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GLOSSARY



ab im kopp: addled in the head

ach: oh

aenti: aunt

appeditlich: delicious

boppli: baby

bruders: brothers

bu: boy

daadi: grandfather

daed/dat: dad

danki: thank you

dawdy haus/ daadi haus: grandparents’ house

Deitsch: Dutch

dochder: daughter

dummkopf: foolish person

Englisch/Englischer: English or Non-Amish

fraa: wife

Frehlicher Grischtdaag!: Merry Christmas!

freind: friend

freinden: friends

froh: happy

gegisch: silly

geh: go

gern gschehne: you’re welcome

Gmay: church district

Gott: God

groossmammi: grandma

gude mariye: good morning

gut: good

gut nacht/gute nacht: Good night

haus: house

hund: dog

Ich liebe dich: I love you

jah: yes

kaffee/kaffi: coffee

kapp: prayer cap or head covering worn by Amish women

kichli: cookie

kichlin: cookies

kinn: child

kinner: children

krank: ill

kuchen: cakes

liewe: love, a term of endearment

maed: young women, girls

maedel: young woman

mamm/mudder/mutter: mom

mammi: grandmother

mann: husband

mei: my

nee: no

nix: nothing

onkel: uncle

Ordnung: written and unwritten rules in an Amish district

rumspringa/rumschpringe: period of running around

schee: pretty

schtupp: family room

schweschder: sister

schweschders: sisters

sohn/suh: son

vatter: father

Was iss letz?: What’s wrong?

Wie bischt: How are you?

Wie geht’s: How do you do? or Good day!

wunderbaar: wonderful

ya: yes

yer: your

yerself: yourself

*The German dialect spoken by the Amish is not a written language and varies depending on the location and origin of the settlement. These spellings are approximations. Most Amish children learn English after they start school. They also learn high German, which is used in their Sunday services.
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KATIE SWARTZENTRUBER SMILED AS SEVERAL ENGLISCH women browsed the various pies, loaves of bread, and cinnamon rolls she baked this morning. She’d topped the oval table with a freshly pressed white cloth, then carefully arranged the baked goods for sale.

Even though pride was frowned upon, Katie swelled with satisfaction over her accomplishments. She’d worked alongside her mother at their bakery for as long as she could remember, but this was the first day she had prepared everything on her own.

Her mother had surgery three days ago, and they’d made arrangements in advance for someone to help Katie. The hysterectomy and her mother’s recovery went as planned. The procedure was necessary because of some tumors growing in her uterus. After returning to work yesterday, complications arose when she got a nasty infection at the incision site. It weakened her mother so much that the doctor insisted she stop working and rest to give herself time to heal, which he warned might not happen until after Christmas.

This meant Katie would be in charge of the shop—doing all the regular baking, taking orders, and filling them—during their busiest time of year. Help was hard to find during the holidays, especially on such short notice. Katie had to convince her parents not to close, because she could run the bakery on her own. The first day had gone off without a hitch so far, but it was only eleven. She’d started at four o’clock, an hour earlier than she and her mother usually arrived, and she’d managed to open at the regular time, eight o’clock. There had been a few customers, and when her stomach began to growl, she looked at the clock on the wall and sighed, knowing she would have to cancel her lunch plans.

In a family of eight, Katie was the only girl. Three of her brothers were still in school, and the two older ones tended the land and worked construction part-time. They would be no help in the kitchen at home or here at the bakery, so the task was Katie’s to fulfill.

“There are no better pies anywhere in the area,” one of the older women whispered to her friend. “The fried raisin pie is my favorite, but you can’t go wrong with apple or peach either. I usually get raisin for me and apple for Pete.”

The individually wrapped fried pies were the biggest sellers, and some of the locals came every Saturday just for them. Tourists frequented her family’s bakery, too, even though they were located in a remote area near Orleans. Word of mouth had spread, and folks often pointed visitors their way.

Katie opened the firebox a little to add warmth to the room since she didn’t have to worry about maintaining the oven temperature right now. She would see how the morning fared before she baked anything else. Hopefully the weather wouldn’t keep folks away. The snow was heavier than normal for this time of year, and even more had accumulated overnight. Thanksgiving was in three days, and business usually came with a big boom during this week. Sales would increase and remain strong through Christmas.

One of the ladies picked up a loaf of bread enclosed in plastic wrap, adding to the two fried pies she carried, then she joined her friend at another table against the far wall. They thumbed through crocheted pot holders, baby bibs, and other items for sale.

“Hon, did you make all of these?” The taller woman, whom Katie had seen before, lifted a green-and-white checked pot holder.

“Mei mamm and I made everything on the table.” She smiled at the customer, eager to see how much the women would buy.

Katie’s parents were skeptical that she could run the bakery by herself, but she’d assured them she could. An increase in sales would further prove that she was capable and could handle the workload.

As she waited for the women to make their selections, Henry Hershberger pulled up in his buggy. Through the window, she watched him tether his horse. His straw hat had been replaced with a black knitted cap, and he wore a big black coat. She could see his teeth chattering and wondered what brought him out in this weather. He may have a battery-operated heater in his buggy, but it was still too cold to be out. Even though Henry had practically grown up in the bakery, he seldom stopped in these days. He had a full-time job at the hardware store that also required him to work on the weekends sometimes. She was surprised he picked such a blustery day to visit.

Katie had known Henry since they were born. They had the same birthday and just turned twenty-one on August 17. Their families had always been close, and Katie helped Henry learn Englisch when they started school. He’d had a hard time transitioning from Pennsylvania Deitsch to Englisch, especially when they started learning to read and write.

Henry was shy too. Even as a child, Katie never understood why. He was the cutest boy in school, and she was happy to spend her free time with him—and not just because of his mesmerizing blue-gray eyes and nice smile. Henry was kind and generous, especially to Katie. He carried her books when they walked to school together, and he always traded lunches with her when her mother sent something she didn’t care for.

From the time they were children, Katie had thought their friendship would blossom into something more. She’d wanted him to ask her to a Sunday singing since they became teenagers, but he never had. Despite her attempts to flirt with him, Henry must not want to be anything more than friends, or so she was left to assume.

They were adults now, but Katie’s heart still skipped a beat every time she saw him. The cute boy had grown into a handsome man. He was taller than most men, and his massive shoulders filled the heavy coat he was wearing. He had dark hair, and his eyes changed colors with the seasons. This time of year, they would be a bluish gray. In the spring, when the sun was full, they would brighten to more of a Nordic blue.

Katie and Henry had dated other people within their district and remained friends. With each person Katie dated, she hoped it would quell the affection she felt for Henry. Then maybe it wouldn’t sting so much every time she heard he was seeing someone new.
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Henry brushed snow off himself under the awning outside the bakery. He’d made up his mind a couple weeks ago that he was going to ask Katie out on a date. Henry had dated on and off, and he’d even taken a woman to supper recently, but he continued to compare anyone he dated to Katie. He had to know, once and for all, if she harbored any feelings for him beyond friendship. Over the last two weeks, every time he headed to the bakery he lost his nerve and kept the horse going.

When they were kids, he and Katie did things together all the time, but when Katie grew into the prettiest teenager—and now woman—in their district, Henry had put some distance between them. She could have her pick of any eligible man in their community. Somewhere along the line, he’d become nervous and insecure around her. Today he was going to push past his fear and finally ask her out.

He took a deep breath, pulled off his black beanie, and walked into the bakery. Katie was accepting money from two older ladies, so Henry pulled off his gloves and began eyeing the items on the table. His mouth watered as he breathed in the aroma of freshly baked bread and pastries.

“What a nice surprise to see you, Henry,” Katie said after the two women left. Then she stepped from behind the counter and smiled that same smile that won him over years ago. As she walked toward him, he was pretty sure she batted her eyes at him. Or maybe he read too much into it. Either way, he felt the familiar nervousness building, and he was determined not to let it get the best of him.

Henry saw Katie every two weeks at worship service, but he stayed with the other men while the women prepared the meal. There wasn’t time to do more than greet each other in passing. Although, he’d been tempted more than once to pull her aside and invite her to go out with him.

“It’s nice to see you too.” He continued looking at the baked goods, buying some time as she walked to where he was standing. He’d planned out exactly what he wanted to say, but now that he was here, his mind was hazy.

“You can have whatever you like.” Katie nodded at the table of goodies.

He shook his head. “Nee, I’ll pay.” He wanted to tell her that she looked pretty, that her dark-green dresses brought out the color of her eyes. Instead, he reached into his coat pocket and found three dollars.

Katie brushed flour off her black apron. “You know if Mamm were here, she would never let you pay.”

Henry knew she was right. He went through this drill with Katie’s mother every time he visited the bakery over the years. Marie Swartzentruber always won the argument.

Katie smiled as she swiped at a loose strand of sandy-blonde hair that had fallen from her kapp. She was tall for a woman, which was another thing he liked about her. If Henry had to guess, he’d say she was close to six feet. He was six feet, five inches tall. Some of the women he’d dated didn’t even reach his shoulder, which wasn’t enough to rule out a relationship. It just hadn’t worked out. Katie’s height was a bonus in a perfect package that owned Henry’s heart. If she declined his offer to go out, he would have to do his best to open his heart to someone else.

He held the money out to her, the same way he always did with her mother. “Take it. Your folks are counting on you to keep things afloat. You can’t be giving away food.”

“I’m not giving it to anyone but you.” She stuffed her hands in her apron pockets, and Henry shrugged as he put the money back in his wallet.

“Ach, okay.” He grabbed a fried peach pie. He wanted raisin, but there was only one left and he knew how popular they were with the tourists.

“Is that all you want, one pie? It’s awfully cold outside to make a trip for one small pie.” She raised an eyebrow and grinned. Henry wasn’t sure if she was being friendly or flirting.

“It’s not just any pie. You and your mamm make the best pastries, so it’s worth the trip.” He pulled back the plastic wrap and took a bite, savoring the flavor, as a new customer walked inside. Henry wanted to kick himself. He’d had less than a minute alone with Katie, and he’d talked about food instead of asking her out.

“Welcome.” Katie waved an arm toward the two tables. “Thank you for coming. Everything was baked fresh this morning.”

“This place is hard to find.” The woman’s teeth chattered as she spoke. She wore high-heeled shoes instead of warm boots. Her tan jacket looked more like a fancy accessory than something to keep her warm. And she had no hat.

“I’m glad you found us.” Katie smiled as she folded her hands in front of her.

Frowning, the woman pointed a long red fingernail at the table with the breads and pastries. “Is that all you’ve got?”

“Ya, that’s all I have for right now, but I take orders too.”

The woman’s expression softened a little as she shook snow from her white hair. Or maybe it was blonde. It didn’t look like a natural color.

The lady narrowed her sculpted eyebrows into a frown. “Are you the only one working here?”

“Ya, I am. But I work long hours and can handle a large order. I can bake most anything you might need.”

As the woman dug around in her purse, Katie waited patiently.

“Okay. I have a list.” The woman slipped on a pair of red reading glasses as she studied the piece of paper. “I need two pecan pies, two apple, and a dozen fried pastries, a variety. And three loaves of bread—two sourdough and one white.” She pushed the glasses up on top of her head. “I need to pick it all up by five o’clock tomorrow.” The woman scratched her head, sending more snowflakes to the floor. “Is that where you bake them?” She pointed to the two wood ovens behind Katie. “Won’t they taste smoky?”

Henry was sure Katie had fielded this question before, but he cleared his throat and waited until the lady looked his way before he spoke. “These are the tastiest fried pies you’ll ever eat, better than the bakeries in town. I reckon part of the reason is because Katie uses wood ovens, not propane like other places. It’s a distinctive flavor, but not smoky at all.”

The woman turned back to Katie. “Don’t you need to write down my order?”

“Nee, I’ve got it.” Katie walked to the table, picked up the last raisin pie, and handed it to the lady. “Please, take this and try it.”

Henry hoped Katie wasn’t going to give away any more food, but the woman was placing a big order.

“No thanks. I don’t eat sweets. But the herd coming for Thanksgiving will expect pies.” The woman grimaced, then smiled a little for the first time. “I love them all, but they eat a lot.” Shivering, she rubbed her hands together. “This is my first trip to Indiana. My sister relocated here with her family recently and invited everyone for the holidays. I could never live here, though. It’s just too cold.”

“You get used to it,” Henry said. Southern Indiana enjoyed all four seasons. Even though Henry had never lived anywhere else, he loved that about his home state.

Katie set the pie back on the table and confirmed the order, promising to have everything ready on time. The lady was out the door again. They watched through the window as the woman stumbled to her car with her arms out to her side. It had to be difficult to keep her balance in the snow while wearing those high-heeled shoes.

“Can you really do all that by five tomorrow?” Henry rubbed his chin, thinking about all the other pastries she and her mother made daily.

She grinned. “Ya, I can have it ready by noon tomorrow, but just in case another big order comes in, I thought I better play it safe.”

With half a pie in his hand, Henry decided he wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. He had promised himself that today was the day. He set the pie on the table and begged his pulse to slow down. He reminded himself that all she could do was say no, and they’d still be friends.

As he opened his mouth, the door swung open again, bringing inside another burst of cold air. They both turned, and a man Henry didn’t recognize swaggered in. He was Amish, but not from their district. He was wearing black slacks, but they had pockets in the front, and his black running shoes had a checkmark on the side. Bishop Troyer only allowed black boots or standard black shoes that were selected by the elders. And they couldn’t have pockets.

“You ready?” he asked, never even looking at Henry.

Katie cringed. “Ach, I can’t go to dinner. I’m so sorry you made the trip. Mei cousin, Ella, was supposed to watch the bakery while we went to eat. She lives nearby, but she sent word this morning that her dochder is sick.”

The man was older than Henry. He didn’t know how much older, but the little bit of gray at his temples, along with a few lines feathering from the corners of his eyes, suggested he might be in his midthirties. His face was clean-shaven. Henry supposed the man was nice looking, although he wasn’t sure he was a very good judge. Why isn’t he already married?

The guy pulled a phone out of his pocket and held it out toward Katie. “I told you I’d get you one of these.”

Katie’s cheeks turned pink. “Ya, I know, and I appreciate your offer. But like I told you before, cell phones aren’t allowed in our district.”

Henry didn’t want to encourage whatever was going on right now, but he did want to endear himself to Katie. He could plan out what he wanted to say when she returned. Feeling invisible, he cleared his throat again. “I can watch the bakery while you go eat.”

Katie gave her head a quick shake. “Where are mei manners?” She introduced Henry to the man named David, then said, “I can’t let you do that, Henry. I’m sure you have things to do.”

Henry had the day off since he’d worked on Saturday. He wasn’t sure when he’d be off again, and he could lose his nerve between now and then. A part of him wanted to bolt, to go home and lick his wounds. But maybe he would find out more about David when Katie returned. Perhaps it wasn’t a romantic relationship. “I don’t mind. Consider the pie as payment.”

She smiled. “Danki. I’ll be back in thirty or forty-five minutes.”

Maybe she had some sort of business with this man. But as David put his hand on her back when they went out the door, Henry was pretty sure he’d just met his competition. Katie had dated guys in their district before, and it stung every time he found out she was being courted by someone new. None of them had given Henry too much concern since he didn’t think any of them were a good fit for her. This man wasn’t from their community. Henry should have known someone would come along—from another district—and steal her heart, eventually.

I waited too long.
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KATIE FINISHED HER BURGER AND FRIES IN RECORD TIME. Ella had filled in for Katie and her mother lots of times since she lived so close and didn’t have a job outside the home. But how would Henry handle an onslaught of customers?

“Don’t they feed you at home?” David grinned as he winked at her. Her date was incredibly handsome. She smiled at him, noticing the clear-cut lines of his profile and the way his coal black hair curled forward and backward, flattened on top where his hat had been.

“Ach, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m nervous about leaving Henry for too long.” Henry. Now she would think about him for days, then have to reaccept the fact that he wasn’t interested in her romantically. Then her emotions would eventually settle down until the next time he showed up, and another onslaught of feelings would bombard her again.

“Is he a relative?” David dipped a French fry in ketchup, took a bite, and waited for her to answer.

“Nee. He’s a friend. We’ve grown up together. Our families are close.” Katie tried to smile. She wasn’t being fair to David by harboring feelings for Henry. She’d been doing pretty good until he came to the bakery today.

David nodded before eating another fry. Katie wondered if there was anything about Henry that made David jealous, but he kept eating and didn’t mention Henry again. Katie didn’t either. She didn’t want David to be jealous. She was trying hard to give their relationship a chance to begin. This was the third time he’d picked her up for the noon meal, and she’d enjoyed herself each time.

David put his hat back on after he finished his burger and downed the rest of his root beer. Then he asked the waitress for the check. Katie had offered to split the bill after their first two lunch dates, but he’d declined the offers, so she didn’t say anything this time.

She thanked David for dinner on their way back to the bakery. She had enjoyed her first two lunches with him more than today. She wasn’t sure if it was solely because she’d left the bakery. Was just seeing Henry enough to distract her so much?

David lived near Shoals, and once a week he traveled to Orleans to pick up supplies for the roofing company he worked for. Katie recalled their first encounter, the day they’d met while waiting in line at the supermarket. They’d struck up a conversation about the weather that had led to a first date. She’d noticed the way his mouth curled up slightly on one side as he talked, almost like he was happy all the time. But it was a physical trait that hid the truth. She found out during their first dinner that David hadn’t been happy for a long time. His follow-up words had been, “Until now, since I met you.” She prayed he would be the one to shift her feelings away from Henry.

“Are you warm enough?” David reached for the heavy wool blanket he’d draped around her shoulders and tucked it closer to her neck.

“Ya, I am.” His dark eyes were masked in a serious expression in contrast to his half smile, which gave him a mysterious edge.

Light snow fell as they turned on the road to the bakery, and anticipation swirled in her stomach. She wished her anxiousness was based on whether or not David would ask her out again or how the bakery had fared during her absence. If she were truthful with herself, the swirling in her stomach was more about seeing Henry.

David slowed the horse after they’d turned, gently pulling back on the reins until the animal settled into a steady trot.

“I-I want to ask you something, but I’m not sure how you’ll feel about it.” David brought the horse to a stop at the bakery entrance, then twisted to face her. “Mei mamm has invited us to supper on Saturday. She takes the leftover turkey from Thanksgiving and makes it into a stew. It’s kind of a family tradition. I know we’ve only been to dinner three times, and if it feels too soon for something like that, I won’t hold it against you if you say no.” Grinning, he shrugged. “But I like you, and you have to eat.”

Katie knew it was a bigger deal than David was making it out to be. He’d told her that his only girlfriend died a month before they were going to be married. That was six years ago, and he hadn’t dated anyone since. Katie wanted to bring him the happiness he deserved after going through such a tragedy.

“I’d love to meet your family.” She folded her gloved fingers into his when he reached for her hand, then he leaned closer and kissed her on the cheek.

After discussing the plans for Saturday, Katie hurried beneath the awning, turned to wave, then rushed into the warmth of the bakery. Henry was sitting behind the counter with a clear view out the window and a scowl on his face.

Had something gone wrong while she’d been gone? Or was he unhappy to see David kiss her on the cheek?

As wrong as it was, Katie hoped for the latter.
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“How was dinner?” Henry forced a smile as he put his palms on the counter. His stomach churned, and it wasn’t because he was hungry.

“It was gut.” Katie came around the counter, took off her gloves, and stood next to him. “Danki for watching the place for me.” She put a hand on his, which caused him to tense beneath her touch. She must have mistaken his reaction as unease since she took her hand away abruptly. “I-I appreciate it so much.”

“Ya, you’re welcome.” He wanted to tell her that just the feel of her hand on his caused his pulse to pick up.

“Did everything go okay while I was gone? Any customers?”

“Ya, two ladies came in and bought some fried pies. One of them chose the last raisin pie. No problems, though.”

An awkward silence followed as Henry pondered whether he should question Katie about her relationship with David. Was it serious? How long had it been going on? Or were they just friends? A kiss on the cheek seemed pretty friendly to Henry.

He lifted himself from the stool and rubbed his chin, wondering why this man in Katie’s life was causing him such grief. Was it because he’d seen her being intimate with him? Knowledge of her other dates only played out as unpleasant scenes in his mind. Seeing her with this guy was different, more real, and felt like a significant threat. Henry had gone to great lengths to convince himself that now was the time to test the waters with Katie. That opportunity felt lost all of a sudden.

“Is something wrong?” Katie raised an eyebrow as she folded her arms across her chest and looked up at him. Her expression was a bit challenging, or maybe defensive.

He wanted to tell her that it upset him to see another man kiss her, even if it was just on the cheek. But he didn’t have a right to tell her anything. He was the one at fault and should have told her how he felt a long time ago. If she’d rejected him, he could have forced himself to let go of his feelings for her. If that was possible. “Nee, I’m fine.”

“I guess I better get back to work.” She nodded to the half-empty table of pastries. “I need to make more pies for today and also work on that woman’s order.” She picked up two pieces of wood, added them to the firebox, and stoked the flames with a poker she kept nearby.

Henry was being dismissed, and after putting his nerves through a meat grinder, he still hadn’t asked her out. Maybe it wasn’t too late to throw his name into the hat. He shifted his weight and opened his mouth to force the words out, but Katie was already gathering bowls, flour, and a rolling pin, placing each item on the large counter behind her.

“Guess I’ll see you around.” Henry pulled on his black beanie, covering his ears, as he looked out the window at a fresh round of snow falling. He shuffled toward the door, hauling his defeated ego like a sled behind him.

“You could wait until the snow slows down.”

He turned around and tried to decipher her intentions. His well-being? Or did she want to spend more time with him?

“I’ve got coffee.” She smiled at him over her shoulder as she poured flour into a big bowl.

“Ya, sure.” The snow was predicted to get worse, but something in Katie’s eyes gave him enough hope to want to stay a little longer. He sat on one of three bar stools in front of the glass counter and pulled off his hat.

Katie stopped kneading the dough and put the bowl on the other counter, then poured two cups of coffee.

“Danki.” He sipped the warm beverage and watched the snow falling in blankets now. He took a deep breath and decided that asking her out wasn’t off the agenda, but he wanted to know more about the guy she was dating before he decided for sure. “Have you been seeing David long?”

Her eyes met his right away. “Uh, nee. That was our third dinner.” She stared at him as if waiting for him to comment. When he didn’t, she refocused on the rising dough and dug her hands in. Maybe Henry wasn’t defeated yet.

“Saturday, it’s supposed to be warmer, and I’ve got to go shoe two horses at the Troyer place.” His heart thumped in his chest. “Maybe, if you’d like to ride along, we could get dinner afterward.”

There. He’d surprised himself and done it. Now it was Henry who was holding his breath as Katie looked across the counter at him and smiled. He knew a forced smile when he saw one, and he braced himself for the rejection he knew was coming.
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Katie couldn’t tell if Henry was asking her out on a date or just asking a friend to keep him company. She’d been waiting for years for him to ask her out, and she wanted to jump on the opportunity. Then she remembered David.

“I’m sorry.” She lowered her eyes and began kneading the bread, knowing she would have to toss this batch if she worked it anymore. “I’m meeting David’s family on Saturday.” She glanced up just in time to see Henry wince, and it warmed her heart to think he might be jealous, as awful as the thought was.

“I guess it must be serious.” He pulled out his wool cap and put it on again.

“Uh . . .” Katie’s emotions swirled and collided as she tried to figure out a way to cancel her date with David. It was an about-face, and she wasn’t proud that the idea had come into her mind. She refocused her thoughts on doing the right thing.

Katie owed it to David to see where things were going. She’d sensed it had been hard for him to take that big step—to ask her to meet his family. As she stared into Henry’s eyes, she just couldn’t tell what his intentions were. She remembered Henry’s scowl when she’d first returned from dinner. But maybe she’d read his expression wrong. She settled for the truth. “I think it’s too soon to tell if it’s serious. It’s only been three dates.”

Henry stood and pulled on a pair of black gloves. “Meeting the family sounds serious.”

Katie searched his face again, but he wasn’t giving away any hints about his feelings. Meeting the family did sound serious, even to her. Maybe she should have declined the invitation, but at the time, she really didn’t have a reason to. Just because Henry had shown up today didn’t mean she should let his presence dictate her decisions. He’d had a long time to ask her out, and he hadn’t. She was trying to move forward and give things a chance with her and David. “I don’t know,” she said softly as she avoided his eyes.

“I guess I’ll see you around. Have a nice Thanksgiving.” He rushed toward the door.

“You too,” she whispered, unsure if he’d even heard her.

She went to the table with the pies, chose a peach one, and pulled off the wrapper, then ate a large bite. After she’d soothed herself with sugar, she thought about God’s perfect timing. Henry’s timing certainly wasn’t perfect. His attempt to spend time with her couldn’t have come at a worse time. She might still think about him a lot and what might have been, but David was a nice man who cared enough about her to introduce her to his family.

Every time she resolved things in her mind, her heart bucked up against her, urging her to find out if there could be something more between her and Henry.

As she stared out the window, she reached for another fried pie.
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KATIE WAS STEPPING OUT WITH SOMEONE FROM ANOTHER district. Maybe Henry needed to broaden his search as well and quit pining about what might have been. Or did he owe it to himself to give it another try with Katie? Maybe wait and see what happened with her and David?

Thanksgiving had come and gone. Henry was glad to be off today since he’d worked last Saturday. Except, now he had idle time to torture himself even more with thoughts of Katie and David together. This was the slow time of year, following the harvest, and as he lounged on the couch, he wished he had something to keep him busy. He’d gone to shoe the two horses at the Troyers’ place early this morning, but that hadn’t taken long.

Lena walked into the living room carrying a box filled with Christmas decorations. His family always ran a strand of garland across the fireplace mantel during the Christmas season, and his mother had three small angels that would adorn the space as well. They never had a tree like the Englisch, but presents would begin to pop up here and there, wrapped and stacked in various places in the house. Henry hoped the festive decorations might lift his mood.

His sister sat beside him on the couch. She was only a year younger than Henry. At twenty, Lena still didn’t have any prospects for marriage, at least none she was considering. She had been courted by nearly every available man in the district and turned down two marriage proposals.

“How is Katie doing, running the bakery by herself? I wish I could have helped while her mudder recuperates. But I’d already committed to volunteer at the women’s shelter.” She paused, cutting her eyes at Henry. “I’m guessing you didn’t ask her out earlier in the week, or I would have heard about it.” Lena and Henry confided in each other since they were the closest in age. Henry’s four brothers were younger and all still in school.

He relaxed his shoulders and flicked at the straps of his suspenders until they dropped to his sides. “She’s busy at the bakery, but she seems to be handling it. And ya, I did ask her out. It was an informal invitation, but she declined. She’s seeing someone, a man from another district. She already had plans with him.”

His sister clicked her tongue as she pointed a finger at him. “I’m sorry, but you should have asked her out long before now.”

Henry didn’t need another reminder, so he just stayed quiet.

“But . . .” His sister grinned. “I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

“Nee.” Henry groaned as he shook his head. “I’m not interested in being fixed up.” He kicked his socked feet up on the coffee table as he laid his head back and closed his eyes.

Lena nudged him with her shoulder. “Well, you’re going to meet her anyway because she’s coming for dinner today.”

Henry opened his eyes and glared at his sister. “I won’t be here. I already ate.”

Lena pressed her lips together and shot him a thin-lipped smile. “I suggest you go change clothes. She’ll be here in a few minutes. It’s interesting that Katie is seeing someone from another district, because our dinner guest isn’t from around here either. She is a cousin of Mattie Glick. Her name is Clara Zook, and I think you will like her.”

Henry glanced down at his white undershirt, then frowned at his sister. “There’s nothing worse than a blind date.” He grunted. “And what if Katie had accepted my invitation? Your match-making plan wouldn’t have worked.”

Lena’s shoulders slumped as she bit her lip for a few seconds. “True, but I was willing to chance it based on your history with Katie. You should make yourself available and look forward to meeting someone new.”

“I’m not sure you’re the one who should be counseling me about relationships.” He nudged her with his shoulder. “No offense. But you’ve gone out with just about everyone in our district, and you’re still single.”

“I’m the perfect person to talk to you about this. I’m waiting for the right person. He’s out there, and I don’t plan to settle.” She tucked a leg underneath herself and twisted to face him. “And you shouldn’t either. What if you’ve thought Katie was the one for you all this time, but it hasn’t come to pass, because she’s not the right person for you?” She touched his arm. “Please. I’ve never meddled in your love life or tried to set you up before because I wouldn’t want you doing that to me. But I feel strongly that you might hit it off with Clara. And she is anxious to meet you. It will be embarrassing for me if you disappear and don’t join us.”

Henry grunted again, then slowly rose to his feet.

“Keep an open mind. Clara is a beautiful woman,” Lena said as he shuffled across the living room toward the stairs.

He’d do this for his sister, but his thoughts would be on Katie. And David. The latter causing his stomach to churn. He wondered how it was going.
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Katie sat across from David in his parents’ dining room. It was odd to have only four people at a family meal. Katie was used to her family of eight eating together, but David was an only child. He lived in the daadi haus, the smaller house on the back of the property usually reserved for grandparents. If he married, he would likely take over this main house, and his parents would move to his place.

Katie glanced toward the kitchen, which resembled an Englisch kitchen. There was a full-sized refrigerator, a shiny white gas range on top of the oven, marble countertops, shiny wood floors, and decorative curtains adorning the windows. David told her the refrigerator and oven were powered with propane. Katie thought about the ice blocks they collected from their neighbor to keep food cold. She and her mother cooked in a wood oven at home, just like at the bakery. She wished she could open every cabinet and drawer to see what other fancy gadgets David’s mother might have. Outside, she’d noticed solar panels that David said his father used for his power tools in the barn.

What if her relationship with David progressed? Would she be expected to embrace the modern technology that so many other Amish communities had succumbed to? She’d been raised to live as simply as possible.

After David’s mother placed a loaf of bread on the table, she took her seat across from her husband, and they lowered their heads to say the blessing.

“It’s so lovely to have you in our home, Katie.” David’s mother smiled. “We’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Danki for having me.” Katie wondered what David had told them about her. After three dinners, he knew she and her mother worked at a bakery, and it seemed obvious that he was attracted to her. But there was still so much they didn’t know about each other.

Had he told his parents that her Old Order district was much more conservative than his? They probably assumed, since Katie’s last name was Swartzentruber and she lived in Orleans. Old Order Amish groups as conservative as Katie’s were often referred to as Swartzentruber Amish, even if a person didn’t share the last name.

“Katie’s running her family’s bakery while her mother recovers from surgery.” David reached for a slice of roast beef that had been making Katie’s mouth water since she sat down.

“I’m sure this is a busy time of year for you,” Caroline said, smiling.

“Ya, it is. Mei cousin, Ella, is watching the bakery so I could be here today.” Katie hoped Ella wasn’t having any problems. Katie had been able to keep up with the orders throughout the previous week, but she worried what she might walk into when she returned later. Ella had her six-year-old daughter with her, which would slow down production. Especially Ella’s daughter, who was precious as she could be, but a bit hyper. Even so, Katie was grateful her cousin could help for a while.

“And how is your mudder doing?” Caroline took a small bite of peas before she raised an eyebrow.

“Gut. She is getting better each day.” Katie thanked God for that often.

The remainder of the meal was filled with small talk about everything from the weather to what kind of crops they would plant in the spring. In addition to David’s roofing job, his family farmed hay. Katie explained that her family grew only corn, while she and her mother kept a large vegetable garden.

David’s father gave a courtesy nod of agreement from time to time but was mostly quiet. David didn’t contribute much to the conversation either. Caroline kept the continuous line of questioning rolling forward with barely a pause.

“I’ve heard Bishop Lehman is very strict.” Caroline glanced at her husband, but Enos didn’t look up at her. He was busy cutting into a slice of roast beef.

“Ya, I suppose he is stricter than most.” Katie liked Bishop Lehman. He might be strict, but he was fair. Then it occurred to her that, despite Caroline’s politeness, she might not be in favor of her son choosing to date Katie. It was uncommon for the Amish to intermarry with someone from a more liberal district, due to the differences in their beliefs and lifestyles. Not that marriage had been mentioned in the short time she’d known David. But she was aware of at least one couple from vastly different districts who had married.

“I just can’t imagine using a wood oven to cook.” Caroline smiled as she tipped her head slightly to the side. “I’m surprised he hasn’t bent that rule to allow some of the technology upgrades that other districts have embraced.”

Katie dabbed at her mouth with her napkin as she tried to buy herself some time. Her parents had stressed the need to stay detached from the outside world. They’d also explained that with every new piece of technology that was introduced and allowed, eventually they’d be no different from the Englisch. Katie thought it would be rude to tell that to Caroline. Her heart raced as she struggled to come up with a response.

“Mamm, quit interrogating Katie.” David grinned at Katie as he spoke. Then shot his mother a smile as well.

Caroline chuckled. “Katie, mei sohn doesn’t mince words, does he? I hope I haven’t made you uncomfortable. I’m just curious about how other communities live, especially since we don’t live very far from you.”

Katie had been uncomfortable from the moment she walked into the Hostetlers’ fancy house. The dinner conversation had only increased the feeling.

“Nee, not at all.” She said a quick prayer and asked God to forgive the white lie. Meeting the parents under normal circumstances, following a much longer courtship, induced enough nervousness on its own. This meeting seemed too soon, and the family home was so different from what Katie was used to. Caroline’s questions weren’t helping.

After everyone finished the main meal, Caroline served peach cobbler with homemade vanilla ice cream. Katie savored every bite. She never had ice cream at home because it was too hard to keep frozen in the icebox.

“Mamm, danki for the great meal, but I should probably get Katie back to the bakery.” David wiped his mouth with his napkin and stood.

Katie did the same. “Ya, Caroline, it was a wonderful meal, and it was very nice to meet you both.”

David’s parents stood as well and walked them to the door.

“We hope to see more of you,” Enos said.

Katie nodded, thanked them again, and went with David to the buggy. She was grateful it wasn’t snowing and the afternoon sun was warming things up.

“Your parents are nice.” Katie pulled the blanket around herself when they turned onto the main highway and picked up the pace.

David glanced her way, grinning. “Ya, they’re all right.” He paused. “Do you have time to make a quick detour? I want to show you something.”

Katie really didn’t want to make Ella stay at the bakery any longer than necessary, but she supposed being a little late might be okay. “I-I can’t leave Ella for too long.”

“It’s only about five or ten minutes out of the way.”

“Where are we going?” She hoped it wasn’t somewhere they would be alone. As it was, he was a little too affectionate for Katie’s taste so early into their relationship.

He flicked the reins and picked up speed. “I just want to show you something.”

“Show me what?” She playfully nudged his shoulder.

He glanced her way again, smiling broadly now. “You’ll see.”

As she pondered where David was taking her, she also wondered how Henry was spending his Saturday. Did he shoe the horses at the Troyer place? Did he dine alone? She wished she had gone with him.
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HENRY’S BROTHERS WERE ALL OUTSIDE. LENA HAD FED them early, and their parents were gone to an auction in Shoals. It was just going to be Lena, Clara, and Henry for dinner—an awkward meal that was an obvious setup. Henry wished he hadn’t agreed to this. He’d thought maybe it would stop him from thinking about Katie and David, but so far, the vision of them together continued to race through his mind.

When Clara arrived and was ushered into the den by Lena, Henry burst out laughing. Then Clara chuckled too.

“What’s so funny?” Lena raised both eyebrows, looking surprised as she glanced back and forth between her brother and her new friend.

Henry extended his hand to her, and when she accepted his gesture, he put his other hand on top of hers. “Wie bischt. It’s gut to see you.” He finally dropped both arms to his sides and grinned. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

Lena cleared her throat. “Ach, what’s happening here? You two know each other?” His sister gave her head a quick shake. “How?”

“Well, not really.” Clara laughed again, keeping her eyes on Henry. “But I never forgot about the time I, uh, bumped into you.”

Henry turned to Lena. “It’s been a couple years, but Clara and I ran into each other at Dinky’s Auction.” He laughed again, and so did Clara.

“We literally slammed into each other so hard that we both fell down.” Clara looked back and forth between Henry and Lena. “I was running through the crowd back to the table because I had forgotten my auction paddle, and I wanted to bid on some old books that were coming up.” She paused and took a breath. “I got my paddle and took off running back to where my friends were.” She turned to Henry, smiling. “This man, who I now know to be Henry, came around the corner carrying two trays filled with lots of hot dogs topped with chili, along with chips, drinks, and I don’t know what else. But the timing couldn’t have been worse. I knocked everything out of his hands.”

Lena put her hands on her hips and laughed. “Well, I can see you must have had fun during your little mishap.”

Clara held up a finger. “Ach, but here’s what made it so memorable.” She cut her eyes at Henry, grinning. “We were both covered in chili, and in all the commotion, when we got up, I threw my hands in the air.” She mimicked the memory with her arms. “When my hands went up, so did my paddle.” Laughing again, she finally caught her breath. “Those auctioneers are very unforgiving. If your hand is the last to go up, you own whatever it is you bid on.”

Henry couldn’t stop laughing.

Still giggling, Clara added, “And I became the proud owner of a portable generator for three hundred and fifty dollars.”

Lena gasped. “Oh, nee. What did you do?”

“I had to call mei daed. Mei friends and I couldn’t come up with that much money.” She turned to Henry. “After I got cleaned up and paid for my new generator”—she paused, blushing—“I looked for you.”

Henry couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was so animated when she talked, and he’d always wondered what happened to her. He’d looked for her for over an hour. “I tried to find you too. But there are always hundreds of people at Dinky’s.”

“I didn’t even know your name.” Clara put a hand to her chest, smiling sweetly. “And now I do.”

Lena let out an exaggerated sigh. “Goodness! What a story. And everything happens according to Gott’s plan.” She folded her hands in front of her. “And here you both are.”

Here we both are. Henry couldn’t wipe the smile off his face even if he wanted to. He’d thought she was pretty when they knocked each other off their feet, even covered in chili. But he didn’t recall her being this lovely. Her big, brown doe eyes grew even larger as she’d enthusiastically told the story, and her smile was flawless.

“Well, let’s eat.” Lena motioned for Clara to follow her into the kitchen, and Henry walked behind. When Clara looked over her shoulder and smiled at him again, Henry was sure this meal was going to go much better than he could have ever hoped.
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Katie wasn’t sure why David wanted to take her to the bakery on Main Street, but he said she needed to see something. She’d been here plenty of times before, even though her last visit was a couple years ago.

“Why are we here?” She stared through the large window and saw two Amish girls sitting behind a counter. One had her head buried in a cell phone, and the other flipped through a magazine.

David tethered the horse and met her at the entrance. “Just look around and see how they do things.”

Katie didn’t appreciate what she thought he was implying and stifled a frown. Was David saying her way of doing things wasn’t the correct way? He opened the door for her, and she walked into the bakery as the girls stowed the phone and magazine behind the counter.

“Wie bischt.” The older one, maybe about Katie’s age, stood. The other girl didn’t look like she could have been out of school for long. “Do you need something special?”

“Nee,” David said as he approached the counter. It was filled with four times as many baked goods as Katie had at her bakery. “We just came to browse, if that’s okay.”

Katie was sure the woman wouldn’t deny David a look around. His charming smile and charisma would see to that. Her hair prickled on the back of her neck when the woman batted her eyes at him. She got over the jealousy quickly when David brushed off the gesture by turning to Katie and smiling before he whispered in her ear.

“You look beautiful today, in case I didn’t tell you earlier.”

A flush worked its way up her neck until she was sure her cheeks were a rosy shade of red. She was glad he didn’t kiss her, even on the cheek, out in public. “Danki,” she whispered.

They looked around just enough not to appear impolite, then made their way to the door. After they were back on the road, David turned to her.

“Did you see how those girls were just sitting around?” He pulled the horse to a stop, waiting for a car to pass. “I had to bid a job to repair their leaky roof last year, and I had access to the entire place. I’ve been in the back where they do all the cooking. They have two huge propane ovens. They’re probably putting out four times as many pastries and pies as you are, and in half the time.”

Katie stiffened beneath the blanket and took in a cool breath.

“I always see you rushing around. If you had a propane oven, even just one, it would speed up production for you. Especially now, while you’re running the bakery by yourself.”

Katie was no stranger to this subject. She’d asked her parents repeatedly if they should purchase a gas oven. Her mother always said they didn’t need it, so Katie hadn’t badgered them about it, suspecting it might be unaffordable. They weren’t forbidden to use propane, but it was frowned upon, and most folks in Katie’s area adhered to the unspoken rule and considered it part of the Ordnung.

For a few brief moments, she allowed herself to fantasize about what it would be like to put two or more pies in an oven that didn’t require her to maintain the temperature constantly. How nice it would be to turn a dial and set a timer. Katie was pretty good at pulling out a perfect pie or sheet of pastries. But she’d had her fair share of burnt pies too.

“I-I don’t think mei parents would allow a propane oven.” Katie tucked the blanket tighter around her neck. “I’ve asked them about it before.”

“I only bring it up because I hate to see you rushing around and working so hard.”

“I don’t mind,” she quickly said. “Hard work is good for the soul.” She remembered what Henry said about the wood ovens affecting the taste of the pies in a good way. “I-I think our pies might taste better because of the wood ovens.”

David waved a dismissive hand toward her. “I don’t think anyone would notice the difference. When I told mei parents you were using wood ovens in the bakery, mei mamm insisted I offer you our old one that’s in the basement. It has double baking compartments.” David chuckled. “Mamm loves to bake, and when she and Daed purchased that one years ago, she got it because it could accommodate a lot of food cooking at once—thinking they would have a large family. Since that wasn’t in Gott’s plan, she downsized and bought a propane convection oven recently. The one in the basement is older, of course, but it would be a step up from what you’re using now.”

“Nee, nee. I couldn’t do that.” Katie felt herself blushing as she spoke.

“If it’s about money, Mamm said you could have it. It’s not doing anyone any gut in the basement.”

Katie faced forward, wondering if her face was red again. It seemed David had a way of embarrassing her.

“Nee, it’s not about money.” She didn’t want David to think finances were driving their decisions. “It’s just that this is the way we’ve always done things, and I don’t want to change anything while mei mamm is recovering.”

David shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Katie slowly turned her head to face him. “Are you mad?”

“Nee, nee.” He put his hand on her knee, which caused her to jump a little, but he didn’t move it. “I’m not mad at all.” Grinning, he squeezed above her knee a little until she giggled and pushed him away. “I was just trying to make things easier on you.”

He spoke with such tenderness that Katie was tempted to accept the offer. But it felt wrong, and she was sure her parents would disapprove.

When David pulled in at the bakery, he said he needed to come in to use the bathroom before he headed back to work.

They walked into the bakery, and Ella was nowhere to be found. Neither was her daughter, Susan. David excused himself to the bathroom, and Katie followed him, breaking off to the left when he went to the right down a short hallway to the bathroom. Katie wound around past the wringer washing machine, a worktable, and the sink. Finally, she saw Ella and Susan sitting on the floor. Ella’s daughter was whimpering softly, and Ella was putting a bandage on her knee.

“Ach, she was running around back here when I told her not to, and she fell and skinned her knee.” Ella put the last piece of tape across the white bandage and helped the little girl up.

“I’m sorry you fell, sweetheart.” Katie leaned down and cupped Susan’s cheek in her hand. “Is it anything a cupcake won’t fix? Would you like one?”

Sniffling, Susan nodded, and they headed back toward the front of the bakery just as David emerged from the bathroom.

“Um . . .” He raised his eyebrows, then whispered to Katie, “That’s another thing you might consider upgrading.”

Katie didn’t have to wonder whether she was blushing again. She knew she was. “I know.” Her father insisted the bathroom was fine, even though Katie and her mother both felt like something needed to be done about it. It was basically a bench with two roughly cut holes. Most of the Englisch were appalled when they saw it, even though Katie was always waiting for any patrons outside the door near the sink. She pumped water for them to wash their hands and had a warm towel ready. In the end, Katie and her mother quit pushing her father to upgrade to something more comfortable. Their bathroom had become as touristy as the rest of the bakery. More than once, Katie had heard an Englisch person whisper, “And you have to go see the bathroom. You won’t believe it.”

David told them all goodbye, and Katie walked him to the door. “I’d say I’ll call you soon, but . . .” He grinned.

“I know. I don’t have a phone.” Katie was tiring of David’s reminders that she was living in the stone ages, as he’d once put it. He was kind, generous, and very handsome, so she tried to overlook some of his comments.

“But you’re worth it,” he whispered before he winked at her and left. She turned around to find Ella watching David leave, a dreamy-eyed look on her face.

“Forgive me for staring at your man, but he is easy on the eyes.” Grinning, she lifted her eyes upward. “And forgive me, Gott. I’m a married woman.”

Katie wasn’t sure she knew a happier couple than Ella and Ben, so not an ounce of jealousy flared up when Ella gaped at David—unlike at the other bakery earlier when Katie’s feathers had been ruffled.

“How was it while I was gone? Sorry I’m a little late.” Katie glanced at the order pad and then at the dozen or so loose sheets next to it. She scooped them up and quickly began flipping through them. “What . . .” Her heart pounded.

“Ya, it was busy while you were gone.” She nodded to the table with the fresh pastries. “A few sales, but mostly orders.”

“This woman wants a dozen pies by Monday.” Katie could have done that without a problem, but there were more orders. “Here’s one for three dozen raisin fried pies, an apple pie, a pecan pie, and four loaves of bread.” She swallowed hard. “By Monday.” Her eyes widened as she looked up at Ella. “It’s after Thanksgiving. Usually there is a lull before the Christmas orders pour in.” She thought about all the hours she’d put in prior to Thanksgiving.

“Ach, mei freind, I’d come help you, but I have mei in-laws coming in next week for an early Christmas since they will be at Ben’s sister’s house the week of Christmas. I’ve got a lot of cooking to do in preparation for their arrival.”

As Katie’s heart continued to thud, she worried about disappointing her parents. She looked at Ella, then at the orders, then at David getting ready to leave.

“Be right back.” She fled the bakery and ran to David’s buggy, her arms shivering since she didn’t even stop to get her coat.

“You’re freezing.” David rubbed her arms, then started to take off his coat.

“Nee, nee. Keep it on. I’m going back in, but I wanted to tell you that I’d love to have your mudder’s old propane oven. I just don’t know how I’ll get it here.”

David smiled, then kissed her on the cheek. “I will make sure you get it.”

She gazed into his eyes, trying to feel more than she did. He was a gut man. And no one would argue that he wasn’t handsome. Maybe she hadn’t spent enough time with him to really know how she felt. Perhaps her feelings would grow when they knew each other better.

Or had Henry unknowingly disrupted the natural progression of their relationship when he’d asked her out?

As David leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips, she forced herself to envision their relationship escalating. Still, she didn’t think such things were meant to be forced.
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LENA INSISTED ON CLEANING THE KITCHEN AFTER SHE told Clara goodbye, leaving Henry to walk their guest to the door and help her into her coat.

“I had a nice time today. Your schweschder is a wonderful cook.” Clara’s brown eyes met his. “And it was fun spending time with you and reliving our adventure from a couple years ago.”

Henry nodded. “I enjoyed myself too.” His thoughts had drifted to Katie and David on and off, but Clara distracted him in a wonderful way. He liked how bubbly she was when she talked, and she smiled a lot. He wanted to ask her out, but he knew she would be his second choice, and that felt wrong. Then David’s face came crashing to the forefront of his mind, reminding him that Katie was taken. Maybe he owed it to himself to expand his horizons. Maybe there was an opportunity for more than friendship with Clara.

“Would you like to have lunch next Saturday?” He held his breath, realizing again how long it had been since he’d had a real date.

“Ya, I’d like that.” She pulled on thick black gloves, still smiling.

“What about the Railroad Café in Mitchell?” It wasn’t anything fancy, but the food was good, and it wasn’t far from where Clara lived. They would spend less time in the buggy and cold.

“That sounds gut.”

After setting a time for the following Saturday, Henry walked Clara to her buggy and helped her in, thankful the snow had stopped for now.

When he walked back into the house, Lena was standing in the middle of the living room with her arms folded across her chest, grinning. “Ha. I did gut, ya?”

Henry looped his thumbs beneath his suspenders and chuckled. “Ya, I guess you did.” He rolled his eyes. “But no more blind dates without asking me.”

Lena dropped her arms to her sides, her eyes twinkling, as she bounced up on her toes. “Maybe you won’t need any more blind dates. Maybe Clara is the one.”

Henry wouldn’t have thought it a possibility until the last couple of hours, but he was willing to get to know Clara better since Katie was involved with someone else. “Maybe.”

Lena clapped her hands before she spun around and went back to the kitchen.

It had been a gut dinner, but now that Clara was gone, Henry’s thoughts returned to Katie. He hoped it wouldn’t always be this way. Maybe spending time with Clara was just what he needed.

[image: image]

Katie closed the bakery at three o’clock, as she always did on Saturdays, so she could go home and prepare supper. Even though tomorrow was a day of rest, she would have to come back to the bakery. Otherwise, there was no way she’d get all the orders completed by Monday. She wished she’d have that fancy propane oven on Monday instead of having to wait until the following Saturday. David said that was the soonest he could get it to her.

Her teeth chattered on the short ride home, despite being bundled up in a heavy blanket and using the small heater on the seat next to her. As thoughts of David and Henry battled for room in her mind, she tried to tune it all out and focus on what she had to do when she arrived at home—heat the supper she’d prepared late last night, sew buttons on two of the boys’ shirts, and try to get to bed as early as possible.

It was only a half hour later when she put the large pot of chicken and dumplings on the table alongside two loaves of bread. After she set out the chow-chow, jams, and jellies, she joined her father and five brothers, never wishing she had a sister more than today.

After they bowed their heads in prayer, Katie’s brothers dug in. Emanuel and Jonas were still in their work clothes, which consisted of overalls covered in paint, and she smelled the stench of hard work on them even from the other end of the table. Her mother never would have allowed them to gather for a meal looking and smelling that way, but Katie was too tired to enforce a rule her father had obviously chosen to overlook.

Katie’s youngest brother, Reuben, wasn’t a very good eater, and he was tiny for ten. She knew to keep a close eye on him and encourage him to eat enough. Mahlon and Vernon, twelve and fourteen, could eat almost as much as their older brothers, although Emanuel and Jonas ate faster and were usually the first ones to leave.

When the commotion of supper was over, Katie carried a plate of food up to her mother.

“Mei maedel, you look exhausted.” Her mother positioned the tray on her lap, then looked up at Katie and frowned. “I hate being laid up like this. Maybe in another week or so I’ll be able to get back to the bakery.”

Katie caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror earlier. She had dark circles below her eyes, and several strands of hair had slipped out of her prayer covering.

“Nee, remember what the doctor said about staying in bed until Christmas?” Katie picked up the tray from her mother’s lap and set it on the nightstand while she helped her sit up a little more.

“Ach, that’s too long.” Her mother flinched as she tried to lift herself up even more. Once she was settled, Katie placed the tray back on her lap, then sank onto the chair by the bed.

“Nee, it’s not too long. You don’t want to have another setback.” Katie waited as her mother prayed silently, then she said, “The dumplings aren’t as gut as yours, but the boys didn’t seem to notice.”

“I’m so proud of you.” Her mother smiled. “You’ve taken over the duties here at home, and you’re running the bakery by yourself. You’ll make a wonderful fraa someday.”

Katie tucked her chin, feeling undeserving of the compliment. She was tempted to tell her mother about the propane oven that would arrive Saturday, but she decided to wait until the new appliance was already in place before she said anything. It would make it more difficult to return it if it was settled and in use.

“A lot of orders came in today. More than normal after Thanksgiving.” Katie searched her mother’s eyes for advice, but her mother was focused on her meal. Katie was glad to see her eating more than she had been lately.

“Can your cousin help you?” Her mother reached for a glass of water on the nightstand.

“Nee. I mean, I know Ella would if she could, but she has her hands full running her own household. Susan is a bit hyper, and they have Ben’s parents coming for a visit.”

“Ya, I remember that now.” Her mother took a bite of the chicken and dumplings, and Katie waited, wondering again if she should tell her about the new oven.

“I can send your younger bruders to help you when they get out of school for the Christmas holidays.” Her mother lifted an eyebrow.

“Nee. Absolutely not. Mahlon and Vernon fight when you and Daed aren’t around, and Reuben would be bored silly and make me ab im kopp.”

Her mother nodded. “True. I often catch them arguing with each other. It’s the age. Twelve- and fourteen-year-olds don’t believe themselves to be kinner anymore, but they aren’t grown yet either.” Pausing, she stared at Katie with sad eyes. “I don’t like to see you so tired, but the Lord will surely reward your efforts. Just remember, don’t try to rush the process by baking things too quickly. You’ll end up with overcooked pastries and pies that aren’t done in the middle.” She took another sip of water. “Cutting corners won’t produce the quality products we’re known for.”

Katie hoped she wasn’t choosing quantity over quality, but there was no way to know until she tried the propane oven.

Even though it wasn’t their way to discuss dating and relationships until things were serious, Katie was tempted to talk to her mother about David. Then she saw her mother flinch in pain, and decided not to. Mamm had enough on her mind—worrying about her household being run the way she liked and worrying that Katie would be able to keep the bakery going without losing business.

Katie thought again about the propane oven. She couldn’t wait to see it. I won’t disappoint you, Mamm.
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Henry stopped by the bakery on Wednesday afternoon while his boss had him out running errands. He wanted to casually slip in the fact that he had a date on Saturday to see if Katie would have any kind of reaction to the news. Not that he wanted to use Clara to make Katie jealous. He really liked Clara.

When he got a look at Katie, he changed his mind. Walking toward the counter, he picked up the pace until he was on the other side of the glass enclosure. “Are you okay?”

Katie’s kapp was lopsided, she had dark circles underneath her eyes, and there was something red all over the front of her blue dress. For a moment he wondered if it was blood, but after studying it for a second, he thought about Clara and if it might be chili. Although, he didn’t think he’d ever seen Katie or her mother making chili in the bakery.

“What is that?” Henry pointed to the red splotches.

Katie rubbed a sleeve across her sweaty forehead, even though it was below freezing outside and not as warm as usual inside. “I caught my apron in the wringer earlier when I was washing towels, and when I tried to get it out, it ripped.” She eyed her dress. “Then I spilled all the red food coloring I had left.” Her voice cracked before she cleared her throat. “And I have an order for two red velvet cakes. I’m going to make two chocolate cakes and hope the woman will accept them for free.”

Henry took off his hat and scratched his head, trying to figure out a way to take off the rest of the day so he could stay and help Katie. But even the hardware store was busy, and one of his errands was to pick up some Christmas tree stands from the warehouse in town. They’d already sold out.

Katie’s bottom lip trembled, and Henry wanted to pull her into his arms, but he was afraid he’d never let her go. “Maybe you should try to hire someone to help you get through the holidays. It’s clearly a two-person job, and you look worn-out.”

Katie raised a hand to her chest and lifted her chin. “I can handle it. I’m just having a bad day.” She rubbed her temples with both hands as she took a deep breath, then lowered her arms and blew it out. “I just have to make it until Saturday.”

Henry narrowed his eyes. “What happens then?” Besides another date with David probably. Clara or no Clara, Henry’s stomach lurched when he thought about the possibility.

“David is bringing me a propane oven that his family doesn’t use anymore. I’ll be able to bake more than just two pies at a time, and I think he said it has six burners, so I can add some other items to our menu too.” She placed her hands on top of the counter and leaned forward. “I’ve been getting up at three o’clock in the morning so I’d be able to get all the orders filled.”

Henry rubbed his chin. “What does your mamm think about bringing in a propane oven?”

Katie avoided his eyes as she began fumbling through a stack of orders on the counter. “I haven’t told her yet.”

“Doesn’t your boyfriend know we don’t use propane?” Henry folded his arms across his chest. He couldn’t even bring himself to say the guy’s name.

“We don’t use it, but it’s not forbidden.” She finally looked up at him, her lip trembling. “I can’t do this by myself, and I can’t afford to hire anyone.” She went back to shuffling through the orders.

Henry realized she had let the boyfriend comment slide. He waited, hoping she would correct him and say David wasn’t her boyfriend.

When she didn’t, Henry told her bye and left.
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KATIE SAT ON THE STOOL BEHIND THE COUNTER, TEMPTED to throw all the order slips in the air, then fill the ones that landed right side up. She didn’t know how she was going to have everything ready for customers, and she didn’t want to disappoint them. She didn’t even have a phone to let anyone know their orders wouldn’t be ready on time.

As tears threatened to spill, she watched Henry untether his horse, then climb in the buggy and drive off. He never said why he stopped by, although Katie hadn’t really given him an opportunity to say much. She’d avoided his comment about David being her boyfriend. After replaying the question over in her mind a few times, she still wasn’t sure. It seemed as if David had slipped into the role of boyfriend without her knowing. He’d even gone from kissing her on the cheek to kissing her on the lips. Katie had been kissed before, but it usually didn’t happen after three dates.

Fretting and worrying weren’t going to get pies in the oven, so she added another log to the firebox and began rolling dough. She reminded herself that Henry had plenty of opportunities over the years to ask her out, and he hadn’t until recently. At least David was making an effort to help her during this difficult time. Could she fault Henry for not offering assistance? He had a job, and he’d already watched the bakery once so Katie could go to lunch with David.

She set the rolling pin aside, then reached into the cabinet and pulled out a whoopie pie. After staring at it a minute, she eventually placed the wrapped dessert back in the cabinet. Gorging on sugar wasn’t going to solve her problems.

I just have to make it until Saturday.
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By the time Saturday rolled around, Henry was happy to have the day off and ready to see Clara again.

Lena walked into the living room just as Henry put on his hat and was about to leave. She stopped and sniffed the air. “Are you wearing cologne?”

He almost denied it, but he didn’t want to lie. “Ya. But keep it to yourself.”

Lena giggled. “You must really like Clara to be breaking a rule.” She peered over her shoulder toward the kitchen where someone was clanging pots and pans. “You better hurry before Mamm gets a whiff of you. Even though you’re still in your rumschpringe, you know she wouldn’t like it.”

Henry tapped his hat into place, told his sister bye, and headed out the door. Even though he anticipated seeing Clara, he was equally eager to see Katie. He hoped she’d been able to find some help or get more rest. Or both. His mother had asked him to stop by the bakery since he would be out and about.

A short ride later, he picked up Clara and took her to the Railroad Café. They were about halfway through the meal when Clara picked up on the fact that Henry was present in body, but his mind kept drifting to other places.

“Are you okay?” She leaned her head to one side and pressed her lips together. “You seem distracted.”

Henry looked down at his half-eaten plate of chicken tenders. Normally he would have downed those by now and been looking forward to dessert, which in this case would be off-site. Clara had carried most of the conversation, telling him about her sister who was due to have a baby any day, and she had told him about selling two quilts this past week at a co-op where she sold handmade items.

Henry had nodded and smiled. He’d looked forward to spending time with her, but his heart just wasn’t in it today. “Nee, I’m fine.” He picked up another chicken tender and saw that Clara had eaten most of her grilled ham-and-cheese sandwich. “Sorry I haven’t been better company. I didn’t sleep much last night.” It was true. He’d tossed and turned most of the night. “I promise I’ll do better next time.” He stifled a yawn, realizing he’d just committed to another date.

Clara sighed. “I can see in your eyes that you’re tired. It’s times like this I wish phones were allowed. We could have rescheduled.”

“Nee, I wanted to see you.” He’d thought he had, and now he was just digging himself in deeper. He really wanted to give himself a chance with Clara, but Katie always found her way to the forefront of his thoughts.

Clara smiled, which lifted his spirits a little. She picked up the last of her sandwich. “It’s cute how the food is named. I had trouble deciding between the caboose, the conductor, or the engineer sandwich.”

Henry nodded since he had a mouthful. After he swallowed, he said, “I was thinking we could go by the Swartzentruber Bakery when we leave here and get a fried pie for dessert. The owners are friends of the family, and mei mamm asked me to stop by to see if everything is okay. Katie, the daughter, is running things by herself while her mudder recovers from surgery.”

“Ya, sure. I’m fine with whatever you’d like to do.” Clara was easy to look at, easy to be around, and she deserved someone who paid more attention to her. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to that bakery, but I’ve heard gut things about it. The one in town is closer for us, so we just go there, though we do most of our own baking.”

Henry nodded, then sipped his tea. His mind was awhirl with ways to introduce Clara to Katie. This is mei freind, Clara. This is mei date, Clara. Clara and I just ate at the Railroad Café. Would Katie care that he was with another woman? Part of him hoped she didn’t care at all. Maybe that would put some closure on the ideas that had been formulating in his mind, notions of them as a couple. Then he could focus on getting to know Clara better.
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Katie finished checking out three ladies who had come all the way from Bloomington. They were dressed in brightly colored Christmas sweaters, which reminded Katie that she needed to put up the holiday decorations. She was disappointed David hadn’t shown up with her new oven yet. If plans had changed, he didn’t have a way to get ahold of her.

Just then, he finally turned in, toting a small trailer behind his buggy. Katie felt lighter on her feet already. She thanked the women for coming, then followed them to the door, grabbing her coat from behind the counter first and putting it on as she walked.

“Sorry I’m late. Mei neighbor was supposed to come help me unload, but he didn’t show up. Mei daed helped me load it, but it’s much too heavy for you.” David’s breath met with hers in the frigid air, then he pulled her close and kissed her.

It caught Katie off guard, but she stayed in his arms until the clip-clop of horses got their attention, and they turned to their left.

Henry. And he’d surely seen the kiss. Katie strained to see who was in the buggy with him. When he came to a stop, a woman she didn’t recognize stepped out and pulled a black coat snug around herself, her teeth chattering. Katie couldn’t take her eyes off the woman as she walked toward them. She was beautiful with long dark lashes that swept down on high cheekbones. But her smile and big brown eyes captured Katie’s attention. She immediately wondered what Henry’s relationship was with this woman.

She extended a gloved hand to Katie. “Wie bischt. I’m Clara, a freind of Henry’s.”

Katie took hold of the woman’s hand and introduced herself, then quickly turned to Henry. He walked toward David, and a few minutes later they had lowered the oven onto a rolling platform David had brought. Katie scurried ahead of them to hold the door open, and her heart pounded as she eyed her new appliance. It would easily hold the six pies she had ready to bake. She prayed they would taste the same.

“It’s nice that you can use propane.” Clara slipped out of her coat as she walked inside with Katie. “I didn’t think this district used gas.”

Katie forced a weak smile before she eased out of her own coat. “Ya,” she said, avoiding Clara’s curious eyes. “It’s allowed in some instances.” That was mostly true, but Katie’s temples began to throb. Was she going against God, or just her parents?

“It’s not going to fit without moving at least one of these wood ovens.” David looked up at the ceiling, then ran his hand along the tubular chimney that trailed to the roof. “We can disconnect the chimney, then move it.”

Katie was pretty sure that oven had been in the same place since her grandmother started the bakery decades ago, and it must have rooted itself to the floor by now. No matter how much Henry and David tugged and pushed, it wasn’t budging.

There couldn’t have been a worse time for six Englisch women to come walking in. Katie recognized one of the ladies. She was here to pick up pies—the six sitting on the counter waiting to be baked.

Katie wiped her hands on her apron. “Hello.” She took in a deep breath. “I’m sorry the pies aren’t ready yet, but you are a little early. Can you come back in about an hour? I’m sorry for any inconvenience.”

The lady nodded toward the other women before she spoke up. “Actually, we were hoping to watch you bake them. My friends have never seen anyone cook with a wood oven. I was here once when you were baking, and it was fascinating to watch.” She paused, then flinched when the wood oven finally budged, and the chimney broke off when it moved. “Oh, dear.” Pointing to the other oven, she said, “Perhaps you can cook them in that other wood oven?”

Katie took a deep breath. “It’s cooled down right now and would take a while to get the firebox up to the right temperature, but we should have this new propane oven in place soon.”

Henry’s hat fell off as he tried to move the broken chimney out of the way, but it wasn’t moving either. David had already hit his head on it when he leaned over to try to move it.

“Will the pies taste the same? They had a very distinctive flavor the last time I was here.”

“Ya, they will.” Katie had no idea if they would. She’d never cooked with anything like this fancy oven. Surely, I just set the temperature, put in the pies, then wait for them to bake. She hoped God answered her prayer. He’d answered when the lady who ordered the red velvet cakes showed up. The woman happily accepted the chocolate cakes and even insisted on paying for them.

“Okay, then.” The lady looked at her friends. “We can go do a little shopping, then come back. Does that sound okay?”

Katie breathed a sigh of relief when the women all chimed in and said that would be fine. After the women left, she finally turned to Henry, whose hat was still on the floor.

“Why are you here?” She rubbed her chin. “I mean, it was perfect timing to help with the oven, but did you need something else?”

“Mamm wanted me to stop by and check on you.” He nodded at Clara. “I told her our families were gut friends. And we were going to get a fried pie. We just ate at the Railroad Café.”

Katie glanced at Clara, who smiled. “Henry said the pastries here are the best.”

“It doesn’t work.” David squatted down and jiggled the propane tank. “Daed said there was propane in it.”

Katie stiffened and held her breath as she eyed the dangling vent, the propane oven standing diagonal behind the counter, and the other wood oven that was cold and useless at the moment. If David hadn’t shown up, she would have gone ahead and baked the pies one at a time in her two ovens. It would have taken three hours, but she would’ve only been a half hour late on the woman’s order. Now, she didn’t know what to do as she stood staring, wringing her hands.

David stood, took off his hat, and ran an arm across his sweaty forehead. Then he looked at the clock on the wall. “I have to go. I have an appointment to bid a roofing job.”

“What?” Katie walked closer to him. “We can’t just leave it like this.” She pointed to the oven that didn’t work and waved a hand at the vent. “Are you sure it has propane?”

“Nee, I’m not. I can come back later and pick up the container, then go see if I can get it filled up.” He groaned as he threw his head back before he looked at her. “Ach, I hate this. I know how much you need this oven working, but mei boss will go ab im kopp if I miss this appointment.” He walked to her and kissed her gently. “I’m sorry. But I’ve got to go.”

Katie’s eyes darted to Henry, but he looked away. She wished David would stop with all the public affection. Her cheeks were warm, and she was too embarrassed to even look at Clara.

After David was out the door, Katie blinked back tears as she pressed her trembling lips together.

She turned to Clara when the woman put a hand on her arm.

“Don’t worry.” Clara looked at Henry, who had just picked up his hat and put it back on. “We don’t have any plans, do we, Henry?” She turned back to Katie and smiled. “I don’t know a thing about propane ovens, but I’m pretty handy with a wood oven. I think if we take the grill out of the oven they just broke, and put it in the other wood oven, we can get at least two pies in at one time. It might not be ideal, but we can give it a try. If the women are irritated when they get back, maybe you can discount the order or offer them some extra fried pies? Either way, let me help you get that grill removed.” Clara began to roll up her sleeves, and Katie felt silly for not thinking of that herself. “And let’s start getting that oven hot again.”

Katie’s people were happy to help one another, but she didn’t even know this woman. When she subtly cast a glance in Henry’s direction, he was smiling from ear to ear. Clearly, he knew her. Katie didn’t know how well they were acquainted, but the way he was smiling, she suspected there was something between them.

She looked back at Clara. “I can’t let you help me. You just came in for a pie, and I’ve got a big mess, and . . .” She paused when her voice cracked.

Clara touched her arm again. “As I said, we have nothing else planned for today.” She glanced at Henry, then back at Katie. “Let us help you.” Her face was aglow with a smile so bright that Katie wanted to hug her. It was impossible not to like Clara right away.

As she nodded, she glanced at Henry again. He wasn’t staring at Clara, though. His gaze was fixed on Katie. Her eyes clung to his, and something about the way he looked at her caused Katie’s heart to swell with emotion. She waited for him to look away, but he didn’t.
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HENRY RETURNED TO THE BAKERY ABOUT THIRTY MINUTES later with a full tank of propane. He got straight to work hooking it up.

Katie and Clara were side by side at a table they’d brought in from the back since Katie’s normal workspace was occupied with the propane oven still at an angle and the wood oven in the way. Clara was rolling out dough, and Katie was mixing some sort of filling in a bowl. They both looked up when Henry opened the oven door and lit the burner.

“It works,” he said, breathless. “What temperature?”

Katie rushed toward him, carrying the bowl with her and stirring. “Try 425. That’s the temperature I try to keep the wood ovens at.” She bent down, bracing the bowl against her stomach. She seemed in awe of the spacious new appliance. “Clara, we can put the other four pies in here and still have room left. Should we add the other two in the oven now? Nee, let’s don’t,” she said, before giving Clara time to answer. “I wouldn’t know how much longer to bake them.”

Henry stepped aside as Katie put down the bowl and brought one of the pies to the new oven, pushing it as far back on the rack as it would go. Clara handed her the next one, and once all four were inside, the two women stepped back, looked at each other, and smiled.

Henry had a queasiness in his stomach as he watched the woman he was dating standing next to the woman who made his heart flip. He could have kicked David for leaving Katie in a bind like this. David could have tried to reschedule his appointment and helped his girlfriend. He had a cell phone after all. Instead, he’d just taken off, seemingly unbothered by Katie’s predicament as he rushed out the door.

Katie set the timer on the oven, smiled, and walked back to the temporary work area, chatting quietly with Clara. Henry wasn’t sure what he should do now. Maybe try to get the broken oven out of the way and move the propane one in place, but he couldn’t do that while the pies were cooking, so he leaned against the counter and sighed.

They all looked up when the door swung open.

“Jonas, what are you doing here?” Katie’s jaw dropped as her oldest brother frowned, his eyes widening at the sight of the propane oven wedged sideways between the cabinet and where it needed to be up against the wall.

“Uh . . .” He slowed his steps as his eyes drifted up to the vent dangling from the ceiling, before he looked back at his sister. “What have you done?”
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Katie blinked a few times. “Jonas, what are you doing here?” she asked again. But her brother had noticed Clara, and his eyes were fixated on the woman. Katie glanced at Henry and wondered if he noticed the way Jonas was looking at Clara, but Henry only stared at Katie, grinning when he caught her looking at him. She smiled back, even though there wasn’t one thing to be happy about at the moment. Maybe Henry needed to keep an eye on Clara since she seemed to be gazing back at Jonas in much the same way he was looking at her. Or maybe Clara just smiled a lot and had the same mesmerizing effect on everyone she met.

Jonas finally pulled his eyes from Clara after he’d introduced himself. He hung his head for a couple seconds before he looked at Katie again. “Mamm and Daed are going to go ab im kopp about this.”

Clara set down the rolling pin she was holding. “I thought you said propane was allowed?”

Katie cringed. “It’s not disallowed,” she said before she squeezed her eyes closed, then opened them. “It’s just frowned upon.”

Jonas took off his coat. Her brother had a broad chest and muscular arms that filled out the blue long-sleeved shirt he was wearing. He grinned at Clara, showing off the efforts of his hard work from doing construction.

Again, Katie glanced at Henry, whose eyes were still on her. She wanted to tell him, “You better watch out for Jonas.” Her brother was a good-looking guy and still unattached at twenty-four.

Jonas excused himself and headed toward the bathroom.

“What’s this?” Clara squatted and fumbled through an open red suitcase on the floor. She pulled out stems of imitation holly that were mixed in with other Christmas decorations.

Katie looked at the timer on the propane oven. Thirty minutes left. The new oven was white and looked brand new. She couldn’t imagine why David’s mother would trade it for a smaller model, but she remembered him saying her new one was a convection oven. Katie was thrilled to have the hand-me-down.

She joined Clara by the suitcase, squatting beside her. “I have no idea where this suitcase originally came from, but Mamm pulls it out of the storage closet every year, so I took it out this morning. I’ve been meaning to get some of these Christmas decorations up since the day after Thanksgiving, but I’ve been so busy that I just haven’t gotten around to it. I thought if I brought the suitcase out in plain view, I’d remember to make time.”

Jonas emerged from the back and cleared his throat. “Um . . . there is a problem in the back. The sink is leaking. I think a strong arm and a screwdriver can fix it.” He gave a quick wave before he turned back around.

Both women turned to Henry and smiled.

He rolled his eyes. “Give it to me. I’ll take care of decorations.”

Katie closed the suitcase, lifted it, and carried it to him. “There’s a wreath for the door, and we usually hang the garland along the windows inside.”

“I know,” Henry said as he took the box from her. “I’ve seen it decorated since we were kids.”

Katie smiled at him and fought the urge to tell him she’d had a crush on him since they were kids. A crush she was still trying to fend off. Clara had truly saved the day, and if Henry was going to be with anyone but Katie, it should be Clara.

“Isn’t your boyfriend the sweetest?” It was a fishing expedition, but Katie couldn’t resist the urge to find out for sure where things stood with Henry and Clara.

Clara’s normally happy expression fell as her face turned as white as the new oven. “Ach, we, uh . . . we just had our first date today. So, we’re not really, um . . . like that.”

Katie’s heart sang. “Oh.” She tried not to smile as she looked back at Henry.

“Every relationship has to start somewhere.” Henry looked past Katie at Clara, who smiled now.

Henry was smitten. They’d just started out, but Katie could tell by his flirty grin and her reaction that this wouldn’t be their last date.
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Henry was going to need to pray extra hard tonight about the deceptions he was tossing around so carelessly. A better man would tell Clara he had strong feelings for Katie, even though Katie had never wanted to be more than friends. A better man would be happy for his dear friend, who had found someone who made her happy, even if Henry thought David was kind of a jerk. Maybe Henry’s feelings for Clara would grow once he got to know her better. Then the sting of David and Katie might not hurt so much.

Katie and Clara hurried to the new oven when the timer buzzed. Henry carted the suitcase filled with decorations toward the glass plate windows and door. A screech almost caused him to drop everything. He spun around. “What?”

Clara covered her mouth with her hands as Katie pulled out one of the pies, and Henry smelled the problem before the women said anything. He set the suitcase on the floor by the window, then hurried toward them.

“Burnt!” Katie set the first pie on top of the oven, then retrieved the other three, each in the same condition. “I didn’t smell anything burning? Did you?” She turned to Clara as she felt the color draining from her face, and Clara shook her head.

“Not until you opened the oven door.”

Putting her hands on either side of her face, Katie’s eyes rounded. “I should have been checking on them, but I thought opening the door might interfere with them cooking. And the interior light isn’t working.”

“Well, the other two that we baked in the wood oven came out nicely.” Clara offered a smile, but it wasn’t like the one that usually spread across her face.

Henry’s heart hurt for Katie, and he wished he could hug her, then begged God to allow Katie to feel the love he carried for her.

The front door opened, and the six women from earlier came in smiling and talking about what they’d bought. They began to sniff the air, and their expressions fell. The leader of the group frowned as she approached Katie, the others following.

“Oh, dear.” The Englisch lady shook her head, but when she looked at Katie and saw that she was about to cry, she took a deep breath. “I think we can make these work.” Her friends nodded and smiled. None of the expressions were genuine, but Henry was ready to hug all of them for not making a big stink about the four burnt pies.

“Nee.” Katie sniffled but raised her chin. “These pies are unacceptable, and I cannot sell them to you. My deepest apologies.” She waved an arm toward the table with all the fried pies and other pastries laid out. “Please help yourself to anything you’d like, to hopefully make up for mei blunder.”

The speaker for the ladies’ group took a couple steps closer to Katie. “Hon, these things happen.” She turned over her shoulder and smiled at her friends. “Ladies, will your husbands eat these, even if they are a tiny bit overcooked?” The women all nodded, then the lady turned back to Katie. “Just box these up for us along with the other two, which look absolutely perfect.”

Henry knew Katie prided herself on making the best pastries in town, and this was a blow, but she boxed the pies with Clara’s help. He walked back to the window and started on the decorations, thinking this day hadn’t gone anything like he’d planned. This was supposed to be a quick visit, but they’d been here for hours now. And Katie and Clara had become instant friends.

As Henry kept looking back at Katie, he knew there wasn’t anywhere he’d rather be. He wouldn’t be doing right by Clara if he went out with her again.

He’d just hung the wreath on the inside of the door when David pulled up in his buggy.

Henry opened the door for him and nodded as David stepped over the threshold. The guy went straight to Katie, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her passionately in front of everyone. Katie began to blush before the kiss was even over. Henry clenched his fists at his sides, wishing he could use them to pound David’s face in. Clara looked away from the couple, her face turning a shade of pink too. David looked at Clara over Katie’s shoulder, after he’d kissed Katie and still held her in his arms. He smiled at Clara in a way that made Henry want to smack him even more.

Does David want Clara too?

Henry wished he could start this day over again and do things differently, but he dutifully hung the Christmas decorations and tried to keep his thoughts on the task.

It was early evening by the time Henry and Clara left the bakery, but the sun hadn’t quite set completely. Henry turned up the battery-operated heaters as high as they would go and wrapped a wool blanket around Clara. She was quiet for the first few minutes of the trip to her house. Finally, Henry asked if something was wrong.

She turned to him and smiled. “Henry Hershberger, you are a very nice man.” Pausing, she held his gaze. “And a handsome one.”

Henry prepared his ego for a giant blow. Maybe it was for the best since he already regretted placing Clara as runner-up to the emotions he felt for Katie. He’d never given her a chance.

“Hmm . . . I hear a ‘but’ coming.” Henry took a deep breath. Perhaps he would feel relieved, but rejection tended to sting no matter the circumstances.

“A person would have to be blind not to see the way you look at Katie. There’s more than a childhood history and friendship going on, whether you care to admit it or not.”

Henry slowed the horse before he hung his head.

Clara stretched her arm out from underneath the blanket and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. I think Katie is lovely. Tell me if I’m right, Henry. Or did I misjudge?” She smiled. “Because I think I’m right.”

Now it was out there. “I’m so sorry, Clara . . .”

“Don’t be.” She eased her arm back under the blanket, and when Henry looked her way, she smiled. He wondered if someone else had captured her interest. David, most likely. But what about Katie? “I’m right, aren’t I, about Katie?”

Henry nodded. “Ya.” He turned to face her. “Clara, I like you, and I hoped that maybe we could grow into more than friends over time. But now it doesn’t seem fair.” He paused, a niggling feeling surfacing that there was more to this than just Henry and Katie. “Is there someone else you’re wanting to go out with?”

Clara sneezed, then she sneezed again. When she was done, she looked at Henry. “I think Katie has deep feelings for you too. And I think you are both cheating yourselves if you don’t explore what’s happening.” She tossed her head from side to side, avoiding his question. “I don’t feel like David is right for her.”

Ah, she does want to go out with David.

“Tell her how you feel, Henry.”

“Right now, I feel like a louse.” Henry picked up speed, anxious to get home and disappointed in himself. Clara giggled.

“Don’t feel that way.” She put a finger to her chin. “Besides, I have something I’d like you to do for me. Then you will have redeemed yourself.”

Henry’s jaw fell a little. This day just kept getting more bizarre.

“Relax, Henry. I’m teasing. No redemption necessary. But I would like to ask you to do this one thing for me.”

“Ya, sure.”

Then Clara confided in him about her request.

“Easy enough,” he said as he nodded. What a whirlwind of a day it had been.
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KATIE SKIPPED WORSHIP SERVICE, WHICH SHE NEVER DID, after confessing to her mother that she needed to work at the bakery today or she’d never get caught up on all the orders. She tried to downplay the situation so it wouldn’t upset her mother.

By noon, she’d finally gotten the new oven figured out. Even though she’d been baking pies at 425 degrees Fahrenheit before, all the opening and closing of the firebox, combined with constantly checking on the pies by opening the door, had caused her to assume they were baking at a lesser temperature. When she baked a pie in the new propane oven at 350°F for an hour, they cooked properly.

But they didn’t taste the same, and that was a huge disappointment after everything she and her friends had been through to make the propane oven functional. It was a fear Katie had all along. Henry and David had gotten rid of the dangling vent, moved both wood ovens to the back, and positioned the new appliance against the wall.

She’d been sure she could convince her mother to keep the new oven, but only if the quality of the baked goods was the same. And it wasn’t. Whatever hint of smoke or magical power the wood ovens possessed had been a key factor that made their bakery a step above the rest. Katie had never been outwardly prideful about it, but there wasn’t a woman in their community who didn’t have a bit of competitiveness when it came to cooking and baking.

Now, it was the holidays, and Katie’s food would be just like everyone else’s. Even so, speed trumped quality right now, so she put three loaves of bread in the oven and set the timer, knowing she’d have to check them often until she became comfortable with the appliance.

She turned when she heard the door open.

“Mamm said you were here.” Jonas closed the space between them, stopped, then shook his head as he eyed the new oven. “Did you tell her yet?”

“Nee. I thought it would be okay, that I could show her how much more efficient we could be.” She turned to her brother and put a hand to her forehead. “But nothing tastes the same. I’m not sure why. Maybe wood ovens are like a cast-iron skillet—the more you use them, the more seasoned they become.”

Katie wrapped her arm across her stomach when it started to knot with panic. “I wish I’d never accepted this new oven as a gift from David and his family.”

“Give it back.” Jonas shrugged. “Put the old ones back like they were. You might have to keep putting in long hours until Mamm is back to work, but at least you’d be putting out the quality of food folks have come to expect.”

“I’d feel horrible returning such a nice, expensive gift. I thought it would save time and I’d be more productive, but with the learning curve, I’ve stayed backed up on orders.”

“You’ll feel even worse if Mamm comes back to a bakery that’s been in our family for generations, and you’ve messed things up.” Jonas stared at her. “That’s something bigger at stake here than hurting your boyfriend’s feelings by returning the oven.”

“He’s not mei boyfriend.” Katie rolled her eyes. “He’s someone I’m dating.”

Her brother grinned as he shed his coat and laid it on the counter. “Does he know that?”

Katie recalled the few times she’d let David kiss her, but it had happened so fast there wasn’t much time to react. It was much too soon, and she was going to have to talk to him about it, especially the public displays. It might be fine for some women, but Katie needed things to slow down. “We haven’t been going out for long.”

“He’s from a more liberal community, Katie. If it got serious, you’d be expected to convert to his ways.” Jonas walked around the cabinet, opened it, and took out one of the cupcakes. “Can you see yourself with a mobile phone, a house lit up by solar panels, and fancy appliances?”

That lifestyle certainly allured sometimes, but Katie didn’t want to live like that. Her brother was thinking way too far in advance.

“And . . .” He swallowed the chunk of chocolate cupcake in his mouth. “I saw the way David looked at your friend Clara. That doesn’t seem right since he’s dating you.”

Katie wanted to tell her brother that everyone looked at Clara that way because she radiated beauty inside and out. Katie still felt no sense of jealousy where Clara was concerned, when it came to Henry or David.

“How’d you meet her, anyway? Clara.” He picked up his coat and put it back on. “Is she Henry’s girlfriend?”

“I thought so, but apparently they’ve only been out to lunch once, and that was yesterday.”

Jonas buttoned his coat. “Lucky guy.” His teeth started to chatter. “You better get some heaters now that you can’t warm the place by opening the wood ovens.” He shrugged, chuckling. “Might as well get propane ones so that when the bishop—and Mamm—gets hold of you at least you’ll be warm during the scolding.”

“Ha, ha.” Katie folded her arms across her chest. Jonas was a good man, but he was still her brother and knew how to get under her skin when he wanted to.

After he left, Katie tried to peek at the loaves of bread cooking in the oven, but she couldn’t see much with the oven light not working. She sat on the stool behind the counter and covered her face with her hands, determined not to cry.

Gott, what should I do? I can’t tell Henry how I feel about him, because I like Clara too much to do that to her. I want to stop seeing David because I feel like I’m leading him on, even though he’s been good to me. Gott, I don’t think that’s the best reason to stay in a relationship with someone. Please help me sort out my feelings and hear Your voice in my mind. I wish I hadn’t made changes to the bakery. Please send me guidance about how to make it right.

She looked up when the door opened again, and just seeing Henry caused her to let the tears flow.
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Henry’s breathing quickened as he hurried to Katie. He rounded the counter until he was standing right beside her. “What’s wrong?”

She wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her head against his chest. They’d hugged lots of times as kids, but rarely as adults. He slowly eased his arms around her, cupping the back of her neck with one hand, and holding her close around the waist with the other.

He held her until she slowly eased away, then he gently pushed away loose strands of hair from her face and kissed her on the forehead. It came as naturally as breathing. “Whatever it is, we’ll fix it.”

As she gazed into his eyes, a tear trailed down her cheek, and Henry wanted to will away whatever was causing her pain. Instead, he prayed for God to give her comfort as he brushed away her tears with his thumbs.

She lifted her face, her mouth close enough to kiss, but Henry held back, moving only slightly away, still close enough to have an arm around her waist. She is seeing someone else. He wondered if Clara’s advice to be honest would be the right thing to do while David was still in the picture.

“Can you just keep hugging me?” she asked as she laid her head against his chest again.

There’s nothing I’d like more. “Ya, of course.”

“Why are you here?” She was still crying, but she didn’t lift her head again.

“You weren’t at worship service today, so I went by your haus. Your mamm said you were here. I thought you might need help with something.”

Sniffling, she looked up at him again. Henry was sure she wanted him to kiss her, and the temptation was overwhelming. He might have given in if the door hadn’t swung open. Henry and Katie hastily stepped away from each other, as if they’d been caught committing a crime. By the look on David’s face, maybe they had.

David didn’t say anything until he got right up to the counter. “Am I interrupting something?” A bridled tension filled his voice as his nostrils flared a little.

Henry thought he should be asking Katie what was wrong. It seemed like that should be the priority.

“Nee, nee.” Katie walked around the counter and put a hand on David’s arm, still sniffling. “I’ve had a hard day, and I started to cry . . .” She hung her head and shook it before she looked back up at him. “Henry and I have been friends since we were children, so he was just giving me a hug.”

David reached for Katie’s hand and eased her toward him until he had an arm around her, then he leaned down and kissed her. Henry had to look away. He was sure he and Katie had a moment, but maybe it was lost forever. He’d just happened to be there to comfort her.

“I’ve got this now, Henry.” David peered at him over Katie’s shoulder.

Henry knew when he was being dismissed, but he wasn’t going anywhere until he was sure Katie was all right.

“Danki, Henry, for stopping by to check on me. I’m just overwhelmed with orders, and I let it get the best of me.” Katie gave him a quick smile as David kept her close to his side.

“Ya, okay.” Henry tried to capture her gaze, but David was boring a hole through him, and Katie’s head was down. He took a few steps toward the door but turned around. “I’ll check on you tomorrow, Katie.”

“She’ll be all right.” David spoke with an authority Henry hadn’t heard before—a possessiveness that caused his chest to tighten. But Katie was a grown woman.

As Henry untethered his horse and readied his buggy, he replayed the few minutes Katie was in his arms and pondered whether he’d made more of it than it was. Would she have fallen into anyone’s arms the way she had his?

He thought about Clara, how honest she’d been, encouraging him to tell Katie how he felt.

Henry wasn’t sure there was any point, especially when he looked back one last time and saw David kiss Katie. Again.
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IT TOOK A WEEK AND A DAY, BUT KATIE FINALLY FELT LIKE she’d mastered the propane oven. Pies baked for thirty minutes at 350 degrees. Whoopie pies baked at the same temperature for eight minutes, and bread needed forty minutes. Maybe she would adapt to this new system after all.

Still, one element was missing—that special something the wood ovens had added to the flavor. She recalled her comparison to a cast-iron skillet, but she also wondered if the difference in taste had something to do with the process. With propane, she turned a knob, set the timer, and waited. When she used the wood oven, she had to tend the fire and monitor the temperature. It was a nurturing process. Whatever the reasons for the dissimilarity, her mother was going to be disappointed.

Around ten o’clock, Clara walked into the bakery, smiling in that way that warmed a person’s heart. Katie barely knew Clara, but the woman had a gift. She could brighten a room with her presence. Katie’s stomach twisted when she thought about how close she’d come to kissing Henry a week ago and how much she’d longed for it.

“Wie bischt.” Clara slipped out of her coat as she walked toward Katie. “I’ve come to offer mei help.”

Katie stopped kneading the dough for the bread she was making. “I’m happy to see you, but I’m sure you have better things to do than to help me.”

“We’re out for the holidays, and I don’t have anything else going on. I really don’t mind giving you a hand.” She giggled, eyeing the fried pies Katie had made earlier that morning. “I work for food.”

Clara was a schoolteacher, a position she’d only hold until she married. Katie wanted to ask if she’d spent any more time with Henry, but it seemed forward.

“Danki for your kind offer,” Katie said. “I’m still disappointed about the propane oven, but I don’t have any choice but to keep using it during this busy season.” She sighed. “And I don’t want to hurt David’s feelings by returning it, which is surely what mei mamm will want me to do when she is well enough to return.”

Clara sat on the stool behind the counter and picked up a pen nearby. She twirled it in her fingers for a few seconds. “So, how are things going with you and David?”

Katie studied Clara’s questioning expression. “Um, okay, I guess.” She wasn’t being entirely truthful. She’d dreamed up a dozen ways to tell David she didn’t want to see him anymore, but it seemed unkind to break up during the holidays. She’d been drawn to his looks in the beginning, but the more she got to know him, the more she realized he wasn’t the right person for her. He couldn’t be when she was having such strong feelings for Henry. She thought about the intimacy she’d felt in Henry’s arms a week ago, but then guilt wrapped around her, and she forced herself to let go of the memory.

“Do you think things will get serious with you and David?” Clara avoided Katie’s eyes now as she continued to fidget with the pen in her hand.

Katie tried to understand Clara’s expression, but after her friend set the pen back on the counter, she gnawed on a fingernail and wouldn’t make eye contact. Then a light went on in Katie’s mind. Clara is interested in David. But what about Henry? Maybe it should have been music to Katie’s ears, but she wasn’t sure David would be a good fit for Clara either.

“I am trying to think of a way to tell David that I think our lunches need to stop.” She winced. “And all the kissing. Sometimes he makes me feel like a possession because he always wants to kiss when people are around, and it makes me uncomfortable.” She was surprised she’d blurted out her feelings, but she didn’t have any sisters, and she’d been too busy to visit the girlfriends she’d grown up with. It just seemed too personal to discuss with anyone else.

Clara’s familiar glowing expression came alive. “You’re going to break up with David?”

Katie’s heart shriveled with disappointment. As much as she wanted Henry, she didn’t want to see him hurt. It sounded like Clara was more interested in David than Henry.

“Ya, I guess I am going to slow things down, but maybe not until after Christmas.” Katie opened the oven door and added a loaf of bread.

Clara smiled. “I don’t think he’s the one for you.”

Katie didn’t think David was good enough for Clara. He seemed self-absorbed, the opposite of this woman who’d offered to help someone she didn’t know very well. Didn’t she realize what a catch she had with Henry?

Whatever information Clara had come to gather, she’d apparently gotten, and she rolled up her sleeves and smiled. “Put me to work. Let me help you.”

No matter their thoughts about David and Henry, Katie was happy to have Clara as a friend. For the next several hours, they knocked out a record amount of pastries, pies, and bread. The large oven, combined with another set of hands, allowed Katie to surpass what she and her mother had ever produced in the same period of time.

When the holiday season was over, Katie wanted to go back to the old way of doing things. Eventually, she would get used to Clara and Henry being together if they decided to continue seeing each other. She’d also be accepting if Clara chose to be with David.

Katie knew her time with David was coming to an end. Maybe Clara’s interest should feel like a gift, but Katie felt like it was a gift Clara would end up wanting to return, regretting that she hadn’t given Henry more time.
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Henry tapped his foot nervously at the Railroad Café as he waited for Clara. He only had an hour for lunch, and he was anxious to hear how Clara’s conversation with Katie went. They were behaving like teenagers, but the anticipation of what might lie ahead had Henry feeling like a kid again. The thing about childish antics was that as a kid, hope reigned. Kids didn’t usually feel defeated. For a while, Henry pretended to be that young boy again, braving his insecurities. Even as his confidence slipped away, he wasn’t giving up until he heard what Clara had to say.

She finally showed up and slid into the booth seat across from Henry. “Sorry I’m late.” She peeled off her black cape and laid it on the seat next to her. The temperature had warmed up over the past week, but it was going to get cold again by Christmas, which was only nine days away.

“I think Katie is going to break up with David, but I don’t think it will be before Christmas.”

Henry wanted to rid himself of the doubt he’d carried around for so long. But it remained, despite his best efforts. “That still doesn’t mean she’ll want to give it a go with me.”

Clara smiled. “You just have to trust me about this. Katie won’t say much about you because she doesn’t want to interrupt anything that might be going on with us. I wanted to tell her that we weren’t going to pursue anything romantic, but you said not to.”

Clara had somehow slipped into the role of friend, and if he didn’t have such strong feelings for Katie, maybe he would have tried harder with Clara. But then, he knew Clara’s heart was being called in a different direction too.

Henry thought back to the embrace he’d shared with Katie, and as much as he’d like to think there was more to their relationship than friendship, he knew he could have just caught her at a bad moment, needing comfort.

“I just want to see what happens with her and David.” He took a sip of water.

“Me too. But I’m rooting for you.” Clara reached for her own glass of water.

“Ach, I took care of that errand you asked me to run.” Henry smiled. Clara had come unexpectedly into all of their lives, and she’d been nothing but kind and giving. He was happy to do something for her, and he appreciated her honesty when she recognized his feelings for Katie. He would have dreaded telling Clara his heart belonged to someone else.

“Danki,” she said. “I guess now we just wait.”

Henry didn’t think she would have to wait too long to see the results of Henry’s errand.
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David came into the bakery just as Katie was taking out three loaves of bread. She’d turned the pans halfway through the baking cycle, but they were still lopsided.

“I don’t understand why this keeps happening.” She put her hands on her hips and blew a strand of hair from her face.

David walked up to the counter and leaned over like he might be expecting her to turn around and kiss him, but when she only took a quick look over her shoulder, he stood tall again. “Ya, Mamm used to have that problem too. I think it’s why she got a new oven.”

Katie gritted her teeth. As grateful as she was for the gift, maybe David could have shared that tidbit of information so she could have made a more informed decision. All she really wanted was her two wood ovens back, even if she couldn’t produce as much. Hopefully, her mother would be back after Christmas to share the workload. A shiver ran the length of Katie’s spine when she thought about her mother’s reaction to the new oven.

“Lunch today?” David pulled his phone from his pocket.

Katie almost grunted, but she took a calming deep breath. “I can’t. I have way too much to do.” She was sure Clara would watch the bakery and keep things going when she got back from her own lunch with Henry. And maybe Katie shouldn’t prolong the inevitable. She’d made up her mind about David. Even though she’d planned to wait until after the holidays to break it off, maybe that was only leading him on further. What if he gave her a lavish Christmas present? Her family didn’t exchange fancy presents, but David’s family didn’t live the way hers did.

Clara walked in right then, and Katie feared she wasn’t going to get out of lunch now.

David put away his phone and smiled at Clara. “I bet your friend would watch the bakery, so we could go to lunch.”

Clara gave David a curt smile as she passed by him. “Whatever Katie wants to do is fine with me, but I know she has a lot of back orders, and I’m helping her get caught up.”

Katie was glad Clara was trying to deter David’s efforts, but she was more confused than ever about Clara’s intentions.

“Actually, I do need a break.” Katie wiped flour from her black apron and reached for her coat on the rack. “You’ve done too much already, Clara, but if you could just give me this time with David, I won’t be gone long.”

Clara twirled the string on her prayer covering. “Ya. Sure.”

Katie was certain Clara wasn’t happy about her choice to have lunch with David. She could hear it in her voice. But Katie wanted to end this. Then Clara would be free to go out with him, and Katie would be able see where things led between her and Henry. As she gazed at Clara, she couldn’t help but wonder if she would break Henry’s heart when she started to see David.

And what if Henry remained uninterested in anything beyond friendship with Katie?

Either way, she was going to be truthful with David about her feelings.
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DAVID’S EYES ACTUALLY BECAME WATERY WHEN KATIE told him she didn’t think she wanted to pursue a romantic relationship with him.

“Is it something I did?” He looked past the pizza on the table between them and stared into Katie’s eyes.

“Nee, nee. It’s not anything you did.” It was, a little. He was too openly affectionate for her taste. She didn’t like the way he constantly brought up her inability to embrace modern technology. He seemed to march to his own beat, instead of sometimes putting others ahead of him. Seeing him react like this made her feel compassion, and if Clara chose to date him, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Katie wanted to stay friends with Clara.

“Is it someone else?” Neither she nor David had touched the pizza.

Katie swallowed hard. “I’m not sure.” Looking down, she said, “And I’d like to give back the propane oven you gave me.” She shouldn’t have accepted it in the first place, for several reasons.

“Nee. You keep it. You need it.” David finally put a slice of pizza on his plate and picked it up, but before it reached his mouth, he set it down. “Is it Henry?”

Katie was still pondering how she could get David to take back the oven when he hit her with that question. Avoiding his eyes, she said, “Ya, I think it might be.”

“What about Clara? I thought they just started dating.” David scooped up the pizza and took a large bite, keeping his eyes on Katie.

“Ya, I’m not sure where that’s headed. I won’t interfere or get between Clara and Henry.” She reached over and put her hand on David’s. “Either way, I don’t have those kinds of feelings for you, although you have been wonderful to me and done nothing wrong.”

David heartily finished the slice of pizza and took another one. He’d regained his appetite. “So, Clara might be free?”

Katie couldn’t help but be offended that he’d gotten over her news so quickly and moved right on to Clara. Maybe it would be a relief once it sank in. “I-I don’t know,” she said. “She’s only been out with Henry once that I know of.”

David nodded with a mouthful of pizza. Katie finally took a bite of her slice as she recalled Clara’s sudden interest in David. It could all be the perfect scenario if Henry had feelings for Katie. She’d sensed there might be something there, but she was not going to step on Clara’s toes. She would need to put patience and prayer in the forefront of her mind.

By the time they’d eaten and gotten back to the shop, David had a bounce in his step that disturbed Katie. It only confirmed that she had made the right decision by cutting him loose. He’d gone from crocodile tears about the breakup to anticipation in less time than it took him to finish his pizza.

He’s all yours, if you want him, Clara.

When they arrived back at the bakery, David followed her inside and went straight to Clara. If he asked her out right in front of Katie, only minutes after she’d broken up with him, she might smack him.

Katie decided to give them some privacy by excusing herself to go to the bathroom. She could hear through the wall if they didn’t whisper. Clara would probably tell her if David asked her out. Or would she, knowing Henry was Katie’s friend?

Sure enough, David asked if she’d like to go to lunch one day during the week. Clara’s answer was like a knife to Katie’s heart. “Danki for asking, David. But I’m seeing someone else.”

Clara had made her choice, and she’d chosen Henry. As much as Katie wanted to stay friends with Clara, she wondered if her heart could take it.
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Over the next week, Katie’s patrons—many of them return customers—inquired about the new propane oven, which had become a huge thorn in her side. Loaves of bread were lopsided, the pies and pastries didn’t have the same unique taste, and word seemed to be spreading through the district that Katie was using propane. It was only a matter of time before her parents got wind of the change.

Even though business had declined, she’d just received an order for a dozen loaves of bread, and the customer wanted to pick them up tomorrow evening. Christmas Eve. With one of the wood ovens still broken, and both stored in the back, she had no choice but to use the propane one for now.

She sat on the stool and looked around at her Christmas decorations, trying to drum up even the tiniest bit of holiday spirit. She’d been in the slumps ever since someone got word to her that Clara had a bad cold and wouldn’t be able to help Katie as planned. She felt like a horrible person, but she questioned if that was really true. Maybe Clara was spending time with Henry since he hadn’t been by either.

But it was a busy time of year, and Katie couldn’t expect everyone to cater to her needs. She would allow a few minutes to feel sorry for herself, then she’d start on the loaves of bread and pray that at least some of them didn’t come out lopsided.

When Jonas walked in the door, she sat taller. “Is Mamm okay?” Her brother hadn’t been by since the day he visited and saw her new oven. She appreciated him not telling their parents, but if he was here to give her a hard time, she wasn’t in the mood.

“Ya, Mamm is fine. She’s anxious to get back to the bakery and said she is coming to work next week.” Jonas shrugged. “You’re going to have to face the music sometime, mei schweschder.”

Katie stood, put her hands on her hips, then gently kicked the propane oven. “I hate this thing. I’d do anything to have my wood ovens back.” She turned to face her brother. “And not just because Mamm is coming back to work. Nothing tastes the same, and . . .” She put both hands on her forehead. “It’s cold in here all the time, and I miss the smell of pies mixed with cedar burning.”

“Ya, it doesn’t have the same warm feeling in here.” Jonas went around the counter, reached in, and grabbed a chocolate cupcake. He took a big bite, then finished it off with a second bite. “Ach, I ran into Henry. He asked if you could meet him here tomorrow night. He said he can’t get here until late, like around nine, so I said I’d bring you since you don’t like to drive the buggy at night.”

Katie’s stomach flipped a little. “But it’s Christmas Eve. What could be so important that he needs to see me here that late on Christmas Eve?” She was going to be exhausted after baking and handling last-minute customers tomorrow, then going home to feed everyone. She had a lot of preparation to do for Christmas dinner.

“I’m just the messenger.” Her brother snatched another cupcake and waved as he headed out the door.

Katie sat back down on the stool and tried to figure out why Henry wanted to see her tomorrow night. She wondered if Clara knew about this late-night meeting and how she would feel about it.
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Katie was on edge all day Christmas Eve. Her stomach fluttered with anticipation and twisted with worry every time someone came in to pick up an order. None of the baked goods was up to the standard she and her mother had set years ago. Finally, there was only one order left to be picked up.

She’d just taken out the last of an order for a dozen loaves of bread when the lady walked in early. Six of the loaves were acceptable, barely, but the other half dozen were a bit lopsided. Katie hoped the woman was tolerant. She’d been very sweet when she came in to place the order a couple days ago.

Katie glanced at the clock, knowing she wouldn’t be leaving by three today, even though she’d posted a notice on the door a week ago.

“Hello. The last loaves just came out of the oven and need a few minutes to cool off.” She began wrapping the loaves on the racks nearby that had already cooled.

The older woman, dressed in a red pantsuit with gray hair tucked into a bun had already shed her coat and begun to look around. “No worries, dear. I’m not in a hurry.” She glanced at Katie and smiled. “I don’t have any plans for this evening or tomorrow.”

Katie folded the plastic wrap over one side of the loaf, then looked at the woman, trying not to frown since she wore a full smile. “But you look so pretty and festive.”

“Oh, aren’t you sweet.” The lady waved a dismissive hand as she chuckled. “I always wore this outfit when my husband was alive—only on Christmas Eve when we went to church.” She paused as her eyes drifted somewhere over Katie’s head. “And I guess I just keep up the tradition and think about the beautiful memories we made. We didn’t have any children, but we had each other for fifty-two years.”

Katie had stopped wrapping the bread altogether. “That’s so wonderful,” she said softly, wondering who the bread was for.

As the woman began to look at the handmade items Katie’s mother kept stocked during the holidays, Katie finished wrapping the bread. When she had everything carefully packed in a bag big enough to hold all the bread, she told the woman she could check her out whenever she was ready.

“I’m sorry some of these loaves are a little lopsided. I’ve been working with a new oven, and I shouldn’t have made the change during the holidays.” Katie handed the woman her ticket with the total of her purchase.

“I’m not worried at all how the bread looks.” She smiled before she began digging in her wallet. “I’m sure it will taste wonderful, although I’ll never know.”

Katie tipped her head to one side. “May I ask why? Who will all this bread go to?”

“I don’t know yet.” The small woman smiled again. “Did you know that the number twelve represents faith, the church, and divine rule? There are many examples of the number twelve in the Bible. Twelve apostles, for example.” She handed Katie two twenty-dollar bills. “There are many more biblical mentions of the number twelve. So, each year my husband and I would get twelve loaves of bread. We’d purchase them from different bakeries each year, sometimes as far away as Bloomington or Indianapolis. Then we would ask God to point us in the direction of those He wanted us to offer up extra blessings for, and we gave them a loaf of bread. ‘Loaves of love,’ we’d call them.”

“That’s so nice.” Katie thought about how stressful she’d allowed her life to become lately. She hadn’t made time to soak up the spirit of the holiday.

The woman took out one of the loaves of bread. “And the Good Lord just told me that you are the first person I should give a loaf to.” She pushed it toward Katie.

“Nee, I mean no. I baked it. I-I shouldn’t accept it.”

“Then there’s double meaning in it. I will pray for extra blessings for you.”

Katie feared she would hurt the woman’s feelings if she didn’t accept the bread, so she thanked her, then ran to hold the door open for her.

“Merry Christmas, child,” the woman said, smiling as she carried her loaves of love to her car.

Katie quickly turned off the oven and cleaned up so she could get home, feed her family, then ride back to the bakery later this evening with Jonas. Every time she thought about Henry setting up this meeting, her stomach went wild, and she wondered if it would be something good or bad. Either way, she was going to do her best to remember the spirit of the season.

[image: image]

Katie’s mother came downstairs for supper, her first meal with the family since she’d been prescribed bed rest. It was a special treat to have the entire family together for Christmas Eve supper, but Katie struggled not to yawn throughout the meal.

By the time she arrived back at the bakery with Jonas hours later, Katie could barely keep her eyes open. The shop was lit up with lanterns.

“I gave Henry a key in case he beat us here. I knew you’d have one.” Jonas yawned along with Katie as they shuffled to the door.

He held the door open, and Katie covered her mouth as another yawn overtook her. Henry was standing behind the counter, grinning.

Katie’s jaw dropped. Her wood ovens were back in place, the vent repaired, and everything looked exactly as it did before she’d installed the propane oven. “How did you do all this?” She finally got her feet to move, and she rushed to him.

“Merry Christmas,” he said, smiling as she stopped on the other side of the counter. Her heart was alive and glowing with the Christmas spirit. Thank you, Gott.

“I’d heard rumors that you disliked that propane oven.” Henry rolled his eyes, still grinning. “I’ve been putting in extra hours at the hardware store, or I would have gotten this done sooner.”

“Danki. This means so much.” She walked around the counter to hug him but changed her mind. It would be inappropriate in front of her brother, and the last time she hugged Henry, it hadn’t gone well.

Henry cupped her cheek with his hand, which caught her completely by surprise. It felt wrong. Clara was her friend.

“I know how hard you’ve been working, and I wanted you to have a gut Christmas.” Henry gazed into her eyes in a way that caused Katie’s heart to flip. She wanted to ask where Clara was on this Christmas Eve, but she longed to savor the moment for a while longer.

“I thought I heard someone come in.” Clara rushed out from the back, smiling from ear to ear and almost knocking Henry over to get to Katie. She threw her arms around her. “Are you surprised? Henry did most of the heavy lifting, but I wanted to be here to see your face when you saw everything back to normal!”

Katie nodded, speechless. Of course Clara would be here with Henry. How silly she felt. “It’s all wonderful.” She took a step backward and wound around the corner, leaving Henry and Clara side by side.

“Ya, okay. I’m glad everyone is happy.” Jonas yawned. “Can we go now?”

Katie turned to leave, but Jonas held up a palm. “Not you.” He chuckled.

Then Clara scurried over and stopped right in front of him. They shared a gentle hug, which was unexpected. “Two days is too long to go without seeing you.” Clara’s dreamy voice caused Katie’s jaw to drop. Again. What is happening?

Clara eased out of Jonas’s arms. “Ach, wait. I almost forgot.” She hurried to the counter, reached around Henry, and pulled a sprig of mistletoe out of the cabinet. “I don’t think you’ll need this, but just in case.”

Then Clara ran back to Jonas, latched on to his hand, and they were out the door before Katie had time to process what had just occurred.

“But I-I thought you and Clara were . . .” She searched Henry’s eyes. “I thought you were a couple.”

“Nee. She’s had her eye on Jonas since the first day he walked in here. They’ve been seeing each other ever since she told me she didn’t see us being more than friends. She knew I had my eye on someone else.” He stepped closer to Katie, and her heart raced as he cupped her cheek again. “I wanted to give you time to see if David was who you wanted.”

“It’s always been you I wanted to be with, Henry. But I’d given up on you asking me out.”

Henry brushed a stray hair from her face. “You take my breath away, Katie. You always have. I’ve always loved you, but as we got older, you blossomed into someone more beautiful than I could have imagined, inside and out. By the time we were teenagers, you seemed out of reach. I felt like you could choose anyone in our district, someone more handsome, smarter—”

She put a finger to his lips, shushing him. “I chose you a long time ago.”

Finally, after years of waiting, Henry’s lips met hers, and the feelings Katie had stored for so long were finally set free.

“Does this mean we’re finally going to date?” Katie gazed into his eyes.

Henry took off his hat and held it to his chest. “Katie Swartzentruber, would you like to go to supper with me next Saturday night?”

Katie tapped a finger to her chin, grinning. “Hmm . . . I believe I’m free that night, so ya, I would love to.”

Henry slipped his hat back on, pushed back the rim, and kissed her again. Katie was sure she was floating. When she finally returned to earth, she noticed a loaf of bread on the counter. “Why is that there?” She pointed to the bread, wondering if she’d shorted the woman. She had put her loaf on the opposite counter by her purse before she left earlier. She was sure of it.

“A lady came into the hardware store just as I was closing up. She said she wanted to give me a ‘loaf of love’ and that she would be saying extra prayers for me.”

Katie smiled. “Did she mention anything about the number twelve in the Bible?”

Henry’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “Ya, she did. How did you know that?”

Katie went to grab her own loaf of bread the woman had left with her, and she placed it next to his. “Maybe we need to find out if there’s any biblical meaning to the number twenty-four since it sounds like we’re going to have double the blessings.”

Henry kissed her again, and Katie was sure God had an abundance of blessings stored up for them. She looked forward to a bright future with the man she’d always loved.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



1.     Katie and Henry have always liked each other more than they let on. Do you think things would have worked out for them if they had gotten together when they were younger? Or, sometimes, do people grow and change into the person they were destined to be? Is this an example of God’s perfect timing for Katie and Henry?

2.     What did you think about David? He’s a bit too affectionate for Katie’s taste, but he also reveals some kind attributes. There were also some warning signs for Katie (and readers). What are some of the ways that David showed his true colors?

3.     What were your thoughts about Clara? Was this also an example of God’s perfect timing? Henry and Clara had bumped into each other at the auction, but they weren’t able to find each other again. What if they had? Would they have gotten together then?

4.     I suspect that cooking with a wood oven is tricky. This story is loosely based on a bakery I visited in Indiana. I was impressed by the quality and amount of baked goods that came out of the ovens. Have you ever cooked in a wood oven, and if so, what did you think?
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