Chapter One

Sarah heard the thin, reedy cry of a newborn. Wake up! she told herself. Wake up! The baby needs you. 

But something was holding her down, binding her arms. She fought against it. I have to get to my baby! she moaned.

“Sarah! Wake up, it’s just a bad dream!”

Jerking awake, Sarah stared into her husband’s face. His eyebrows were drawn together in a frown. 

“You were dreaming again.” 

She closed her eyes, opened them again, and sighed. No, the bad dream was waking and finding that she didn’t have a child. One child, she thought. If I had just one child, I could be happy, God. Is one child too much to ask?

Then, just as quickly, she chided herself. It was wrong to talk to God that way. 

David let go of her arms. “You haven’t had one in a long time.” He narrowed his eyes. “Have you?”

Sarah nearly squirmed under his inquisitive stare. She shook her head. Sitting up, she tried to swing her legs off the bed, but David’s large frame blocked her way. “I can’t believe I fell asleep. I was going to rest for just a minute after I came home from school.”

He touched her arm. “You’ve exhausted yourself with redding up the house and doing so much at school with the Christmas program.” 

“I need to get up.”

“Sarah . . .” 

“David, please. People will be coming at four. I don’t want our guests to think anything’s wrong.”

“Even if it is?” His voice was quiet, but the words felt like a slap.

David stood, and Sarah moved from the bed, avoiding his eyes. She smoothed her dress, grateful that she hadn’t wrinkled it lying down. Going to the mirror, she stared at her face, seeing a conflicting message written on its oval shape: there were lavender shadows beneath her gray eyes, evidence she couldn’t hide that she wasn’t sleeping enough lately. But a sleep crease in her cheek showed she’d just gotten up from bed. 

She rubbed a finger over the crease and hoped it would be gone before anyone arrived. Putting on the Kapp she’d laid out earlier over her nut-brown hair, she started to turn. Then she caught a flash of movement in the mirror.

David stood behind her, the expression on his handsome face full of regret and dismay. But she wasn’t ready to forgive his comment. “You need to get cleaned up.” The words came out a little sharper than she’d intended. 

“Look at me, Sarah,” he said softly.

She did as he asked. It was a long look up, as David was a foot taller than her five-foot-two stature; it was even harder to meet his concerned gaze. “I’m fine, David. Really.”

“I’m your husband, Sarah,” he said. “There’s no need to pretend with me.” 

She nodded and sighed again. “I know. But I want everything to go well tonight. I couldn’t bear it if anyone was sad for me. Or felt sorry for me.” She felt tears threatening, and blinked them back and took a deep breath. “Not tonight. It’s too special a night for anyone to feel sad, whether it is my friends and my family–or you and me.”

Tenderly, he cupped her cheek in his hand. “Your friends and your family care about you. They don’t feel sorry for you.”

“Everyone knows it’s near the anniversary of my miscarriage,” she said. “They’ve been watching me. I felt it today at the school program. And sad or sorry–it’s one and the same thing, isn’t it?” She looked away from the pain she saw flash into his eyes.

He stood there, seeming not to know what to say. 

“David, you need to get ready.”

“But, Sarah–”

“I have to check on things,” she said, and before he could speak, she rushed from the room. 

Downstairs, Sarah went from room to room, checking one last time to be sure all was as it should be. Her home shone. She’d cleaned for days, and when she was assured there was not a speck of dust hiding anywhere, she’d turned to decorating for Christmas. Work took her mind off what had happened this time last year. It kept her busy, gave her a sense of control she hadn’t had then. 

As she glanced around the living room, she should have felt satisfaction. The house had never looked better. A fire crackled merrily in the fireplace, and the drape of greenery that decorated the mantel David had built scented the room with fresh pine. Pots of bright red poinsettias had been set around the room for a festive holiday touch. Candles flickered in glass votives and cast a warm glow. 

Once Christmas had been her favorite time of the year. Everyone gathered together to celebrate the birth of Jesus, and she would sit at the feet of her favorite uncle and listen to him read from the Bible the story of baby Jesus born in a stable to Mary and Joseph. The next day was more social, with visits and gift exchanges. 

She paused at the window to look out at the barn where David had been spending most of his waking hours building the beautiful furniture that was his livelihood. As Christmas approached, the loss had lain between them when they sat at the table for a meal or spent the hours together before bed. Some losses were too huge for words. Sarah could only pray that somehow they would get through this.

She heard David entering the room, and turned to offer him a tentative smile. She didn’t want to have tension between them. She loved this tall, handsome man who worked so hard to build their home and provide for them, who had continued to show her that he loved and cherished her during some of the worst months of her life. 

When she was sixteen, she had developed quite a crush on the quiet blond man with eyes the color of the summer sky. When she was twenty, she had married him. Three years later she loved him even more. 

And miracle of miracles, he loved her, even though she felt that she had failed him.

 “I’m sorry,” he said simply, walking toward her. He stopped before her and studied her face. “You look so tired.”

She playfully slapped his arm. “Not what a woman wants to hear.”

“Maybe tonight you can get some sleep.” 

She’d been having trouble sleeping for the past two weeks. Sometimes she slipped from bed and went downstairs to sit by herself. More than once she woke to find herself being carried back to bed in her husband’s strong arms. 

She went into his arms now, and they stood there, holding each other. “I’m sorry too.”

There was a knock on the front door, and Sarah jumped back. “They’re here already.” 

“I’ll go check the fire,” David called after her as she rushed to answer the door. 

Miriam stood on the doorstep. “I hope Seth and I aren’t too early?” 

Sarah smiled and shook her head. “Of course not. Merry Christmas.”
Peering around her, Miriam laughed. “We are the first, are we not?”

“Come in, come in,” Sarah said, gesturing. “It’s freezing out there! The temperature must have dropped ten degrees just in the last hour.”

Stepping inside, Miriam handed over the casserole she carried. “It’s good that we moved up the time, ya? Our first storm of the season is going to be a bad one.” She hung her outer things on a hook by the door, revealing her too-slender figure clad in her Sunday-best dress and Kapp. 

The heat from the kitchen steamed her round, wire-rimmed glasses, and she took them off and wiped their lenses. “Seth is putting the horse in the barn.” 

“Would you like some peppermint tea?”

“Ya, I would love some.” Miriam left Sarah to wander into the next room. Returning to the kitchen, she accepted the cup of tea Sarah handed her and sat at the kitchen table. “Everything looks so nice. It must have taken you days.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

“Thank you for inviting us. Are you sure it wasn’t too much work?” Miriam tentatively touched her friend’s hand resting on the table. “I know–well, this must be a difficult time for you.”

Squaring her shoulders, Sarah forced a smile. “I’m fine. And you–I’m so happy that you and Seth are seeing each other.” 

Miriam’s smile transformed her features. “I just can’t describe what it feels like to be with him. I never thought Seth would notice me. He’s always had girls swarming around him like bees to honey.” She stopped, shook her head. “But he makes me feel . . .” She lifted her shoulders, let them fall. “He makes me feel pretty.”

“You are pretty,” Sarah told her. “I don’t know why you’ve always felt you weren’t.” Relieved that the focus of the conversation had switched from her sadness, Sarah studied Miriam. “Do you think you might be in love?”

They weren’t rushing things, Miriam said, but Sarah had a feeling that theirs would be one of the first marriages next fall, after the harvest, after the banns were read. She listened to her friend talk about Seth. Was this the way she had sounded when she was first falling in love with David? 

Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door, and she hurried to open it. 

Nine-year-old John Smucker stood on the doorstep. He grinned at her. “Merry Christmas, Sarah!” He held out a casserole. “I helped make filling.”

“It smells wonderful. Could you set it on the stove?”

He nodded and hurried to do as she’d asked. His sister, Anna Marie, followed him inside. Only a sister, and a teenaged one at that, could give her brother such a disparaging look, thought Sarah. Lydia, the children’s mother, was still climbing the steps to the house and didn’t see the exchange. 

“Are those your biscuits?” Sarah asked Anna Marie.

Anna Marie started to shrug and then, catching a glimpse of her mother watching her, nodded and smiled. “I know you like them.” She pulled up a corner of the cloth that covered the basket and let Sarah take a sniff. 

“Mmm, I can’t wait. Would you put them on the counter with the other baked goods?” 

Sarah turned back to the door to greet Lydia, Miriam’s sister. Lydia was much older than Miriam, a widowed mother with three children, but she moved with a grace that made her seem much younger. 

“Where is Jacob?” Sarah asked as she shut the door.

“Helping Daniel and Seth with the horses. He wanted to ‘be with the men.’ ” Lydia sighed as she watched her eldest child leave the room with her Aenti Miriam. “My kinner are growing up so fast. Especially Anna Marie.” 

Then Lydia turned her attention to Sarah. “And you, Sarah. How are you?”

“Looking forward to our sharing this special time,” Sarah said firmly, looking away from the sympathy in Lydia’s eyes. “I plan to enjoy this Christmas. Especially with all the happy news you and Miriam have shared with me.”

Lydia hugged Sarah, and though the cheek she pressed against Sarah’s was chilled, her hug was warm and loving. She leaned back and studied Sarah’s face as David had done. “Good for you.” 

“I want to focus on what I have, not what I don’t have. I have a wonderful husband and a beautiful home he and his brothers built for us.” Sarah lifted her chin and grinned. “And friends who have shared such good news. Imagine, you and Miriam might both be getting married come harvest. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

“Second chances,” Lydia said, and a dreamy look came into her eyes. Then she caught herself and shook her head. “I sound like Anna Marie. But I’m not young.”

“You are too,” Sarah insisted. “Young and in love again.” 

Lydia laughed and hung up her outer things.

Sarah tilted her head and studied her friend. “You glow,” she said quietly. “It’s so good to see that God gave you and Daniel that second chance. He’s so good.”

“God or Daniel?” Lydia teased. But then she smiled. “And if you believe that God has been good to me, and to Daniel, you must believe that He’ll see that you get the gift of a second chance too. And don’t pretend to not know what I mean. God wants us to have the gift of happiness, Sarah. In His infinite wisdom, He knows that a child for you and David would be His greatest gift to you both.”

Sarah bit her lip and blinked at the sudden rush of tears. “You’re such a good friend to remind me that I must have faith. That’s what David keeps saying.”

“You’ve been a good friend to me, too,” Lydia told her, and she moved to hug Sarah again. “You listened to me when I needed it.” 

Saarah smiled. “That’s what friends are for.” 

The two women moved toward the kitchen.

“You and Miriam are more than friends,” Sarah told her. “I’ve always felt that you were like sisters to me—and especially since Linda and her husband moved to Ohio. I miss her.” Sarah sighed. “I was hoping they’d be here this Christmas, but John is having surgery and can’t travel.”

“Perhaps they can come for Easter.”

“We hope so.”

“Goodness,” Lydia said, her eyes widening as she looked at the plates set out on one counter. “Just how many kinds of cookies did you bake?”

Sarah laughed. “I lost count. But Seth is here. None will go to waste.”

The house filled quickly as more friends and family crowded in, bearing covered dishes and platters that wafted delicious aromas. 

Her favorite uncle and aunt were the last to arrive. “We stopped to check on your parents,” Aenti [name] said, as Sarah helped her hang her bonnet, coat, and shawl on pegs in the mud room. “They’re feeling better, but they aren’t going to join us.”

“The flu really laid them low,” Sarah said. “It won’t be the same without them tonight, but it’s best they stay in with this weather.” 

“It was gut you asked everyone to come earlier,” Onkel Sam said, hanging up his own things. “Bad storm coming in tonight.”

“Everyone’s here,” Sarah told him, rising on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. His graying beard was bristly and cold. 

He held up his Bible. “I remember how when you were a little girl you would sit at my knee and listen to me read the story of Jesus’ birth.”

“It’s still my favorite,” she told him. 

“Well, then, let’s get started.”

After greeting everyone, Samuel took a seat in the place of honor, the most comfortable chair by the fire. The kinner raced to sit at his feet, just as Sarah had once done. She took a seat on a nearby bench and watched as with great ceremony her uncle fixed his reading glasses on his long, narrow nose, and opened the Bible. 

“ ‘This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about,’ ” he began. 

There was singing, much singing, of the old hymns in German after the Scripture and the readings. Sarah loved hearing the voices of her friends and family rise in songs of the season. There was no accompaniment; their voices were all that were needed to lift the songs to heaven. If she faltered a little on a song about the birth, no one noticed. David looked over at her, as if knowing that her thoughts had drifted to the baby they wished for. She smiled to reassure him. 

The kinner were well behaved as usual, but Sarah saw them looking in the direction of the kitchen. Many of them had helped prepare the food, or made homemade candy or sweets for gifts. But it wasn’t just eagerness to eat. All of them knew that when this day was over, Second Christmas, the gift giving day, would be that much closer. Although the gifts. often homemade, would be modest compared to Englisch standards, they were still a treat to be anticipated and enjoyed.

Finally it was time for the food: roast chicken, filling, mashed potatoes with browned butter on top, a bounty of vegetables that had been canned after the summer harvest. And the desserts! Oh, my, there were so many desserts . . . pumpkin and apple and custard pies, several strudels, a favorite fruitcake made by Miriam, and every kind of cookie from molasses to ginger to raisin puff. Several of Sarah’s cousins took over the task of making and serving coffee. 

Sarah felt David’s eyes on her as she moved around the room offering a plate of cookies.

“Everything looks wonderful,” one of her aunts paused to say as she looked over the plate of cookies. “You’ve outdone yourself, Sarah.”

“Danki.”

***

David watched his wife as she moved around the room seeing to the needs of their guests. After two hours, the strain was showing. Others might not notice, but he knew the signs. He walked over to join her as she offered cookies to Miriam.  

Seth appeared at her elbow, shifted his walking stick to his other hand, and chose a lemon snowflake cookie from the plate. Popping it into his mouth, he chewed appreciatively. “Mmm, I think this is my favorite.”

“You said that about the last ones,” Miriam reminded him, but her tone was fond. “If you don’t stop eating so many cookies your stomach will burst.”

He patted it and grinned. “It will be worth it.”

When he reached for another, Sarah smiled and drew the plate back. “I’ll wrap some up for you to eat later. Tomorrow, perhaps?”

“Your wife is cutting off my cookie supply,” Seth complained to David.

Sarah held out the plate to her husband. “Cookie?”

Instead of taking one, David took the plate and handed it to Seth, then grasped Sarah’s hand and led her from the room. 

“Thanks!” Seth called after them. 

“David, we have guests,” Sarah protested, but she kept the smile on her face. 

“They can do without us for a time,” he said quietly, refusing to let go of her hand. When they reached the kitchen, he took her other hand. “Look at me, Sarah.”

Slowly she did as he asked. “I’m fine, David. Really.”

““I told you before, Sarah,” he said, looking deep into her eyes. “There is no need to pretend with me.”

“David, please. We talked about this earlier and ended up saying things we regretted.”

He dropped her hands and stepped back. “Fine.”

She threw up her hands. “See what I mean?”

“Well, how am I supposed to feel? I thought we were doing better the last few months, that we were getting over the miscarriage.” 

“Getting over it?” Sarah whispered. “How do you ‘get over’ losing a baby?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know.” He gave a quick glance at the doorway. “But we were doing better,” he repeated. “Then the past two weeks . . . I’ve felt like I can’t say the right thing, do the right thing.”

She nodded. “It’s the anniversary. Naomi told me it was hard for them.” She took his hand and squeezed it. “But things feel different tonight. I’m enjoying myself, I really am. I’m glad everyone came.” Rising up on her toes, she gave him a quick kiss. “We should be getting back to our guests.”

There was a joyful shriek, and two-year-old Rebecca ran into the kitchen and threw her arms around Sarah’s knees. Laughing, Sarah bent to pick up the child. “Where are you going, glay hotsli?” 

“Sorry, she got away from me!” Ruth, one of Sarah’s cousins, tried but failed to give her daughter a stern look. She bent down. “Come to your mamm.”

Giggling, Rebecca just held on tighter to Sarah. “Farah,” she cried, using her version of Sarah’s name. 

It cut at David to see the way Sarah closed her eyes as she held the little girl. Then she opened them and handed Rebecca to her mother with an over-bright smile. 

“I’m enjoying teaching your kinner again this year. I can’t wait until this little one joins us.”

“Me either,” her mother said dryly. “She can be a handful.”

Ruth’s husband appeared in the doorway behind her. “Ruth? We should be leaving now.” 

She turned to look at him. “So early?” 

“You remember we talked about the weather. Everyone’s getting ready to go.”

“And I am sure they are no happier than I am,” replied Ruth. “Oh well. At least the storm didn’t come in time to keep us from visiting today.” She bounced Rebecca on her hip. “Come, let us get your coat on.” 

Their guests found their wraps and said their good-byes.

“We had such a wonderful time,” Aenti Mary told Sarah as the women cleaned up the kitchen. “I thought I would take some food by to your parents’ house on our way home.”

Sarah hugged her. “Thank you. Tell them that I love them and hope to see them tomorrow. If they can’t come here, I’ll visit them.”

Aenti Mary patted her cheek. “I will. They would have enjoyed seeing how you carried on their tradition tonight in your home.”

One by one their guests left, bundled up against the rapidly lowering temperature. Snow swirled in the door each time it opened. Finally, the door stopped opening and shutting. 

And David was alone with his wife. 

“I’m glad that they don’t have far to travel with a storm coming. But God will watch over them.”

Sarah nodded and turned to start straightening the kitchen, but David reached out and caught her hand, pulling her into his arms. She laid her head on his shoulder, and he held her. And finally she let go, as she hadn’t let herself do all the time they had entertained, all the hours leading up to it, all the days before.

“I’m sorry,” she cried, wetting the shoulder of his jacket with her tears. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

David stroked her back. “What are you sorry for?”

“For being so sad sometimes. For thinking of myself too often. For . . . for . . .” She paused, then plunged on. “For failing you.”

He pulled back then and frowned at her. “You have not failed me.”

“But–”

“I’ve told you time and again that you didn’t fail us. God has a plan for us, Sarah. You must believe that.”

“I’m trying.”

“I know,” he said, gathering her to him again. “I know. It’s hard, but we must be patient. The doctor said there’s no reason why we can’t have kinner. We must trust God to send them.”

The storm started two hours later, with a fierceness they only saw several times a year. Sarah was grateful that all their friends and family would be safely tucked in their homes. The wind howled and snow splashed against the windows. 

“Ready for bed?” David asked. 

“Be right there.” She walked over to the table by the front window and turned off the battery-operated candle she’d put there for the holidays. 

Hand in hand, they walked to the stairs and were halfway up when they heard someone pounding on the front door.

