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DEDICATION


To the members of the Buggy Bunch. You ladies
have inspired me more than you will ever know!
Thank you for everything you do.

The author is grateful for being allowed to reprint
the Chocolate Pecan Pie recipe from Our Family’s
Favorite Recipes by Clara Coblentz.
The Shrock’s Homestead
9943 Copperhead Rd. N.W.
Sugarcreek, OH 44681





EPIGRAPH


Open my eyes to see the wonderful truths in your instructions.
PSALM 119:18

Growing old is easy—the hard part is growing up.
AMISH PROVERB
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CHAPTER 1


The moment Penny Troyer turned the dead bolt on the front door, she knew it was a big mistake.

No matter what her mother was doing, or where she was, she always, always heard the distinctive snap of the front door dead bolt disengaging.

Penny froze, feeling vaguely like a burglar caught red-handed, and mentally began to count to five.

She barely made it to three.

With all the fanfare of a trio of trumpeter swans, her mother’s high-pitched call echoed down the hall. “Penny? Penny, what are you doing?”

Penny bit back an irritated retort—something she’d been doing more and more lately. “Nothing.”

“It must have been something. I am fairly positive I heard you at the door.”

God had really blessed her mother with hearing that was just too good. “I’m simply going to sit on the front porch.”

Practically before Penny had time to take another breath, her mother appeared in the entryway. Her hands clutched the sides of her apron, and concern shone in her truly beautiful periwinkle-colored eyes. “Why?”

The question was so, so unnecessary, Penny almost smiled. But that would’ve been the wrong thing to do. Instead, she kept her voice even and respectful. “No real reason. I simply wanted to sit outside.”

“But you’ll go no further?”

The correct answer was the one she’d given for the last twelve of her twenty-four years. No, she would not. She would stay close. Free from harm.

But she simply wasn’t sure if she could do that anymore. “I don’t plan to go anywhere. But I might.”

Her mother froze mid-nod. “What in the world does that mean?”

“It means that I’m far too old to be forced to promise to stay on my parents’ front porch,” she replied, almost patiently.

Immediately, hurt filled her mother’s expression. “You know I like you close because I care about you, dear.”

Penny knew that. She really did.

But of course, she knew that her mother asked for other reasons, too. They both knew those reasons. And they both knew that her mother would do just about anything to avoid speaking of them.

But today, Penny had finally had enough.

Fortifying herself for the drama that was about to ensue, she gestured toward the open doorway. “Mamm, why don’t you come out on the porch, too? I think we need to talk.”

“Penny, you know I don’t have time to lollygag. Your grandparents are coming over for supper.”

“Yes, and I know that everything is ready. I helped you set the table, make the casseroles, and marinate the chicken.”

For a moment, Penny was sure her mother was about to argue, but then at last, she followed Penny out to the swing situated exactly in the middle of the wide front porch. Surrounding them were her mother’s carefully tended pink roses and a quartet of blooming pansies. Daisies, snapdragons, and begonias lined the footpath of their tidy, one-story home in Pinecraft, Florida—a small Amish community in the heart of Sarasota.

Once they were seated side by side, the fabric of her mother’s blue dress overlapping with Penny’s own teal-colored one, Penny tried to think of the best way to say what was on her mind. But as she mentally tried out different approaches, she knew there wasn’t a single explanation that would be accepted.

Sometimes there really was no way to deliver bad news, even if that news was only going to be regarded as bad by one of them.

Steeling her spine, she decided to go for the direct approach. “Mother, it has now been twelve years since Lissy died. She’s been gone for half my life.”

Her mother flinched. “We don’t need to talk about your sister.”

“Jah, we do,” Penny said gently, though taking care to weave resolve into her tone. “Mamm, everything we do is a result of what happened to Lissy.” Before her mother could get up and walk away, Penny wrapped her fingers around her mother’s wrist and held on tight. “Mamm, what happened to Lissy was a terrible thing. I know that.”

Before her eyes, her mother aged another ten years—as she always did when she thought about what happened to Lissy. “It was worse than terrible.”

Yes. Yes, it was. One winter’s day twelve years ago, back when they’d lived in Ohio, Penny’s older sister Elizabeth—Lissy to all who’d known her—had been lured away by a very, very bad man. He’d raped her. He’d beaten her. And then he’d left her in a field. She’d died alone and in pain.

The event had sent shockwaves through the whole community, both English and Amish. Everyone in the area had attended the memorial service and contributed to funds set up in Lissy’s name. Some had even begun neighborhood watch groups. Within a week, the police caught the man who later confessed to the attack. A week after that, the man died in his jail cell without having stood trial.

Many members in the community had written editorials in the paper about how happy they were that justice had been served, but for the three remaining members of the Troyer family, the man’s death hardly mattered. Nothing mattered except their loss. They were nestled in a dark fog of grief, oblivious of everything but the passing of each never-ending, painful day. But as the weeks passed, it became obvious that nothing was ever going to ease their pain, and nothing was ever going to bring Lissy back.

Two years later, her parents decided to move to Sarasota, claiming they needed a change of scenery. Someplace fresh to start anew. Somewhere that would never be cold and snowy. Where there were no reminders of that horrible day.

Penny had been eager for the move, too.

But though they now lived in a place where the sun always shone and nobody knew about their hardships unless they were told, the grief and worry in her family hadn’t changed.

If anything, it began to affect everything in their lives.

Over the years, instead of venturing out into their new world, her parents had become more reclusive. Their fears had begun to center on Penny, and their restrictions on her had become more and more pronounced. At first, Penny had been glad for all the rules. She’d been afraid of strangers, and most of her nights had been haunted by memories of her sister and visions of what must have happened at the kidnapper’s hands.

Eventually, however, the nightmares faded. As she became accustomed to their new life, Penny’s heart had begun to ease. She’d started to think about Lissy in terms of her life instead of her death—she remembered the way Lissy had loved to can vegetables and how she could eat a whole jar of pickles in a single day. Penny recalled Lissy’s infectious laugh and the way she’d hated to get up in the morning. In fact, she’d been almost insufferable until she’d had a cup of coffee. And as these memories flourished, Penny had realized that Lissy would have hated for her little sister to do nothing but mourn for the rest of her life.

And, deep down, she’d known Lissy would have been right.

Penny began to feel the pinch of her circumstances. Her parents’ refusal to see her as a grown woman instead of a susceptible child was aggravating. Still, she’d kept silent out of respect, but there was no denying that their rules and fears had begun to chafe. After a while, it had festered, but now it pained her.

And when she’d woken up this morning, Penny knew she couldn’t take it another day.

Not for one more hour.

“Mamm, you and Daed are going to have to give me more freedom.” Truly, she was proud of her firm tone of voice.

But even that didn’t make an impression. “Don’t be silly. You have freedom, Penny.”

“Not really. You haven’t let me take a job. You don’t even like me walking anywhere alone.”

“That’s because it’s not safe.”

“Mamm, if I was still a child, I would agree with you. But I am a grown woman. Of course it’s safe.”

The skin around her mother’s lips tightened. “Things can happen.”

“That is true, but I will be careful.” She ached to point out that she always tried her best to avoid eye contact with strangers. She even fought with her blond curls every morning, taming them as best she could so they would stay neatly confined under her kapp.

“Bad things can happen even when one is careful.”

“I know that. But I can’t live like this any longer. I have a feeling if you let yourself actually see me as I am, you would see that, too.” As she felt her mother’s blue eyes skim over her tan arms, loose teal dress, and blue rubber flipflops, Penny waited patiently. She knew she was dressed exactly like every other twenty-four-year-old Amish woman in Sarasota. “Why, many women my age are married and have their own children.”

“Is that what this is about? You are wanting a husband?”

“Nee!” How could her mother have jumped from her needing to be able to walk down the street by herself to wanting a husband?

Her mother’s expression gentled. “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll all go to more gatherings. You’ll meet a man.”

“You don’t understand. I am not simply looking for a husband. I am looking for friends, activities.” Around a sigh, Penny added, “I am looking for a life.”

“You have a life. And a good, safe one, too. Daughter, everything we’ve done has been to protect you.”

“Jah. But it’s also been to protect you and Daed, too. Mamm, you and Daed must loosen your hold on me.”

“I’ll speak to your father. Perhaps we can come up with a plan. . . .”

“I don’t want to wait for a plan. Tonight, there is a gathering at Pinecraft Park. A missionary group, the Knoxx Family, is speaking. I’m meeting Violet Kaufmann at the pavilion to hear them.”

“Violet?” More worry lines appeared around her mother’s eyes, illuminated by the setting sun. “But she’s not Amish anymore.”

“I know. But she is a nice girl from a nice family.” She was also one of Penny’s few friends. “I’m going to go with her.”

“Your father is going to be upset when he hears about this.”

“I know and I’m sorry about that. But I can’t live my life trying to make him happy with me.” Especially since she knew that nothing was going to ever truly make her father happy again. “Please try to understand my point of view, Mamm. I feel like I’m trapped. No one wants to feel like they are living in confinement.”

“I’m sorry, child. But you know I cannot support this . . . this whim of yours.” She paused, looking as if she was about to add something more, but then merely stood up and walked back inside.

Penny slumped against the back of the wooden swing. In that moment she knew she had two choices. She could either back down so she wouldn’t hurt her parents . . . or she could finally do what Lissy would’ve wanted and live her life.

And suddenly, her decision was so very easy. Everyone at some point in their life had to stop being someone’s child and start being their own person.

It seemed that it was finally time to do that.

With a new resolve in her heart, Penny stood up and started walking down the street toward town. It was time.





CHAPTER 2


Thank you, Michael Knoxx, for your wonderful and truly inspiring testimony!” Amos Nolt boomed into the microphone. As everyone in the pavilion clapped politely, he continued. “You and your family’s presence have been a blessing to us all. Now, let’s give the Knoxx Family another round of applause!”

While the audience clapped, Michael nodded his thanks to their sponsor, smiled at the crowd, and then stepped down from the platform with a feeling of relief. He hadn’t known how much longer he was going to be able to last up there. The skin around his prosthesis was feeling pretty bad. Either he’d managed to get a scrape along his scar or he needed to get the top of his prosthesis readjusted. The skin that had healed long ago currently felt as raw as it ever had.

There was not a minute to dwell on his aches and pains, however, because he was immediately surrounded by well-wishers who had been listening to him from all corners of Pinecraft Park.

“Danke, Michael,” a man about his father’s age said as he clasped his hand in an iron grip. “Your words were what I needed to hear today.”

“I’m glad my story meant something to ya,” Michael said.

“It meant more than something,” the gentleman said quietly as more men and even some children edged their way closer. “It meant the world.”

Michael took in the man’s fierce expression, wondering what had made his story of survival resonate so much. Surely being stuck in a ravine and losing half a leg was a bad thing—but meaning the world? He wasn’t so sure about that.

But of course, that wasn’t the correct response. “I’m grateful you came. Danke.” As circumspectly as he could, he glanced toward the horizon. It was after seven o’clock now. Shadows were appearing around the citrus trees and on the shuffleboard court. The day was almost done.

He still had more hands to shake and people to talk to, however. Including one small towheaded boy who was gazing up at him with shining eyes.

“I was in an accident three years ago,” he blurted. “But I didn’t have to have my leg cut off like you did.”

The child’s expression was so earnest, it eased some of Michael’s tension. Actually, he was suddenly finding it hard to keep from smiling. His amputated leg never failed to interest young boys. “That is something to be thankful for. Ain’t so?”

The boy nodded solemnly. “Do you ever miss your right foot?”

Michael’s lips twitched. Leave it to a child to get to the heart of things. “Jah.”

“Does it hurt where they cut it off?”

“Not usually.”

“But sometimes it does?”

Michael nodded. “Jah. Sometimes it does.” It was a struggle to keep his expression easy and kind. His leg had begun to throb something awful. In a few minutes, he feared he wasn’t going to be able to concentrate on anything but how much he wanted to sit down and remove his prosthesis. It was as if that centralized pain was intent on eating away at every bit of goodness inside him.

The boy tugged at one of his pant legs. “Want to see my hurt?”

Good manners said he should nod. He should kneel down and give the child the attention he deserved. However, Michael had a very strong feeling that if he even tried to kneel there was a very good chance he wouldn’t be able to get up on his own.

“Maybe you can show me later,” he said. “After I sit down for a bit.”

Disappointment filled the boy’s gaze. “Oh.”

“Sorry, son,” he muttered. “We can talk later.” When the boy turned away, Michael scanned the area. The sun had continued its way down the horizon, and with it, most of the men and women were either walking down the street or pedaling away. The thinning crowds made it easy to locate his sister and brother. They were standing a good five feet away grinning at him like fools. They also weren’t doing one single, solitary thing to help.

He didn’t blame them. They had no idea he was feeling like someone was slowly, steadily driving a nail into his knee. And even after all this time, he knew they still enjoyed the way the audience crowded around him after he spoke. They were proud of him. Proud of his story. Proud of the way he’d survived for twenty-four hours at the bottom of a ravine after a bicycle accident.

And, because none of them took one another too seriously, they also enjoyed watching Michael squirm under all the attention he received.

Evan always said Michael’s celebrity status was his cross to bear.

Because his testimony was always the main focus of their family’s events, his brother and sister did most everything behind the scenes. Evan dragged most of their luggage around, as Michael’s condition made holding even a duffel bag difficult.

For most of the year, he and his family toured, speaking to anyone and everyone interested in hearing them. When they’d first started these events, their parents had simply referred to them as the Knoxx Family, because they wanted their message of evangelism to be the focus, not the name of their group.

Wherever they went, they were well received. They visited prisons, Amish and Mennonite churches, community auctions, and all manner of Gospel revivals and gatherings. They spoke to crowds, offering a few songs, a wealth of experiences, and shared stories about their belief in the Almighty.

Sometimes his parents would talk and sometimes their time on stage would consist of music. But most of the time, it was just him. And because he believed in the Lord’s will so wholeheartedly, he did what was asked of him.

Again and again, he shared his story about being nearly sideswiped by a car in the mountains of Colorado, sliding into the road’s gravel shoulder, then falling twenty feet into a narrow ravine. His leg had been badly injured. He’d waited for twenty-four hours to be found, with only the will to live and his belief in the power of prayer to keep him company.

After he’d been rescued, the doctors had done everything they could to save the lower part of his right leg but the damage was just too extensive. In the end, it had been futile. They’d talked to his parents and opted for amputation.

Some had thought he’d mourn the loss of his right calf and foot, but in truth, Michael didn’t miss it all that much. When he’d been hurt and alone, afraid he was going to die, he’d spent a lot of time praying and making promises to the Lord if he survived.

Never once had he asked to survive without injuries.

While in the hospital, a couple of the doctors and nurses asked him to share his story. After hearing it, they’d asked him to speak to their churches. Before long, he’d begun speaking to even bigger crowds, and his family began participating as well.

Which, of course, brought him to the present. Except now he was tired, hiding how much pain he was in, and, not for the first time, wishing their schedule was not so tightly orchestrated.

After another five minutes or so, Evan walked to his side. “You okay? You look kind of pale.”

“Stump’s sore,” he said with a smile, since it was just him and his brother. His mother hated him referring to his injury so bluntly. “I think I need to call it a night soon.”

Evan’s easy expression turned to concern. “It’s that bad? Do you need anything?”

“Nah. Just a good night’s sleep. We’ve been on the road for weeks now. My leg probably could use a rest.”

“I bet you’re right. Well, just so you know, I thought it was a real gut service tonight. There had to have been over a hundred people here.”

Michael nodded. “I heard almost two hundred. A lot of donations came in, too.” They always collected donations for CAM, Christian Aid Ministry, only taking enough to pay for their living and traveling expenses.

“Molly and I were thinking of taking the Kaufmanns up on their offer of a late supper. Want to come? You could camp out on their couch.”

Michael knew the Kaufmanns from their other visits to Pinecraft. They were a nice family, easy to talk to and undemanding.

But even the thought of being around the Kaufmann family sounded like just another activity he’d have to push himself to get through. He simply couldn’t do it.

“Tell them thanks, but I’m not up for it tonight. I’m going to walk back to the inn early.”

“Sure about that?” His tone held a note of doubt. Though his brother liked to tease Michael about the crowds of people he attracted, he was still protective. Evan was two years older than Michael and took his role seriously. “How about I walk you back? Or I can tell someone you need a ride.”

“Nee, don’t do that.” It was stupid, but even though Michael easily spent two hundred days a year talking to people about his accident, he still hated to be treated any differently. He would have had to be a whole lot worse off to accept his brother’s escort. “I’ll be fine. I just need to take a cool shower and lie down for a while.” And hope his pain reliever would kick in quickly.

“I’ll tell Molly. Mamm and Daed might stay awhile, but we’ll head back to the inn within the hour.”

“No need. I’ll either be reading or asleep by then. Take your time.”

After giving him another long, searching look, Evan finally nodded. “Okay, see you in the morning.”

Five minutes later, Michael was able to slip out from the crowd and begin the four-block journey to the Orange Blossom Inn. But after two blocks, he was leaning against a fence, hoping and praying the shooting pain that was radiating from his knee would dull. He took one shaky breath after another, doing his best to control the pain.

He was an idiot. He should have accepted Evan’s help. Pride really was his enemy. As the pain twisted through his leg again, Michael closed his eyes to fight the burning sensation.

“Excuse me? Mr. Knoxx—Michael—are you okay?”

He opened one eye to see a woman about his age staring at him with concern. She wore a teal dress, which served to highlight her blue eyes. He thought he’d noticed her in the crowd earlier, but he couldn’t be sure.

“I’m fine,” he said through clenched teeth. Usually he could fake his way through the worst of it. Tonight, however, it was a different story. It was as if his sore knee had decided it had finally had enough.

“Um, I’m sorry, but I have to tell you that you don’t look fine. Not at all.”

What was he supposed to say to that? “Listen, I appreciate your concern. However, there is no reason for it. You ought to get on your way.”

But instead of listening, she stepped a little closer, even going so far as to bend over slightly so she could look him in the eye. For a moment, Michael was sure she was going to touch his arm or shoulder, but she didn’t. “My name is Penny. Penny Troyer. I was in the crowd tonight. I heard you speak. You were really inspiring.”

Michael appreciated her words, he truly did. But at the moment, he couldn’t think of anything he wanted to do less than talk about his speech.

Though he knew surviving the accident and having the ability to talk about it were the Lord’s work, sometimes he felt he spent too much time talking about his own personal trials and triumphs. There were plenty of people who had been through far more harrowing experiences yet never said a word about it. Plenty of people who didn’t talk about their personal tragedies again and again and again.

Almost as soon as he thought that, Michael felt his insides burn with shame. Who was he to look down upon such a blessing?

“Thank you for saying that, uh, Penny,” he replied through clenched teeth. “I am glad you enjoyed hearing my story.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, it was more than that! You have a true gift for storytelling. It’s no wonder that everyone was so excited to see you.”

“Danke.”

“You’re welcome. Seeing you truly made my day. Nee, my week.” She smiled shyly. “Maybe even more than that.”

With a sinking heart, he realized she was making him into something larger than life.

Every once in a while he met girls who looked at him with stars in their eyes, making him out to be something more than he was, just because he had a story to tell and an appealing way of telling it.

“Danke.” He smiled, but he knew it was probably strained. He really needed to sit down for a while. Maybe a week.

“All that is why I wanted to check to see if you were all right. I could help you get to wherever you’re going, if you’d like. May I help you?”

As much as he would like some help, experience had shown him that going anywhere alone with a female fan was a mistake. “I thank you for stopping, but there truly is no cause for concern. I’ll be fine.” He would. Eventually.

“Are you sure?”

Actually, he was not. The incision area burned like nothing he could remember in ages. The fear of finally succumbing to his doctors’ warnings—that he might have to have another surgery, another round of recovery and therapy—petrified him. And that fear made his words a little harsher and his tone a little colder than he intended. “What I’m trying to tell you is that I don’t need you to stand here with me.”

As if stung, she stepped backward. “Oh. I’m sorry. I guess you must get tired of people always trying to be around you. Wanting to talk to you and ask you questions.”

He popped his chin up and gritted his teeth. Now he was beyond embarrassed. She was reading him all wrong. She thought he was acting like some spoiled rock star or celebrity, worn down by adoring fans. “It’s not that. I, uh, do appreciate your concern.”

“But you’d rather be alone.” Hurt and disappointment glistened in her eyes.

Obviously, she was trying hard not to cry. Now he felt like a real jerk. “I’m the one who is sorry. I’m, ah, just not in the mood for conversation right now. It’s been a long day, and I’m afraid it’s gotten the best of me.” He ached to tell her that he had serious concerns about his ability to make it back to the inn.

“Of course.” She took another step backward. “Well, then. Good evening,” she said before turning away and walking quickly in the opposite direction. Closing his eyes, Michael tried to tamp down the guilt he felt. He knew better than to be so ungrateful for her concern, knew better than to send her on her way alone. But he felt like he needed some time to himself. He needed to be selfish, at least for a few minutes.

“Lord,” he murmured, “I’m sorry. I have a feeling I’ve disappointed You something awful, but I hope You’ll understand. I’m only a man. And sometimes I’m afraid I’m as selfish as anyone.”

He breathed in, exhaled, then at last felt the burn in his knee start to ease. Deciding to take advantage of that fact, he once again started limping toward the Orange Blossom Inn.






CHAPTER 3


Beverly Overholt didn’t need a doctor’s diagnosis to understand that her handsome guest was feeling poorly.

She could figure that out all on her own.

After watching Michael Knoxx painfully climb the first two front steps of her inn, grasping the wooden railing with all his might, then pulling himself up each step, she knew it was time to intervene. Seconds later, she was at his side, one arm securely wrapped around his waist.

“Just a few more steps, Michael,” she said in her best no-nonsense way.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Nee, I think not.” When he stiffened, she kept her voice sure and steady—and laced it with a thorough amount of salt and vinegar, too. “Don’t even try to tell me that you don’t need my help. You do.”

After another second, he allowed more of his weight to press against her. “Danke,” he muttered, his tone hoarse. “I’d be grateful for your assistance.”

Though she was glad he gave in without further argument, his easy acquiescence caused even more worry. From his previous visits, she knew that Michael Knoxx’s pride was important to him. He toured the world, preaching God’s word and sharing his stories about self-reliance. As far as she knew, Michael seldom depended on anyone for anything.

Never had she heard him complain, either—not even about things most people found annoying. Instead, he took everything in stride, whether it was the hot and humid weather, pouring rain, their incredibly busy schedule, or travel glitches. If he was not only struggling with a flight of stairs but also admitting he needed her assistance, he had to be in incredible pain.

And that concerned her very much.

After Beverly got him through the broad front door, she led him to the big overstuffed couch just off the entryway.

He collapsed against it with a sigh. “Thanks again. I was beginning to wonder how I was going to make it inside by myself.”

Her concern was growing into real fear. “Where is your family?”

“Hmm?”

She leaned down, pressed her palm against his forehead. Was he feverish? She couldn’t tell if he was perspiring from the heat, his effort to climb the stairs, or an infection. “Your family, Michael,” she repeated. “Where are they?”

“Oh.” His eyes focused. “They went to someone’s haus after our meeting.”

“Do you remember the family’s name? I think it would be a good idea if I sent someone over there.”

“No need.”

“I think differently. Michael, whose house did they go to?”

As she’d hoped, her direct, firmly phrased question got results. “The Kaufmanns’, I think?”

She relaxed. That was probably correct. She’d known the Kaufmann family for years. Frank Kaufmann had supervised much of the inn’s renovations when she’d taken over the place. Just a few months ago, she’d become better acquainted with everyone in the family when one of her guests had fallen in love with their youngest son, Zack. “I bet it was the Kaufmanns. They’re New Order Amish, so they have a phone. I’ll give them a call and ask someone to let your parents know you’re having some problems.”

“Please don’t.”

“I think it would be best.”

“It isn’t. My brother said he wasn’t going to stay there too long. Besides, there’s nothing they can do except listen to me whine about the pain I’m experiencing.”

“What is hurting you?”

“My knee.” Running a hand over his face, he mumbled, “where it was amputated.”

“I’ve never heard you complain about that before,” she said slowly. “Is this pain something new?”

He hesitated before nodding. “Jah.”

“What can I do? Do you need a pain reliever? Ice?”

Hazel eyes met hers, full of gratitude and relief. “Yes to both.”

After ascertaining whether he wanted some Advil or some medicine of his own, she trotted off to the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be here.” He gave her a halfhearted smile.

By the time she returned with a Ziploc bag filled with ice and two tablets, he had taken off his prosthesis, placed his leg on the couch, and rolled up his pant leg.

She’d never seen an amputated limb before. When she saw the mottled, scarred skin that the surgeons had carefully reworked around his knee, she gasped. Not from the scars, but from the red lines extending from the area. At the very least, he had a bad infection and needed antibiotics.

“I know,” he said around a grimace. “This leg of mine—what’s left of it—it’s not a pretty sight. Ain’t so?”

“Actually, I was thinking that it looks very painful.”

He shrugged. “Tonight it is.”

“Here, then.” She handed him a glass of water and two pills. After he’d swallowed them, she handed him the bag of ice. “How about a kitchen towel or something to put on your skin?”

“That would be gut. Danke.”

Ten minutes later, her guest was lying back against one of the armrests with his eyes closed. She walked to the kitchen in order to give him some privacy, but after a few minutes, she knew that was the wrong place to be. She was too antsy to sit in the back of the house.

All she could think was that his family was going to be concerned—and that was putting it mildly. Usually she tried not to interfere with her guests’ wishes, even when they were sick or injured. But this time she knew she was going to have to make an exception. Michael needed medical attention, and it was becoming obvious that he had not been letting on just how badly he was hurting. She was going to have to tell his family everything she’d observed. In order not to disturb him in the front room, she walked out the back door and circled around the house to the front, planning to sit on the steps and wait for their return.

As minutes passed, she watched her porch lights and the solar-powered landscaping lanterns slowly illuminate like the fireflies she’d chased when she’d been a young Amish girl in Ohio. Several years ago, after a failed engagement, she’d decided not to join her order. Instead, she joined the local Mennonite church in Pinecraft and adopted their ways. Now, as she sat in the darkness and waited for the Knoxx Family to return, she closed her eyes and prayed for guidance. The air was fragrant with the scent of orange blossoms and lilacs. Lavender and roses. The scent was heavenly.

As she heard the laughter of children in the distance and the sound of the traffic on Beneva Rd., she found herself looking to the right, at another inn.

Where Eric Wagler stayed when he was in town.

Three months ago, she’d run into Eric by chance at the library and soon discovered that he’d come to Sarasota to claim ownership of her bed-and-breakfast. How it came to be his was a complicated story and they’d left things unresolved. All she knew was that she’d agreed to run the Orange Blossom Inn for another couple of months while he decided what he wanted to do.

Her girlfriends thought it was foolish to be so agreeable, and she supposed she didn’t blame them. Part of her ached to rage at Eric, to cry and whine and remind him that she’d put her heart and soul into the bed-and-breakfast while he’d been occupied with his own life. But time had also taught her that crying and whining didn’t solve anything. Most of the time, it was better to simply try to see the other person’s point of view.

This was hard, because at the moment, Eric held all the cards. She was reduced to relying on his good nature. However, she kept hoping and praying that something would work out between them. But he was supposed to return to Pinecraft by the end of the week, and this time he was planning to take a room at her inn.

And she was going to have to let him.

Happy chatter interrupted her thoughts, and when she saw the Knoxx foursome approaching, she got to her feet. “Hello!” she called out.

They grinned and returned her greeting, but as they got closer, it was obvious that they saw her worry. Mrs. Knoxx’s smile vanished. “Beverly, is there anything wrong?”

She descended the last three steps to greet them. “I’m not sure, but I’m afraid there might be. Michael is resting on the couch just off the entryway.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t want to alarm you, but he seems to be in a lot of pain. His, uh, knee is giving him trouble. Well, the part that attaches to his prosthesis. We put some ice on it, and I gave him two pain relievers from my kitchen cabinet.”

His parents exchanged worried looks.

“Thank you for looking after him, Beverly,” Mrs. Knoxx said.

“It was no trouble and I wasn’t waiting out here for thanks. Instead, I was hoping to give you some warning about how badly he was feeling.”

“Danke,” Mrs. Knoxx said. “Even when he was young Michael never did like to ask for help. It seems that some things never change.” Looking determined, she strode inside, Evan and Molly on her heels.

When only she and Mr. Knoxx remained, he looked at Beverly with solemn eyes. “There’s a chance we’re going to have to get him to the hospital tonight. Would you help us arrange transportation?”

“Of course. One of my neighbors drives for the Amish. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind taking you if that’s what you decide you need to do.”

“I hope I am wrong, but unfortunately his doctors have told me that he might need surgery again. That time might have come.”

When the door opened and Mrs. Knoxx peeked her head out, Beverly realized that he was probably right. The expression on Mrs. Knoxx’s face told Beverly everything she needed to know.

To the rest of the world, Michael Knoxx might be a symbol of invincibility, capable of withstanding pain and all kinds of human frailties. Beverly now knew better, however. He put on a good face, but at the moment, he was just as susceptible to aches and pains as anyone. And actually, what he really needed now was someone who didn’t see him as anything but a man in great need of a friendly, helping hand.

Thank the good Lord that she still had two good ones.






CHAPTER 4


Twelve hours later, Penny was still feeling the sting of Michael Knoxx’s cool brush-off.

Oh, she hadn’t expected him to want to chat with her for hours. Or even be especially excited to learn that he had a new fan in Sarasota.

Actually, if she was being completely honest, she’d never imagined that a man like him would feel like paying much attention to her anyway. After all, he was Michael Knoxx, the most famous member of the Knoxx Family, a mighty renowned group.

She, on the other hand? Well, she was Penny Troyer. A girl who was a bit mousey, a whole lot of an introvert, and until very recently, practically a prisoner in her own home.

But even taking all that into consideration, she had assumed he would have recognized her sincere attempt to help him, accepting that even girls in small towns like Pinecraft were capable of offering a helping hand.

At the very least, she’d thought he would be kind.

He definitely had not been.

Instead of thanking her for her stopping to ask about him, he’d hardly looked her in the eye. Instead of thanking her for her praises about his speech, he’d looked irritated. His tone of voice had been clipped and cool, nothing at all like the smooth, almost melodic words she’d heard floating down from the loudspeaker in the pavilion.

In short, meeting him had been a disappointment. And it would have been even if
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