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A PLAIN & SIMPLE
Christmas


With love and appreciation for my godparents,
Joseph and Trudy Janitz.

Uncle Joe — You live on in the precious memories you left behind.

Aunt Trudy — Thank you for all you do for our family. We love you!


CHAPTER 1

Anna Mae McDonough closed her eyes and folded her hands across her protruding belly. A tiny bump responded to the touch and she smiled.

“Thank you, Lord, for this bountiful meal on this beautiful Thanksgiving Day,” her husband’s smooth voice said. “And thank you for all of the blessings we have — our home and our wonderful life together.” Kellan paused and Anna Mae glanced up, just as he squeezed her hand.

“Thank you, Lord,” Kellan continued, “most of all for our baby who will be here in January. Amen.”

“Amen,” Anna Mae whispered, squeezing his hand. “Happy Thanksgiving, Kellan.”

“Happy Thanksgiving, Annie,” he said, his brown eyes filling with warmth.

Butterflies fluttered in her stomach in response to his loving gaze. “It’s hard to believe this is our third Thanksgiving in Baltimore.”

He filled his plate with slices of turkey and passed her the platter. “Time has flown since I found you in that bakery.”

Her smile faded, and she rested her hands on her belly. Memories of Lancaster County crashed down on her. Holidays spent with her four siblings and their families were chaotic, with children running around the room screaming. Anna Mae would find herself in the kitchen laughing and gossiping with her mother, three sisters, her sister-in-law, and nieces.

Tears filled her eyes as she glanced around her small, empty, quiet house. Kellan’s only sister lived clear across the country in Los Angeles. Anna Mae had only met her sister-in-law once, and that was at their wedding three years ago. Kellan’s father had died eight years ago, and his mother had abandoned him and his sister when he was ten years old. The only family they had was each other.

And sometimes the silence on holidays was deafening to Anna Mae.

“I’m sorry.” Kellan leaned over, taking her hands in his. “I didn’t mean to upset you by bringing up Lancaster.”

“It’s okay,” she whispered. She swiped her hand across her wet cheek and forced a smile. “I cherish these times with you and wouldn’t give them up for anything.” And it was the truth. She’d never for one second regretted leaving her community to build a life with Kellan.

The baby kicked, and she looked down at her belly. Tears clouded her vision as she contemplated her newborn growing up without a host of relatives to love him or her.

“What is it, Annie?” Kellan asked. “I can tell by your expression that you’re stewing on something. This delicious dinner is going to get cold if you don’t fill your plate soon.”

“It’s just—” Her voice broke when she met his loving gaze. She cleared her throat and took a deep, ragged breath, hoping to stop the threatening tears. “I have so many memories of holidays and birthdays with my siblings and cousins.” She rubbed her belly. “Our baby won’t know any of them, and my family won’t know our baby.”

Kellan frowned and shook his head. “You’re upset because it’s been so long since you’ve been together as a family. Maybe after the baby is born, you can see them again.”

“Leaning forward, she took his warm hands in hers. “You’re probably right, but I wish I could have it all — you and my family.”

“You can have it all.” He shrugged and lifted his glass of Coke. “I’ve told you I have no objections to seeing your family. You name the time, and we’ll go up there and visit them. I can take vacation anytime I want. That’s the beauty of being the owner of McDonough Chevrolet. I can take time off and leave it in the hands of my capable staff.”

“You know it’s not that simple with my father.” Despite her sudden loss of appetite, Anna Mae filled her plate with turkey, gravy, stuffing, a homemade roll, and homemade cranberry sauce. Thoughts of her father rolled through her mind. She knew she was at fault for not reaching out more. However, she’d wanted to build a new life without the emotional complications of dealing with the shunning.

“I don’t get that whole shunning thing.” He shook his head. “They say it’s because they love you, but how is cutting off your child showing her you love her?”

“They shun in order to prevent members from leaving the community. When a member leaves, it’s emotionally painful for the member’s family.” With her eyes trained on her plate, she cut some turkey and moved the piece through the gravy. “Daed’s the bishop for the district, the religious leader. It’s his job to keep us on the right path and enforce the rules of the Ordnung.”

“But we go to our own church. Why isn’t that good enough for him and the rest of the community? Why do they have to punish you for leaving?”

Sighing, Anna Mae looked up at him. “Kellan, my family is only following the traditions of the Amish that have come before them. The Amish beliefs and traditions go back a few hundred years. Shunning isn’t punishment. They want their children to keep the traditions they’ve learned from their parents. They respect other Christians and don’t believe that other ways of living are wrong. The Amish don’t judge others or think their way is the only way. However, they want to keep their children within the community. They love me and want me to come back.”

He glowered. “Without me.”

She touched his hands. “I’m not going to go back. I just miss my family. I miss seeing them and spending time with them.”

Kellan chewed more turkey, his eyes concentrating on his meal. He then looked at her. “How about we go visit them for Christmas? We can just show up and surprise them.”

Anna Mae shook her head. “That wouldn’t be wise. Daed wouldn’t take kindly to a surprise visit. I’m certain he loves me, but he’s very hurt that I left. I’m sure he thinks I rejected him and my mother.”

Kellan’s expression brightened. “What if one of your sisters helped you plan it?”

Anna Mae considered his suggestion and then shook her head. “I can’t see one of them deliberately going behind my father’s back. They’d be sure to tell him before I arrived, and that would make for a very uncomfortable and short visit.”

He grinned. “I bet I know someone who would be happy to help you.”

“Who?”

“Your brother David’s wife.”

“Kathryn.” Anna Mae nodded, a knot developing in her throat at the thought of her sister-in-law. “She was the most supportive of my relationship with you. She seemed to be the only one in the family who understood why I left. She might consider planning a surprise visit. Kathryn was always known for speaking her mind, despite the consequences.”

“Why don’t you write her a letter and tell her how you’re feeling?”

“Maybe I will.” Anna Mae bit her lip, hoping to stop the threatening tears. “I miss her.”

“Let’s enjoy this delicious meal. After we’re done eating, I’ll clean up while you write a letter to Kathryn.”

“Okay.” Anna Mae tried to keep the conversation light while they ate.

After finishing off the meal with pumpkin pie and coffee, Kellan stood and gathered up the dishes. “I’ll take care of this. You go write that letter.”

“No. Let me help you.” Anna Mae rose and reached for his mug.

“Anna Mae,” he began with mock annoyance, “I’ll take care of the dishes. Go write to Kathryn so you can rest easy tonight. The baby doesn’t need the stress you’re feeling about your family. Writing to Kathryn will ease your mind.”

Stepping around the table, Anna Mae brushed her lips against Kellan’s warm cheek. “I don’t deserve you.”

He set the dishes on the table and swept Anna Mae into his muscular arms. “Actually, I’m the one who doesn’t deserve you.” He kissed her lips, slow and easy, and then smiled down while brushing back a wisp of light brown hair that had escaped her bun. Even though she now lived an English lifestyle, she always wore her hair up. Some parts of her upbringing were still comfortable to her. “You’re so sweet and loyal. I’ll never understand how your family could shun you.”

“Kellan, I already explained —”

“I know, I know.” He held her close and whispered into her ear. “No matter what happens with our family, I love you. Don’t forget that.”

“I love you too.” She closed her eyes, silently thanking God for her wonderful husband.

He let go of the embrace. “Go write your letter. I’ll get the dishes under control.”

“Thank you.” After retrieving her favorite stationery from the roll-top desk, Anna Mae settled into Kellan’s easy chair.

At a loss for how to begin the letter, she stared across the room at her favorite wedding portrait of her and Kellan, standing together at the altar of his church. Clad in a simple white dress, Anna Mae stood holding a small bouquet of flowers while clutching Kellan’s arm. Her dress and the ceremony were both very different from an Amish wedding, but Anna Mae had wanted to fit into Kellan’s English world. After all, she’d broken every Amish rule by leaving her community and marrying him. It was both the happiest and saddest day in her life. Only Kellan’s sister and a handful of his friends and employees attended. She’d wished her family would’ve come, but they had objected to her leaving and did not condone their union. Anna Mae was cut off from the family when she left, even though leaving was her choice.

Closing her eyes, Anna Mae thought back to that fateful day when she’d met Kellan McDonough. It had been four years ago when Kellan had stepped into the Kauffman Amish Bakery in Bird-in-Hand, Pennsylvania, where Anna Mae worked with her sister-in-law Kathryn and Kathryn’s relatives.

Anna Mae was twenty-three and had joined the Amish church the previous spring. After a few months of instruction covering the Ordnung, the unwritten rules of the Amish, she’d been baptized and had taken a public vow to live by the Amish beliefs. All three of her sisters were married, but Anna Mae had all but given up on finding a mate. She’d been certain she’d become an old maid, working in the bakery and making quilts for auction until she was too old and frail to work.

However, her life had changed irrevocably when a handsome English customer approached her and asked her to sit on the porch with him and share a slice of chocolate cake. Anna Mae hesitated, but Kathryn nudged her forward, telling Anna Mae to relish a much-needed break.

The customer introduced himself as Kellan McDonough, a car dealership owner from Baltimore in town visiting old friends. Kellan’s soft-spoken demeanor and easy sense of humor intrigued Anna Mae. She was more comfortable chatting with her new friend than she’d ever felt with the young Amish men in her community.

Their conversation on the porch lasted an hour, ending only when Beth Anne, Kathryn’s sister, came looking for Anna Mae. When Kellan said goodbye and shook Anna Mae’s hand, a spark ignited between them.

Kellan visited Anna Mae at the bakery every day for the next week and then wrote her letters after he returned to Baltimore. Six months later, he visited her again, and six months after that he proposed to her.

“Annie?” Kellan’s concerned voice brought her back to the present. “You all right?”

She opened her eyes and found him standing in the doorway to the kitchen with a pot in one hand and a dishtowel in the other. “Yes, I’m fine,” she said. “I was just losing myself in memories.”

He dried the pot with the towel. “Good ones, I hope.”

She smiled. “The best.”

“Do you need anything, like a drink or a snack?”

She groaned. “If I eat anything else, I’ll explode. Thank you, though.”

“You call me if you need anything.”

“I will. Love you.” She lifted her pen.

“Love you too.” He retreated into the kitchen.

Taking a deep breath, Anna Mae began to write. Once she completed the letter, she signed and sealed it. After addressing the envelope, she closed her eyes and whispered a prayer, asking God to somehow reunite her with her family for Christmas.


CHAPTER 2

Walking up her long driveway, Kathryn Beiler smiled as her middle daughters prattled on about their day at school.

“Naomi told Millie that Danny likes her, but really Danny likes Rebecca,” Lizzie said.

“But I heard that Rebecca likes Johnny, and so I—” Ruthie chimed in.

“Will you two take a breath?” Amanda snapped. “You’ve been yakking ever since you got home. I’m getting a headache.” At the age of fourteen, she was Kathryn’s oldest child and had already graduated from eighth grade. She now helped out at the bakery with Kathryn.

“Girls,” Kathryn said, trying to suppress a laugh. “There’s no need for bickering.”

Kathryn’s two boys, David Jr. and Manny, pushed each other and she gave them a stern warning look before glancing at the stack of envelopes in Amanda’s hands. “Did you grab the mail from the box?”

“Ya, Mamm.” Amanda gave her the stack. “I think it’s mostly bills, but I saw a letter mixed in with them. Looks like it’s from Baltimore. Who do we know in Baltimore?”

“Baltimore?” Kathryn wracked her brain. “I’m not certain.” Examining the letters, she gasped when she read the return address — McDonough.

“What is it, Mamm?” Amanda asked, craning her neck to read the envelope.

“Just an old friend.” Kathryn shoved the envelopes into the pocket of her apron as she stepped into the foyer. She nodded toward the kitchen. “Boys, please set the table. Girls, you can start on supper. The stew is prepared in the refrigerator. Your dat will be home shortly.”

While the children tended to supper, Kathryn slipped into the family room, dropping her bag and the stack of letters onto the sofa. She sank into her husband’s favorite chair and opened the envelope from Baltimore. Tears filled her eyes as she read the beautiful script written by her youngest sister-in-law.


Dear Kathryn,

I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re receiving this letter since you only expect a Christmas card from me. However, this year I’m hoping you’ll receive more than a card.

I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately. Actually, I’ve been thinking of you, my brother, my parents, and the rest of our family. I feel as if I have a hole in my heart since I no longer have everyone in my life. While I know it was my decision to leave the community, it wasn’t my decision to be cut off from my family.

Although I’m no longer Amish, Kellan and I are living a Christian life together. However, I would like to come back to visit and be a part of the family. Kellan’s only family is his sister who lives in California, and we haven’t seen her since our wedding three years ago. Without an extended family, the holidays are too quiet in our little house. I miss the chaos of our Beiler gatherings. Also, Kellan and I have exciting news to share: we’re expecting our first child in January, and we want our baby to know my family.

I know it’s a lot to ask, but would you please help me find a way to see the family this Christmas? Kellan and I would love to travel to Lancaster County and share the Christmas meal with you, David, and the rest of the Beiler family. You were the only one who understood why I left, so I know you could convince the rest of the family that I want to be a part of Christmas this year.

Please consider my idea and write me back. Even if you don’t think it’s a possibility for us to visit, would you please let me know how everyone is? How are my parents doing? Does my father ever speak of me?

I look forward to hearing from you soon.


Blessings to you and your family, Anna

Mae





Kathryn read the letter three times with tears trickling down her cheeks. Memories swirled through her mind. Anna Mae was going to be a mother! What a blessing. Oh, how she missed her sister-in-law!

“Aenti Anna Mae,” a voice said.

Kathryn’s eyes cut to the doorway where Amanda stood, her arms folded across her thin frame and her blue eyes confident. “That letter is from Aenti Anna Mae,” Amanda said.

Kathryn nodded. “Ya.”

Amanda lowered herself into the chair across from her. “What does it say?”

Kathryn paused, considering if she should share the letter or not. She knew the contents might upset David, since he’d felt caught between his father and Anna Mae when she’d decided to leave. However, Amanda was old enough to understand the situation, giving Kathryn no reason to distrust her.

“If I tell you,” Kathryn began, “you must promise to keep this to yourself, Amanda. Your dat may not be happy when he finds out.”

“So you’re going to keep it from him?” Her brow furrowed with disapproval. “Is that the right thing to do?”

Kathryn smiled, both proud of her daughter’s honesty and embarrassed by her own perceived dishonesty. “You’re right. It’s not right for me to keep this from your dat, but I need to figure out the best time to tell him. It’s up to me to decide when to tell him, not you. Understand?”

“Ya.” Her daughter shrugged. “I don’t understand why it should matter, but I promise not to share it with anyone.”

“Anna Mae and her husband want to visit for Christmas.”

Amanda grinned. “That’s wunderbaar! We haven’t seen Aenti Anna Mae for three years. Manny was just a baby when she left.”

“Shhh,” Kathryn hissed. “You can’t say it too loud. If Lizzie or Ruthie overhear, you know what will happen.”

Amanda rolled her eyes. “The whole district will know by tomorrow morning.”

Kathryn clicked her tongue. “Now, now, you were just like them when you were around eleven.”

“I doubt that,” Amanda muttered. Her expression brightened. “Back to the letter. What exactly did she say?”

“She asked if I would help her plan a visit for Christmas. She and her husband are expecting a baby in January and they want the family to know their baby. It sounds like a wunderbaar idea, but your Grossdaddi Beiler won’t be as open to it as we are.”

“Because Aenti Anna Mae was shunned for leaving and marrying an Englisher.”

“That’s exactly right.” Kathryn folded the letter and slipped it into the envelope.

Amanda shook her head, and the ties on her prayer kapp fluttered around her neck. “It’s sad. She should be allowed to come for Christmas.”

“She can visit, but your grossdaddi won’t be as welcoming as the rest of us. It will be uncomfortable at best.”

The back door opened and banged shut, followed by a chorus of children’s voices yelling, “Dat!”

Kathryn dropped the letter into the pocket of her apron and gave Amanda a hard look. “Remember, this is our secret, ya?”

Winking, Amanda stood. “What letter? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Kathryn shook her head and swallowed a chuckle. She hoped the ease of her daughter’s fib wasn’t a glimpse into the future of her approaching rumspringe. She followed Amanda into the kitchen, where David stood surrounded by his children, smiling and nodding while they shared the details of their day.

He turned his gaze to Kathryn and his smile deepened, causing her heart to warm. His smile still thrilled her, even after fifteen years of marriage.

She smiled in return and rested her hands on her apron, silently debating her choice to conceal the letter.

The children continued chatting, and David nodded while moving past them to the doorway. “Wie geht’s?” he whispered, before brushing his lips across hers.

“Gut,” she said. “How are you?”

“Tired.” He removed his hat and hung it on a peg on the wall. He brushed back his sandy blond hair, which was matted from the hat.

Kathryn crossed the kitchen and checked the stew on the stove. “It looks like supper is ready. Everyone go wash up.”

The children filed out of the kitchen, chattering away in Pennsylvania Dietsch as Kathryn stirred the stew, savoring the aroma.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Gut. The store was busy, which always makes my father happy. People always need farming supplies, no matter the time of year or the weather.” He leaned over the pot. “Stew?”

“Ya.” She continued to stir it. “Your favorite.”

“Danki.” He inhaled a deep breath. “Smells appeditlich. How was your day?”

“Gut,” she said. “The English customers love to come into the bakery this time of year and get desserts for their Christmas parties. We were busy all day long.”

David snatched a spoon from the counter and sampled the stew. “Like I said, appeditlich. You make the best stew in Lancaster County.”

She smiled. “You tend to exaggerate.”

“No, I don’t.” He dropped the spoon into the sink and then moved behind her.

Hands encircled her waist, and she yelped. Looking up behind her, she found David leaning down. His lips brushed her neck, and she giggled while shivers danced up her spine.

“What has gotten into you, David Beiler?” she asked, placing her hands on his.

He turned her toward him and pulled her into a warm hug. “Isn’t a man allowed to miss his fraa?” He leaned down to kiss her again, and then stopped when gagging noises erupted across the room.

Kathryn glanced over to her older son, David Jr., holding his neck while feigning to choke. His siblings surrounded him, and giggles erupted among the group of five children.

“I guess we’ll have to continue this later,” Kathryn whispered to David with a grin.

“Ya, I suppose so.” David stepped over to the sink and washed his hands, while Kathryn and the children brought the food to the table.

Kathryn sat at the table surrounded by her children and across from her husband. When they all bowed their heads in silent prayer, she thanked God for the bountiful blessings in her life, including her family.

Then she sent up a special prayer, asking God to lead her toward a solution to making Anna Mae and her husband welcome for Christmas.

The following morning, Kathryn stood in the doorway separating the kitchen from the front of the bakery and observed her mother straightening the counter, placing sample containers in a row, and humming her favorite hymn.

She glanced behind her at her sister Beth Anne and daughter Amanda chatting while icing a chocolate cake.

Spotting no customers in the bakery, Kathryn sidled up to her mother. “Can I help you?” she asked.

“No, danki, I think that about covers it.” Elizabeth stood up straight. “I believe the cakes and cookies are well stocked. It may be just as busy today as it was yesterday.”

“Ya. I was telling David just last night how busy we’ve been.” Kathryn placed her hand on her apron.

Elizabeth’s eyes filled with concern. “What’s on your mind, Kathryn? You look like the weight of the world is sitting on your shoulders.”

Kathryn pulled the letter from her pocket. “I received this yesterday.”

Elizabeth took the letter and read it. “Anna Mae is pregnant. What a blessing! And she wants to come and visit.” She smiled. “What did David say about it?”

“I didn’t tell him.” Kathryn busied herself by straightening a row of individually wrapped cookies to avoid her mamm’s stunned stare.

“Why not?” Elizabeth chuckled. “You’re never one to keep silent about things. What’s stopping you this time?”

Sighing, Kathryn looked up. “I know he’ll think it’s a bad idea to invite Anna Mae. He’ll say her visit will open family wounds that he wants kept closed. You know how his dat gets about this subject.”

Amanda appeared in the doorway. “But it’s Grischtdaag! Aenti Anna Mae is our family, and the holidays are about family. Jesus tells us to love one another and forgive each other. Grossdaddi needs to remember that.”

“He knows that, Amanda,” Kathryn said. “You know as well as I do that he preaches about love and forgiveness, but he’s in a complicated position because he’s the bishop.”

“But it’s Grischtdaag, Mamm,” Amanda repeated with more emphasis on the word. “Can’t our family put the shunning behind us for that?” Amanda’s face transformed to her best “puppy dog face,” as her father called it. “Please, Mamm. Please.”

Grimacing, Kathryn glanced at her mother, who cupped her hand to her mouth and chuckled.

Kathryn turned back to her daughter. “Fine. You win. I’ll talk to your dat, but I can’t make any promises about what will happen.”

Amanda squealed and threw her arms around Kathryn’s neck, jerking her into a hug.

“You’re the master of manipulation, Amanda Joy,” Kathryn said, hugging her daughter close. “I feel sorry for the boys in our community when you start courting.”

Amanda giggled and then danced back into the kitchen.

Kathryn shook her head. “She’s a handful.”

“Ya,” Elizabeth said, looping an arm around Kathryn’s shoulder. “She reminds me of you at that age. You knew how to get just what you wanted too.” Her expression became serious. “You’re doing the right thing by discussing it with David. Tell him how you feel and how much more complete Grischtdaag will be with his youngest schweschder back with the family.”

“I just hope he’ll listen,” Kathryn whispered.

“He loves you.” Elizabeth patted her back. “He’ll listen.”

That evening Kathryn ran a brush through her waist-length golden hair while watching David lounge on the bed reading his Bible.

“I can feel your stare,” he said without looking up. “What’s on your mind, Katie?”

She cleared her throat and set the brush on the dresser her father had made as a wedding gift for her and David years ago. “I wanted to share something with you.”

David closed the Bible and set it on the night table. “What is it?”

She plucked Anna Mae’s letter from the dresser and handed it to him. “Please read this with an open heart and mind.”

He raised his eyebrows in curiosity and took the letter. Kathryn held her breath while David scanned it.

Sighing, he glanced up and handed the paper back to her. “You know as well as I do that this would be a bad idea.”

“But she’s your schweschder, David. She’s family. Isn’t Grischtdaag about celebrating the birth of our Savior as a family?”

“She left the faith. As my father said, she made her choice.” He lifted his Bible and flipped it open.

She placed the letter on the bureau and then climbed under the quilts next to him in the bed. “David, there’s no harm in her visiting.”

David closed the Bible and set it on his nightstand before facing her. A frown creased his handsome face and forehead. “I don’t have to tell you that it’s much more complicated than a simple visit. None of your siblings left the community, so you have no idea how it affected our family.”

“That’s not fair,” Kathryn said with a frown. “I was here when she left. I saw how much it hurt us all. You know I love her like I love my own sisters.”

“You’re right. That wasn’t a fair statement for me to make.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. Her leaving was very painful for my parents. It’s as if she became a stranger to my parents. She’s no longer following our traditions. You know that if she came to visit, my father would be very upset.”

“But it’s been three years. Isn’t it time for the family to heal? Life is so short. We saw that firsthand when my sister Sarah lost her husband in the fire at the furniture store. We never know when the Lord may call us home.” She gave him her best pleading look, the one that usually got him to change his mind. “We had a lot of fun working together at the bakery. When she left, she also left a void in my life and a hole in my heart. I’m sure you feel the same way and miss her too.”

“Of course I miss her.” He snuggled down under the covers and pulled Kathryn close. “Let’s not argue about this, Katie. You know that it’s not a good idea to invite my sister for Grischtdaag. Maybe we can take the kinner and see her in the spring. We could take the train down. The kinner would love it.”

Kathryn inhaled his comforting scent, soap mixed with his spicy deodorant. “Ya, they would love it.” But it’s not the same as Grischtdaag!

“We’ll plan a trip,” he said, his voice softening. “In the spring. Ya, it will be gut, and it won’t involve my father and his temper.”

She nodded, though she wasn’t convinced waiting until the spring would help heal the family. She listened to his breathing as it changed, slowing down and deepening. Her mind swirled with ideas of how she could arrange to invite Anna Mae without alienating David. Surely he would change his mind when his sister was standing in front of him.

Although she was going against her husband’s wishes, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was God’s will for Anna Mae to come and see the family again.

Kathryn’s thoughts turned to the time of Anna Mae’s decision to leave the community. Oh, how Mary Rose, Anna Mae’s mother, had cried. Mary Rose had begged Anna Mae to stay, promising that Anna Mae would find a nice Amish man to marry. However, Anna Mae had insisted that Kellan was the love of her life and she was meant to marry him.

Mary Rose had taken to her bed for a week after Anna Mae left. She’d said that the pain of seeing her daughter leave had debilitated her.

Wouldn’t it be God’s will for Mary Rose to see her daughter again and know that she was well and happy with her English husband?

Kathryn waited until she was certain David was in a deep sleep and then she wiggled out of his grasp, gingerly rose from the bed, and plucked the letter from the bureau. She took the kerosene lamp from the nightstand, lit it, and tiptoed down to the kitchen.

She fished her stationery from the desk and sat at the table. Closing her eyes, she sent up a silent prayer for the right words. She then poised her pen and began to write a letter to Anna Mae.


CHAPTER 3

Opening the mailbox, Anna Mae fished out a stack of envelopes from inside and leafed through them.

“Bills, bills, bills,” she mumbled with a sigh. They always came near the first of the month. But when Anna Mae came to a plain white envelope with pretty penmanship, her heart fluttered. She read the return address, squealed with delight, and hugged the envelope to her chest.

Kathryn had answered!

Anna Mae rushed into the house, dropped her bag on the kitchen table, and tore the envelope open. Lowering herself into a chair, she read the letter.


Dear Anna Mae,

I was overjoyed to receive your letter. It seems like only yesterday that you were with my sisters and me in the bakery, making cookies and cakes while laughing and sharing stories about our friends in the community.

How wunderbaar that God will soon bless you with your first baby! You and Kellan must be overjoyed! I’m so very happy for you and will keep you and your baby in my prayers.

My mamm, sisters, nieces, and I stay busy these days. The bakery is very busy right now during the holidays, and we’re still a favorite tourist stop during the spring, summer, and fall.

The family is all doing well. Amanda is fourteen, Ruthie is twelve, Lizzie is ten, Junior is eight, and Manny is four. David says he wants more, but we’ll have to wait and see what the Lord has in store for us. Your mamm and dat are in good health, as are your siblings, nieces, and nephews. Our family is very blessed.

It would be wunderbaar to have you and Kellan come for Grischtdaag! I can’t think of a better time of year for the family to reunite. Would you like me to work out the details for you? How many days would you and Kellan like to stay? Do you know where you’d like to stay? Of course, you’re welcome to stay with us, but you might be more comfortable at the Paradise Bed and Breakfast. Perhaps you’d like to stay there instead?

I look forward to hearing from you soon.


God’s blessing to you and your family,

Kathryn





Anna Mae read and reread the letter until she’d nearly committed it to memory. Tears spilled from her eyes while she remembered the time she’d spent at the bakery with Kathryn, Kathryn’s sisters, her nieces, and Kathryn’s mamm, Elizabeth. Those were some of the best memories she cherished from Lancaster County.

Glancing at the clock, Anna Mae realized Kellan would be home for supper in an hour. She folded the letter and put it back into the envelope and then into the pocket of her sweater. She then hoisted herself from the chair, headed to the refrigerator, and rooted around until she found a pack of steaks, Kellan’s favorite. After marinating the steaks in his favorite barbeque sauce, she placed them in the oven set to broil and stuck a couple of potatoes in the microwave.

Anna Mae was preparing a green salad when Kellan entered the kitchen clad in one of his best suits.

“How was your day?” he asked before kissing her cheek. Leaning down, he cupped his hand to her belly. “And how was your day, Lug Nut?”

“Lug Nut? How can you be so sure it’s a boy?” she asked with a chuckle.

He shrugged. “Just a hunch.”

She smiled, rubbing her belly. “We had a good day. The quilting circle at church was a lot of fun. We caught each other up on the latest church news and also got a lot accomplished for our quilt drive. How was your day?”

“It was good. Busy. Sales have gone up this month, which makes everyone at the dealership happy.” He breathed in the aroma emanating from the stove and moaned. “Steak?” He eyed her with suspicion. “What are you up to, Annie?”

“Nothing.” She gave him her best innocent smile and carried the salad bowl to the table. “I thought you might like to have your favorite tonight.”

His lips curled into a grin. “Is that so?” He retrieved plates and utensils and set the table. “You seem to be scheming over something. I know when you’re fibbing. Steak is always an ulterior motive for something.”

“Maybe I prepared your favorite meal because I love you.” Anna Mae brought the steak and potatoes to the table while Kellan gathered the condiments and glasses of water for them.

After saying grace, they began to eat.

“I can tell by the expression on your pretty face that you’re excited to share something with me,” he said, cutting up his steak. “What’s up?”

“I’ve been dying to tell you. I have good news!” Anna Mae fished the letter from her pocket. “I received this today.”

While he read the letter, she smiled, thinking of her upcoming trip to Lancaster County at Christmas. A bump on her belly drew her attention to the unborn baby. She rested her hand on her abdomen and smiled while rubbing the location of the movement. She longed to give her child the gift of knowing her family in Lancaster. The trip was for her baby and the baby’s future as a member of the Beiler family.

Kellan looked up and placed the letter on the table beside his plate. His expression was cautious. “I guess this means you want to go to Lancaster for Christmas. That’s what Grischtdaag is, right? Christmas?”

“Yes, that’s right. Grischtdaag is Christmas.” Anna Mae nodded toward her belly. “I want to do this for our baby. Now is the best time to try to make amends.”

He gave a tentative smile. “It sounds like a great idea, but I want you to be sure this is what you want. I don’t want you to get hurt. Your father used some harsh words when you left. I’ll never forget his words to you, Annie. He said you were no longer his daughter if you left.”

She moved her hand over her abdomen in response to more kicks. “He didn’t mean that. He said it out of anger, hurt, and disappointment. I was his only child to leave the faith and the community.”

Kellan’s eyes moved to her belly and a smile curved his lips. “Is he moving?”

She nodded. “I think she’s doing somersaults.” She gave a grin.

“I bet my boy likes steak. He’s a chip off the old block.” He placed his hand on her belly, and she covered it with her hand. “Wow.” His grin widened as he met her gaze. “He does like steak. He’s telling you to make it more often, Mommy.”

“Yes, maybe she does like steak, Daddy. Girls can like steak too.” Leaning over, she brushed her lips against his.

“I love you,” he said, his smile fading. “That’s why I support this trip, but I also don’t want your family to hurt you — especially now.”

“But you encouraged me to write the letter. Why are you changing your mind?”

“I thought about it more and I keep remembering how your father behaved when you left. I’m nervous about it.” He nodded toward her belly. “Your family could get you upset and then something could happen to him or her.” He shook his head, frowning. “Maybe we should wait until the summer or even next fall. By then the baby will be older, and traveling will be easier for us. If we wait, then we don’t have to risk you getting upset and something happening to you or the baby.”

“I doubt anything bad will happen. I have a good feeling that this trip will go well, and I’ll get my family back.” She lifted his hands and intertwined her fingers with his. “Please don’t change your mind about this. It’s really important to me. Please do this for me. Let me see my family and try to rebuild a relationship with them.”

He sighed, brushing back a lock of her hair with the fingers of his free hand. “Tomorrow you see the doctor, and you can get her opinion. If she says it’s safe for you to travel, then I’ll go to make you happy. But if your family upsets you, then I’ll bring you home immediately.”

“It’s a deal.” She kissed his cheek. “Thank you. If the doctor says it’s safe, then I’ll call Kathryn and see what I can arrange.”

“I need you to make me one promise, though.” He grimaced. “Just don’t make me stay at your father’s house.” She laughed. “I promise I won’t.”

Kathryn handed the customer her change and her bag of pastries. “Thank you. Have a nice day.”

As the woman walked toward the door, the bakery phone began to ring. Kathryn picked up the phone and cradled it between her ear and her neck.

“Good afternoon,” she said. “Kauffman Amish Bakery.”

“Hello,” a hesitant voice said. “May I please speak with Kathryn?”

“This is she.” Kathryn absently straightened packages of cookies on the counter. “How may I help you?”

“Kathryn,” the voice said. “This is Anna Mae.”

Kathryn gasped and sank onto a stool behind her. “Oh my goodness! Anna Mae! Wie geht’s?”

“I’m doing pretty well,” Anna Mae said. “How are you?”

“Gut.” Kathryn glanced across the bakery showroom, glad to find it empty of customers. “I was so glad to hear from you. Congratulations on your baby!”

“Thank you. I was delighted that you answered. I’m glad everyone is well.” She paused, as if gathering her thoughts. “Has my father asked about me or mentioned me at all?”

Kathryn bit her lip, debating what to say. She didn’t want to lie, but the truth wouldn’t be easy to swallow.

“It’s okay,” Anna Mae said quickly. “I didn’t think he had. You don’t need to smooth it over.”

“I’m sorry,” Kathryn said. “I wish I had better news about him, but no, he hasn’t said anything to me. He may have said something to David.”

“I doubt it. How’s my mamm?”

“She’s gut.” Kathryn fingered her apron while she spoke. “She splits her time between helping care for her kinskinner and working in the farm store.”

Anna Mae sniffed. “I’m so glad to hear it.” Her voice quavered, and she cleared her throat. “I’m glad your kinner are doing well. I bet they’re all getting so big.”

“Ya.” Kathryn chuckled. “David wants ten. I’m leaving it in the Lord’s hands.”

Anna Mae asked about her three sisters, and Kathryn gave her an update on their lives.

“So much has changed in three years,” Anna Mae said. “I feel like I’ve been gone for a lifetime.”

“It hasn’t been that long.” Kathryn glanced at the doorway and found her mother watching her with a smile. “Are you and Kellan still considering coming for Grischtdaag?”

“I saw my doctor yesterday, and she said that it’s safe for me to travel. So, I really want to come.” Her voice was small, unsure.

Kathryn paused, considering her husband’s disapproval. Still, Kathryn believed it was God’s will for the family to heal. “Do you want me to work out the details for you?” she asked, the words flowing despite her hesitation.

“Yes, please.”

Kathryn ran her fingers over the edge of the counter. “When will you arrive?”

“The Wednesday before Christmas.”

“That sounds perfect.” Kathryn found a notepad and pen by the phone. “Give me your phone number so we can keep in touch.” She wrote down the number as Anna Mae rattled it off. “I’ll see what I can arrange.”

“Danki.” Anna Mae’s voice shook again. “It means more than you know.”

They chatted about the weather and then hung up. Standing, Kathryn turned and found Amanda and her mother with expectant expressions.

“I guess that was Aenti Anna Mae?” Amanda asked.

“Ya, it was.” Kathryn sat back on the stool.

“And she’s coming for Grischtdaag?” Amanda clasped her hands together, her eyes glistening with hope.

“She wants to come.” Kathryn glanced at Elizabeth, hoping for an answer, a reason to go against David’s wishes.

Elizabeth’s eyes assessed her. “And you think it’s a bad idea?”

Kathryn blew out a frustrated sigh. “David is against it.”

“What?” Amanda gasped. “Dat doesn’t want to see Aenti Anna Mae? Why?”

“It’s complicated, Amanda,” Kathryn said, folding her hands over her apron. “We’ve already discussed this.”

“Grossdaddi will understand,” Amanda said. “He’ll welcome her back and the family will all be together again.” Amanda looked between Kathryn and Elizabeth. “Besides, everyone is happy when someone is expecting a baby. Grossdaddi will be so happy to see her that he’ll forget all about how disappointed he was when she left.”

Elizabeth looped her arm around Amanda and pulled her into a hug. “You’re such a smart maedel.”

Kathryn studied her mother’s eyes. “So you would go against Dat if you believed something in your heart?”

Elizabeth shrugged. “Depending upon the circumstance, maybe.”

“And in this circumstance?” Amanda asked.

Elizabeth winked. “One of my English customers once said it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than to get permission.”

Kathryn glanced at Amanda. “Don’t say anything to your siblings or Dat. I need to figure this out by myself before your dat finds out about it.”

“But is that right, Mamm?” Amanda folded her arms and frowned. “Shouldn’t Dat know about this? Aenti Anna Mae is his schweschder.”

Kathryn gave Amanda a stern look.

Amanda sighed. “Fine. My lips are sealed,” she grumbled and marched back into the kitchen.

“What am I teaching mei dochder?” Kathryn muttered, rubbing her temple.

Elizabeth touched her arm. “You’re teaching her to follow her heart when she feels God speaking to her. If Anna Mae is meant to come here, then the plans will fall together and all will work out the way God wants it to.”

Kathryn shook her head and grimaced. “I pray you’re right.”

Later that evening, Kathryn placed the last clean dish in the cabinet and thanked the girls for helping clean up after supper. The girls ran upstairs to take their baths and get ready for bed.

The back door opened and slammed, and David entered the kitchen and sighed. “Chores are done. It’s been a long day,” he said, sitting at the kitchen table. “It feels good to relax.”

“Ya,” she whispered. She grabbed two glasses of water and sat across from him. Thoughts swirled through her mind like a tornado. Guilt weighed down on her, feeling like a stone sitting on her chest and stealing her breath. How could she possibly deceive the man who’d been her best friend and confidante since she was a child?

“Is something wrong, Katie?” he asked, lifting his glass. “You seem preoccupied.” He took a long drink.

Kathryn cleared her throat. “I spoke to Anna Mae today.”

His eyes widened with shock. “You spoke to her? What do you mean?”

She took a sip of water and cleared her throat. “She called the bakery.”

“How is she?”

“She’s doing gut.” She traced the condensation on the glass with her fingertip. “She and Kellan still want to come and visit for Grischtdaag. I told her it sounded like a nice idea.” She inhaled a breath, awaiting his response.

“Katie.” Reaching over, he took her hand in his. “You know it’s a bad idea. I told you we’ll go visit her in the spring, and that’s what we’ll do. Forget any plans for their coming for Grischtdaag. It just won’t work out the way you’d like.”

“But David, it’s Grischtdaag. The family should be together.”

“You know as well as I do that having Anna Mae and her husband here would just upset my dat. We don’t want that at Grischtdaag. We’ll go to Baltimore and visit Anna Mae in the spring and discuss inviting her back another time. We’ll have to warn my daed about it and prepare for the visit. Having them just drop in would cause problems that I’m not ready to face.”

“But I really feel that this is the time to invite her,” she said slowly, choosing her words as best she could. “It feels like God is leading me to this. I feel it strongly in my heart, David. I’m not just making this decision lightly. It’s coming from the very depths of my soul.”

“I’m too tired to discuss this now, Katie.” He yawned. “The store was busy all day long, and I’m ready to read the Bible and relax. We’ll go see my schweschder in the spring. That’s it. It’s decided.” He stood. “This discussion is over.” He started for the door.

“Wait.” Kathryn stood and took a deep breath. “I’m not finished.”

Turning, he raised his eyebrows.

“You read the letter,” she said. “Anna Mae and Kellan are expecting their first child. They want to rebuild their relationship with the family for the child’s sake.” She stepped over to him. “Surely you can understand that.”

He frowned. “I’ve already told you that we’ll visit her in the spring. You need to let this go. A Christmas visit is not a good idea. There’s nothing else to discuss.”

“But David—”

He grimaced. “There’s nothing else to discuss, Kathryn.” He turned and crossed the room, and Kathryn’s resentment simmered in her soul.

Glowering, she snatched the glasses from the table and washed them. David had a knack for deciding when a discussion was over, whether she was finished making her case or not. David had no problem walking away when they’d had a heated debate. He would let it go, not discussing it any further. He would probably be reticent the rest of the evening, but by tomorrow he’d be past it, acting as if the disagreement had never happened. However, Kathryn would hang onto her resentment, mulling the problem over and over again in her mind and thinking of everything she should’ve said to him to make her case.

She knew tonight would be one of those nights when she’d go to bed and lie awake for hours, probably most of the night. While drying the glasses, she contemplated Anna Mae. Kathryn’s heart had swelled at the sound of Anna Mae’s voice. She had sounded so hopeful on the phone, so desperate to be reunited with her family.

How could a family reunion at Christmastime be wrong? Wasn’t that the best time of year for a family to work out issues and become one again? Besides, Anna Mae was building bridges for her unborn child. Surely David understood that!

David’s concern regarding his father’s temper was valid. Henry Beiler was a strict bishop who stuck to the rules and expected the district, especially his family, to follow suit.

While Henry was a stickler for the Amish way, he also had a big heart. She’d seen him drop whatever he was doing to help a family in need. He’d organized more than one barn raising, and he had also spent long hours helping Kathryn’s father and brothers rebuild the furniture store after it burned down. Kathryn loved and respected her father-in-law, and she believed that deep down he missed his youngest daughter and would be overjoyed to see her come back at Christmas. Why couldn’t David see that?

Kathryn placed the clean glasses into the cabinet and squeezed her eyes shut. She wished she knew the right answer. Was inviting Anna Mae to Christmas against her husband’s wishes a mistake? Was it a sin to make the plans behind her husband’s back? Of course it was, since she’d have to lie to David in order to arrange for Anna Mae to come. Lying was always a sin.

But was not revealing the whole truth a lie?

She rubbed her temples. Of course it was a lie. She’d punished her children more than once for leaving out important details in their stories, telling them they’d lied.

Kathryn folded her hands. She needed a sign. She needed God to reveal the right answer to her.

Gnawing her lower lip, she sent up a silent prayer to God, asking — no pleading with Him — for a sign, a clear-cut sign, that inviting Anna Mae was the right decision for the Beiler family’s Christmas.
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