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It should be noted that the Amish people and their communities differ one from another. There are, in fact, no two Amish communities are exactly alike. It is this premise on which this book is written. We have taken cautious steps to assure the authenticity of Amish practices and customs. Both Old Order Amish and New Order Amish are portrayed in this work of fiction and may be inconsistent with some Amish communities.

We, as Englischers, can learn a lot from the Plain People and their simple way of life. Their hard work, close-knit family life, and concern for others are to be applauded. As the Lord wills, may this special culture continue to be respected and remain so for many centuries to come.

If you’re interested in learning more about the differences in Amish culture, please refer to my blog post That’s Not Amish! 
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To my Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ,

May the words of my mouth, the meditation of my heart, and works

of my hands bring You glory.
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PROLOGUE
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Shannon Parker beamed as she strolled into the kitchen this beautiful Sunday morning. Life was finally beginning! She’d graduated high school a couple of months ago. She had a decent waitressing job that provided enough money for her to set some aside for the future—a future that seemed very promising at the moment. 

Especially since Aiden had said he’d been thinking about taking their relationship to the next level. Her heart flipped at the thought of what he meant by that. Was he thinking of proposing? They’d been dating for a year, so it was possible.

Mom and Dad had gone out of town to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary, which left her the one in charge of her three younger siblings. She’d always thought she had a fantastic family. They weren’t well-off and they didn’t live in the fanciest house in town, but they all got along and respected each other. It wasn’t a perfect family, by any means, but pretty good considering the stories she’d heard about some of her friends from school. She was satisfied with her life. Thankful, even.

Her cell phone buzzed and she pulled it from her pocket. She expected it to be Aiden. Instead it was an unread text from Mom. Had a great time! On our way home now. See you soon. Love you!

She quickly texted back. K. Love you too!

She hummed as she pulled the eggs out of the fridge and began preparing breakfast for her charges. She’d wake them up in a little bit. Right now, she’d enjoy the quiet time alone.

~
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Several hours later, a knock on the door told her Aiden might be making a surprise visit. He did that once in a while. She’d always loved his surprises. 

She pulled the front door open. 

“Are you Shannon Parker?” It wasn’t Aiden.

She stared wide-eyed at the uniformed officer and his partner. They wanted to see her? She hadn’t done anything to warrant a visit from the police. Had she? She combed her mind.

“Miss?” He repeated.

She shook her head, just realizing she hadn’t answered the man. “Um, yeah. That’s me. May I...help you?” Her hands slightly trembled. They always seemed to do that whenever a law enforcement officer was near. Not that she’d had all that much experience with the police. But the one time she’d been pulled over because her taillight was out, she’d had the same reaction.

“Your parents are Marie and Andrew Parker, correct?” he asked.

“Yes...” Her brow lowered. Why all these questions?

“Miss Parker, we have some bad news, I’m afraid.” The officer fidgeted a moment and briefly glanced at the other officer before training his eyes back on her. “Your parents were in a head-on collision early this afternoon. I’m really sorry to tell you this, but neither of them survived. They both died at the scene of the accident...” The officer had continued speaking, but Shannon hadn’t heard another word.

Mom and Dad were...dead? She shook her head. No, that couldn’t be right. It wasn’t. She was just dreaming. It had to be some sort of nightmare. Surely she’d awaken at any moment.

A warm but calloused hand rested on her forearm and she looked up. Into the eyes of an officer. It wasn’t a dream. It’s not a dream. God? No. Please.

“Are you all right, miss?”

All right? She wanted to scream at this man, “No, I’m not all right! You just told me my parents are dead! I’ll never be all right again!” But she didn’t scream. Instead, she remained silent, keeping her words bottled up inside.

Moisture gathered in her eyes and inevitably spilled over onto her cheeks as reality finally set in. She quickly glanced back to see if any of the other children were present. They must’ve all been cleaning their rooms like she’d suggested in preparation for Mom and Dad’s arrival. But now that wouldn’t happen. Mom and Dad would never again drive up to their home. They’d never again walk through the front door. They’d never again gather her and her siblings in their arms and tell them they loved them. 

Dad wouldn’t be there to walk her down the aisle. 

Mom wouldn’t be present to help her find the perfect wedding gown. To give her advice for marriage and raising her own babies.

What on earth was she going to do now? She couldn’t do this alone.

An officer led her to the couch, where she collapsed in tears. She no longer possessed the strength to stand. Her two younger siblings rushed out of their rooms when they heard the commotion. Little Melanie would be too young to understand, but Brighton and Jaycee surely would. She repeated the officer’s words, then opened her arms to her brothers. The threesome bawled, and sobbed, and comforted each other until well into the evening. And the next day. And the next. Each day, they slowly came to grips with their grave reality. 

Mom and Dad were never coming back.
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Late November, the same year...

“Judy, I got the buggy all hitched up! You ready to go yet?” Bishop Christopher Stoltz called from the back door of their home.

“In a minute, schatzi. I chust need to double check my list.” Her melodic voice wafted from the kitchen window.

“Ah...so you’re making a list and checking it twice.” He chuckled, stroking his white beard. Jolliness bubbled up in his soul this morning, for some reason. Perhaps it was the fact that they just had Thanksgiving and Christmas was approaching. That always put him in a chipper mood.

Judy finally appeared and met him at the carriage. “I think I’m ready now.”

“Have you figured out who’s been naughty or nice?” He assisted his wife as she stepped up into the buggy, then rounded Prancer and hopped in himself.

“What foolishness are you speaking, husband?” She frowned.

“Ach, nothing.” He set the buggy in motion with a slight flick of his wrist, gently holding the reins, amusement sparkling in his eyes. 

~
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Shannon Parker pushed the shopping cart down the Walmart aisle, making sure her three siblings were still within sight. The youngest, twenty-two-month-old Melanie, sat fastened in the cart’s seat while the other two walked alongside and sometimes ahead of the cart.

She dug into her purse and counted her money once again. She grimaced. There was no way she’d be able to purchase all the items she’d planned for. She’d just have to figure out a way to stretch their meals—again. 

She picked up a bag of dry beans—they’d last for at least two meals, and some rice. Rice was great for stretching the budget and filling bellies, she’d learned. It could also be used for breakfast, lunch, or dinner. She grabbed another bag.

“Do we have to eat beans and rice again?” Five-year-old Jaycee complained, like he often did.

“Just be thankful we have food to eat. My cooking isn’t that bad, is it?” Her brow shot up.

“Well, it sure ain’t as good as Mom’s was.”

“Isn’t as good as Mom’s was.” She planted a hand on her hip. “Well, I’m sure that by the time I’m the age Mom was, I’ll be a better cook. But for now, too bad. You’ll just have to suffer through it.” 

“Can I get a candy bar?” He whined.

“May I get a candy bar? And no, you may not. We’re on a limited budget. Besides, all that sugar isn’t good for you.”

“You sound like Mom.”

“Good. Maybe you’ll start listening to me then.”

He reached for a candy bar and slyly placed it into the cart.

“I said no. We don’t have the money right now, Jaycee.” She removed the candy bar and put in back on the shelf.

“We never have the money.” Tears filled his eyes.

She crouched down next to him and brushed away his tears. “I know it’s hard right now, but we’ll get through this, okay? I’m going to ask my boss if he’ll give me a raise next week.”

“And then we’ll have money for a candy bar?”

“Maybe once in a while.” She handed him a tissue. “Here, wipe your nose.”

He did as told, then handed the tissue back to Shannon. 

“Keep it in your pocket in case you need it again.”

“Do you think Santa will get me a candy bar?” He perked up a little.

“Honey, Santa...” No, she wouldn’t tell him the truth about Santa Claus. At least, not yet. They’d still been reeling from the death of their parents three months ago. She wasn’t sure if Jaycee would be able to handle hearing the truth at this moment in time. He’d likely be devastated. “You can ask Santa when we go see him, okay?”

“We’re going to see Santa Claus?” His mouth stood agape and his eyes sparkled with pure excitement. It was the happiest face she’d seen on her youngest brother since their parents died. They needed more happy times.

“That’s right.”

“When? When? Today?” He jumped up and down.

“I don’t think Santa’s in his house yet. We’ll have to wait until December.”

“When is that?”

“Next week.” She frowned. She hadn’t even contemplated what it would cost to get her siblings a gift for Christmas this year. It would be their most meager holiday celebration ever. 

They’d gone out for a special meal on Thanksgiving Day at the local restaurant where she’d worked most of her senior year. Her boss had provided a free meal for them, knowing her circumstances. That had been something to be thankful for. 

She’d thought about preparing a fancy meal like Mom always had, but there was no way she wanted to put the effort in to create a gigantic meal with all the fixings. She could bake chicken, open a can of corn, and prepare macaroni and cheese out of the box, but she was not a skilled cook by any stretch of the word. She fixed meals so they could fill their bellies. At least they’d celebrated Thanksgiving, though. She’d managed to keep her tears at bay while the younger children were present, but she couldn’t help remembering Thanksgivings of previous years. She never thought she’d have to do it on her own. Oh, how she’d taken Mom and Dad for granted!

“Are we almost done?” Jaycee moaned, shaking her out of her melancholy mood.

“Yes.” She glanced around. “Where’s your brother?” The eleven-year-old was nowhere in sight.

“I don’t know. He said something about looking at fish. I want to look at fish too.”

“Brighton,” Shannon called. She maneuvered the cart around the corner but her brother wasn’t there. Great, she’d lost Brighton! “Okay, we’ll go see the fish, but let’s look down every aisle so we can try to find your brother.” 

As they headed in that direction, Shannon made sure Jaycee stayed close to the cart so she didn’t lose him too.

“There he is!” Jaycee proclaimed as they turned into the pet aisle. He raced toward his brother. “Shan was worried about you.”

“Brighton, you know better than to go off by yourself like that. Don’t you know there are bad people who are out there just waiting for children to wander off so they can snatch them away?”

He rolled his eyes. “You sound like Mom.”

“I’m serious, Brighton. Next time, stay with me.” She looked at him pointedly, communicating to him that she meant business.

“My fish need food.” He reached for a can of flakes.

Shannon frowned at the price. “We can’t buy that right now.”

“But my fish will die. They ran out yesterday.”

Shannon studied the cart and tried to determine which items to put back. “Only the small can.”

“But the bigger one is a better deal.”

“We don’t have money for it.” She shook her head. “Come on. Let’s go now.”

They headed to the register, but she’d lost count of the total. Oh well, if it was too much, she’d just ask the cashier to subtract something. She hated doing that, but it certainly wouldn’t be the first time.

“Here we go.” She picked a lane with only two customers ahead of her, the shortest one she could find.

“My feet hurt,” Jaycee whined.

Shannon glanced beyond the register and spotted a bench. “Why don’t you go sit there until we’re through the line. And don’t talk to strangers or go off with anyone.”

“I won’t.” 

She turned to Brighton. “Why don’t you go with him?”

“Can I play a video game?” He pointed to the tiny arcade just beyond the bench where Jaycee went to sit.

“It’s may I. And no, I don’t have extra money. As it is, we’ll probably have to put stuff back.”

“That’s embarrassing, Shan.”

“I know, but it is what it is.”

Brighton dug into his pants pocket. “I think I might have a couple of quarters in my pocket. I’ll give them to you if you think it will help.”

She shook her head, her heart filling with gratefulness. “Thanks, but two quarters wouldn’t do much. Go ahead and play your game.”

She carefully eyed Jaycee until he was safely seated on the bench. An older Amish man shared the bench with him. Yeah, he would be safe.
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Christopher sat patiently as Judy completed her shopping. He smiled as a young Englisch boy came and sat next to him.

“Hi! My name is Jaycee.” The boy beamed up at him.

Christopher nodded in silence.

“Do you remember me?” Jaycee climbed up onto his lap as though he were his kinskind. “My sister said I would have to wait to see you until December. I guess she didn’t know you’d be here today.”

Christopher stroked his beard and cocked a brow.

The boy reached up and felt his beard, as though trying to decide whether it was real or not. He then poked at his glasses. 

He chortled. “Have a care now. Don’t want to smudge them up.” 

Jaycee nodded, his expression serious. “My momma used to wear glasses too, just like me and you. But she don’t need ’em no more ‘cuz her and Daddy died in a car askident.”

Compassion tugged at Christopher’s heart and he frowned. “Your folks are...gone?”

Jaycee nodded. “Yep, I miss ’em real bad. I cried lots. We all did. Now Shannon has to watch us. She acts like Mom now. But sometimes she still cries.” He pointed to a young woman who couldn’t be more than a teenager.

“How old is Shannon?”

“My sister? She’s eighteen, I think. My baby sister is gonna be two on her birthday. And my big brother is eleven. I’m five.” His eyes grew large. “How old are you?”

“Ach, that doesn’t matter.” He chuckled.

“I’m supposed to tell you what I want for Christmas. Since my momma and daddy aren’t here no more, I don’t think Shan is going to get us anything. She don’t have lots of money like Momma and Daddy had.”

“What do you usually get for Christmas?”

Jaycee giggled. “Silly, you already know. You got it for me.”

“I did?”

“Yep. Remember the Thomas train set?”

He shook his head.

“You have to remember. We live a little just past the post office. The house after you come over the hill. The white one.” He shook his head in exasperation. “I didn’t know Santa had a bad memory.”

Christopher chuckled. “What were you hoping for this year?”

“Well, I’d really like for Momma and Daddy to come back home. But Shan says only God can do that, and she already aksed God and He said no.” He stared at Christopher. “Why do you think God said no?”

Christopher shrugged. “It seems we only get one chance to live on this earth here. After we’re gone, there’s no coming back.”

“But you know God, don’t you? Maybe you can ask Him for me. He might listen to you better since you do a lot of nice things for people.”

“I know God, but He will listen to you as much as to me.”

“He will? But I can’t see Him.”

“I can’t see Him either. I just pray.”

“I prayed before.” He glanced up as his sister was paying for the items in her cart. “I better go now. Could you maybe just get something special for my sister, or maybe give her a better job so she can buy me a candy bar next time?”

Christopher reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “You may get your candy bar now.”

His eyes nearly jumped out of his glasses. “Really? Thank you, Santa!”

Jaycee leapt off the bench and hurried toward his sister. He turned back and waved with his entire arm.

Christopher chuckled and waved, then went in search of his fraa. Wouldn’t Judy love to hear this tale?

~
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Shannon handed the money over to the cashier, sighing in relief that she’d had enough. Barely.

Jaycee bounded toward her. “Here’s money for my candy bar!” He thrust a dollar bill in her hand.

“Where’d you get that, Jaycee?”

“Santa gave it to me!” He nodded, then looked over at the bench he’d been sitting on. “Hey, where’d he go?”

“Maybe Rudolph swung by and picked him up,” the impatient man in line behind them mumbled.

Shannon ignored him. He’d been making curt remarks since he’d gotten in line.

“Quickly, get your candy bar. We’re holding up the line,” she warned.

Jaycee dug into his pocket and pulled out what looked to be a partially melted Snickers bar.

“Jaycee! You’re not supposed to have that in your pocket.”

The man in line behind them huffed.

She handed it to the cashier with an apologetic smile.

The cashier rang it up and handed the candy bar to Jaycee with amusement playing on her lips, along with the change.

“Thank you.” Shannon pushed the cart past the register and headed toward the tiny arcade. “Go get your brother. Tell him we’re leaving now.”

“Okay,” Jaycee mumbled around his half-eaten candy bar.
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“...and that’s what happened while I was waiting for you.” Christopher finished sharing his shopping experience with his fraa. “Well, what do you think?” 

A distressed look crossed Judy’s face. “We need to do something to help them.”

“I know, but what?” He scratched his chin. He’d been pondering the young family’s predicament since he’d learned of it.

“Where do the young kinner go when the older one works?”

“School, I suppose.”

“But you said there was a boppli, ain’t so?”

“A two-year-old, I believe.”

“I can’t imagine she can work much with such responsibilities.” Judy shook her head.

“Jah, they seemed to be struggling. Didn’t buy much food, by the look of it.”

“Well, I suppose we could take him during the day.”

“Her. It’s a maedel. I’m not sure where the little one goes when the oldest one works.”

“Do you know if they have relatives nearby? Maybe they watch the boppli.”

“I wouldn’t know. All I know is what the bu told me. Jaycee was his name.” He chuckled. “And I think he believed I was Santa Claus.”

Judy gasped. “Really?”

He nodded.

“What if we hired her at our roadside stand? Then she wouldn’t have to worry about taking the kinner somewhere. I’m sure she would feel better knowing they are well cared for.”

Christopher chuckled. 

“What?”

He shrugged. “Well, they don’t really know us. Not too sure she’d know they were well cared for.”

“We can fix that. Where did you say they lived?”

“The bu said their house was past the post office. He didn’t say which one, though.”

“We’ll just have to find out.”

“Are you suggesting we go knock on doors?”

“Seems to me we could figure it out pretty easily by asking around.” Judy tugged on her kapp string. “Now that I think about it, didn’t someone mention an accident where the folks died some months back?”

“I suppose so.”

Judy nodded. “We will find out where they live, then we will take them some treats. I’m sure the kinner will appreciate some of my special cookies.”

Christopher nodded. His smile widened. “I appreciate your special cookies.”

“And I could take over a couple of loaves of bread, some butter from Elsie, and some of my jam. Maybe pickles too. Do you think they’ll like my pickles?”

“I like your pickles.”

“Do you suppose they could use some quilts?”

“Now, Judy, let’s not overdo it. We don’t want to scare them away.”

“I don’t know anyone who’d be scared away by a quilt, husband.”

“Maybe we’ll chust bring some food at first. We can take a gander at their place while we’re there and see if they need other things too.”

“That sounds like a sensible idea.” 

“That’s me. Always sensible.”

“Let’s not stretch the truth now, husband.”

Christopher’s eyes grew. “Me?”

“Always sensible? What about that time you brought that raccoon into the house?”

“He was hurt.”

“He tore up the kitchen and ate all my fresh-made pies!”

Christopher chuckled. “He needed to eat too. Can’t fault him for liking your pies. I like your pies.”

“Easy for you to say when you didn’t put all the work into making them. Ach, what am I going to do with you?”

“A buss would be nice.” His eyes twinkled.

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
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Shannon’s cell phone buzzed in her back pocket. She quickly delivered the two plates of hot food to table number seven, then rushed back to check her messages. She’d left little Melanie with the teen neighbor girl and her poor baby sister had been screaming when she walked out the door this morning. She hated to leave her with someone she’d never stayed with, but she had no choice since the regular sitter called in sick.

She looked down at the phone in her hand. The message wasn’t the babysitter. She didn’t know if that was good or bad.

“Number seven asked for ketchup and a side of mayo,” her coworker Shelby said.

“Okay, thanks.” Shannon slipped the phone back into her pocket and rushed to get the condiments. She couldn’t afford to lose out on a tip. Literally. 

Brighton had just informed her that he needed new athletic shoes for school. He’d outgrown the sneakers he wore last year. Who knew how much those would cost. On top of using her gas, and traveling all the way to Walmart. 

She sighed. Could anything else go wrong today?

“Customers at table number three,” Shelby hollered over her shoulder while she whisked through the double doors to the kitchen.

Shannon glanced toward the table and tucked two menus under her arm. She walked to the table and sucked in a breath.

Oh, no. Not today. Her heart sped up. 

“Hey, Shan. How’s it
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