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			Was her dat pushing Adrian to date her?

			“Adrian, I am mortified.”

			“Why would you be?” He looked at her quizzically, as if he didn’t understand her embarrassment. Then Adrian did something she did not expect. He tipped his hat back and started laughing.

			“I fail to see what’s so funny.”

			“Come on, Grace. It’s not unusual for Amish parents to push their single children into dating. You’re aware of that, I’m sure.”

			“My parents haven’t even mentioned that they think I should date.”

			“Maybe they’re giving you time because of Nicole.”

			“About that...”

			“But any man would be blessed to have you for a fraa, Grace. As for Nicole...she’s a sweet thing. You shouldn’t let your decision to raise your cousin’s child keep you from dating.”

			Except Nicole wasn’t her cousin’s child. And Grace wasn’t sure if now was the time or place to share that fact with Adrian...
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			Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things. 

			—Philippians 4:8

			If you reveal your secrets to the wind, you should not blame the wind for revealing them to the trees.

			—Khalil Gibran

		
	
		
			Contents

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Epilogue

		
	
        
			Chapter One

			Goshen, Indiana, was a beautiful place to be in April, but when Grace Troyer glanced out the kitchen window into the eyes of a llama she fought the urge to scream. She wasn’t afraid of llamas, but this particular one tended to spit, and it belonged next door, not on her parents’ property. Unfortunately, baby Nicole saw the llama at the same time that Grace did. Nicole wasn’t particular as to what animal she was petting. She simply called out, “Mine!” and insisted on moving closer.

			“Nein, baby girl. That is Adrian’s llama, and hopefully he will fetch it soon.”

			“Problem?” Her mamm walked into the room, carrying her knitting basket.

			Leslie Troyer carried knitting with her wherever she went. “If we’re sitting, we’re knitting” was her favorite slogan. It should be cross-stitched and hung on the wall, right beside the Golden Rule.

			“Ya. The problem is Adrian’s llama.” The beast was nearly six feet tall, with white-and-brown fleece. He was surprisingly fast, much too curious and had a disconcerting way of staring directly into your eyes without blinking.

			“It’s an odd-looking animal, for sure and certain.”

			“Mine, Mamm. Mine.” Nicole struggled to be let down, so Grace put her on the floor.

			Only fourteen months old, she had begun pulling up and clinging to things. Grabbing hold of her mother’s dress, Nicole looked up, grinned, then plopped on her bottom, executed a quick change of position to all fours and took off toward the front door.

			“She’ll be walking soon.”

			“So you keep warning me.”

			“After that, your life will never be the same.”

			In Grace’s opinion, they’d already passed that point, but no use bringing it up on a beautiful April morning. Instead, she finished rinsing the last of the breakfast dishes, dried her hands and hurried after her daughter.

			She walked into the sitting room to find Nicole had pulled herself up to the glass storm door and was high-fiving none other than Adrian Schrock. He’d squatted down so that their heights matched better. Nicole was having a fine old time. She considered Adrian a top-notch playmate.

			Grace picked up her doschder and pushed open the door, causing Adrian to jump up, then take a step back toward the porch steps. It was, indeed, a fine spring day. The sun shone brightly across the Indiana fields. Flowers colored yellow, red, lavender and even orange had begun popping through the soil that surrounded the porch. Birds were even chirping merrily.

			Somehow, all those things did little to elevate Grace’s mood. Neither did the sight of her neighbor.

			Aaron resettled his straw hat on his head and smiled. “Gudemariye.”

			“Your llama has escaped again.”

			“Kendrick? Ya. I’ve come to fetch him. He seems to like your place more than mine.”

			“I don’t want that animal over here, Adrian. He spits.”

			“We’re working on that.”

			“And your peacock was here at daybreak, crying like a child.”

			“George Eliot said that animals make agreeable friends because ‘they ask no questions’ and ‘pass no criticisms’ or something like that. I’m paraphrasing.”

			“George Eliot?”

			“British author. Nineteenth century.”

			“Yes, I remember reading her in school.” Probably the reason that Grace remembered the author was because Eliot was a woman writing under a man’s pen name. “But back to my point—I’d like you to try harder to keep your animals on your side of the fence.”

			Instead of responding to her perturbed tone, Adrian laughed. “When you moved back home, I guess you didn’t expect to live next to a Plain & Simple Exotic Animal Farm.”

			Grace could practically hear the capital letters for Adrian’s newest name for his farm. She’d yet to see an official sign by the road. No doubt that would be next, attracting even more Englischers. Adrian wiggled his eyebrows at Nicole and was in the middle of yet another laugh when he seemed to realize that Grace wasn’t amused. She hated to be a wet blanket, but his animals were driving her slightly batty.

			“I think of your place as Adrian’s Zoo.”

			“Not a bad name, but it doesn’t highlight our Amish heritage enough.”

			“The point is that I feel like we’re living next door to a menagerie of animals.”

			“Remember when we went to the zoo over in South Bend? When was that, fourth grade? That was quite the trip.”

			That was part of their problem—she and Adrian shared a history together. To be more precise, they’d attended the same school and church meetings. He’d been two grades ahead of her. They’d never been what you might call close. If he’d been a stranger, she might have been able to be more firm, more brusque. As it was, there was an uneasy familiarity between them that forced her to be polite.

			As for the zoo trip, Grace remembered monkeys that screeched and the reptile house that Eli Zook had taken her to, insisting she’d love it. She didn’t love it. And when she’d screamed upon seeing the giant boa constrictor, Eli had laughed until he was bent over. Although she’d thought she had a crush on Eli, she’d known he wasn’t the one for her at that very moment.

			Thirteen years later, and she still hadn’t found the one—though, of course, she’d thought she had with Nicole’s father. That was a mental path she didn’t want to go down this morning. But looking at Adrian, she remembered Eli and it occurred to her that the two should be best friends. They certainly shared similar interests.

			“What ever happened to Eli Zook?”

			“Eli?”

			Nicole had crawled over to Adrian and had pulled up to a standing position by clinging to his pants leg.

			“Eli moved to Florida. He operates a gator farm there, close to Sarasota. Lots of Amish, but Englischers come by, as well.”

			“You two are not normal Amish men.”

			“Normal is underrated. Isn’t it?”

			“Up, Aden. Up.”

			Adrian scooped her up, held her high above his head, then nuzzled her neck. He treated her like one of his pets. Adrian was comfortable with everyone and everything.

			“Do you think she’ll ever learn to say my name right?”

			“Possibly. Can you please catch Kendrick and take him back to your place?”

			“Of course. That’s why I came over. I was feeding the turtles, and next thing I knew, Kendrick was hightailing it down my lane. I guess I must have left the gate open again.” He kissed Nicole’s cheek, then popped her back into Grace’s arms. “You should bring baby girl over to see the turtles. They like to sun out on the log in the middle of the pond—anytime after noon.”

			“We have a pretty busy day planned.” Her only plans were laundry and cleaning, but it seemed rude to say that she didn’t want to visit his place—between the llamas, emus and wild birds, the place creeped her out a little bit.

			As he walked away, Grace wondered for the hundredth time why he wasn’t married. It was true that he’d picked a strange profession. She didn’t know of a single other Amish man who raised exotic animals. How did that even produce an income to live on? No, Adrian wouldn’t be considered excellent marrying material by most young Amish women.

			But on the other hand he was fairly young—twenty-five years to her twenty-three. He also looked like the typical Amish male who romance authors wrote about and young Amish women dreamed of—brown hair cut as if a bowl had been placed over his head, eyes the color of caramel and an easy smile.

			He was good-looking, if you went for the tall, thin type, which she didn’t. Grace was suspicious of people who were too thin. She always felt the urge to feed them.

			She hadn’t been thin even before Nicole was born, and the baby weight she’d gained during pregnancy hadn’t disappeared after Nicole’s birth. It didn’t matter, she told herself as she carried Nicole back inside. She felt healthy, and she wasn’t in the market for a man. If she was, and weight kept them apart, then he was not the kind of man she would want.

			What was she talking about?

			A man was the reason she was in this situation to begin with. She shook away the memories, again making a mental effort not to dwell on the past this fine day.

			“Let’s go change the sheets.”

			In response, Nicole put her head on Grace’s shoulder and popped the two forefingers of her right hand into her mouth. As Grace walked up the stairs, she glanced out the living room window in time to see Adrian leading Kendrick the Llama back to his property.

			They were the same height. As she watched, Adrian took the hat off his head and set it on the llama, who tolerated such silliness for all of a dozen steps before casting it off. She could practically hear Adrian’s laugh from where she stood. Well, she couldn’t hear it but she could imagine it. He was a lighthearted fellow, but then his life had been relatively easy. Why wouldn’t he be carefree? He hadn’t made the kinds of life-altering mistakes that she had.

			Only Grace couldn’t quite bring herself to think of Nicole as a mistake. She hadn’t realized it was possible to love someone so much that your heart literally ached, but when she’d first held her newborn daughter, she’d felt that exact thing—a yearning and satisfaction that seemed to exist at the same time but in tension with one another.

			Her life had definitely changed in the eighteen months she’d been effectively exiled to her aenti’s home in Ohio. She’d grown up, learned what responsibility really was and abandoned any ideas of a rumspringa. She’d become a mother and a woman, putting childish things aside.

			She’d returned home to find that her parents’ home and the small town of Goshen were much the same as before she’d left. The only dramatic change had been at the property next door. No one had lived on the place as long as she could remember—though when she was a child, someone had leased it and worked the fields. But the fields had lain fallow for a long time.

			There wasn’t even a house there.

			As a child, Grace and her siblings had run through the pastures enjoying games of tag.

			She’d been surprised to learn that Adrian had bought the property and begun building his exotic-animal zoo. Since they were outside Goshen city limits, there were no restrictions on what animals he could and couldn’t own. She certainly hoped he’d stay away from reptiles. Perhaps she should talk to him about that.

			Regardless of Adrian’s plans, which were really none of her business, she was glad to be back in Indiana, in Goshen and in their Plain community.

			She was grateful that her parents had allowed her to come home. Grace had realized while staying with her aenti in her rather large Mennonite community that she wanted to be Plain, and she wanted to raise Nicole that way. If it meant confessing all of her misdeeds in order to live in Goshen, then she was willing to do exactly that.

			The strange thing was that, so far, there had been no one to make a confession to.

			She was both relieved and perplexed.

			She’d tried a few times to start a conversation with her old school friends—who had quickly changed the subject. Her oldest schweschdern had been the one to tell her that people thought Nicole belonged to their cousin in Ohio and that Grace had agreed to raise her. Grace didn’t know where they’d come up with that idea, but then again, it was somewhat common for Amish families to take in an extra child or two. It was a bit on the unusual side for a single Amish woman to do so.

			It seemed people wanted to believe this alternate truth.

			Who was she kidding? It wasn’t the truth. It was a lie, whether she’d been the one to tell it or not. She needed to set people straight, but how was she to do that other than taking out an ad in the Goshen Daily News or the Budget?

			She planned to join their church in the fall. In fact, the day before, she’d begun attending the class for new members. Bishop Luke instructed the candidates while the rest of the congregation was singing. They’d have nine meetings total. Grace was by far the oldest in the class. Each week, they would cover two different articles of instruction. Luke had led them through Bible verses explaining what it meant to have faith in God as well as the creation story.

			Grace wasn’t sure exactly what was coming up in the next meetings, but she hoped to have a chance to share the truth of Nicole’s parentage.

			While she dreaded doing so, another part of her looked forward to it. She was ready to wipe the slate clean and move on with her life—hers and Nicole’s.

			If only this could be their life.

			If only Nicole’s father wouldn’t look for her, wouldn’t find her.

			If only she could relax and feel at home again here in Goshen.

			She’d give almost anything for those things to be true. There were days when her mood plummeted, and she thought the heaviness of her sins would pin her to the mattress. She certainly couldn’t bring herself to dream of a home and marriage anymore. Those thoughts were like splinters in her heart. Nein, she would set her sights lower—a safe home for Nicole, a gut place to raise her child, the love and companionship of family. Certainly those things could satisfy the longing in her heart. She was even willing to live next door to the Plain & Simple Exotic Animal Farm, though she certainly wished the owner would keep the animals on his side of the fence.

			

			Adrian whistled all the way home, thinking of the image of Grace and Nicole standing on the front porch. Grace was a nice-looking woman. She had pretty brown eyes that reminded him of freshly baked brownies and blond hair that was exactly the same tint as Kendrick’s fur. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t dating. She’d been back in Goshen for two months. That was enough time to settle back into her parents’ home again. The fact that she’d brought Nicole home to raise, well, that just raised her attractiveness in his point of view.

			Raising someone else’s child, even another relative’s, showed she was kind and compassionate.

			He’d like to meet a woman like that.

			Of course it would have to be a woman who shared his love of animals and nature. Maybe someone who had a bit of a sense of humor. His mamm had told him just the other day that “a wife will make or break a household.” She was always dropping little proverbs here and there, hoping he’d take the hint.

			But Adrian didn’t need prodding. He was more than willing to court. The problem was that none of the women he knew seemed willing. True, most were married already. Or too young. The few that were of the right age and single weren’t interested in a man who was trying to make a living raising exotic animals.

			But it was what he loved, and he felt strongly that God had given him a passion for animals for a reason.

			Even though the women in his district couldn’t see that.

			And Grace Troyer certainly couldn’t.

			It was a pity, too, because he wouldn’t mind courting Grace—except she seemed to have lost her sense of humor and she certainly disliked his “zoo,” as she called it.

			Back at his place, he tended to his animals and brushed down the emus. It was midafternoon by the time he headed into town. He needed to pick up some supplies, but his real purpose for going was to stop by and see his friend. George Miller was ten years older than Adrian. He had six children, a wife whose quilts were in high demand and a nice seventy-two-acre farm.

			Adrian could tell from the boisterous shouts of children coming from behind the house that George was working on the family garden.

			“Little early in the year for tilling.”

			“Tell my fraa that. She’s already started the cabbage seeds inside. Says we need to get them in the ground soon.”

			“I told you not to add that window box to the mud room. It only means extra work for you.”

			“And yet gut food for the table.”

			“All these rows can’t be for cabbage.”

			“Nein—cucumbers, green beans, peppers, tomatoes and potatoes will be added after the cabbage. You know how it is. We’re always planting something.” George stretched his back until he heard a satisfying pop. “If you came to chat, why don’t you help me out while we talk?”

			Adrian picked up a hoe and set to work on the next row.

			Two of George’s oldest children seemed to have the right idea—one was turning over sod and the other was breaking it up. Two others were sitting on the ground, filling pails with dirt, then dumping it back out on their laps. He supposed the youngest two were inside. He felt a prickle of envy and pushed it away. He’d have a family when God was ready for him to have a family. There was no point in worrying over it.

			“What are you chewing on over there?”

			“Me?”

			“You’ve been standing in the same place since you picked up the hoe.”

			“Oh. Ya.” Adrian focused on moving down the row, matching George’s pace. Keeping his hands busy made it easier to share what was weighing on his mind. “I wanted to speak to you about something...about my farm.”

			“Uh-huh. It’s in a nice area—good dirt and tidy farms.”

			“I want to start a tour out that way.”

			“I believe you’ve mentioned as much before.” George kept his attention on the ground, but Adrian knew he was grinning. They’d been friends for many years, and they’d had this discussion several times in the last six months.

			“Since you’re the head of the Goshen Tourism Board...”

			“Goshen Plain Tourism Committee—we’re simply a branch of the overall tourism board.”

			“Whatever. When can we start tours to my place?”

			George leaned on his hoe and tipped his hat up. “How many animals do you have now?”

			“Two llamas, four alpacas, a couple emus, six exotic birds, some rabbits and goats, which aren’t exotic but children love to pet them. Plus the turtles and my three-legged dog.”

			George signaled for him to keep going.

			“Half a dozen wild turkeys, and I’m talking to Simon over in Middlebury about purchasing a camel or two.”

			“Sounds like things are really progressing.”

			“They are. I’ve also set up small pens for a petting area.”

			“I don’t think it’s enough.”

			“I could order a bison or a yak.”

			George shook his head. “You don’t need more animals, or maybe you do—I don’t know about that. What I’m saying is that you need other stops on your tour.”

			That was not what Adrian wanted to hear. He’d spoken to his parents and his schweschdern. None of them wanted anything to do with a tour business.

			“What would you suggest?”

			“A place where guests could purchase handmade items.”

			“Quilts and such?”

			“Sure. Englischers believe that all Amish women quilt.”

			“Your wife certainly does. Maybe she would—”

			George held up his hand to stop him. “Becca’s willing to provide quilts, but there’s no room here to show them. You’re going to have to find at least two more stops for your tour.”

			“Old Saul said he’d be willing to show his dairy cows.”

			“Gut.”

			“But my family isn’t interested.”

			“You need a stop where they can eat.” George again leaned on his hoe. “Have you tried talking to Grace Troyer?”

			“She is definitely not interested.”

			“Have you talked to her parents?”

			“Why would I do that?”

			George used the edge of the hoe to scoop dirt to the top of the row in front of him. “Grace has been a bit reclusive since she’s returned home.”

			“I wouldn’t call her reclusive.”

			“But Leslie and James are much more practical. In fact, if I remember right, Leslie does quite a bit of knitting.”

			“She does. There are baskets of yarn everywhere.”

			“And Grace is a gut cook, right?”

			“She told me once she wanted to go to cooking school.”

			“An Amish chef?”

			“Ya. That was when we were kids.” He broke up a particularly big clod of dirt. “You’re right that she’s been different since she’s been back. I think it’s because of Nicole. It’s a big responsibility to take on, raising someone else’s child.”

			George’s head jerked up. He studied Adrian, then shook his head as if to dismiss some idea. “She’s an excellent cook, and I know for a fact that her parents can use the money. Talk to them. Maybe they can change her mind.”

			Adrian didn’t think anything would change Grace’s mind. She’d once been an outgoing, friendly young woman, but she’d changed. Adrian didn’t know what had happened while she was away, but he did know that she wasn’t interested in helping him create a successful tour business. What Grace wanted more than anything was to be left alone, and an Amish tour stop would be the exact opposite of that.

			Looking in her direction for help was bound to be futile.

			His heart sank as he thought of his animals and how much it would cost to feed them over the next year. He needed to make some money, and he did not want to go back to work at the nearby RV factory to do that. He wanted to be on his farm with his animals. If that meant confronting Grace Troyer, then that was what he’d have to do.

			He could very well lose the farm if he didn’t find a way to raise some money. There were annual taxes to pay, not to mention he needed money for his own food and clothing. Then there was the care of his buggy horse, plus the cost of the animals’ feed and the occasional veterinary bill. He also had a responsibility to give to the church.

			Adrian needed the tours to happen, and he needed them to happen soon. There was simply no way he was going to let Grace stand between him and his dream.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The next afternoon Grace found Adrian in the enclosed area that was labeled Exotic Birds Aviary. The structure was approximately fifteen feet wide, twelve feet tall and stretched for the length of most Amish homes. It reminded Grace of a large dog run. The walls and roof were made of chicken fencing, which she supposed kept the birds inside. When she’d first arrived home in February, she’d noticed that Adrian had wrapped the entire thing in plastic sheeting. When she asked him, he said it was so that the plants—and the birds—would stay warm. He’d even set up a heating system that used solar panels.

			The plastic had since been removed, bright April sunshine was streaming through the fencing, and the smell of spring was in the air.

			Grace had read about aviaries before, and she’d always imagined them as being calm, quiet, peaceful places. Adrian’s aviary could best be described as chaotic. The birds set to screeching as soon as she walked inside, a three-legged dog bounded past her and several rabbits hopped toward patches of grass.

			“Grace, I’m surprised to see you here.” Adrian hurried toward her. “Why are you carrying that rolling pin?”

			Grace glanced down at her hand. Why was she carrying a rolling pin? Well, that was Adrian’s fault. He was the reason she wasn’t still rolling out pie crusts. “I’m not here for chitchat, Adrian. Why did you talk my parents into being a stop on your tour?”

			“Well, now, I saw your dat out in the field early this morning and we got to talking. One thing led to another, and I suppose I mentioned that I could use his help.”

			“You could use his help?”

			“Plus, I thought it might be gut for them—financially.” A rather large yellow-and-green bird landed on his left shoulder, and Adrian jerked his head to the right, as if to give it more space.

			“What is that?”

			“This? It’s a bird.”

			“I’ve never seen one like it before.” She realized her tone sounded quite accusatory. Well, it was his fault this bird was here, that this entire menagerie of animals was here and that her parents were buying into his absurd tourist plan. She attempted to refocus on her anger, but the bird was making it difficult. It had begun tweeting quite adamantly.

			“You probably haven’t seen one like it before because it’s from Australia.”

			“You’ve been to Australia?”

			“Nein. A woman in Middlebury bought this one as a pet. She had it for nearly four years. Then a few months ago, she moved into an assisted living facility. She couldn’t take the bird with her, so she gave it to me.”

			“Yes, well—”

			“They cost nearly four hundred dollars, so I was quite happy to provide her a home.”

			“That’s wunderbaar, but—”

			“She’s a red-rumped parrot.”

			That stopped Grace in her tracks. “But she’s yellow and turquoise.”

			Adrian side stepped over to what must have been a feeding station. Grace could just make out scraps of fruit and vegetables scattered across it.

			“Dolly has red feathers on her back—all red-rumped parrots do.”

			As if to show off her best feature, Dolly hopped to the feeding station, turned and walked across the platform. Her colors really were quite exquisite, including bright red feathers on her back. Grace was temporarily speechless.

			“Why are you holding a rolling pin?”

			She looked at Adrian, then Dolly, then the rolling pin.

			“Oh, yes. Well, I was baking, but then Mamm mentioned your tour. So I decided I needed to speak to you about it right away. What were you thinking?” She waved the pin in the air. “Why do you have to drag us into your crazy plans?”

			“There was no dragging.”

			“I’m not interested.”

			“Apparently your parents are.”

			“That’s beside the point.” She slapped the pin against her palm as Adrian added a bit of birdseed to the feeding platform. “Are you even listening to me? I don’t want my family involved. I don’t want Nicole around all those...strangers.”

			It sounded lame, even to her own ears, but it was the best explanation she could offer at the moment.

			Adrian rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he walked over to a giant birdcage full of finches. The cage reached from the floor to the ceiling, was big enough around that she could have stepped into it and was filled with some sort of shrubbery. Only as she stepped closer, she could see it wasn’t all shrubbery—there were dozens of finches inside.

			Adrian scooped small black birdseed out of a barrel and deposited it into a feeding tube. “Did you know the size of finches range from four to ten inches?”

			Grace held up a hand to stop him. She did not need a lecture on finches. “Adrian, I don’t want Englischers stomping all over our home.”

			“Well, we’re starting in a week, so it’ll probably be warm enough to feed them outside.”

			“That’s another thing... Who decided that I would be willing to cook for twenty people?”

			“I thought you liked cooking.”

			She stared down at the rolling pin. Why couldn’t she be home rolling out pie crust? Why did she have to have this conversation? “I do like cooking.”

			“Then, what’s the problem?” He stepped closer, and she had the absurd notion that he meant to reach out and touch her. She stepped back and nearly tripped over a large brown rabbit.

			“It’s hard to explain. You’re going to have to take my word for it.”

			“Oh.” Adrian put both hands on his hips and stared at the ground. Kendrick the Llama walked by the aviary, and Adrian glanced up, then whistled. The beast turned to look at him and immediately took off running in the opposite direction.

			Instead of being irritated, Adrian smiled as if a small child had accomplished a wonderful feat. “What were we talking about?”

			“Tours. Englischers. Cooking.”

			“Right. Well, I suppose if you don’t want to do it, I could ask Widow Schwartz.”

			“Are you kidding me? Did you try one of her biscuits last week? Nein. You didn’t. I know you didn’t, because you appear to still have all your teeth.”

			Adrian started to laugh, but he stopped himself when he caught the frustrated expression on her face.

			“I’m sorry, Grace. I—I... Honestly, I thought you enjoyed cooking.”

			Grace sighed and shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

			An owl flew from the back of the aviary to the front and settled on a dead tree limb Adrian had propped against the fence. “Mac had an injured wing. I found him in the barn loft. I think he’ll be ready to fly soon.” The owl studiously ignored them, tucking its head under its wing.

			“I do enjoy cooking.”

			“So why are you dead set against this?” Adrian stepped closer, stuck his hands in his pockets and waited.

			Adrian was comfortable with conversations filled with long pauses. He made her crazy with his animals and his rescues and his short attention span, but she understood that he was a decent person at heart. It was just that his life seemed so chaotic, and by proximity, it seemed to bring disorder and confusion into her life, as well. The one thing Grace didn’t need was chaos. She wanted order and quiet and seclusion.

			A tourist group didn’t bring with it any of those things.

			And she was convinced strangers meant danger for Nicole.

			She should have never watched that TV show at her aenti’s—it was all about what lengths an advocacy group would go to in order to reunite biological dads with their children, even children the fathers hadn’t known about.

			She’d tried to contact Kolby once, but she’d reached a dead end when the phone number he’d given her no longer worked. Something told her she probably should have tried harder to find him—perhaps legally she was required to try harder.

			Grace suddenly felt immensely weary. It was something that happened on a disturbingly regular basis since she’d had Nicole. Most of the time she was fine, then other times she simply wanted to crawl back into bed and sleep for a week.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I will be.” She made no attempt to hide her grimace. “I’m not happy about this, Adrian. I wish you’d asked me first.”

			“You would have said no.”

			“Which is exactly my point.”

			He motioned toward a bench set back in the corner, under an arch that had a flowering vine of some sort growing on it. She hesitated, then took a seat. Adrian leaned against the owl’s dead tree limb, arms and ankles crossed, patiently waiting. When she still didn’t speak, he hopped in.

			“The truth is that I need the tour group. It costs money to feed all of these animals, and then there’s the occasional trip to the veterinarian. Plus I have taxes to pay on this place.”

			“Surely none of that is a surprise.”

			“It’s not, but in my mind if I did the right thing, if I provided a safe habitat for all these animals, then Gotte would provide my needs.”

			“‘My God will supply all your needs.’ That’s Bishop Luke’s favorite verse.”

			“One of them.”

			“Life isn’t that simple, Adrian.”

			“What do you mean? Give me an example.” His attention was completely on her now—something that was rare and disconcerting.

			“I know the Bible says that, and I believe it...”

			“But?”

			“But you also have to use the brain that Gotte gave you. Did you work out a business plan at all when you bought the property? You purchased it while I was away, so I had no idea that I would come home to...this. What were you thinking?”

			“Oh, I thought about it quite extensively before making an offer. I examined the property closely and did a lot of reading on animal habitat. This place was a real jewel. No home on the property that took up prime animal space—just the barn, which I needed anyway. More importantly, there’s a stream and a pond. I knew there would be plenty of water and that I’d have room to grow some of the food.”

			“Did you think of where you’d live?”

			“I live in the barn.”

			“I’m aware. But certainly you didn’t plan to live in a barn. It just happened, right?”

			“Now that you mention it, ya. It did. I’d planned to stay with my parents a few more years until my business was established. But there’s too much work with the animals. They need me morning, noon and night. The travelling back and forth didn’t make sense. So I bought a cot and walled off a small area of the barn.”

			“That’s what I’m talking about. You have to think things through. Otherwise you end up sleeping on a cot in the corner of a decrepit barn.”

			“I suppose, but in my mind, it’s also a balance between thinking and trusting.” Two rabbits hopped closer, and he pulled a small carrot from each pocket, squatted down and held the offering out in the flat of his palm.

			To Grace’s surprise, both rabbits hopped forward and took the carrots from him.

			“They trust you.”

			“They do. And I try to trust Gotte in the same way.”

			Grace couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. He sounded like a child. Trust was all gut and fine until the baby needed diapers or new clothes or a visit to the doctor.

			“Can you tell me what—exactly—bothers you about having a tour group here?”

			Adrian’s question was like a knife twisting in her heart. How could she explain her fear that Nicole’s father would turn up one day? She’d first have to explain that Nicole was her doschder, and now wasn’t the time for that. She had pie shells to roll out and bake.

			“Nein. I can’t.”

			“Okay.” He said the word slowly, as if he didn’t understand. Of course he didn’t. How could he?

			“When my parents agreed to your plan, they didn’t realize what they were getting into.”

			“They’re adults, Grace. I’m sure they understood.”

			“Mamm’s all atwitter about having a way to sell her knitted things.”

			“Which is gut, right?”

			“As if she didn’t have enough projects going. I think her yarn supply is multiplying, like some sort of fungus.”

			“Your dat liked the idea of a tour group, too. He said you all could use the money.”

			Grace waved that comment away. Her dat didn’t fully understand the situation. He didn’t even know who Nicole’s father was. That might sound strange to some people, but in Amish homes, things were often left unsaid. He’d told her that he loved her and would pray for her and the baby, then he’d promptly shipped her off to Holmes County in Ohio—a virtual mecca of Amish and Mennonite.

			Only Grace didn’t want to live in Ohio.

			She wanted to live and raise her child here.

			And she didn’t want to do it next to a wildlife farm or in the midst of a tour group.

			“We’ve already sold out our first tour—it’s next Tuesday.”

			Grace pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, Adrian was still there, still watching her, still waiting.

			“I will cook for your group next week, but I want you to try and find someone else, and I don’t mean Widow Schwartz. Try to find someone that won’t scare your guests away. Maybe...maybe someone would be willing to come here and cook?”

			Even as she said it, she knew the odds were slim. From what she’d heard, Adrian didn’t even have a kitchen. He had a two-burner stove and a half-size refrigerator.

			Adrian assured her he’d keep asking around, then he thanked her for agreeing to help. He wasn’t just mouthing the words, either. That was one thing she knew about Adrian Schrock—he was genuine and always said what was in his heart.

			He really was grateful.

			Which didn’t alleviate her fears about having Nicole around Englischers one bit. Well, if Adrian couldn’t see her side of things, then she would find ways to encourage him to look elsewhere for a cook.

			Maybe her cooking wasn’t as good as he thought it was.

			

			Adrian managed to add a camel to his menagerie before the first tour date. The female he purchased was a dromedary, meaning it had only one hump. Simon Lapp in Middlebury had purchased the animal to sell the milk, but after three years, he’d decided it wasn’t a cost-effective venture.

			“It should have been profitable,” he lamented. “Camel milk sells for forty dollars a quart.”

			Adrian let out a long, low whistle as visions of a fat bank account and the funds to buy more animals popped into his head. “I didn’t realize it was worth so much. Why?”

			“People with Crohn’s disease or diabetes seem to digest it well. That’s why I got into the business in the first place. One of my fraa’s cousins was having trouble—she has Crohn’s disease.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that, Saul.”

			“The thing is, no matter how I try, I still can’t make a profit.”

			Adrian’s vision of more animals popped like a child’s balloon. “Oh.”

			“The beasts aren’t easy to milk, either... Their milk will only let down if the calf is in the next pen, and even then, it only lasts three to four months. Then it’s necessary to impregnate the female again.”

			“So you’re out of the camel business?”

			“Officially, if you’ll take this one.”

			“What will you do?”

			“I’m going back to goats.”

			Saul hadn’t given the camel a name. Adrian couldn’t imagine how a person could own an animal for three years without naming it. He immediately named the camel Cinnamon, then ordered a large load of sand to be delivered to his place. He’d already researched the animal’s nutritional needs, and he had plenty of hay, which the books recommended, plus small quantities of alfalfa. He wouldn’t need to build a hut for shelter until the following winter.

			Unfortunately, once delivered to his place Cinnamon wasn’t sure about her new digs. She stood in the corner of the fenced area where Adrian had the sand dumped and refused to come close when Adrian called to her. For the first tour, the visitors would have to view her from a distance.

			Adrian rose early Tuesday morning and spent most of the day cleaning out pens and making sure the place looked in tip-top shape. Unfortunately, Kendrick escaped again, and he spent an hour locating the llama. He found him half a mile down the road and had to walk him back home. By the time Adrian got back to his place, he barely had time to feed everyone before the tour guests were due to arrive.

			He rushed into his home, which was basically a single room on one end of the barn. There was no time for a shower, so instead, he washed up at the kitchen sink and changed into clean clothes. There were twenty people signed up when he’d checked with George, who had arranged transportation from three of the local families. By the time Adrian stepped back outside, Triangle, the cattle dog, was running in a circle and yipping as the buggies pulled up to his gate.

			Adrian hurried over and opened the gate, making sure that none of his animals escaped.

			The Englischers who stepped out of the buggy were wide-eyed and all ears. They’d already been over to Old Saul’s, so they’d had a peek at Amish life. Now Adrian was shattering all of those expectations—he was a bachelor, living alone in a barn, raising exotic animals. They’d never heard of such a thing.

			He briefly explained that he’d purchased the property a little over a year ago, and he currently had one camel, two llamas, two emus, four alpacas, six exotic birds, rabbits, goats, six wild turkeys and turtles.

			“Plus a three-legged dog.” A gray-haired man knelt to hold his hand out to the dog.

			“That would be Triangle. The vet says he’s part cattle dog, and he sort of found me.”

			“How did a dog happen to find you?” an older woman asked.

			“Just showed up, and I couldn’t send him away.”

			“Sounds like my husband—our place looks a little like yours.” The man with her immediately started laughing and reaching for his phone to show pictures of their newest rooster.

			“You live in the barn?” This came from an older Englisch woman who wore a T-shirt that said What Happens with Nana, Stays with Nana.

			“Ya, though that’s only temporary.”

			“How do you make money off your animals?” an elderly man asked.

			“Well, that’s why you’re here. The price you paid to enjoy this tour helps to purchase the animals’ food.”

			“So why do you do it, if not to make a living?”

			“Hopefully one day that will happen. Until then...” Adrian shrugged.

			“At least you’re not tied to a time clock. That’s something to be grateful for, even if you don’t have much money.”

			“Henry David Thoreau agrees with you.” When the man looked at him in surprise, Adrian quoted, “I am grateful for what I am and have. My thanksgiving is perpetual.”

			“Thoreau said that?” The old gent shook his head but smiled. “I’ve been on Amish tours in Ohio and Pennsylvania...never heard a Plain person quote Thoreau before.”

			Adrian laughed with them, then invited the guests to stroll around his property and enjoy themselves. “Kendrick the Llama may spit, but he won’t bite,” he added.

			The guests wandered off, chatting and pointing at various animals. Adrian walked over to Seth, who was one of the drivers.

			“Gut group.”

			“Ya. Thought the old guy was going to drop his teeth when you quoted Thoreau.”

			“How did it go at Old Saul’s?”

			“Fine, I suppose. Can’t imagine why anyone would want to walk around and look at dairy cows.”

			“But that’s not what they’re looking at.” Adrian glanced around the farm, taking in the animals and the guests, and smiled in satisfaction. “They’re looking at a different life, a life probably very unlike the one they live, and many of them... They’re looking into the past, maybe the way their parents or grandparents lived.”

			He wanted to ask if Seth had talked to Grace or her parents, but Kendrick was stalking the Englisch woman wearing a large floppy hat. Adrian took off to save both the woman and her hat, Triangle bounding at his heels.

			He spent the next hour talking with his guests about animal habitats, what the various animals ate, and what they needed to feel safe and comfortable. Sometime in the middle of that hour, he relaxed. This was what he’d envisioned years ago. It was what he’d wanted to do for as long as he could remember, and a deep contentment flooded his heart.

			When Seth signaled it was time for dinner, they walked next door to the Troyer home.

			Grace’s dat had placed three picnic tables out under the front fir trees. They were adorned with tablecloths and small mason jars filled with wildflowers. It looked as if Grace had come around to his way of thinking. Plainly, she’d gone all out to make their guests feel at home.

			When she stepped outside, wearing a fresh white apron over a peach-colored dress, Adrian felt his pulse accelerate. How had he not noticed how pretty Grace was? Holding a basket of freshly baked bread and with Nicole clutching the hem of her dress, he couldn’t think of anything that better personified their Amish life than the two of them.

			He hurried over to her. “Anything I can do to help?”

			“Ya. Carry these rolls over to the first table, then come back for the pitchers of water and tea.”

			For the next twenty minutes, he hurried between the tables and the kitchen. Grace’s mamm sat at one table and her dat sat at the other. There was a place for him at the third. The Englischers soon felt comfortable enough to ask questions, and laughter could be heard as the chicken casserole was passed around the table.

			Adrian was relaxed and happy and hopeful.

			If all the tours went this well, word would get around. They’d soon be filled to capacity both Tuesday and Thursday evenings, and hopefully all involved would be willing to add a third weeknight tour or possibly a Saturday one.

			The day had gone better than he could have hoped.

			Then he took a bite of the casserole, nearly choked and realized that perhaps things weren’t going so well after all.

			He attempted to swallow the bite, found he couldn’t and reached for his glass of water to wash it down. Had Grace dumped the entire box of salt in the casserole? He tried another bite and found it no better.

			Adrian’s temper rarely showed itself. He couldn’t remember the last time something had caused his pulse to rocket, his muscles to quiver and a red tint to descend over his vision.

			And yet all of those things were happening as he tried to understand how Grace could have done this.

			What would possess her to stoop to sabotage?

			And what was he going to do about it?

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Grace snatched up a casserole dish that was still half full and strode into the house.

			She hoped that would stop him. She hoped that maybe Adrian would go back to his menagerie next door and leave her alone. Why couldn’t he concede defeat?

			“You purposely made terrible food. How could you do such a thing?”

			“Adrian, I have a lot of work to do cleaning these dishes. Perhaps we should talk about this later.” Her mamm had taken Nicole upstairs for her bath, and her dat was checking on the two buggy horses. Unfortunately, that left her alone with Adrian.

			“Later? As in, after you poison our next group of guests?”

			“Salt is not poison.”

			“So that’s what you did.”

			She mentally slapped her forehead. The idea was not to confess to Adrian, and honestly—anyone could accidentally add a little too much salt or pepper, or half a bottle of garlic powder.

			“I don’t understand, is all. How could you do such a thing?”

			“Because I don’t want Englischers traipsing all over our farm. I told you that.” She turned on him suddenly, catching him by surprise. The look of confusion on his face tugged at her conscience, but it didn’t weaken her resolve. She was doing this for Nicole. She was protecting her child. She needed to stand firm.

			“Have you had any success looking for a new dinner stop?”

			“I haven’t had time to even begin checking into that, what with trying to get the place ready and then spending extra time with Cinnamon, who is not feeling safe in her new pen yet.”

			Grace did not want to talk about Adrian’s camel. Honestly, she felt as if she’d stepped into a scene straight from a Doctor Doolittle movie—one of the few she’d seen as a rebellious teenager.

			She stomped outside to grab another armful of dishes, Adrian dogging her heels.

			At least he was able to carry quite a few plates at once. Why had they not opted for paper plates? Englischers were used to casual dining, but her mamm had insisted that anyone eating at her house would eat on a proper plate. She’d claimed it was important that each guest left fully satisfied, which succeeded in making Grace feel even more guilty. Her parents actually wanted the tours to be a success. She was surrounded by people who were determined to make this foolish scheme work.

			The only trouble was they didn’t realize what was at stake—her doschder’s safety.

			As she plunged her hands into the dishwater, it occurred to her that perhaps Adrian wasn’t her problem. Her problem was that no one understood why she was so against this. Maybe she should talk to someone about her worries, about Nicole and about Nicole’s father.

			The few times she’d tried to broach the topic, her mother had created a lame excuse to leave the room. Once she’d even muttered Best to leave the past behind you, dear.

			If only things were that simple.

			“Where did you go?”

			Grace jumped at the nearness of Adrian’s voice, spraying them both with soapy dishwater.

			“Sorry.”

			“It’s okay.” He accepted the dish towel she handed him and swiped at his shirt. “I know you said you don’t want Nicole around strangers, and that you can’t explain why, but I want to understand.”

			Instead of answering, Grace turned back to the tower of dirty dishes, tears stinging her eyes. Why was she so emotional? Because she wanted to talk to someone. She wanted a friend or confidant. She didn’t need romance. That had been her mistake to begin with—thinking that Nicole’s father could offer her a new and more meaningful life. Romance couldn’t do that.

			But a friend? A friend was something that she sorely needed. Maybe Adrian could...

			What was she thinking?

			She was a terrible judge of men.

			She could handle this by herself.

			So instead of answering Adrian, she took her frustrations out on the dishes, scrubbing them with renewed vigor. To her surprise, Adrian picked up a dish towel and began drying. They worked in silence, until the entire tower of dishes was washed, dried and put away.

			When they were nearly done, he stepped next to her—close enough that their shoulders were touching—and said, “Can I have your word that you won’t ever do that again? It’s not fair to the guests who pay gut money for a decent meal.”

			Of course he was right, which only made her feel worse.

			“Ya, you have my word.”

			She wasn’t conceding, though. Fine, she’d cook delicious meals, but perhaps she could dissuade this dinner idea another way. She had a few ideas that had kept her tossing and turning the night before. Not that she planned to share those with Adrian. Instead, she smiled up at him, and said, “Or maybe I won’t even need to cook again. Maybe you’ll find someone else.”

			Which earned her a frown and a growl.

			Ha ha. She was plainly annoying him. Excellent.

			By that point, her dat had walked through the kitchen, declaring, “Guests wear me out. Think I’ll put my feet up and read the Budget.”

			She rolled her eyes. Unfortunately, Adrian caught the expression and started laughing. Leaning closer and lowering his voice, he said, “It’s not as if he spent all day cooking.”

			“What I was thinking exactly.”

			“Even if it was terrible cooking.”

			She gave him her most pointed look, tossed her kapp strings over her shoulders and began scrubbing the stove clean. Instead of leaving, Adrian took the dishrag, rinsed it, and began wiping down the table and counters.

			“Don’t you have animals to look after?”

			“Ya. I do, but I know cooking can be a lot of work. At least that’s what someone once told me.”

			Grace didn’t know how to answer that, so she didn’t. His kindness made her feel lousy about the deception. Fortunately, her mamm came into the kitchen at that moment.

			“Adrian, I’m surprised you’re still here.”

			“Oh, I wanted to help Grace with the cleanup phase.”

			“Well, I would certainly say today was a success, despite the problem with the casseroles. And Grace, that can happen to anyone. I once added Worcestershire to a dish that called for soy sauce.” She pulled out the knitting she kept in a basket and sat at the table. “Yes, I would say that tonight was a real success. I sold quite a few of my knitted pieces, and the money will come in handy. Hopefully, word will spread. This was a gut idea, Adrian. Thank you for involving us.”

			A fresh stream of guilt washed over Grace.

			As if reading her mind, her mamm added, “And I’m sure Grace will do a better job with the food next time. Probably just nerves.”

			Adrian rested his back against the counter, crossing his arms. “If you could have seen the old gent’s face when he took a bite...”

			Why was he always so comfortable in any situation? You’d think he’d been in their kitchen a dozen times, which Grace knew was not the case.

			“The bread was gut, though. Everyone ate a lot of that, and most people had two helpings of dessert.” Adrian looked at Grace and winked.

			Good grief.

			She was hoping he’d at least stay angry with her. She was counting on it. How else was she going to convince him to find a different cook?

			“I better check on Nicole.”

			“She’s sitting with your dat while he reads the paper. Why don’t you walk Adrian outside?”

			As if he couldn’t find his way out. Grace didn’t say that, though. Instead, she hung up the dish towel and motioned toward the front room.

			She might have been okay with how the day had gone if it had ended there. Yes, she’d done a terrible thing, but no one was hurt and she’d done it for her child. Yes, she was exhausted, but hopefully she was putting this silly tour idea on the buggy lane to shutting down.

			Overall, she felt optimistic.

			Then they walked through the sitting room.

			Nicole was sitting there, curled up next to her daddi, forefingers stuck in her mouth. When she saw Adrian, her entire face lit up. “Aden.” She held up both hands and began to bounce.

			“Look who’s still up.”

			“Up.”

			Adrian scooped her into his arms. He held her high in the air, and when he brought her down, she snuggled in against his chest and put both arms around his neck, looking over his shoulder at Grace.

			She felt as if a knife had ripped through the tissue of her heart. Her baby girl was safe and healthy. She should be grateful for that. Instead, she was reminded that Nicole needed a father—not to provide for her, Grace would do that. Her parents would do that. Nein, Nicole needed a father because every little girl should have the love of both parents.

			And in that area, Grace had failed miserably.

			

			Adrian didn’t see Grace or Nicole at all the next day. He thought about them, though. He puzzled over Grace’s desperate attempt to sabotage their Englischer tour. In some ways, he felt bad that he’d involved her. But in other ways, he thought it was a healthy thing. Her parents certainly considered the tour a wunderbaar idea, and the truth was that he thought Grace needed a little more contact with the outside world. She’d been home two months, and she rarely left the farm unless it was to attend church services.

			Nein, he was doing the right thing.

			The only issue was convincing Grace of that.

			He spent Wednesday and Thursday sprucing up his place. The aviary needed a wider path through the middle so that guests could walk the entire length, and then there was the problem of his new camel. Cinnamon still wasn’t feeling at home. He finally earned her trust with treats, then spent an hour brushing her. He’d never brushed a camel before, and he marveled at what an amazing creature she was.

			Simon had given him a book on camels. It said the word camel, literally translated from the Arabic, meant beauty. When Adrian looked into Cinnamon’s eyes, he could see why. He also quickly realized that he needed to keep an eye on the water level in her trough. The book claimed that a camel could drink forty gallons at once. He currently filled the animal’s trough with a hand pump, so he’d have to monitor the water levels closely.

			As he went about those tasks, his mind insisted on turning over the mystery of Grace. He’d never been one to tolerate an unsolved puzzle. As a teenager, he’d once spent an entire week putting together a jigsaw puzzle. His dat had bought it at a garage sale. The catch was that there was no box—no picture at all. Adrian had lived and breathed that puzzle for six-and-a-half days until he’d finally put the entire thing together. It had been a cat hanging on to a rope by its little paws, with the words Hang In There written underneath.

			He needed to hang in there with Grace. Give her time to change her way of thinking.

			Later that afternoon, Seth showed up at his farm with the tour group right on time, leading the line of buggies.

			Adrian felt more comfortable with this second group. He didn’t stumble over his words as he explained how he’d started the farm and why he provided a home for exotic animals. Kendrick didn’t swipe anyone’s hat, though he did spit on a gentleman. Fortunately, the man laughed and threatened to spit back. Cinnamon still wouldn’t come near enough to be petted, but she did walk closer to the fence of her enclosure.

			Overall, he felt that things were going very well.

			When they walked over to Grace’s place, he was surprised to see there were no picnic tables set up under the trees in front of the house. Grace was waiting for them on the front porch, once again looking as pretty as a picture from a story book. This time, Nicole was in her arms. As the guests gathered around the front porch, she said, “We thought that we’d have dinner tonight near the back of the property by the pond. My dat has hooked up the buggy horses to a trailer. You can either ride or walk.”

			Adrian sidled up close to her and lowered his voice. “A hayride is a gut idea. I should have thought of that.”

			“Well, you can’t think of everything.”

			She gave him a winsome smile, and Adrian had the fleeting thought that something was up.

			“Do I need to help you carry things?”

			“Nein. It’s all back there already. Fresh bread, sliced ham, locally made cheese, potato salad and apple pie. There’s no chance that I could ruin this meal.”

			Nicole reached for him, and Adrian pulled her into his arms. He hadn’t realized how comforting it was to hold a child. He hadn’t really considered himself father material, a worry that had only been reinforced by his lack of success in dating. He was more comfortable around animals than babies—except for Nicole. It felt natural to hold her, perhaps because she came to him so willingly. Adrian didn’t know if he’d ever have a family of his own, but he wasn’t giving up on the idea. He was still a young man, even though he had turned twenty-five.

			Occasionally he realized that he’d like to court someone, that he’d enjoy caring for a family, but invariably he became distracted by his animals and his obligation to them. His animals, his dream of a sanctuary, had taken all of his time and attention. But holding Nicole, it occurred to him that perhaps he should try courting again. So what if previous attempts had been a disaster? Success came to the persistent.

			He was so preoccupied with his thoughts, what Grace was saying to him hadn’t quite registered. When she reached to take Nicole from him, he snapped out of his reverie.

			“I can carry her.”

			“She’s staying here at the house. Weren’t you listening?”

			His cheeks heated. “Oh. Guess my mind drifted a bit.”

			“She missed her nap today and has been a bit cranky.”

			Nicole waved her arm in the air, laughed, then stuck her fingers in her mouth.

			“Do you need to stay with her?”

			“Nein. Mamm will watch her. Then when the guests come back to see her knitted things, I’ll put Nicole to bed.”

			He nodded as if that made sense.

			Grace was being awfully accommodating. Her attitude seemed completely different than two days ago. What had changed her mind? It hadn’t been anything he’d said. Adrian was sure of that. She’d looked as petulant when he left on Tuesday evening as she had the day she had showed up at his place with a rolling pin. So what was going on?

			She took Nicole inside, then returned with a shawl draped over her shoulders. It was a pretty lavender.

			“That’s a nice color on you.”

			“This? Danki. Mamm made it—of course.” They started off toward the back of the property, walking at a brisk clip to catch up with the guests.

			Adrian scratched his jawline, glanced in the direction they were going, then back at Grace. Why was she so happy? Why wasn’t she asking him if he’d found another cook for the tour? This was too easy. In his experience, it took a longer amount of time for women to come around to someone else’s way of thinking...which he immediately realized was a ridiculous thought. Men could be as stubborn as women.

			Better to ask than to wonder. “Say, what’s going on?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Suddenly you seem on board with this.”

			“On board with what?”

			“You know what I mean, with the tour group.”

			“Oh, that.”

			“Yes, that.”

			Grace increased her pace. How did someone with such small feet walk so fast?

			“Tell me you haven’t done anything to sabotage tonight’s dinner.”

			“Of course not, Adrian.” She smiled up at him sweetly, increasing his nervousness by several degrees. “On the other hand, I can’t control everything.”

			What did that mean? Why was she still smiling? They’d reached the back of the property. She’d put a tablecloth on two old picnic tables and set out a few well-worn quilts by the small pond.

			It was perfect. The entire thing was better than he could have imagined. So what was going on? Because for sure and certain, Grace Troyer was up to something.

			The guests filled their plates and spread out to eat. His mind registered the fact that there were an awful lot of cut flowers in mason jars—and these weren’t the wildflowers like they’d had on the tables on Tuesday. Stepping closer to the picnic table, he saw that they were actually tree blossoms.

			They looked nice.

			He filled his plate, and took a seat on one of the quilts. Small trays filled with tiny jars of peanut butter and jam were at each place, as well.

			He didn’t notice the bees at first, didn’t understand immediately what was happening. First one guest, then another jumped up and began swatting at the air. By the time the bumblebees had fully invaded their picnic, hovering over the tree blossoms and investigating the peanut butter and jam, they had guests scattered everywhere. At first he couldn’t spot Grace, but then he saw her sitting on the other side of the pond.

			He couldn’t believe it.

			He could not accept that she would try to ruin their dinner again. Both hands on his hips, he scowled at her.

			And what did Grace do? She shrugged her shoulders, hands held out, palms up. What had she said? I can’t control everything.

			Was he supposed to think this was a random, natural event?

			He might not be able to prove it, but he knew the truth. And one way or another, he was going to get to the bottom of her issues. There was no way he was finding another place for his tour groups’ dinners now. He’d set her straight about bumblebees and bad cooking and tour groups.

			He accepted in that moment that Grace Troyer was not the same sweet young girl he’d gone to school with. She’d changed, and not for the better! Which was all good and fine with him.

			He didn’t need her to be his friend. He needed her to be his business partner, and he would find a way to make that happen.

			After all, what else could she possibly do?
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