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      What happens when fun-loving Amish teen, Jemima King becomes an Amish Millionaire?

      Seventeen-year-old Amish teen, Jemima King dreams of the blessings of marriage and family in her community, and with two rival Amish suitors pushing for a serious courtship, it seems like her largest problem will be choosing between them. But when a chance purchase puts Jemima in possession of a provocative national treasure, can she navigate the temptation of massive wealth and fame without losing what is truly precious?
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      “Wait -- Jemima!”

      Jemima King turned her head, but it was more out of habit than a real need to identify the voice. She would’ve known the sound of Mark Christner’s voice in her sleep. They had lived next door to each other in the same Lancaster County community for 17 years.

      He came running up and then stopped dead in the road. He bent double, caught his breath and laughed.

      Jemima turned her eyes down demurely. Mark was always at her elbow these days. There was nothing new about that – they were childhood playmates – but Mark’s reasons were different now.

      She stole a glance at him through her lashes.

      Mark was no longer the scruffy little boy of her childhood, and that was especially clear on a day like this one, when the sun gave his black hair a silky blue sheen, and made the curve of his cheek look as downy and smooth as a peach.

      He was almost as tall as her father now. And his voice was nearly as deep. Jemima pinched in a smile. She would have to be made of stone not to notice that Mark had filled out nicely – especially when he flashed those beautiful white teeth in her direction.

      She looked down at her feet. Their relationship was changing fast. The same Mark who had once irritated and teased her was – strangely -- becoming more solicitous by the day.

      Maybe that was because she had changed, too.

      Mark used to tease her about her red hair and green eyes. He had said she looked like an orange cat, and had made her cry.

      But just the other day Mark had compared her hair to a maple leaf in the fall, and her eyes to the color of sunshine through leaves.

      “I’ll walk you home,” he volunteered, and put a big brown hand out for her books.

      Jemima smiled and gave them to him.

      “What are you going to do, now that we’ve finished school? What are you going to do on your rumspringa, Mark?” she teased him. “Are you going to dress in English clothes and turn all the girls’ heads?”

      He grimaced wryly, and shook his head. “I’d just as soon dress up in a monkey suit,” he said bluntly, and Jemima laughed outright.

      “I’m disappointed in you, Mark,” she said mischievously. “I was hoping you’d shock us all!”

      Jemima enjoyed his chagrined expression out of her corner of her eye. She really shouldn’t tease him, but it was so tempting. Mark was so easy to tease. No one she knew was more staunchly Amish, or more conservative. Mark reminded her of something big and strong and immovable, like the face of a mountain.

      Or, maybe, dormant volcano would be a better description.

      Because underneath all that unyielding rock, there was definitely warmth on the inside. She glanced at him affectionately then tilted her head, considering.

      Maybe there was even a little lava under that mountain. She had seen one or two things lately that…

      “Jemima, slow down!”

      Jemima came back to herself. She stopped walking and turned around. Her little sister Deborah had fallen behind again, and was trotting along the dirt road to catch up.

      “You… never… wait for me,” Deborah complained, as she huffed along. She finally caught up with them and bent over double, gasping for breath.

      Jemima looked at her little sister pityingly. Deborah’s sandy brown hair had worked its way out from under her cap and was flying all around her face like a swarm of gnats.

      She couldn’t keep her hands from reaching out to smooth it back again. “Mind your hair, Deborah,” she said softly.

      Deborah swatted her hands away irritably. “I know how I look!” she snapped. “Maybe it’s because I had to run! Next time just wait for me, and we can both look good!”

      “That’s no way to talk to your sis, Debby,” Mark chided gently.

      Deborah said nothing, but shot him a look that said, Oh, shut up as clearly as any words.

      Jemima sighed and turned to him. “Never mind her, Mark, she has the temper of a wildcat. I know she doesn’t mean half the things she says.”

      “I do, too – I mean every word!” Deborah countered, “Why shouldn’t I, when you leave me behind to flirt with your boyfriends?”

      “Debby!” cried Jemima and Mark, together.

      “Oh, just forget it,” Deborah fumed, “I’ll walk home by myself. That’s what you two want, anyway!” She hoisted her books up in her arms and stumped off, muttering under her breath.

      Jemima shot Mark an apologetic look. “You’ll have to forgive her, Mark,” she explained, “Deborah’s at that awkward stage. I’m sure that once it’s over, she won’t be – mad all the time.”

      Mark tilted his head and watched Deborah as she disappeared down the road. “I don’t remember you ever being that –” He cleared his throat and quickly amended, “I mean, I don’t remember that you ever had a… hard time.”

      Jemima shook her head. “She’s driving poor Mamm to despair. It’s only a few years until Debby comes of age, and the way she’s treating all the boys she knows, not one of them is going to court with her!”

      “Well, at least your Mamm will never have that problem with you.” Mark looked at her with transparent admiration, and she blushed.

      They rounded a corner and the King homestead gradually moved into view. It was a large, white, two story house surrounded by several outbuildings, including the blacksmith shop where Jemima’s father worked. Even from that distance, the faint sound of a hammer rang out over the fields.

      There was a buggy parked at the front of the house, and Mark’s dark eyebrows moved together. He shaded his eyes with one hand.

      “Whose buggy is that?” he frowned.

      Jemima looked at him uncomfortably. “It’s probably Samuel Kauffman’s,” she murmured. “He said he’d be coming by this afternoon. His mother is sending Mamm some canning supplies.”

      Mark grunted suspiciously, and it was clear that he thought that Samuel Kauffman’s mission was not primarily about preserving fruits and vegetables.

      “Well, that sounds about right,” he growled. “Samuel and your mamm are probably trading recipes.”

      “Mark!”
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      By the time they reached the front yard, it was clear that Samuel Kauffman was in attendance. His tall, slim frame was draped easily over one of the porch rails.

      Samuel would have been at home at any beach in the world. He had a shock of bushy blond hair, he was brown as a nut, and his eyes were a sparkling blue. He greeted Jemima with a beautiful white smile and a wink that made her lower her eyes and go pink.

      He acknowledged Mark with a cheery: “Well, look who’s here! Sit down, Mark, you look exhausted. Can I get you a glass of water?”

      Mark gave him a grim look, but replied: “I know you’re used to doing that, but no thanks. We aren’t at your folks’ restaurant. Speaking of that – isn’t it about time for you to put on your apron? It’s getting close to dinner.”

      Jemima broke in hastily. “Samuel, it was very kind of you to come all the way out here. I’m sure Mamm appreciates it.”

      Samuel beamed at her. “It’s nothing, Jemima. Anytime! I’m always happy to do what I can.”

      “That’s for sure,” Mark mumbled under his breath.

      Jemima’s eyes moved uncertainly between the two of them. “Would the two of you like to – to stay to supper?” she ventured.

      “Can’t,” Samuel lamented, and reached out to take her hand. “But give me a rain check, okay? I’d love to see you some other time.”

      Jemima noticed, with trepidation, that Mark’s brow was gathering thunder, and he looked as if he was about to burst out with the accompanying lightning. So she hurried to reply, “Oh, I’m sorry you can’t stay with us, Samuel. But yes, do drop by when you can,” she smiled.

      Samuel squeezed her hand and ran his thumb over her palm in a way that made it tingle. Then he smiled, bounded down the porch steps, and was driving away before she found the nerve to look up.

      Mark watched him go with a scowl. “Why do you encourage that skinny little weasel?” he blurted.

      Jemima went red. “Samuel is a very good person -- and you know it, Mark Christner!” she retorted indignantly. “I don’t know why you take such a dislike to him, but he doesn’t deserve it.”

      Mark turned to look at her, and his blue eyes were sad and reproachful. “Don’t you, Jemima?” he asked softly.

      Jemima couldn’t meet his eyes, and felt her cheeks going hot. But she was spared the necessity of a reply by the sound of her father’s heavy shoes approaching on the gravel drive. His booming voice cut off any possibility of a reply.

      “Jemima, shouldn’t you be helping your mamm with dinner?” he said pointedly, and directed a speaking look at Mark.

      Mark’s cheeks went a dull red. Jemima nodded, gave her visitor an apologetic look, and fled.

      After she had gone, the six-foot-three Jacob King leaned against one of the porch posts and regarded his 17-year-old guest with a knowing look in his eye.

      “How is your family, Mark?” he inquired gently.

      “They’re fine, sir,” Mark mumbled.

      Jacob nodded. “Good. I haven’t seen much of them lately. Or of you, for that matter.”

      Mark looked out across the fields and bit his lip.

      “And that’s not good,” Jacob sighed, running a massive hand through his rumpled red hair. “Because if a young man comes to this house to see my daughter, I expect him to come to see me first.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Just so long as we understand one another,” Jacob smiled, and clapped his hand down on Mark’s shoulder – hard.

      Mark winced, but nodded.

      Jacob smiled. “Staying to supper, boy?” he inquired gently.

      “Ah – no. I have chores to do.”

      “Say hello to your folks for me,” Jacob told him, and stood on the porch, watching, until Mark Christner’s retreating form disappeared down the long dirt road.

      Jacob King put both hands on his hips and laughed long and loud, and then turned and entered his house.

      His wife Rachel was waiting for him at the door, with her arms crossed. “Jacob King, you should be ashamed of yourself,” she chided gently. “Jemima is finished with her schooling now. It’s time for her to be getting visits from young men. And Mark is her… special friend. He’s plainly working up the nerve to ask if he can court with her. Why do you discourage him? Don’t you want your daughter to find a good husband?”

      Jacob leaned over and kissed his wife’s pretty pink cheek. “You can set your mind at rest, Rachel,” he assured her, “we’ll never have to worry that Jemima will lose a man. Her danger is going to be picking the right one, out of the teeming horde!”

      “Jacob, what a way to put it!” his wife exclaimed, but her lips curled up a little. “It’s true that Jemima is very blessed, but how will she ever know which of her suitors is right for her, if she never gets a chance to spend time with them?”

      Jacob sighed, and stretched his rippling arms. “Don’t tire me with those silly pups, Rachel,” he yawned. “I’m hungry. I’ve spent all day hammering over a forge, and I could eat a horse.”

      “Come to dinner then, Jacob,” she smiled softly. “The table is laid.”

      Jacob’s eyes lighted on a large cardboard box sitting on one of the dining room chairs. He lifted a canning jar.

      “What’s this?”

      His wife assumed an innocent look, and shrugged. “Samuel Kauffman came by this afternoon to bring me some jars. It was a gift from his mother.”

      “Oh, did he now?”

      Jacob met his wife’s eyes, and raised his brows comically. She looked away, and pinched in a smile.

      “Your dinner is getting cold.”

      Jacob sat down at the groaning dinner table, and rubbed his hands. But before his family bowed their heads to pray, he gave his pretty daughter a meaningful look.

      “Jemima, the next time you see Samuel Kauffman, tell him I’d like a word with him.”

      “Oh, Daed!” Jemima gave him a pleading look from her lovely eyes, but her father was the one male on earth who had found the strength to resist it.

      “I mean it.”
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      “You’re so lucky, Mima,” Ruth Yoder sighed. “I wish I had your problems.”

      The next afternoon, Jemima and her best friend were sitting in the woods just beyond the family garden, and were talking boys.

      Jemima’s friend rested her chin on her hands and raised impish blue eyes to the sky. “Oh, Mark, stop it,” she simpered. “Samuel, you’ll make me cry!”

      Jemima rolled her eyes. “If you say that again with a big scowl on your face, you’ll sound almost like Debby,” she sighed. “Does everybody hate me, then?”

      Ruth giggled and relented. “Of course not, Mima. Everybody loves you. All the boys do, anyway, and the girls just wish they were you!”

      Jemima eyed her friend ruefully. “I wish they didn’t,” she confessed.

      “Why not?” Ruth replied, stretching luxuriantly. She looked up at the sky through the tree branches. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it, I say. I just wish I had it, so I could flaunt it, too!”

      Jemima giggled, and then hushed her. “Quiet, Ruth! Be careful what you say! Debby is hanging around somewhere, and if she hears you, you’ll find yourself having to explain to your parents! I love my sister, but she’s the biggest tattletale –”

      A rustling in the bushes, about a stone’s throw away, make Jemima break off. Sure enough, Deborah’s scowling face materialized out of the leaves.

      “So that’s where you’re hiding! Mamm says come and help her with lunch, Jemima. And you, too, Ruth -- since you’re here!” Debby added rudely, and stalked off.

      Jemima went red with embarrassment. She turned to her friend apologetically. “I’m sorry, Ruth,” she stammered, “she’s just so… mean these days. I don’t know what’s come over her!”

      Ruth stood up, brushing grass from her skirt. “I do!” she replied tartly. She looked at Jemima’s distressed face and bit back the rest of what she’d been planning to say. “But I’ll be glad to help you with lunch.”

      Jemima clasped her friend’s arm warmly. “Of course you’ll stay and eat with us,” she pressed, and Ruth’s expression relaxed. She nodded.

      They hugged one another, and walked back to the house arm in arm.

      But while they were in the kitchen, dutifully making sandwiches, there was a jaunty knock at the front door.

      Samuel Kauffman stuck his head into the living room and smiled. “Knock knock! Is anybody home?”

      “Why, Samuel,” Rachel King exclaimed in a pleased tone, “come in! I hope everything is well with your folks?”

      “They’re fine,” Samuel smiled.

      The girls craned their necks to sneak a look at Samuel as he began to chat with Jemima’s mother. Samuel towered over her, and he had taken his hat off in deference.  His blond hair shone like summer wheat.

      Ruth squeezed Jemima’s arm in excitement, and they both smothered giggles.

      “He’s here to see you – lucky thing!” Ruth hissed.

      Jemima blushed and smoothed her hair back, but to her consternation, her mother was saying:

      “Well, Samuel, in that case, you’ll have to go out to the shop and talk to Jacob. He won’t let you court with Jemima unless you talk to him first.”

      Ruth hissed, “Did you hear that?”

      Jemima put her hands over her mouth, and her heart began to beat oddly. She stopped even pretending to make sandwiches and inclined her ear to catch every word spoken.

      “Thank you, Rachel,” Samuel said in a respectful tone, and took his leave.

      After the door closed behind him, Jemima’s mother returned to the kitchen. She was trying hard to project a calm demeanor, but Jemima could see at once that her mother was on fire with excitement.

      Jemima’s eyes went to her mother’s face. She searched it silently.

      Rachel King broke down. “He wants to court with you, Jemima,” she said thrillingly. “The second boy in as many days! Your father will be –”

      But another quick knock at the door interrupted her words. They all turned to look through the kitchen door.

      Another young man stood hat in hand on the doorstep.

      Jemima looked at her mother worriedly. Her admirers were dropping by so often now that it was becoming almost awkward.

      Rachel King took a deep breath, smoothed her apron, and went back out to greet their newest guest.

      

      That evening at dinner, Jacob King put a forkful of potatoes into his mouth, and gave his lovely daughter a rueful glance.

      “Four now,” he told her, and Jemima turned a guilty red.

      He turned to his wife. “What am I going to do with her?” he asked, with a twinkle in his eye. “If this keeps up, we’re going to have to make them take numbers. I thought Samuel Kauffman and that what’s-his-name Beiler boy were going to fight each other on the porch today.”

      Rachel smiled at Jemima. “Jemima is a very blessed young lady,” she murmured happily. “Jemima, you should be praying every day for wisdom. You have an… unusual choice ahead of you. It isn’t many girls who have so many suitors to choose from.”

      Deborah had been listening to the conversation in unhappy silence, but apparently she had endured her limit. She twisted her freckled face into a scowl and cried: “Jemima, Jemima, Jemima! If I hear one more word about Jemima and her boyfriends, I’m going to throw up!” She jumped up, flounced out of the room, and slammed the door behind her.

      Jacob watched her, and frowned, but didn’t seem disposed to interrupt his meal. He took another bite of ham. “Do you want me to get involved?” he asked quietly, and looked at his wife.

      Rachel closed her eyes, but shook her head. “No. I’ll take care of it. I know what it is. She’s going through an awkward phase, and the boys at school tease her. It’s hard for her, and then to be compared to Jemima -- But I can’t wait until she’s fourteen, and over this – this –” She gave a soft huff, rose, and followed her daughter.

      That left Jemima alone with her father. She raised her eyes tentatively to his face.

      His expression softened as he looked down at her. “Well, Mima, you’ve got all the boys in this county rushing to my door! Got any that you want me to throw back?”

      He winked and laughed, and Jemima blushed and sputtered, “Oh, Daed.”

      

      After dinner, Jemima went up to her bedroom and sat at the window. She brushed her glowing hair and looked out through the green curtain of trees. The window was open and a cool breath of air, smelling of mown grass, wafted in.

      She really should be putting the finishing touches on her work. She had sewn three big boxes full of dolls to sell at the store in town. There was a big summer festival planned for the next morning, and she was going to have to get up early to get them to town before the shop opened.

      Jemima sighed and looked down at the neatly stitched cloth dolls. There was a blank space where their faces would have been, as was Amish tradition.

      She looked out through the trees again. She felt like a doll sometimes herself, only uncomfortably different – like the one painted doll in a box full of normal ones.

      She put the brush down and sighed.

      She couldn’t concentrate on even the simplest task these days.

      If she stared out the window long enough, she began to see faces – Mark Christner’s strong face, and Samuel Kauffman’s laughing one, and even Joseph Beiler’s shy eyes.

      Mark was strong and sure and steady and handsome and she knew him so well and was so comfortable with him.

      Samuel was fun and easy to talk to and he made her laugh and he was always interesting.

      Joseph was quiet and shy, but so handsome, and, she thought -- very smitten.

      How could she choose between them? She couldn’t bear the thought of hurting Mark -- or Samuel. And Joseph was so sweet and quiet.

      She looked up at the soft twilit sky. Lord, what should I do? she prayed. I wouldn’t hurt any of them for the world, but I’ll have to, if I choose one over the others. Please show me what You want me to do.

      She glanced back over her shoulder. She could hear the muffled sound of Deborah making noise in her own bedroom, across the hall. It sounded like she was muttering angrily and kicking something.

      And please give me patience with Debby, Lord. Sometimes I have un-Christian thoughts about her.

      There was a crash, and what sounded like a curse word, from across the hall. Then Deborah shrieked out, removing any doubt. There was a thunderous stomping sound, and Jemima’s door burst open to reveal her angry sister.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that this clock you gave me was a piece of junk?” she demanded, throwing it down on Jemima’s bed. “It just fell apart! I’m tired of getting all your old hand-me –”

      Their mother appeared suddenly in the hall, her anxious eyes on Deborah’s scowling face. “Deborah, that’s no way to talk to your sister. I won’t have you behaving like this. Go back to your room.”

      Deborah pinched her lips together and stomped out again.

      Jemima met her mother’s eyes ruefully, and they exchanged an unspoken comment before Rachel King sighed and closed Jemima’s door after her.

      Jemima turned to her work and closed up the big cardboard boxes. Then she turned down the lamp and undressed for bed.

      Tomorrow morning was going to start early.
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      The next morning Jemima stood outside, shivering in the early morning chill. The lanterns on the buggy threw off a ghostly light in the predawn darkness.

      Her father came striding out across the porch to the buggy, and his big shoes made a thunderous sound. When he climbed up into the driver’s seat, the whole buggy leaned to one side.

      He stuck his head out. “Hoist the boxes up, Mima,” he told her, and held out his hands.

      Jemima lifted up the boxes, and he stacked them in the back seat of the buggy. Then he extended his big hand, and Jemima took it. One pull from his muscular arm was all it took to catapult her into the seat. She shrieked, and laughed, and almost went tumbling into her father’s arms.

      “Steady on,” he told her indulgently. “All in?”

      She adjusted her cap and nodded, and he flicked the whip. Their dark chestnut, Rufus, swished his tail and started down the road at a smart clip.

      “I have some business to do in town,” Jacob told her, “But I’ll only be gone for a few minutes. I’ll park outside the store, and meet you there when I’m done. I should be there before you’re finished.”

      Jemima nodded.

      “Have you decided what you’re going to do with the money, Mima?” he teased her.

      Jemima shook her head. “Save it, I suppose,” she told him.

      “That’s a smart girl,” he replied approvingly. “You’ll likely need the extra money before the year is out.”

      Jemima smiled, and went pink.

      By the time they had reached town, the sun was just rising. At that early hour, the shopkeepers and festival organizers were the only ones in town. A few people were raising a big tent in the town square, and vendors were setting up tables in preparation for the crowd.

      There was even a truck with a news logo on the door parked on the far side of the block, and seeing it, Jacob muttered impatiently and turned Rufus’ head. The buggy disappeared down a side street.

      “You can knock on the back door of the shop,” Jacob told her. “I’ll stay until Mr. Satterwhite lets you in.”

      Jemima jumped down from the buggy and knocked softly on the back door. After a few minutes Mr. Satterwhite opened it and greeted her with: “Up early, eh, Jemima? Got some dolls for me?”

      Jemima smiled and nodded.

      “Well, I’ll help you get them in. I expect they’ll sell out quick, with all the folks expected in town today.”

      When they had carried all the dolls inside, her father raised his hand. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, Jemima,” he called.

      Jemima put up her hand and then returned to the shop.

      Mr. Satterwhite closed the back door behind her, and led her through the stock room up to the sales floor. He put the cardboard boxes on the counter. “So, three boxes, that makes 30 dolls this time, I guess,” he muttered. “That’s $150 American.” He opened the cash register and counted out some bills.

      Jemima drifted away from the counter as he talked. She let her eyes wander idly over the merchandise – mostly rustic knick-knacks, handmade quilts and crafts, like her dolls, and a smattering of antiques. She picked up a little stuffed rabbit with floppy ears and smiled into its button eyes.

      “Here you go, Jemima,” Mr. Satterwhite called.

      She put down the stuffed toy and went to the counter. The elderly man counted the money out and put it into an envelope. “You do good work, Jemima,” he told her. “If this batch sells as well as the others, I’ll want three boxes every month.”

      Jemima smiled at him. “Thank you, Mr. Satterwhite.” She tucked the envelope into a little bag. “Would you like me to open the front door for you?”

      He craned his neck, looking out through the shop windows. “Thank you, yes, it is getting on toward opening. Go ahead.”

      Jemima walked to the shop doors and threw them open. The square was beginning to come alive with food and art vendors. Someone was setting up a P.A. system, and was testing the mic. The first festivalgoers were beginning to arrive.

      She turned back, and her eye was caught by a small wooden wall clock sitting in a cardboard box by the door. It was plain and looked old, but it was made of a rich cherry wood, and the dial looked hand painted. Its fine, curving numerals scrolled delicately over the yellowed dial.

      She picked it up, turned it over in her hands, and remembered Deborah’s tantrum about her broken clock. She smiled ruefully. It probably was hard on her, to have to live with so many hand-me-downs.

      She looked up at Mr. Satterwhite. “Is this clock for sale?” she asked.

      He squinted. “That old thing? My wife got it at an auction yesterday. I haven’t really decided what to charge for it. I can’t imagine it would bring much. Why, were you interested in it?”

      Jemima looked down at it. “I was thinking I might buy it for my sister.”

      “Well… I guess you could have it for five dollars, if you want it.”

      Jemima brought it up to the counter, and handed the shop owner a five dollar bill. He scribbled out a receipt, and she stuck it into her bag.

      “To tell you the truth, I don’t know why you want it,” he said candidly.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Jemima answered softly. “I think it’s pretty. It has a – a look. As if it’s been worn soft.”

      “Hmm.” He looked over her head and nodded. “Looks like your father is back.”

      Jemima turned to see the buggy parked on the street outside. She picked up the clock and nestled it in the crook of her arm. “Thank you, Mr. Satterwhite. I’ll have your order for you next month at the same time.”

      He threw up his hand and she walked out of the store.

      The square outside was coming alive with people. A band had started to pick out notes over the P.A. system, and the scent of funnel cakes sweetened the air. Jemima turned her eyes in the direction of the music, and took them off of where she was going.

      A sharp, sudden collision brought her back to her surroundings – too late. She smacked into another pedestrian, hard. The clock jumped out of her arms, fell on the sidewalk, and cracked open.

      Jemima put her hand to her mouth in dismay. “Oh no!” she wailed.

      She lifted her eyes to the other person, and found two bright, humorous eyes trained on hers.

      “I’m so sorry!” the man said apologetically. He bent down to pick up the clock. “I didn’t see you coming. Here’s your clock.” He picked up the pieces and handed them to her. “It looks like the back popped off, but I don’t think it’s broken.” His eyes returned to the sidewalk. “I think this came out, too.” He bent down and picked up a folded piece of paper.

      Jemima took it from his outstretched hand, and looked up fleetingly into his face. The stranger had light blue eyes shining from underneath bushy brown eyebrows, a wry, strong mouth, and a thick mop of curly, brown-blonde hair.

      Her glance flitted down. To her horror, he was wearing a blue oxford with the logo of a local newspaper stitched into the collar.

      She turned without a word and jumped up into the buggy, and her father whipped up the horse instantly. Rufus jumped into a canter, and the buggy lurched away. Jemima hugged the clock to her chest. Her heart was pounding.

      But when she looked back over her shoulder at the shop entrance, the stranger was still standing on the sidewalk, staring after her.
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      Brad Williams stood in the middle of the street, staring open mouthed at the retreating buggy. The delicate, luminous redhead riding away inside of it was quite possibly the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his life. His lips pursed in a soundless whistle.

      They do grow everything better here, he thought wryly, and shook his head. Must be something in the water.

      An irritable voice intruded on his amazement. “Don’t block the entryway.” An elderly shopkeeper was staring at him, hands on hips.

      “Oh – oh, yeah. I was just coming in for a bite of breakfast. You do sell food, right?”

      Mr. Satterwhite jerked a thumb in the direction of the counter. “In the mini-fridge to the right. I have soda and some cheese danish.”

      “Coffee?”

      “On the counter.”

      The young man sauntered to the front of the shop and poured black coffee into a paper cup. He took an appreciative sip and looked around the store. “I’m Brad Williams from the Ledger. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions about the festival?” he asked.

      Mr. Satterwhite picked up a broom and started sweeping the floor. “Yes, I mind.”

      Brad looked at him and cracked a grin. “Have a little pity, friend. It’s a slow day.”

      “And it will be until you leave,” the elderly man replied bluntly. “Folks around here don’t like reporters.”

      “Oh, I don’t bite. Think about it, anyway. Free publicity.”

      “I don’t need publicity, young man. My customers already know where I am.”

      Brad grinned again, took a danish out of the mini-fridge, and slapped a ten dollar bill into the man’s outstretched hand.

      “Now get along, you’ll hex me,” Mr. Satterwhite told him, counting out change.

      Brad took a bite of the cheese danish and sauntered out into the doorway. He stood there momentarily, chewing, and so was almost knocked down for the second time that morning.

      A big man in a business suit came charging into the shop, knocking him to one side. He stopped in front of the store counter and stood there, flushed and breathless. When he caught sight of Mr. Satterwhite, he demanded: “Are you the owner here?”

      The elderly man gave him a withering glance. “Yes, I am,” he replied.

      Brad called indignantly from the doorway: “Hey, buster, why don’t you knock me down next time?” he objected, brushing frosting off his shirt. “I should send you the cleaning bill for this!”

      The man ignored him. He sighed deeply, caught his breath, and trained his dark eyes on Mr. Satterwhite. “Did you buy a clock yesterday, at an estate auction in Marietta?”

      The elderly man looked at him narrowly. “My wife bought a bunch of junk at an auction yesterday,” he drawled. “I think there was a clock.”

      The man stared at him intently. “Do you still have it?”

      Mr. Satterwhite shook his head. “Nope. I sold it this morning.”

      The man stifled an impatient exclamation and asked, “Who did you sell it to?”

      Brad, who was still brushing his shirt front in the doorway, looked up at this.

      The elderly man bristled. “That’s none of your business, mister,” he replied, with a straight look.

      The man shook his head. “I’m sorry. It’s just that the auction was for my mother’s estate, and the clock was important to me for sentimental reasons. I would be willing to pay whatever the person gave for it, and a little more. Do you know the person who bought it? Would you be willing to give them that message for me, or, tell me how to contact them, so I can ask myself?”

      “I know the girl who bought it, but I’m not going to give out her name without her permission,” Mr. Satterwhite replied coldly.

      “So she lives around here?”

      “Look here, I’ve answered all the questions I’m going to this morning,” Mr. Satterwhite snapped. “Buy something, or get out! I have work to do.”

      The man held up his hands. “All right, all right. But I’m going to write down my name and number. Can you at least give her this, and ask her to call me, when you see her again? I’d appreciate it.”

      Brad narrowed his eyes and walked back into the store. He leaned against one wall with his arms crossed.

      The older man appeared somewhat mollified. “I’ll take it, but I’m not promising you anything.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” The man put his pen back into his jacket pocket and glanced at Brad as he walked out.

      “Sorry about the shirt,” he apologized, and hurried off.

      Brad watched him as he walked down the street.

      “He sure was anxious to get his hands on that clock,” he murmured, mostly to himself. He turned to Mr. Satterwhite. “That girl I bumped into when I first came in – the redhead – was that her?”

      The older man shrugged, and refused to answer. Brad smiled and shook a forefinger.

      “It was her! What’s her name?”

      The old man lifted angry eyes. “I’m not telling you, any more than I told him! Now beat it!”

      “Okay, but at least tell me where she lives. Hey, you wouldn’t give me an interview, at least help me get one for myself!”

      Mr. Satterwhite set his mouth. “Okay -- if it will get you out of here! She lives ten miles away from town. You take Yoder Road out to the river, and –”

      “Wait, wait,” Brad interrupted, scrambling for a pen. “Okay, what again?”

      “You cross the river, and take the first right on the river road. You have to look close – it’s an unmarked, dirt road. You follow it for five miles, and then take the second left – you’ll know it by the big oak tree – and her father’s farm is the third one on that road. A big house with green shutters.”

      “Got it.” Brad snapped the pen and grinned. “Thanks!”

      The old man nodded grimly, and watched his customer stride out and disappear into the crowd.

      Then he laughed to himself, a dry, cackling laugh, and wiped his eyes.
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      Brad Williams moved through the crowd toward the company truck. His cameraman was still sitting in it. The other man looked up as Brad approached, and relief flooded his face.

      “There you are! Where you been, man? I’ve been sitting here for thirty minutes! Do you have something lined up?”

      Brad opened the car door and slid in. “I have a new lead. Here’s the game plan. Get plenty of crowd shots, lots of generic local color, and I’ll fill in the blanks when I get back.”

      “You’re taking the truck? We’re supposed to be working the festival!”

      “I’ve got a lead on something more interesting.”

      The cameraman shook his head. “Man, Delores is going to have your hide.”

      Brad winked and grinned. “Delores loves me.”

      “Yeah, you’re going to find out how much she loves you,” the other man retorted, wrestling with his camera equipment. “I am so glad, that I am not you.”

      “I’ll be back, Eddie!” Brad called after him.

      “Wait, how long are you going to be gone?”

      But the roar of the truck engine was the only answer he got. The cameraman slumped, and shook his head, and hoisted his equipment on his shoulder. He was still muttering to himself as he disappeared into the crowd.

      

      It took fifteen minutes of crawling traffic to get out of the festival traffic, but once he was clear, Brad stuck the piece of paper on the truck dashboard and squinted at the handwriting.

      “Yoder Road…where the heck…okay, okay, there it is.” He made a left turn onto a long, straight two-lane road that plunged immediately into corn fields, and stayed there for fifteen minutes. The only signs of life on it were the occasional Amish buggy, and guys out working the fields.

      He squinted at the paper again. “Stay on Yoder Road until the river…what river? Where is the stupid – okay, coming up.”

      There was a wide, shallow river visible on the road ahead. There was a bridge, and barely visible beyond it, a tiny, unmarked dirt road. Brad thought dryly that it was just as well that the old man had warned him, because he never would have noticed it otherwise. He made a hard right turn and the truck plunged onto the dirt road, kicking up a trail of dust.

      “Okay…follow it for five miles, and take the second left…big oak tree.”

      The truck bounced along the dirt road, jouncing over potholes and the occasional rock. The only things visible on it were a line of trees overhanging the river, on the right, and dense forest on the left. There wasn’t even a house now.

      At the five mile mark, just as the directions said, there was a huge old oak tree on the left side of the road, and a turning onto another, even smaller, dirt road. He turned left, and consulted the paper again.

      “Third farm on the road…big house…green shutters.”

      He drove down the road, which was getting progressively worse. The potholes were getting bigger and harder to navigate. He craned his neck, looking for a farm, but there were only more and bigger trees, crowding more and more closely to the edge of the road.

      At last he pulled the truck to a stop. The sign across the road read, Dead End.

      He groaned and pressed his head against the wheel.

      

      An hour later Brad Williams walked into the Satterwhite Gift Shop, tired, rumpled, and grim.

      “Ha ha,” he said sardonically.

      Mr. Satterwhite smirked, and continued scribbling in a ledger. “I told you I wasn’t going to give you information, boy,” he said dryly. “You should learn to take a hint.”

      Brad slumped against the wall, and eyed him. “Look, what if that clock turns out to be something valuable, and your friend doesn’t know it? That guy sure sounded anxious to get it back.”

      “What’s your interest in it?” the old man drawled.

      “A story, of course.”

      The old man shook his head. “You’re new here, aren’t you boy? None of the Amish folk are going to talk to you.”

      Brad sighed, bit his lip, and turned to go, but couldn’t resist a parting shot.

      “You can still do an interview though, right?”

      “Get out!”

      

      Brad walked out onto the street and into a running stream of tourists. He shielded his eyes, squinting. There might still be time to get a few good interviews before the festival was over for the day, and he had to go back to the paper. To report to his editor, Delores.

      He bit his lip.

      With yet another boring story about a vegetable festival in Amish country.

      It was true that he was fresh out of school, a greenhorn reporter, but Delores hadn’t assigned him anything more important than horse auctions and business openings since he arrived.

      It was past time for something more substantial.

      He rolled a pen between his fingers. The clock thing was intriguing, and possibly newsworthy, if his hunch was right. And if the clock turned out to be something old or valuable, a story about it might help him move up from the grunt assignments, to actual news.

      His mind returned to the redheaded beauty. The old man at the store had been tough as an old boot, but maybe one of the other shop owners in town would know who the girl was, and be willing to give a name, at least.

      And he had to admit, the prospect of seeing her again was hardly less pleasant than that of getting a good story.

      He wiped his brow with one arm, straightened, and walked into the store to the left of the Satterwhite Gift Shop.

      

      “Yes, she comes into town every so often to sell her dolls.”

      The woman behind the counter was plump, matronly, and, to Brad’s relief, fond of talking.

      “Do you know her name?”

      “Oh yes, her name is Jemima King. Pretty little thing, all the Amish boys are wild about her.”

      Brad nodded pleasantly. “I guess she must be a local, then.”

      “Yes, her family has lived here for hundreds of years! Her father has a blacksmith shop about five miles out of town.”

      “Could you tell me how to get there?”

      She giggled. “If you’re hoping to get a date, young man, you’ll be disappointed. Her father will never let her go out with a young man who isn’t Amish!”

      “Oh, it’s not that,” he smiled. “I just wanted to ask a question.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “You can try, but you’ll most likely be wasting a trip.” She looked at him amiably, and began scribbling out directions on a piece of paper.
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      The next morning, Brad tapped on the steering wheel of the truck and whistled as it zoomed over the back roads. The news truck was drawing startled looks from the Amish passersby, but there were few on the roads at that hour. Most were in fields or workshops at that time of day.

      Brad consulted the directions the shop lady had given him, and to his relief, this time they were correct. As she had described, there was the King farm: an immaculate white farm house, surrounded by a green patchwork of garden plots and fields.

      Brad pulled the truck into the long driveway to the farm, but to his surprise, there was already a car in the drive.

      Even he knew that a car at an Amish house meant that something was up.

      He pulled in behind the car and got out. There was movement on the farmhouse porch. The redheaded girl was standing there, looking even better than he remembered. But to his astonishment – and suspicion – the businessman he had seen at the store was there, too. He was gesturing earnestly toward the girl. Brad scrambled out of the car and strode up to the house.

      “Hi there!” he called to her, putting up a hand. “Remember me? We met at the store yesterday, by accident. My name is Brad Williams.”

      He bounded up the porch steps and smiled big and bright. The girl’s luminous green eyes met his doubtfully, and made his skin tingle in the places they swept.

      The other man turned to him impatiently. “Look, kid, why don’t you get out of here,” he snapped. “This is none of your business, after all. This young lady was about to sell me my mother’s clock.” He stuck a handful of cash towards her.

      For the first time, Brad noticed that the girl was holding the old clock that had fallen on the sidewalk. He frowned and looked up at her.

      “Look, miss, I don’t know you, but I came out here to ask you about this clock. Don’t sell it just yet. Do you remember that when you dropped it, and the back popped open, that a paper fell out? I just wanted to ask you what it was. Have you looked at the paper?”

      The girl frowned, and shook her head.

      “Well,” he added gently, “don’t you think you should look at the paper, before you sell the clock? You never know. Sometimes little things like that turn out to be important.” He shot a dry look at the other man. “Or valuable!”

      “That clock is worthless to anybody but me,” the businessman interjected. “I’m doing you a favor, young lady, by offering you a profit. I hope you don’t plan to take advantage of the situation!”

      Brad shot him an unfriendly glance. “You’re awfully eager,” he observed. “I wonder why?”

      “Miss, we have an agreement,” the other man said, in an irritated tone. “I expect you to honor your promise!”

      She looked at him, and spoke for the first time. Brad was alarmed to discover that the sound of her voice was like velvet against his ear, and made it difficult to concentrate on what she was actually saying. He shook his head slightly, as if to recalibrate it.

      “No, I didn’t promise,” she replied doubtfully. “You said you wanted to see the clock, and I told you I’d bring it out.”

      Her eyes moved back to Brad. “What do you want to ask me about it?”

      His eyes lingered wistfully on hers. He smiled again, a bit crookedly. “I just want to know what the paper is.”

      “Why?”

      “I work for a newspaper. There might be a story in it.”

      Instantly, he was conscious of having made a mistake. She pulled the clock to her chest, and for an instant he was afraid that she would run inside the house. She shook her head.

      “No, I won’t be in the paper. I won’t have my picture taken!” she replied firmly.

      Brad put up his hands. “Okay, I get it, I respect that,” he answered quickly. “But can you at least just satisfy my curiosity? I’d really like to know what the paper is.”

      “You have no business being here at all!” the other man broke out savagely.

      Brad met his glare steadily. “As much as you, friend,” he replied through his teeth.

      The girl looked first at the businessman and then back at him. Finally she looked down at the clock, and opened the back panel. A small, yellowed piece of paper fell out into her hands.

      She unfolded it.

      “It’s a letter,” she said simply and then frowned.

      “From who?” Brad moved as close as he dared.

      She was staring at the paper as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. “George Washington,” she replied, in a stunned tone.

      In spite of himself, Brad leaned over and snatched it out of her hands. He looked down at it in amazement. Sure enough, there was the signature. He raised his eyes to hers, and smiled apologetically as he handed it back.

      “I’m sorry, miss, that was rude of me. It’s just that – do you know how valuable this might be?”

      “This is outrageous!” the other man exploded. “That clock belonged to my mother for years, and by rights, it belongs to me now! Take the money, and give me my clock!” He threw a handful of bills down at her feet.

      With one swift step, Brad moved between the other man and the girl. “Hey, leave her alone!”

      The other man suddenly stepped up and drew his fist back. The girl screamed, and Brad put up his arms to block the blow.

      But he was spared the necessity.

      A huge redheaded man suddenly loomed up behind the businessman, grabbed him by the shoulders, and flung him a good fifteen feet out onto the lawn. The man hit the ground rolling, scrambled up, fell, got up again, and ran for his life.

      He jumped into his car. It roared to life and scratched off down the road in a frenzied cloud of dust.

      Then the flame-haired giant turned around. He was wearing a grim expression that Brad had no trouble interpreting.

      He eyes widened. He put up his hands. “Okay, I’m leaving. I am going now.” He backed warily around the other man, and down the porch.

      But as he left, he called out, “Miss, I’m telling you, you should have that letter appraised. If it’s real, it could be worth a fortune! You might be rich –”

      The older man made as if to come after him, and he turned and beat a hasty retreat.

      But he turned at the car door and called out again. “Have it appraised!”

      Then the big man came striding across the lawn after him, and he was obliged to beat the second hasty retreat of the morning.
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      Brad put a hand to his chest, and it reflexively fumbled for his shirt pocket before he remembered that he was trying to give up cigarettes, and that there were none there. He muttered under his breath.

      His heart was still pounding from the adrenaline rush of a fight-or-flight morning, but it was also jumping with excitement. His instinct had been right: there had been a big story in that strange little clock.

      He chewed his lip. Now if he could only get that girl alone, and convince her to have the letter appraised, it might be a story that could go viral. He could already see the headline: Amish beauty strikes it rich. Or maybe, Local antique hides priceless find.

      Because that was probably the truth. Why else would that other guy have gone to so much trouble to track down an old, ugly clock? And why would anyone hide the letter in the first place, unless they believed at least that it was genuine?

      He was already rehearsing his speech to Delores.

      Delores, you won’t believe what I just found.

      No, that sounded eager.

      Delores, I could be sitting on the biggest story this paper has seen for years.

      His mouth twisted. She’d probably crack an obscene joke.

      Delores, I have an intriguing lead. I want your okay to check it out.

      Yes, that was better. She might go for that.

      He reached for a cigarette again, didn’t find one again, and mumbled in disgust.

      

      “You what?”

      Delores Watkins put her hand on one ample hip and tilted her head to one side in incredulous wonder.

      “It could be legit, Delores. Think of it – a letter from George Washington, a national treasure, possibly worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, found in a local shop!”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “I saw it. It was on some kind of parchment-type paper, it was yellow, and the ink had gone brown. It looked genuine.”

      She closed her eyes, pursed her lips, and nodded her head. “Sure, sure. Genuine. Like the time you wanted to go with the story that the mayor might be descended from Teddy Roosevelt.”

      Brad looked away in irritation. “Can I help it if the guy falsified documents? And I wasn’t the only one who believed him – it actually ran on Channel 3!”

      Delores shook her head. “Let it be a lesson to you, to check it five times before you come to me.” She turned and walked away.

      Brad moved to keep pace. “And that’s what I want to do with this story. I want the green light to follow up, to have it checked out. Let me go back there. If I can convince the girl to have the letter appraised, and it turns out to be genuine, we’ll have something that could go viral online. If it’s not genuine, who cares? It’ll just be a few hours lost.”

      “And money. I’m assuming you want the paper to pay for this?”

      “Hey, does the paper want me to work for free? I’m telling you, Delores, this could be huge. I held the letter in my hand. The signature at the bottom read George Washington.”

      “And the tab on the back of my shirt reads Valentino Tucci. I bought it at a dollar store.”

      “Delores, just let me try. Three days. If she says no, I come back, and no harm done. If she says yes –”

      His boss fixed him with ironic brown eyes. “--then we’ll all be amazed,” she finished sardonically. “Go back to your desk already, Brad. You’re nuts.”

      Delores walked off, leaving him to stare after her. He bowed his head in frustration, and rubbed the back of his neck.

      Then he looked up, and noticed that everybody else in the office was looking at him.

      “Ah, shut up!” he mumbled good-naturedly, and giggling filled the room.

      

      The next day, Delores Watkins looked up from her desk to see Brad Williams hovering over it.

      “Delores, what if I foot the bill myself?” he asked, eyes on her face.

      She looked up with a dry expression in her eyes. “I know what you make. You don’t have that much money.”

      “I mean it. If I bomb, I eat the expense – the hotel, the appraisal, everything. If I score – metaphorically speaking,” he grinned “then the paper reimburses me for my expenses.”

      “That girl must be pin-up material,” Delores observed, in an amused tone.

      Brad flushed red, but rallied: “She’s a gorgeous green-eyed redhead. She’s photogenic as he– she’s photogenic,” he said quickly.

      He leaned in close and hissed, “Picture the page views for Amish Barbie Gets Rich! I’m telling you, it will play like a Stradivarius, and all I have to do is get the confirmation that the letter is genuine. What do you have to lose?”

      Dolores twirled a pencil between bright orange nails. “Okay, Romeo. Three days. Not that I believe it for a minute, but if you’re willing to foot the bill – okay. Go. Knock yourself out.”

      Brad cracked a wide grin. “You love me, Delores -- admit it!” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      She turned it toward him, but retorted, “I tolerate you. And guess what? I still expect you to finish your other assignments, while you’re gone.”

      “I’m on it,” he called, but was already backing out of the office. He pointed a jubilant finger at the older woman. “You won’t be sorry, Delores!”

      “I’m sorry already.”

      

      Brad hurried off to his desk and rummaged around in the upper drawer. He grabbed a thumb drive, and a camera.

      Another reporter watched him with a jaundiced eye. “So Delores finally gave in, eh?”

      “She knows I’m right,” Brad told him.

      “Fifty dollars says you’ll strike out. No Amish woman is going to agree to meet a strange English man -- let alone a reporter!”

      “You’re on. And you’re going to lose your money. You know why, my friend?”

      The other man rested his chin on his hands. “Enlighten me.”

      “Because I’m going to help that girl get rich,” he replied. He looked up and grinned. “And because women love me.”

      The other man threw an eraser at his head. “Get out of here!”
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      Brad closed the truck door, brushed the crumbs of his dinner off of his shirt, and surveyed the underwhelming exterior of Uncle Bob’s Amish Motel. It was a long, low, red brick structure that looked as if was a remodeled ‘60s restaurant.

      He sighed, locked the truck door, and went in.

      The teenaged girl behind the counter was chewing gum and listening to an mp3. She brightened when he walked in, and pulled the earphones out.

      “Hi, can I help you?” she smiled.

      Brad dug out his wallet. “Yeah, I’d like a single room for three nights.” He opened up the slender billfold and looked down at it despondently. “The chea— the most economical room available.”

      The girl dimpled at him, and consulted her computer screen. “I have a single room available for $50 a night, but it’s next to the laundry room, and it may be noisy sometimes. Is that okay?”

      “That’s perfect. You have wi-fi, right?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      He pushed a card across the counter, and her hand brushed his as she took it. She giggled and tossed her head slightly.

      Brad glanced around. The lobby was spare, but looked clean, and the room beyond was, apparently, a very basic dining room. He tilted his head to the right. “Is breakfast included in the price of a room?”

      “You get a Continental breakfast: coffee, juice, fruit and danish,” she recited.

      “That’s great.”

      She handed him a receipt and a room key. “Your room is on the right, past the dining room. First turn to the left, and the fifth door on the left.”

      “Thanks.”

      “If you need anything, just call me,” she sang out.

      He smiled faintly, and waved.

      

      When he opened the door to Room 205, he was greeted by the loud hum of an air conditioner, a blast of cold, and an aggressive floral scent that was certainly cheap air freshener. There was a single bed, neatly made, a desk with a chair, and a bathroom.

      He walked to the desk and set up his laptop then pulled the curtains open with a snap. He was startled to see a black cow looking back at him. It stood there, eyeing him patiently, over the fence that separated the motel from the neighboring farm.

      He unlocked the window and threw it open, and nodded to the cow. “Howdy there, bossy,” he told it. “Got time for a few questions?”

      The cow turned her head and looked off into the distance.

      He nodded. “What is it with people around here, hmm? If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were being unfriendly.”

      He plopped down on the bed, put his hands behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling.

      

      Now that he had Delores’s okay, the next step in his plan was to find a way to persuade that curvy redheaded girl to get the letter appraised.

      He’d been so preoccupied with winning Delores over that he hadn’t had time to think of much else, but he had to admit, the prospect of seeing that girl again was a distinctly pleasant one -- quite apart from the story.

      Of course, getting her alone wasn’t going to be easy.

      He called her up again in his mind. Her eyes were the lightest, most startling green he’d ever seen. They were as big and beautiful as a cat’s, ringed with thick black lashes, and slightly almond-shaped.

      They stood out like – he couldn’t think of the right words -- like green jewels on white satin.

      He caught himself, and his mouth curled down. He was waxing poetic.

      But still.

      And the look in them had been so… soft. Gentle, that was the word.

      He fumbled in his shirt pocket, and this time, there was a pack of cigarettes in it. He lighted one, and puffed contemplatively.

      Yes, she was a beauty, all right.

      Her dress seemed designed to cover up her figure – that Amish prudishness – but even so, it couldn’t completely hide the fact that she was young, lissome, and graceful.

      He blew a spout of smoke toward the ceiling.

      But also, extremely shy. And guarded by an angry giant who he assumed to be her father.

      The memory of the man’s expression gave him real pause. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that if that guy caught him out there talking to his daughter, he was going to need his insurance plan.

      But still, her father couldn’t stay with her all the time. There had to be some window of opportunity, and he was determined to find it.

      He frowned.

      It was a beautiful place, that farm. Just setting aside what had happened there, or even that an uber-hot girl lived in it. It looked peaceful. Well-ordered.

      And it was clear that the girl had a parent who was there all the time, and willing to protect her.

      His face twisted. Sweet setup. Something like that would’ve been nice when he was a kid.

      He crushed the cigarette butt into an ashtray.

      If he could just find some way to get to that girl, to get her alone, he had a shot. She looked as if she’d be fairly pliable. If he could convince her that the letter might bring a lot of money, and that he’d pay the fee for the appraisal, she might agree.

      The appraisal. He pulled his hands over his face. It was going to cost hundreds of dollars, money he didn’t have.

      But it was a risk he was willing to take.

      Because if the letter proved to be real, it would make his name famous overnight and then maybe he could start getting the real assignments, and leave the boonies behind forever.

      Wouldn’t do that girl any harm, either.

      Maybe then she’d be able to afford to see the real world, and get a life of her own.
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