heels for Sam Goodrich, but he didn’t reciprocate her feelings. I felt sorry for Mary. I hadn’t come to Harmony to cause anyone pain. Maybe two weeks was too long to stay—and then I remembered Uncle Benjamin’s secret. I was trapped here until I could find a way to resolve my family mess.

Sam and I stepped out into a bright spring day. “Let’s start on this side of the street. Then if there’s time, we’ll hit the other side.” He shrugged. “If not, we’ll come back next week. There’s no rush.”

I nodded and followed him to Ruth’s Crafts and Creations. The little store was housed between the restaurant and Menlo’s Bakery. At Sam’s recommendation, we decided to save the bakery for last. Good idea since I was so stuffed I couldn’t even think about food.

A bell tinkled above the door when we walked into the sunny yellow building with cream-colored trim. A gray-haired woman with a wide red face looked up from something she was working on behind her counter.

“Why, Sam Goodrich. It’s been a month of Sundays since you’ve come to see me. What’s going on?” She fastened her inquisitive expression on me. “Well, goodness gracious. Who is this?”

Sam put his hand on my elbow and gently guided me toward the counter. “Ruth Wickham, meet Grace Temple, Ben’s niece.”

The woman’s hands flew to her ample chest. “Oh my. Grace, I’m so happy to finally meet you. I’d heard you were coming. I wish Benjamin had let someone contact your family so you could attend his service.”

A thought struck me. “Is—is my uncle buried near here?”

Ruth’s round face softened into a smile. “Yes dear. In the cemetery outside town.” She pointed her chubby finger at Sam. “Sam can show you where it is.” She wiped her hands on the calico apron she wore over jeans and a bright red sweatshirt. “I’ve got some lovely flowers in the garden out back. You come by here whenever you want, and I’ll give you a nice bouquet to put on his grave.”

“Thank you.”

She waved her hand at me. “It’s nothing. As persnickety as Benjamin was, we thought a lot of him. Such an honest and ethical man. You should be proud of him, Grace.”

“Please call me Gracie,” I said. I realized as I said it that Sam kept introducing me as Grace. In fact, I couldn’t remember him calling me Gracie once.

“Gracie it is,” Ruth said. “Now let me show you around some.” She came around the corner and took my arm. “I’ve got several of your uncle’s birdhouses and feeders over here.” She sighed heavily. “I can hardly believe there won’t be any more.”

“Joyce can still paint birdhouses for you, Ruth,” Sam said. He reached up and ran his fingers along the smooth side of a beautifully carved house. “I guess no one makes a house quite like Ben, though.”

“No. No they don’t.” Ruth put her hands on her hips and stared at the birdhouses displayed on her shelves. “Benjamin took pride in everything he did. Never rushed the job. Never sacrificed quality for speed, yet he met every order on time.” She brushed at her eyes with her hand. “Aren’t many men like Benjamin Temple anymore.” A quick smile chased the sadness from her face. “Except you, Sam. I swear, if I didn’t know better, I’d believe you two were related.”

Sam’s easygoing expression faltered for a moment, and something dark crossed his features. I wondered what was behind it. Why did he live with his aunt? Where were his parents? He’d mentioned living in Harmony for most of his life. My curiosity was aroused. Sam Goodrich was an interesting man. I found myself wanting to understand him.

Besides my uncle’s creations, Ruth’s shop was filled to the brink with handmade items: beautiful quilts, dried flower arrangements, pottery, and bolts of cloth. On one wall, I discovered several framed paintings. Most were landscapes; several were of horses. Each one was striking, painted by someone with remarkable natural talent. And every single painting was set into a carved frame that highlighted the scene perfectly. One particular picture really caught my eye. It depicted a man plowing a field, with a storm brewing in the sky behind him. Dark clouds boiled with moisture. The farmer’s urgency to beat the impending rain showed in his taut muscles and stalwart expression. I realized the style was familiar.

“These are outstanding,” I said. “I believe my uncle has two paintings by this artist hanging in his house. Who…” I leaned in and saw the signature. H. Mueller. I couldn’t hold back a gasp. “Hannah Mueller painted these?”

“Hannah painted all of them,” Ruth said, bustling up next to me, “and the pictures in your house. She’s a very talented young lady. Hard to believe she’s only fourteen. You know, painting used to be frowned upon by many in the Mennonite community. This kind of art was considered useless.”

I shook my head. “That’s a shame. I’m glad Hannah’s family doesn’t believe that.”

Ruth smiled. “Well, you can still see influences from those beliefs in Hannah’s work. You’ll notice that most people are either seen from a distance or their faces are turned away. Landscapes are the prevalent theme, and almost every picture is of local life and community.”

“I don’t understand.”

Ruth shrugged. “I’ve seen some paintings I wouldn’t allow into my house, haven’t you? I guess it’s just an attempt to keep the subject wholesome and free of vanity. Like it says in Philippians: ‘Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.’”

An image from a lurid art show I’d accidentally stumbled upon during a downtown art crawl in Wichita flashed through my mind. It had left me feeling disgusted. “I—I see what you mean, Ruth. Painting the kinds of things that honor that verse makes sense.”

She nodded. “Abel and Emily see Hannah’s painting as a gift. They encourage her, but they also make certain she uses it in a way they believe will please God. I think she does that admirably. She’s never had any formal training, you know. Unfortunately, the school she attends has no art teacher.”

“Her technique is very advanced. I’m surprised.” I leaned in closer and inspected the painting a little closer. “Are these for sale? How much for this one?”

“The watercolors are twenty dollars, and the oil paintings are thirty.”

“That’s not enough. These are worth much more. Goodness, the frames alone…”

“These frames don’t set Hannah back a penny,” Ruth said, chuckling. “They’re donated by a very talented man who loves to help other people.” She smiled at Sam.

“You?” I said to him. “You carved these frames?”

He shrugged. “No big deal. Something I do while I watch TV.”

“Well, it is a big deal. They’re beautiful. You could sell them.” I fumbled in my purse and pulled out my pocketbook. “Here,” I said to Ruth. “I won’t give Hannah less than fifty dollars for this painting. And it’s worth much more.”

Ruth put her hand up to her mouth. “Oh, she will be so thrilled. We haven’t sold many.” She noticed the surprised look on my face. “Not because people don’t love them,” she said. “It’s because Hannah gives them away to everyone. The only people who pay for them are out-of-towners, and we don’t get that many. Of course, there is one person in town who’s bought quite a few.” She crooked her thumb at Sam.

I grinned at him. “So let me get this straight. You give her frames—and you buy the paintings and the frames back?”

He flushed just as he had at the restaurant. “I never had brothers or sisters. Helping Hannah kind of fills the void, I guess.”

Ruth chuckled and looked at him fondly. “You’re a good man, Sam Goodrich. You know that? I’m proud to know you. I really am.”

Sam turned an even deeper red, causing Ruth and me to laugh. He shook his head and walked over to a display of colorful plates, feigning disinterest in our attention.

Still giggling, Ruth grabbed a bag and some newspaper from under her counter. While she wrapped up the painting for me, I poked around the shop a little more. I found lots of wood carvings and a table full of embroidered towels and pillowcases. I grabbed four of the pillowcases—two for me and two for my mother. A nicely decorated box of homemade fudge called my name, and I added it to my selections.

On the other side of the room sat a table with the most artistically designed stationery, cards, and envelopes I’d ever seen. “These are lovely,” I said to Ruth. “Where did you get them?”

She toddled over to see what I meant. “Oh, you mean Sarah’s paper.” She picked up a sheet of stationery with green and yellow leaves that wrapped around the top and one side. Each leaf was intricately designed. “Sarah Ketterling is one of our few Old Order residents. She and her father live on a farm outside town.”

She fingered the eye-catching design. “This is called wood-block printing. Do you know anything about it?”

A faint memory from one of my college classes flashed through my mind. “I’ve heard of it, but this is the first example I’ve seen. She carves the design into wood, right? And then rolls paint across it. Then the paper is put on top and the design is transferred.”

Ruth smiled. “That’s the basic idea, but it’s a little more complicated than that. I have these patterns in right now, but I sell out pretty quick. People love this stationery. I also have several customers from outside Harmony who order it regularly.” She ran her hand over the paper again. “Sarah’s about your age. A lovely young woman.” She sighed. “But her father keeps her on a pretty tight rein, so I don’t get to speak to her often. Her father, Gabriel, was very close to Bishop Angstadt when he ran the church here. He’s never cottoned to Abel Mueller—thinks he’s too liberal.” She touched my arm. “Even though Benjamin was part of that Old Order group, he wasn’t too thrilled with Gabriel’s brand of parenting. He and Ida Turnbauer tried talking to him more than once. Never did any good. Just made him mad.”

“Well, Sarah is very talented. A real artist.” I picked up a package of the green leaf stationery, along with some matching envelopes. “I’d love to learn more about this process.”

“Gabriel won’t let you anywhere near his daughter,” Sam said. “In fact, when Ruth sells her work, she has to give the money to him. He won’t allow the proceeds to go directly to Sarah.”

“He sounds like an awful person. Why doesn’t Sarah just leave?”

Sam shook his head. “She’s afraid of him, Grace.”

“I’m not so sure she isn’t more afraid for him,” Ruth said frowning. “Gabriel used to be a different person before his wife ran off with another man. He always had a good word for everyone. I liked him. But after his wife left, he completely changed. I think Sarah feels responsible for him—as if it’s her job to look after him.”

Anger churned inside me. “I’m sorry for him, but what about her life? She must be extremely unhappy.”

“I don’t believe he realizes what he’s doing to her,” Sam said. “He thinks he’s protecting her against the world. The same outside world that stole his wife. Of course, Angstadt’s early influence in his life has only reinforced his suspicion and fear. One of the bishop’s main teachings was that worldly influences cause nothing but spiritual pollution. I guess in his mind, that justifies his treatment of Sarah.”

“That preacher left a trail of confusion behind him, that’s for sure,” Ruth said, shaking her head. “Thank God Abel Mueller came to this town. The difference is night and day.”

“If you’ve spent enough money, we should get going,” Sam said. “I didn’t think we’d be spending our whole day here.”

“Now you let Gracie alone, Sam Goodrich,” Ruth said good-naturedly. “She can buy anything she wants.”

I took the stationery up to the counter and put it with the painting, the pillowcases, and the fudge. “I’d really better get out of here. I won’t have any money left.”

“Well, before you leave, I have to show you my pride and joy.” Ruth’s eyes sparkled as she directed my attention to something silver inside the glass case under the counter.

Sam grinned. “She shows off her pride and joy to everyone who steps foot in this place.”

“Now, Sam Goodrich,” Ruth shot back, “you just hush.”

“Oh my goodness. What is it?”

Ruth smiled. “This is the one thing I won’t sell. I let it stay in the store so folks can enjoy it. You see, I live alone. Keeping it in my house just for my tired old eyes doesn’t make much sense.”

She slid the door behind the case open and lifted out a silver piece that looked like a vase with handles and a top. Under the silver cover decorated with floral finials sat a glass container. The silver itself had been beautifully decorated with rosettes and laurel leaves. Leaves ringed a square-shaped stand, and on the front, a silver flower encircled a crest.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”

“Believe it or not, it’s a chestnut vase.” Seeing the surprise on my face, she beamed. “That’s what it was designed for, but near as I can tell, my ancestors actually kept sugar in it.” She touched it lovingly. “It was handcrafted in the 1700s by a rather well-known designer and given to one of my relatives as a gift. It’s been handed down for generations. When I’m gone, it will go to my daughter. It’s very valuable.”

“Does your daughter live here?”

“No, she lives in Kansas City with her husband. But she visits when she can. Next time she comes, I’ll introduce you.”

“I would like that, but I’m only going to be here a couple of weeks.”

Ruth’s forehead wrinkled. “That’s right. I forgot. For some reason it seems as if you’re already a part of us.” She carefully put the vase back behind the counter. “Well, it’s too bad. Carolyn would have loved you.”

She rang up my purchases on a cash register that looked about twenty years old. My total was a lot smaller than it would have been for the same items in Wichita.

“Why don’t you leave this stuff here and come back for it later, when you’re finished looking around town?” Ruth said. “That way you won’t have to lug it around or let your fudge melt inside Sam’s truck. It doesn’t seem hot outside, but you know how steamy the inside of a vehicle can get when the sun beats down on it.”

“Thanks. I will.”

Sam stood at the front door, holding it open. “Come on, woman,” he said with a grin. “We’ve only made a little dent in our tour.”

“He’s getting a little pushy, don’t you think?” I said to Ruth, who laughed and waved good-bye.

Back out on the sidewalk, Sam guided me to the next store. Harmony Hardware was exactly what the sign declared. A small hardware store with items you would find in most other shops just like it. However, among the hammers, nails, and other tools, there were handmade wooden spoons and oil lamps. Obviously it was geared to accommodate all of Harmony’s citizens. I recognized the outside of the building as the place where Amil Angstadt’s had had his picture snapped unawares so many years ago.

Sam introduced me to Joe Loudermilk, a small man with a ready smile and an offer of hot coffee.

“Joe’s got the pot going all day,” Sam said. “Don’t you, Joe?”

“You bet.” He lowered his voice and gave me a secretive smile. “Get ’em in for coffee, and they’re buyin’ stuff they forgot they needed. Works every time.”

“Well, I don’t want coffee, but I need some things to help Grace live a little better out there at Ben’s house.” Sam said. “Why don’t you give me a good flashlight—and a couple of those battery-powered lamps?” He turned to me. “These will give you a lot more light than those old oil lamps.”

“Great idea, but what if I hear another monster clumping around outside?”

“I have a plan that should keep you safe from monsters. We’ll have to stop by my place on the way home, though.”

I was thrilled to know I was going to get to see the inside of his house, yet disturbed that he called my uncle’s house home. It certainly wasn’t my home.

Sam paid for the lamps and flashlight even though I offered. His argument that he could use them after I left took the wind out of my protests, and I finally agreed.

We visited two more stores on that side of the street: a secondhand store that had lots of great items, and a clothing store that carried some of the traditional garb worn by many of Harmony’s populace. The proprietors at Cora’s Simple Clothing Shoppe were friendly and welcoming, even though my basic questions and ignorance about their practices made it obvious I wasn’t Mennonite. They showed me different garments and explained that originally, wearing certain kinds and colors of clothing was an attempt by the Mennonites to show their separation from the rest of the world. But eventually it was determined that although keeping oneself removed from carnality was a positive thing, removing themselves too far from the people Christ called them to love wasn’t productive. They showed me dresses in lovely fabrics and styles, along with many skirts and blouses that, although plain, were no different than clothing being sold in regular stores across the country.

“Dressing modestly is our aim,” Cora Crandall, the store owner, said. “Quite a few of the women love the traditional prayer coverings while some wear nothing on their heads at all—except in church.” Her white cap and peach-colored dress accented her dark skin and large brown eyes. Her husband, Amos Crandall, towered over her and exuded friendliness. I immediately liked this couple.

“Many people believe that the scriptural admonition of a head covering in church isn’t relevant for today,” Amos said. “Others feel it is. So each person wears what they feel comfortable with. There are no rules set in stone.”

I thanked them for their insight. I came incredibly close to buying a lovely apple green dress with small flowers, three-quarter-length sleeves, and a gathered waist. The lace around the collar was light and delicate. Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of a single place to wear it. I held it for several minutes before reluctantly putting it back on the rack.

Sam and I spent the rest of the morning visiting the other side of Main Street. I met the owners of the leather and feed store. Paul and Carol Bruner carried everything needed for horses and cattle. Dale Scheidler ran the farm implements store with his brother Dan.

Then we got to Nature’s Bounty, a small shop that sold dairy products, fruits, and vegetables.

“I sell a lot of my fruit here,” Sam said. “Although most of it is marketed in Council Grove and Topeka.”

The store was rather crowded with people buying milk, cheese, and fruit. Sam pulled me aside. “That’s Joyce Bechtold,” he whispered. “She’s the woman who painted the birds on Ben’s houses and feeders. We should come back when she’s not so busy. I know she wants to meet you.”

Joyce was a lovely woman with curly hair the color of molasses, cut to just above her shoulders. She had soft brown eyes and laugh wrinkles. I whispered to Sam, “Is she Mennonite?”

“No, as a matter of fact, she’s not. She attends my church.”

I wondered if that had anything to do with my uncle’s lack of interest in her. Too bad. Even from across the room, her graciousness and kind attitude toward others was obvious. As she finished helping a customer, her eyes swung over to where Sam and I stood. When she saw me, her eyes widened and her complexion grew pale. I saw Sam nod slightly to her.

“Let’s get going,” he said gently.

When we were outside, I grabbed his arm. “Joyce seemed shocked when she saw me. Why?”

Sam sighed. “She knew you were coming, but none of us knew how much you looked like Ben. It’s rather startling.”

“You didn’t seem surprised when you first met me.”

He blushed. “Guess I was just thinking about how pretty you are.”

I stared at him, but I couldn’t come up with a snappy comeback. All I could think about was that he’d said I was pretty. I tried to change the subject quickly. “I—I get the feeling Joyce really cared for my uncle.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “She really did.”

Next to Nature’s Bounty was Keystone Meats. I started to open the door when Sam caught me by the arm.

“We don’t really need to go inside. John Keystone…”

“Don’t be silly,” I said lightheartedly. “We’ve made the rounds of all the other stores. I want to check out this one, too.”

I swung open the old screen door on the whitewashed building with the bright red–painted letters and stepped inside. Unlike Joyce’s store, there weren’t any customers standing around. In fact, Sam and I were the only ones. My first impression was that there wasn’t anyone at all in the store. Then a man came from behind the meat counter. He was tall and slender, probably in his early thirties. His long, aquiline nose and dark eyes enhanced his well-sculpted good looks and tanned skin. Longish black hair only added to his overall attractiveness. I felt my mouth go a little dry.

“Hello, Sam,” he said in rich, deep tones. “What do you want here?”

“John,” Sam said, acknowledging the man with a nod. “This is Grace Temple, Benjamin Temple’s niece.”

“Hello,” I said slowly. The tension between the two men was palpable. What was this about?

John wiped his hands on the white apron he wore over jeans and a dark blue shirt. He stuck out his right hand, and I took it. He held it a little longer than was necessary, but I didn’t pull it away. His eyes locked on mine and for a moment I felt transfixed. A door slammed behind us, breaking the moment.

“Well, here you two are. I was beginning to wonder if you’d left town.” Mary sashayed up next to us, a fake smile plastered on her pretty face. Before Sam or I had a chance to respond, she turned her full attention to John.

“I need some ground chuck and twelve rib eyes for tonight, good lookin.’ Is that possible?”

He spread his arms apart. “Anything for you, gorgeous.” He whirled around and disappeared through a door behind his counters.

“So, Gracie. Have you met everyone in town yet?”

“Of course she hasn’t, Mary,” Sam said in measured tones. “There are almost five hundred people living in Harmony. We couldn’t possibly meet all of them in a couple of hours.”

Mary’s right eyebrow shot up. “Oh, has it only been two hours? Seems like much longer.”

Frankly, I was getting tired of Mary’s jealous digs. “Maybe we should go, Sam. I’d like to take a nap sometime today. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Sure. No problem.” He walked to the door and pushed it open, waiting for me to exit first. The door slammed loudly behind us.

“Look, Sam,” I said when we were a few feet away. “I don’t want to be a source of contention between you and Mary. Maybe it would be better if we… well, if you and I didn’t see each other again.”

“No!” His explosive response startled me. He blew a deep breath out between clenched teeth. “I… I should explain, I guess.” He pointed toward a bench in front of the meat market. “Let’s sit down a minute.”

I lowered myself down on the bench and waited. After a little pacing, he finally sat down next to me.

“Mary and I… I mean… We’re kind of engaged.”

My mouth dropped open in surprise. “Kind of engaged? How can anyone be kind of engaged? Either you’re engaged or you’re not.”

He hung his head and stared at the ground. “I don’t know how it happened. To this day, I swear I don’t remember asking her to marry me. But somehow she got the idea that I did. Now I don’t know how to get out of it. I—I don’t want to hurt her.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. “You can’t marry someone because you don’t want to hurt her feelings. That’s ridiculous.”

“I know, I know. I’ve been trying to fix this thing for months. But every time I even begin to bring up the subject, she starts crying and I back off.”

I put my hand on his arm. “The longer you string her along, the worse it will be. You’ve got to tell her. Let her get on with her life.”

“I know. I know you’re right.” He put his hand over mine and looked into my eyes. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” I pulled my hand away, my own words ringing in my ears. In two weeks I would be gone. It wasn’t fair to either one of us for me to allow feelings to build up between us. Of course, maybe Sam wasn’t interested in me at all, but when I looked in his eyes, I could almost swear I saw something stirring there.

I decided to change the subject. “You and John Keystone don’t get along very well. Is there a problem?”

He shrugged. “Keystone’s only been in Harmony a little over a year. He came here with an attitude. I’m not the only one he doesn’t like. No one’s been able to forge a friendship with the guy—except Mary.”

It seemed odd that someone with no roots in Harmony would move here and start a business, but John Keystone wasn’t my problem. I had other fish to fry. I pointed to the last shop on the street. Hoffman Candles. Now there was something I could get into. “I love candles. Let’s finish our tour—and then to the bakery.”

Sam nodded and stood up. He swept one hand toward the candle shop and bowed slightly. Then he followed me to the white clapboard building with large windows and dark blue shutters. He ushered me into a room that contained a hodgepodge of aromas. Shelves with different kinds and sizes of candles shared space with interesting holders made of wood and metal. Some were freestanding while others were made to mount on the wall. I’d never seen so many different types of candleholders before and mentioned it to Sam.

“Levi Hoffman makes the candles, but the holders are created by Harmony residents,” he said. He pointed to a set of burnished metal holders. “These were built by Cora and Amos’s son, Drew.”

“Wow. They’re very good. He’s very skilled.”

“Yes, he is.”

I heard something in his voice that made me look up at him. Sam smiled. “Drew has Down syndrome. Cora and Amos have done an outstanding job with him. They don’t treat him as if he has a disability. He’s a great kid, and he’s achieved so much more than most people expected.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything. Grant, my boss, had a son with Down syndrome. I’d watched his struggles with Jared and felt great compassion for the Crandalls.

“Who’s that out there?” A voice rang out, breaking the silence.

“Levi, it’s Sam. I’ve brought Ben’s niece to meet you.”

A curtain hanging in the back of the store parted, and a man stepped out. He couldn’t have been much older than my father, but his hair was almost completely white. With his bushy beard and chubby body, he looked like a real-life Santa Claus. His eyes twinkled, and he broke out into a big smile when he saw us. Although he had certainly changed since the picture in the café, I could still see traces of the handsome young boy in his face.

“So this is Gracie?” he said in a deep voice. “I’ve been waiting for her. Abel stopped by a little while ago and told me you were making the rounds.” I held out my hand, but instead of taking it, he wrapped me in a robust hug.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, my words muffled by his shoulder.

He let me go and then stared at me with interest. “My goodness. She’s the spitting image of Ben. I can hardly believe it.”

“I know,” Sam said. “It’s a little disconcerting.”

“Well, I think it’s wonderful.”

I was getting a little tired of being talked about and not addressed directly. “Were you and my uncle close?”

Levi stepped back a few paces. “No one was really close to Ben,” he said, a note of sadness in his voice. “But I cared for him.” He walked over to a nearby shelf and picked up two tall wooden candleholders. “He made these.”

He held them out, and I took them from his hands. They were oak, stained dark. Each one had carved round balls at the top where the candle was supposed to sit. Then they straightened out for about six inches before the bottom spread out into a carved base. I looked closely. The carvings were of birds and flowers.

“They’re beautiful, Levi.”

“Please, I want you to have them. Let’s find some candles to go in them. What would you like? Sandalwood, vanilla, rose, lilac…”

“I’d love lilac,” I said, “but let me pay for them.”

“Pshaw. This is a gift. For the niece of my friend.” The candlemaker’s eyes flushed with tears. “I’ll put them in a bag for you.”

“Thank you very much. I’ll treasure them.”

Levi had just pulled some paper from a stack on a table and was wrapping the candles and the holder when the door swung open behind us. A tall, grim-faced man dressed in dark clothes, a white shirt, and a large black hat stepped inside the store. Behind him trailed a young woman also dressed in black. Her long dress dusted the floor, and even though it was spring she wore full sleeves. Her head was covered with a stiff bonnet, not the light prayer covering I’d seen on other women in town. She kept her eyes downcast as if she were carefully watching her black laced-up shoes. Her attire was almost too morose for a funeral, yet the overall spirit emanating from the pair made that destination a definite possibility.

“Hello, Gabriel,” Levi said. “Have you brought me some new candleholders?”

The man stepped in front of Sam and me as if we weren’t even in the room. He put a large box on the counter in front of the store owner. “No other reason I’d be here, Levi.” His voice was sharp and raspy.

The store owner looked down into the box and carefully lifted out several metal holders. They were actually quite stunning. Intricately formed and freestanding, curved pieces of wrought iron formed the legs that held them up. Other pieces of metal had been twisted into designs that ended up creating a place to hold a candle.

“Why, they’re beautiful,” I said. “You made these?”

The man swung his gaze around and fastened his angry eyes on me. Even through his black beard I could see his lips locked in a sneer. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember addressing you,” he spat out.

“Now Gabriel, you mind your manners,” Levi said evenly. “This is Gracie Temple. Benjamin’s niece.”

The man’s eyes traveled up and down my body. “Doesn’t look like anyone Benjamin Temple would cotton to. He wouldn’t have approved of anyone this worldly.” His eyes flashed with anger. “Would have been mighty ashamed to call something like this family.”

I could feel my blood start to boil. “Now you look here…” Sam put his hand on my shoulder, and I caught myself before I said something I would probably regret. I stood there stoically, determined not to start an argument with this man. It was obvious it wouldn’t do any good.

Assuming I wasn’t going to rise to his bait, Gabriel turned back to Levi and resumed his transaction. I couldn’t help but glance over at the girl who stood by the front entrance. So this was Sarah Ketterling. Although she’d kept her head lowered throughout her father’s rude behavior, she looked up long enough to find me staring at her. Her lovely dark eyes were full of pain and embarrassment. Her light complexion turned even paler and she turned quickly toward the door.

“I’m going to wait outside, Papa,” she said in a soft voice. She slipped quietly out of the store. Gabriel didn’t appear to hear her.

“Wait here,” I whispered to Sam. I crept to the old screen door and opened it slowly. Then I stepped out onto the wooden sidewalk where Sarah stood with her back toward me, her thin body leaning against a light pole.

“Sarah,” I said as gently as I could so as not to scare her. “I wanted to tell you how beautiful I think your stationery is. I bought some of it this morning. You’re very talented.”

The girl swung around, her eyes wide. She glanced nervously toward the entrance of the candle shop. She reminded me of a frightened fawn with large brown eyes and long dark lashes. The hair under her bonnet was almost black, sharply framing her delicate features.

“Th–thank you,” she said in a voice so low I could barely hear her. “It–it’s wood-block print. I love to do it.”

“It’s wonderful,” I said with a smile. “I’m an artist, too, although a lot of what I do is on the computer. But I love all kinds of art. I paint and I’ve done some sculpting. I’ve never had the chance to learn wood blocking though. I wish you would teach me.”

Her eyes swung past me and back to the shop behind us. “I’m afraid Papa wouldn’t allow me to give lessons. I—I don’t see many people.”

I reached out and touched her arm. “Maybe you could ask him? I’d pay you for the lessons, of course. I’m staying at my Uncle Benjamin’s house. If you could show me even once…”

“Sarah won’t be showing you anything.” Gabriel’s harsh voice broke through the calm morning air. “I’ll thank you to leave my daughter alone.”

With that, he grabbed Sarah by the arm and pulled her toward him. Then he stomped down the sidewalk, his daughter scurrying behind him like some kind of pet dog. I was so furious with him—with his treatment of Sarah—that tears stung my eyes. How can anyone call himself a father and behave that way?

I swung around, grabbed the door, and pulled it open, once again almost running into Sam. Twice in one day. This had to stop.

“Sorry, Grace,” he said. “Gabriel’s been like this ever since his wife left. His problems have nothing to do with you. Don’t take it personally.”

Levi made a clucking sound with his tongue. “He locks Sarah in the house with him. She hardly ever goes out. I think he’s afraid of losing her like he did her mother. It’s a sad situation.”

“Well, Abel convinced me that regular Mennonites aren’t like Gabriel,” I said sharply as I approached the counter. “But these Old Order people really take the cake. I guess this is what my mom and dad had to deal with.”

Levi chuckled as he slid my candles and their holders into a paper bag. “Gabriel’s not typical at all, Gracie.” He pointed at Sam. “Why don’t you introduce her to Ida Turnbauer?” He smiled at me. “Ida lives right down the road from you. She’s Old Order. You’ll find her to be a wonderful and loving woman.”

“Good idea,” Sam said. “We’ll stop by sometime in the next couple of days. You’ll love Ida. She’s a doll.” He smiled at me. “You know, people are people, Grace. No matter what group you belong to, some members are gracious and loving, but some are mean, just like Gabriel. That holds true for everyone: Mennonite, Baptist, Pentecostal, Methodist, or any other label you want to use.”

I nodded. “I get your point.”

“My friends,” Levi said, holding out my package. “I’m afraid I must tend to some hot wax that won’t wait. I’m sorry to rush you. I’d love to spend some time getting to know you better, Gracie. Maybe we can plan to get together soon?”

“Why don’t you and Grace come to my house for supper tonight?” Sam said.

I took the bag from Levi’s outstretched hand.

“That would be wonderful,” he said, giving Sam a wide smile. “Gracie, would that work for you?”

“Sounds great.”

“How about six o’clock?” Sam said.

Levi shook his finger at Sam. “Try and stop me. I hope your aunt serves some of that fantastic applesauce she makes.” He rubbed his round stomach. “It’s worth the trip, Gracie.”

“We’ll let you get to your wax,” Sam said. Then he turned to me. “I’ll go to the hardware store and pick up your lamps and flashlight. Why don’t you go to Menlo’s and wait for me? After I introduce you to the Menlos, we’ll pick up your packages from Ruth’s.”

I nodded, thanked Levi again for the gift, and set out for Menlo’s. By the time Sam got to the bakery, the lovely German couple and I were already friends. Sam and I spent almost an hour listening to them talk about their family and laughing at their funny stories. Finally, Sam made our excuses and we left.

Sam went to the truck to wait for me while I hurried to Ruth’s to pick up my earlier purchases. Although she didn’t seem to be around anywhere, my sack was on the counter, ready to go. As I came out of her store, I saw John Keystone standing by his window, watching me. I waved, but he just stared at me. The odd expression on his face made me feel uneasy, and for a fleeting moment I felt strongly that’d I seen him somewhere before. But that was impossible. I would have remembered if I’d met him in Wichita or Fairbury. I rejected the odd feeling and made my way to the truck. As I climbed inside, I noticed Mary standing outside the restaurant with a cup of coffee, glaring daggers at us. I felt confident I’d made some friends today, but Mary Whittenbauer, John Keystone, and Gabriel Ketterling certainly weren’t among them.

Sam backed the truck into the street, and we headed down Main toward Faith.

“So, did you have a good time?” he asked.

“I did. Harmony is an interesting place. I just wish I’d come here while my uncle was alive.”

“I know. Me, too.” He handed me a small sack sitting on the dashboard. “Better put your cherry turnover inside one of your other bags. If you leave it in my truck, I can’t ensure its safety.”

I laughed and grabbed the bag. “Thank you. I love these. I’ll try to save it for breakfast, but I can’t promise anything.”

“Besides being a nice man, Mr. Menlo is a skilled baker. Cakes, pies, all kinds of pastries. He sells sandwiches, too.” Sam smiled. “But these turnovers are my favorite.”

We rode in silence the rest of the way. My uncle’s letter kept running through my mind. Visiting downtown Harmony had been a welcome distraction, but now I had to face reality again. What were my options? Should I destroy the letter and act as if I’d never read it? Or should I bring it out in the open and let the chips fall where they may? One minute the first choice felt right, and the next minute the second seemed the only alternative. As I considered my options, a new possibility occurred to me. Maybe Benjamin’s letter would be enough to prove my father’s innocence. In a way, it was a record of Benjamin’s testimony—revealing his belief that Glick’s death was an unfortunate accident. Could this be my way out of this awful situation? Even if it worked, it would pull my dad into a whirlwind. Did I really want to do that?

I was so lost in thought I didn’t realize that Sam had pulled up in front of Benjamin’s house. “Hey, you should wait until you get inside to take your nap,” he said gently, pulling me out of my reverie.

“I–I’m sorry. Guess I was somewhere else.”

He looked around and smiled. “Nope, still Harmony.” He held his hands out for my packages. “Let me carry these in for you.”

He grabbed my bags as well as the sacks from the hardware store. Once inside, he put batteries in the lamps and showed me how to use them. Sure enough, they outshone the oil lamps by far. I felt relieved to have them.

“But what about the monster question?” I said, teasingly. “What do I do if Godzilla visits after dark?”

He walked over to the front door. “Sweetie told you about the flowers during the day, right?”

I nodded.

“She and Ben used those flowers as a way for him to let her know if he needed anything. She took care of him for several weeks before he died. Cleaned his house. Fixed meals. Washed his clothes. She’d walk down our driveway several times a day looking for that pot.”

“That won’t help at night when Godzilla wants to eat me.”

“No, it won’t. But I have an idea.” He smiled, seemingly pleased with himself. “Walkie-talkies. Sweetie and I use them when I’m out working in the orchards. She can call me into supper or tell me when she wants something. I’m going to give you one tonight, and I’ll keep the other. That way, if you need me, all you have to do is scream.”

“Oh, great. Hopefully, there won’t be any actual screaming.”

He laughed. “I hope not. It might disrupt my snoring.”

“Just don’t saw logs too loudly. I’d hate to have to compete.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll keep it to a dull roar. Now you go get that nap you’ve been planning.” He put his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll pick you up about a quarter to six. Oh, and bring your cell phone and charger along. We’ll charge up your phone, but I don’t want to mislead you. Those things are spotty at best out here. Sweetie and I use walkie-talkies because we gave up on cell phones and needed something we could count on.”

“Okay,” I said, stifling a yawn. My lack of sleep was catching up to me. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“One last thing. I hope you don’t mind that I invited Levi to join us. I did it for two reasons. One was because he’s a great guy, but the other is that he’s lived in Harmony his whole life. He knew your family. I thought maybe you’d like to talk to him about them.” He frowned. “Sweetie was born here, too, but she won’t talk much about her life before I came to live with her. I have no idea why.” He hesitated a moment. “You know, I don’t say this to many people. I love Harmony, but there’s something… an undercurrent.” He shrugged and laughed. “I sound goofy. Maybe I need a nap, too.”

Sam was right. There were definitely undercurrents. So deep they threatened to drown my family. I smiled at him. “I’m glad you invited Levi. I’m sure we’ll have a wonderful time. And thanks for the tour. I really enjoyed it.”

“You’re welcome.”

I watched as he walked down the steps, got in his truck, and drove away. So Myrtle didn’t want to talk about the past. Did she know something? She and my uncle Benjamin were obviously good friends. She was the person who kept his house clean while he was ill. If they were that close, had he told her his secret? I closed the door and leaned against it. The information I’d gotten about Glick interested me and confirmed Benjamin’s sentiments. Glick sounded like the kind of man who might have had enemies. Could his death have been something else besides an accident? Uncle Benjamin believed Glick had died accidentally—by my father’s hand. But I knew my dad. He would never walk away from a severely injured man. If he’d hurt him badly, my father would have gone for help.

In the truck, I’d wondered if I should ignore the entire situation or just tell my dad the truth and let him decide how to proceed. But as I stood here, contemplating those choices, I added two more items to my list of possibilities. What if Glick really had been murdered by someone other than my father? Someone Glick had harmed in some way. Should I keep digging? Attempt to find the truth and bring this decades-long mystery to a close?

Of course, the letter could simply be the incoherent ramblings of a dying man, and Jacob Glick might be alive and well—totally oblivious to the mystery his disappearance had caused. If that were true, my decision to walk away from my uncle’s strange missive would be the right one.

I might be confused about how to proceed, but one thing I wasn’t confused about. I had no intention of spending my life guarding this family secret the way Benjamin had. I needed to choose a course—and quickly.

I ran up the stairs to get the letter and read through it again. Maybe this time I’d see something I hadn’t noticed before. Something that would guide me in the right direction. I pulled the dresser drawer open and rifled through my socks.

The letter was gone.





Chapter Seven

I spent the next two hours attempting to convince myself I’d simply misplaced the letter, but I finally faced the fact that it was gone and that someone had broken into the house and stolen it. After making certain no one else was in the house, I checked the front and back doors. The locks were still intact. How had my burglar gained access? A quick check of the front porch revealed a key hidden under the doormat. There was no way to know if someone who knew the key’s location had used it to enter—or if the intruder had simply stumbled upon the simple hiding place. I dropped the key into my pocket. At least now, getting into my uncle’s house wouldn’t be quite so easy.

I sat in the rocking chair on the front porch for over an hour, trying to decide what to do next. I’d lost the only piece of evidence I had that might prove my father’s innocence. What did the theft of the letter mean? Had someone else discovered our family secret? Or were they trying to hide the truth for other reasons? And why take the letter now? Benjamin’s place had been vacant for almost a month. Why not break in and steal it before I arrived in Harmony? My visit wasn’t a secret. Try as I might, I couldn’t make sense of it. A tension headache began to nibble at my temples, and I rubbed them, trying to chase away the pain.

My eyes wandered to the flowerpot sitting near the porch railing. Myrtle! Maybe she saw something. Unfortunately, it was a long shot. Sam had mentioned that they’d both been working in their orchards. Myrtle may not have been in a position to notice anyone coming or going from Benjamin’s house. I decided to check with her tonight though. Couldn’t hurt.

I rocked back and forth awhile longer and stared at my car. I had an almost overwhelming desire to pack up and go home. Confusion combined with a growing sense of fear gathered strength in my mind. Finding the letter was bad enough, but knowing it had found its way into someone else’s hands made everything much worse. Who had it and why? Was I in danger? Unfortunately, I had no answers to these questions.

My plan for a quick nap had been chased away by this strange turn of events. As I got up to go inside and change my clothes for supper, I realized that whoever had the letter had obviously been aware of my itinerary. Sadly, that fact didn’t narrow the list of suspects much. Almost anyone could have done it. Except Sam. At least I could be certain he wasn’t involved since he’d been with me all day.

I went inside and climbed the stairs to Mama and Papa’s room. As I picked out a fresh white blouse and a pair of khaki slacks, my fingers brushed against one of the long dresses hanging in the closet—a dark blue and cream calico print. I pulled it out and looked closer. The lace around the collar was slightly yellowed with age and the material was thin beneath my fingers. But even after all these years, there was a feminine quality about it that appealed to me. On a whim I took off my sweater and jeans and pulled the dress over my head. Then I took one of the white caps hanging on a nail inside the closet and placed it over my hair. I closed the closet door and turned to look at the old mirror attached to the dresser. I couldn’t help but gasp. The Gracie who looked back at me was a stranger. I even felt a little different. I ran my hands over the material, thinking about Mama Essie. She’d stood in this very spot, looking at herself in these clothes. I wished she were still here. Her sweetness and wisdom had always helped to lead me in the right direction.

As I stared at my reflection, I wondered what she would do in my place, but the answer to that question wasn’t hard to discern. Above all, Essie loved her family. There was nothing she wouldn’t have done for them. She would have met this challenge head-on, fighting for the truth in an effort to protect her son. She would never have believed that my father had killed another human being. As I removed the dress and put on my own clothes, I knew what I had to do. If I was even a little unsure about my father’s innocence before, I was totally convinced of it now. The theft of the letter made it clear there was a secret hidden beneath the seemingly calm surface of Harmony, Kansas—a truth someone wanted to keep hidden. I intended to find out what it was.

I gathered my fresh clothes together and put them in the downstairs bathroom. Then I headed for the basement door. I remembered Sam’s instructions about turning on the generator so it would pump water for my bath. I grabbed one of the flashlights purchased in town and walked gingerly down the rickety stairs. Thankfully, there were small windows in the basement walls so the flashlight wasn’t necessary.

The basement held several surprises. As Sam had said, Benjamin used this space for his carpentry work. There were eight rocking chairs lined up against the back wall. Six were painted—two were not. About twenty birdhouses in various stages of assembly were stacked up on a large workbench. Another corner of the room held a variety of old trunks and ancient, unused furniture. A quick search through one trunk revealed several beautiful quilts and other handmade items carefully packed away. In another I found a set of china, beautifully decorated with small pink flowers, and silver candlesticks wrapped in cheesecloth. These treasures must have belonged to Mama Essie. They were certainly part of the family heirlooms my father wanted me to rescue.

I finally figured out how to start the generator and hurried back upstairs to take a bath. Although I was used to showers, I had to admit that soaking in the tub felt good. Unfortunately, the knowledge that someone had been inside the house made me uneasy, so I didn’t tarry long.

I was ready to go by five thirty. As I sat waiting for Sam, something I’d seen while searching for the letter from Benjamin popped into my head. I got up and went over to the secretary where I’d first found the family Bible. I opened a long drawer underneath the desktop and took out a key attached to a blue ribbon. Maybe this was the key to the third bedroom upstairs.

I still had some time before I had to leave, so I hurried upstairs to check. Sure enough, the key fit and the door clicked open. I pushed it in slowly until the contents of the room were revealed. Unlike the other rooms, everything was covered with dust. Not wanting to get dirty after my bath, I ventured in only as far as the dresser that sat near the door. I carefully opened the cover of an old Bible lying on top of the grime-covered piece of furniture. The name Daniel Temple was scrawled on the inside cover. As I’d suspected, this had been my father’s room. Why had Benjamin kept the other bedrooms clean and in pristine condition but allowed this one to sit without any attention? There was only one reason I could think of. He’d closed off this room because he wanted to forget his brother. Why? Resentment? Even hate?

Looking around the neglected room, I began to wonder if the letter was actually an attempt to point the finger of blame at the wrong Temple brother. Could Benjamin have killed Jacob Glick? I left the room and climbed down the stairs to wait for Sam.

A new possibility swirled through my mind while I sat staring at the front door. Perhaps the isolation Benjamin had surrounded himself with hadn’t come from some noble attempt to protect his family. Maybe it had actually been nothing more than the act of a desperate, guilty man who hated his brother and wanted one last chance to destroy him. But if this were true, how in the world could I ever prove it?

I suddenly felt the need to get out of Benjamin’s house. I stepped out onto the front porch while thoughts of the missing letter, the abandoned room, and new suspicions about my uncle created a cacophony of fear inside my brain.





Chapter Eight

I want to make a quick stop before we go to supper,” Sam said as he shut the truck door after I slid into the passenger seat.

“A quick stop? I can see your house from here. There are no stops between here and there.”

He jogged around the front of the truck and climbed inside. “I’m aware of that,” he said with a grin. “We’re going the other way.”

We drove out of the driveway and turned left—away from the big red house. There were two old homes that sat down the road about a quarter of a mile from Benjamin’s. Sam pulled into the dirt driveway of the closest one and turned off the engine. “This is Ida Turnbauer’s place. I want to introduce you.”

“But she doesn’t know we’re coming. It’s rude to just stop by without calling first.”

Sam laughed. “Maybe that’s true in the city, but out here you could have company stop by almost anytime. And besides, you can’t call Ida anyway. No phone. I want you to meet her. I’m afraid you have some wrong ideas about folks like her.”

I started to protest again when an elderly woman stepped out onto the porch and began waving us in. She had on a long, dark blue dress, and her head was covered with a white bonnet.

“Too late now,” Sam said innocently. “We’re trapped.”

I sighed and shook my head.

Sam reached over and put his hand on my arm. “Grace, Ida loves company. She’s always ready for a visit. Trust me.”

“Okay, I get it. I’m not in Wichita. The rules are different here.”

He nodded. “Most of your rules don’t even exist in Harmony. Besides, we’re only staying long enough to say hello. I promise.”

We got out of the truck and walked up to the porch where Ida stood sporting a wide smile. “This must be Grace,” she said as we approached. “I wanted so much to walk over and greet you when you first arrived, but I know city folk do not like unannounced company.”

Her face held evidence of past beauty. She spoke with an accent, her words slightly guttural. Proof of German descent, just like my grandparents. I instantly felt drawn to her and a little embarrassed to be counted among “city folk.”

“I–I’m happy to meet you.”

“My goodness,” she said as I stepped up next to her. “You are the spitting image of your uncle.” She took my face in her hands. I could feel the calluses on her fingers as her faded blue eyes sought mine. “Bless you, child. I know it meant the world to Benjamin—knowing you would come and take care of things after he died. I wish there had been time for him to see you before the end.”

I wanted to tell her that my uncle had had all the time in the world to “see me” if he’d wanted to, but I kept quiet.

A tear slid down the old woman’s wrinkled face. “Ach, your uncle was a good man,” she said softly. “I hope you believe that. No matter what anyone else tells you, you hang on to that, ja?”

She let go of my face and grabbed Sam’s arm. “I have some brewed tea and warm cookies inside. You two come and sit a spell with me.”

Sam leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Can’t do it right now, Ida. Sweetie’s waiting supper, and you know how she gets if I’m late.”

Ida smiled. “I know how she gets. But you two will come back, ja?”

Sam looked at me, and I nodded.

“How about Monday afternoon?” he said.

“That would be wonderful. I will look forward to it. I just might make one of those strawberry pies you are so fond of.”

“Well, in that case, we’ll definitely be here.” He turned to look at me. “Ida makes the best strawberry pie in Kansas.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I said teasingly. “My grandmother made a mean strawberry pie herself.”

The smile slipped from Ida’s face. “Made pie?” she said. “You do not mean Essie has passed away, do you?”

“Why yes,” I answered. “It’s been almost five years now.”

Ida clasped her hands to her chest. “Ach, no, no.” She toddled over to the white rocker that sat a few feet from her front door. Gracious, did everyone in Harmony have white rocking chairs?

“My uncle didn’t tell you? I don’t understand…”

She sat down slowly and covered her face with her hands. “I do not either. Surely he knew.”

“I’m sure he did. My father sent him a letter.”

Ida lowered her hands. Tears stained her weathered cheeks. “Your uncle was very tenderhearted. Maybe he did not want to cause me pain.”

One look at her face made it clear that if that had been his intention, he’d failed miserably. “Were you and my grandmother close?”

Ida nodded. “Ja, we were best friends growing up. I loved her dearly.”

“Then why…”

“Did I not try to get in touch with her in all these years?”

I nodded.

Ida sighed and stared out at the wheat field across from us. A gentle breeze caused the knee-high, green stalks to sway gently as if caught in some kind of synchronized dance. “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “I was so hurt when she decided to leave that it was easier to put her out of my mind.” She turned her gaze back to me. “I know that does not make much sense. Her leaving had nothing to do with me. I realize that now. But I turned it into something personal, and now it is too late.” She shook her head slowly. “She sent me a letter not long after she and Joe moved to Nebraska. I—I never opened it.” Ida reached up and wiped a tear away from her eye. “Perhaps it is time I did.”

“You kept it all these years?” I said.

She reached over and patted my arm. “Yes. I just could not bring myself to read it.”

“So your silence toward my grandmother had nothing to do with some kind of banning?”

Ida’s eyes widened. “Of course not.” She scowled at Sam. “Ach, what have you been telling this child?”

Sam shrugged. “Didn’t come from me.”

“Oh. Benjamin. I should have known.” Ida shook her head. “Benjamin had his own ways, Grace. In our faith, if someone is caught in sin and they are not repentant, they may be forbidden to participate in some of the ceremonies in the church service, but they are not asked to leave the fold. And we still talk to them. Understand that any action the church takes is not seen as a punishment; it is an attempt to help them get straight with God. But actually excommunicating someone? I saw it a couple of times when I was a girl. One had to do with a man who would not stop beating his wife and child, and the other was a woman who flagrantly carried on an adulterous affair with a man in our community. The elders counseled all of them and only asked them to leave the church after they refused to change their ways. Thankfully, the wife beater left his family behind and the church was able to help restore them.” She stared into my eyes. “My guess is that any other church would have done the same thing. You must understand that what happened under Bishop Angstadt was done through his own attempt to control his members. It was not godly nor would the Mennonite Church have approved it—if the area leadership had known about it. Benjamin’s attitude toward your family may have originated through Bishop Angstadt, but he held on to it all those years without any help from anyone else. When the bishop died, anyone approving of The Ban died with him.” Ida stared down at her feet for a moment. “I want you to know that I tried talking to your uncle many times on the subject, but he wouldn’t budge.” She looked up at me and frowned. “I often wondered if there was something else behind his stubborn refusal to contact his family. Something he would not tell any of us.”

Her sentiments echoed what Abel Mueller had told me. That made at least three people who’d confirmed that after Amil Angstadt died, Benjamin’s silence toward my family had been his decision alone—perhaps for the reasons he’d written in his letter—or perhaps for other reasons yet to be uncovered.

“Ida, I’m sorry to break this up,” Sam said softly, “but we’ve really got to be going.”

The old woman nodded. She reached for my arm, and I helped her to her feet. “Grace, you leave this big strapping man at home Monday and come by on your own, ja? Maybe we could read your grandmother’s letter together?”

“Hey, how come I get cut out of the loop?” Sam said playfully. “What happens to my strawberry pie?”

Ida and I both laughed. “I tell you what,” I said to Ida. “Why don’t I come by around one o’clock and Sam can join us at two? That way everyone gets what they want.”

Ida clapped her hands together and a smile lit up her face. “Ach, that would be wonderful. And we promise to save you some pie, Sam.”

“In that case, try to stop me.” He leaned over and kissed the old woman on the cheek. “Unless you both want Sweetie to come here after us, we’ve got to get going.”

I said good-bye to Ida, and we got back in the truck.

“So do you still think Old Order Mennonites are mean, judgmental people?”

“No, you and Abel were right. I came here with the wrong impression. I’m beginning to understand that as a whole, Mennonites live the way they do because they’re trying to protect their community.” I glanced at the houses and fields around us. “You know, as much as I love the city…”

“You’re beginning to appreciate a simpler lifestyle?”

I laughed. “Don’t put words in my mouth.” But he was right. Outside of the situation with my uncle, Harmony was beginning to grow on me. It must have been very difficult for Papa and Mama to leave here—even with the church problems they faced. The knowledge that being with me meant more to them than their friends and hometown roots touched my heart. I worked to swallow the lump that tried to form in my throat.

“Well, here it is,” he said as we pulled into his driveway and he turned off the engine.

Although I’d seen his house from the road, I found it even more striking up close. Deep red with creamy white trim, a large porch, and two turrets—it portrayed all the beauty and elegance of the Victorian period. As Sam held out his hand to help me down from the truck, I couldn’t tear my eyes from it.

“I think this is the most extraordinary house I’ve ever seen,” I said. “Where did it come from? I mean, it’s different from any other home around here.”

After I hopped down, Sam shut the truck door behind me. “This house has an interesting history. A man who owned most of the land in this area built it in the late 1800s. When a group of German Mennonites began to buy nearby plots, he fought to drive them out. But in the end, he converted to their ways. Gave away a lot of his land to the settlers. When he died, he left the rest of it, along with his house, to the community.”

“How did you and um… Sweetie end up with it?”

Sam chuckled at hearing me finally use his aunt’s nickname. “Well, these simple people weren’t quite sure what to do with a house like this. They couldn’t see it as a church building, and no one wanted to move into it. It sat empty for many years. Believe it or not, eventually Amil Angstadt used it as his parsonage.”

I snorted. “Now that is hard to believe. I thought he was so rigid and uncompromising. Surely he would have seen this house as ostentatious.”

He grunted. “I’ve found that judgmental people generally are more focused on other people than they are on themselves. Goes back to that ‘board in your own eye’ thing Jesus talked about. Angstadt found a way to accept something for himself that he never would have allowed for folks in his congregation.”

I nodded my agreement with his assessment. I’d known a few people whose lives were caught up in trying to decide what was right or wrong for everyone else. On the Internet I’d even stumbled across Web sites totally devoted to judging different ministries. They were disturbing to say the least and always left me feeling as if I needed a shower.

“So how did you end up with it?”

“Well, when Angstadt died, the church elders were left to decide what to do with the remaining congregation. Some members left the church altogether, happy to be out from underneath his thumb. Harmony Church was started by ex-members of Angstadt’s group who wanted a fresh start.” He shrugged. “I think even folks who were close to Angstadt were glad to have the chance to begin again. Those who remained wanted nothing to do with his house. My aunt was a young woman then. She and her father owned one of the few non-Mennonite farms in the area. My grandmother died when Sweetie and my mother were pretty young. Her father, my grandfather, was severely injured when his tractor flipped in the field one day. Sweetie spent about a year trying to run their farm alone while she cared for him. Eventually he died. Sweetie sold their farm and bought this house and the land. It took almost every penny she had. With the little that was left, she began planting fruit trees and berry patches. Over time, this place became very productive.”

“But hard for one person to run.”

Sam nodded. “I came to live with her just in time. Together I think we’ve done a pretty good job.” He cocked his head toward the house. “Now, let’s get inside before I end up being the main course at supper.”

We were almost to the front porch when the screen door flew open and Sweetie stepped out waving a big spoon at us. “Well, it’s about time,” she screeched. “Didn’t I say six o’clock?” She turned around and went back inside, the door slamming behind her. We could hear her mumbling something about learning to tell time.

Sam looked at his watch. “It’s four minutes past six.” He shook his head. “Sweetie takes being on time very seriously. Unless she’s late.”

“Wow. I’m sorry we upset her. Should we apologize?”

He chuckled. “I guarantee you that by the time we start eating, she will have forgotten all about it. Don’t worry about her. She never stays mad for long.”

I noticed a black and silver Suburban parked in the driveway. “Is that Levi’s car?”

“Yep. Which means we’d better get inside before Sweetie puts the food on the table. Levi can shovel it down faster than almost anyone I know.”

I hesitated for a moment. Standing on Sam’s porch, I felt safe for the first time since I’d found the letter. An almost overwhelming desire had been building in me all day. I had the urge to grab Sam by the arm and tell him everything—the whole truth. I desperately wanted an ally, someone I could trust. But I still had doubts running through my mind. Benjamin had kept this secret for thirty years, and here I was ready to blurt out the truth after only a day. And I didn’t really know Sam that well. What if he decided to take things into his own hands? What if he insisted on calling the authorities? Could I really risk my dad’s future with someone who didn’t know him or care about him the way I did? That little bit of doubt forced me to shove the whole situation to the back of my mind, where it sat like an uncomfortable ache, waiting to turn into a full-scale migraine. I prayed that by the time supper was over, I’d know what to do.

Sam led me through a wonderful wood-paneled entry hall and into the dining room. The furniture was gorgeous—and certainly not what I’d anticipated from Sweetie. The walls had been painted a lovely shade of deep red with white wainscoting almost halfway up. Crown molding accented the ceilings. Long windows let in plenty of light, overpowering the soft glow from the brass chandelier that hung over the table. The furniture in the room perfectly fit the Victorian styling. A massive Victorian sideboard sat against one wall. It matched the mahogany dining-room table and chairs.

I was so stunned I froze in my tracks.

“Not quite what you expected from a couple of hick farmers, huh?” he whispered in my ear.

“I don’t think you’re a hick farmer,” I hissed back. “But where…?”

“Some of the furniture came with the house, but the lion’s share of the decorating was done by my aunt. She’s spent years trying to bring back the original style of the house.”

A gentle push sent me toward the table where Levi sat waiting. I could hear Sweetie rummaging around in the kitchen. I sat down in the chair Sam pointed to and smiled at Levi.

“Quite a place isn’t it?” he said. “I’ve watched it change little by little over the years, but I’m still impressed every time I come here.”

I made a mental note to remind myself about not judging a book by its cover. I’d certainly done that with Sweetie—or Myrtle—or whoever she was. One thing I knew: There was a lot more to this woman than a loud voice, coarse mannerisms, and a nosy attitude.

Sam said something about helping his aunt bring in the food and disappeared. Levi and I made small talk about the weather for a few minutes before they came back carrying a large platter of fried chicken and bowls of mashed potatoes and creamed corn. Another trip to the kitchen resulted in big, fluffy rolls straight from the oven, along with strawberry preserves and a bowl of homemade applesauce. Levi’s face lit up when he saw it.

I sipped my delicious brewed iced tea until everyone sat down. Sam said grace and then began to pass plates of food around the table. I quickly discovered that Sweetie was more than a crack decorator; she could hold her own in the kitchen as well. Her flaky fried chicken had a buttery taste along with just a hint of spice. I had to admit that she may have even surpassed Mama Essie’s skill in chicken frying. In fact, she could give the Colonel a big run for his money. And the applesauce had so much flavor I had no desire to sample the canned variety ever again. Levi filled his bowl with the flavorful sauce.

“So, Gracie, what do you think of Harmony so far?” Levi asked. “I hope your little run-in with Gabriel Ketterling hasn’t soured you on the whole town.”

I swallowed a scrumptious mouthful of mashed potatoes and gravy. “No, not at all. I like almost everyone I’ve met. Sam introduced me to Ida Turnbauer right before we arrived here. She’s a lovely woman. Nothing like Gabriel.”

“So that’s why you’re late for supper,” Sweetie said, glaring at Sam. “I swear, boy, you can’t get from A to B without a few Cs and Ds thrown in, can you?” She shook her head, but I caught the hint of the smile she tried to cover up by holding a chicken leg up to her mouth. Her love for her nephew was obvious.

Sam held up his hands in mock surrender. “Sorry, Sweetie.” He looked at Levi and me with a big goofy grin on his face. “I take after my aunt. I just can’t keep my nose out of other people’s business.”

Sweetie’s face turned pink. “I got no idea what you’re talkin’ about. I don’t go stickin’ my nose where it don’t belong. Goodness gracious.”

Levi chuckled. “Now Myrtle. You and I may not be churchgoing folks, but I know a whopper when I hear it. You need to repent to these two young people right now.”

Sam and I laughed, and after a few feeble attempts to defend herself, Sweetie gave up and joined in.

“Okay, okay,” she sputtered as the laughter wound down, “I guess I am a little interested in what goes on ‘round here.” She wiped her eyes. “My mama said I was a curious child, and I seem to have grown up into a powerful curious adult.”

“Curious being a nicer word than nosy?” Sam asked with a wink.

She shook her head. “You’d better watch it, boy. I got apple pie in my kitchen, and it ain’t gonna shake hands with your gullet if you don’t knock it off.”

“My abject apologies for casting aspersions on your veracity,” Sam said mockingly.

Sweetie looked at me, her face screwed up into a frown. “I got no idea what he’s talkin’ about sometimes, but I know I heard somethin’ like an apology in that mess, didn’t you?”

I nodded my agreement. “It didn’t make sense to me either, but I think it’s safe to assume he’s sorry.”

“Well, in that case, I guess you can have pie—after you finish your supper,” she said to Sam.

“That won’t be a problem.” He loaded up his fork with potatoes. “As usual, you’ve outdone yourself, dear aunt.”

“Yes, this is absolutely delicious,” I said. “You’re a terrific cook.”

Sweetie blushed again and mumbled something about people bein’ silly, but I could tell she was pleased.

Levi had just started to tell me some of Harmony’s history when there was a loud, insistent knock on the front door.

“Now, who in the world would come botherin’ folks at suppertime?” Sweetie sputtered as she got up from her chair.

I guess the idea of visiting neighbors whenever you felt like it actually did have some rules attached: Never drop by during supper.

We could hear Sweetie open the front door and say something to whoever was outside. Then the door closed and footsteps neared the dining room. Sweetie came into the room followed by Ruth Wickham. Her normally red face was a couple of shades darker than usual.

“Ruth’s got somethin’ important to say to us,” Sweetie said. Her expression made it plain she still wasn’t happy about her meal being interrupted.

Ruth stepped up next to the table, wringing her hands.

“Why, Ruth,” Levi said. “What’s the matter? Is something wrong?”

She nodded. “I–I’m not in the habit of accusing anyone of stealing,” she said haltingly. “But as hard as it is, I have no choice.”

“Stealing?” Sam said. “What in the world are you talking about, Ruth? What’s been stolen?”

A tear slipped down her cheek. “My—my chestnut vase is gone. I’m—I’m sorry, Sam. But as far as I know, there was only one person who could have possibly taken it.”

To my horror, she fastened her gaze on me. “Gracie Temple, you give me back my vase. Right now.”
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