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•Chapter One

December 

Elizabeth Martin sat up and blinked in the pitchy darkness. 
What had disturbed her dreamless slumber? With pounding 

heart, she shoved back the warm layers of quilts and reached for the 
woolen shawl at the foot of her bed. Wrapping it snugly around her 
fl annel nightgown, she pushed her feet into her sheepskin slippers 
and tiptoed down the hall to peek into the children’s bedroom. Qui-
etly listening, she waited until their even breathing assured her they 
were both still sleeping peacefully. 

she crept down the stairs, treading lightly on the creaking steps 
until she fi nally stood motionless in the front room. Holding her 
breath, she listened intently to the sounds of the night. But other 
than the ticking of the mantel clock and the whistling of the winter 
wind outside, the farmhouse remained silent. even old Flax, faith-
ful friend and watchdog, appeared unconcerned as he snoozed bliss-
fully on the braided rug in front of the glowing coals of the fi re. 
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stooping down, she set a couple more logs on top of the last 
remnant of red embers. she hoped they would catch and burn until 
morning. Blowing onto the hot cinders, she watched as flames flick-
ered to life and then licked up the birch’s papery bark. Without even 
moving, Flax opened an amber eye, peering up at her with canine 
interest.

“sorry to disturb you,” she whispered as she stroked a silky golden 
ear. “you didn’t hear anything, did you?”

His tail thumped contentedly in answer. Just the same, she gazed 
up at the long shotgun mounted above the mantel, wondering if she 
should take it down…just in case. But standing, she slowly shook 
her head. no, there was probably no need for that. she was confi-
dent that it was loaded and that she was fully capable of firing it—
and wouldn’t hesitate to if necessary. less than two weeks ago, she’d 
shot at a small pack of coyotes that had threatened to invade the 
chicken coop. But she suspected that tonight’s intruders were sim-
ply products of her own imagination. otherwise Flax would have 
barked. or Brady would have tapped quietly on her door. despite 
his sixty-some years, his hearing was as sharp as ever. The freed slave 
was her dependable hired hand. she didn’t know what she’d do with-
out him.

Just to be sure, she went over to the front window and, barely 
moving the lace curtain back, peered out into the farmyard. Thanks 
to a bright half-moon and the freshly fallen snow from earlier in 
the evening, she could see that all was a picture of perfect peace out 
there. no sign whatsoever of intruders. no farm animals stirring. 
she didn’t even spy any tracks of wild critters in the blanket of new 
snow. Brady’s little cabin looked equally undisturbed and somewhat 
picturesque with a thin layer of snow coating its shake roof. all was 
obviously well, and she knew she would be wise to return to her own 
bed while it still retained a margin of warmth. 

But she was fully awake, and despite being worn out from a 
long day of holiday baking as well as her usual farm and household 
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chores, she knew that sleep would not come easily to her now. It 
never did at times like this. Besides that, returning to her empty bed 
was always much more unsettling in the middle of the night than 
when she retired at her usual bedtime, not long after she’d tucked 
the children into their beds and listened to their prayers. at first it 
had seemed strange to turn in with the chickens and the children, 
but over time she’d convinced herself these early bedtimes conserved 
kerosene and candles and firewood, especially during winter, when 
the nights were so long. oh, she knew the real reason for her juve-
nile bedtime…even if she couldn’t admit it to anyone else. It was a 
clear-cut case of plain old loneliness.

More than three years had passed since she’d lost James. In the 
beginning, everyone had promised her it would get easier with 
time. sometimes her mother still reminded her of this. and in the 
bright and shining light of day, elizabeth believed her. It had got-
ten a tiny bit easier over the years. But at times like this, awakened 
in the middle of the night and experiencing her solitude, the rules 
changed. 

elizabeth’s usual loneliness turned into a deep black pool in the 
night. Pulling her down, holding her under, it sometimes made sim-
ply breathing a struggle. alone in the darkness, her grief felt as fresh 
and intense as if it she’d only just lost him. and she knew the ache 
in her heart would never heal. How could it? But eventually morn-
ing would come. she would go through her daily paces, and some-
times she would even laugh and smile, moving forward one day at 
a time. But nights were difficult.

she sat down in the rocker by the fireplace, and staring blankly 
at the flickering flames, she began to pray. It was her usual prayer, 
painfully familiar to her, and she hoped God didn’t grow weary  
of her pleading. she always began by asking God to help her to  
bear her grief with grace and with strength. Then she asked him to 
make her wise enough to parent Jamie and ruth with dignity and 
mercy. Finally she asked God to grant her peace—that lovely perfect 
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peace that surpassed understanding. and for the most part God had 
generously given it to her, at least in the daytime.

recently, however, even in the light of day, that particular sense 
of peace seemed to be lacking. she couldn’t quite put her finger on 
where it had gone or when it had started to fade, but she felt certain 
that something had changed. or perhaps it was simply a result of 
winter. The cold and ice and snow had come earlier than usual this 
year. Certainly, that could make anyone uneasy. at least that was 
what she had tried to convince herself.

But when she was being perfectly honest, like on a night such 
as this, she had to admit that something was definitely amiss. In all 
truthfulness, these stirrings had begun early in the fall. Her unset-
tling sense of discontentment, as if something—and not just her 
beloved departed husband—was missing from her life. deep down 
inside of her, similar to a festering splinter or a stone bruise, some-
thing was disturbing her.

“you’re just ready for a new relationship,” her mother had hap-
pily told elizabeth after she’d confided this sense of restlessness sev-
eral weeks ago. 

“a new relationship?” elizabeth had been confused.
“It’s only natural that a young woman such as yourself should 

want a good man by her side.” Then, as was her habit, elizabeth’s 
practical mother had begun to list the eligible bachelors and recent 
widowers within a twenty mile radius. This was followed by all the 
recent gossip tidbits her mother had overheard in town that week. 
and finally, her mother had ended by declaring that Howard lynch 
was the perfect man for elizabeth. “you know how he lost his wife 
and little girl to cholera too. Gladys Barton told me that he’s been 
very lonely of late.”

“That’s not what’s troubling me,” elizabeth had declared. “I’m 
not looking for a man, Mother. It’s something much bigger than 
that. a restless sort of stirring deep inside of me. I can’t even describe 
it properly.”
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of course, that had worried her mother. she’d even felt eliz-
abeth’s forehead, thinking she might have a fever. “But remem-
ber, you have Jamie and ruth,” she had said with concern. “Those  
young                ins depend on you. even if you’re discontent in some way, you 
do have your children to keep you going. don’t forget them.”

as if elizabeth could ever forget them. “I love Jamie and ruth 
more than I love my own life,” elizabeth had reassured her. “you 
know that, Mother.”

smiling in a knowing way, her mother had gently patted her 
hand. “It is simply a season, my dear. all women suffer from these 
afflictions at times. don’t fret, this too will pass.”

But as elizabeth stared into the fire tonight, she wasn’t convinced 
this would pass. something inside of her knew this was more than 
just a female problem or a seasonal stirring. and certainly not a 
desire to remarry. It was much bigger than those things. elizabeth 
was fairly certain that this longing was related to an old dream that 
she and James had nurtured early in their marriage. Back when 
the children were small, she and James would sit right here in the 
evenings. relaxing in their chairs that flanked this very fireplace, 
together they would discuss this dream as they planned for a future 
that was exciting and adventurous and challenging.

It had been a very big dream, but when James was alive, it had 
seemed realistic and possible. However, cholera changed everything 
in 1853. The dream had died when elizabeth had buried her hus-
band and stillborn baby.

But in recent weeks, this old longing had been trying to return. 
It had been sneaking into her dreams, whispering into her ear, and 
waking her in the middle of the night—as it did tonight. But the 
dream was unsettling now. It felt too big for her. Too big for her chil-
dren. and for the most part she wished it would go knock on some-
one else’s door. and yet…there was a small part of her that was still 
intrigued by this dream. Probably because of the way it made her 
feel connected to James.
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sometimes, she almost felt as if James was the one waking her 
in the middle of the night. That he was sitting with her by the 
fire, filling her mind with these strange ideas in the wee hours of 
the morning. she could never admit this to anyone—certainly not 
her mother—but sometimes she almost felt as if she were being 
haunted by her dearly departed husband. no, “haunted” was the 
wrong word because she never felt frightened. It was more as if he 
were sending her messages. 

even now she could imagine him sitting in his chair across from 
her, smoking his pipe, smiling with confidence as he encouraged her 
to pursue the old dream. she sensed him assuring her that this was 
the right path for her and the children. and sometimes, in the quiet 
of the night, she almost believed it too. 

But common sense always came with the morning, and in the 
light of day she always realized how impractical, impossible, and 
slightly insane it was to entertain such wild imaginings. so for days, 
she would dismiss this crazy dream altogether. and other than that 
fleeting sense of discontent, which came and went, she would move 
smoothly through her life. But then a night like tonight would 
sneak up on her. and suddenly the dream seemed like a real possi-
bility, and a part of her felt as if she almost wanted it to come true. 

But another part of her, that protective maternal part, was hes-
itant and careful and slightly afraid. after all, her children were 
dependent on her. Common sense must prevail. and so as she 
watched the flames flickering and crackling, she once again asked 
God to direct her, to help her to lead her children on the path that 
was best for all of them. and if somehow this dream was truly best 
for them, if it was the direction God wanted them to take, he would 
have to show her the way and lead her. otherwise, she would sim-
ply stay put.
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Ruthie, hold still,” elizabeth told her daughter as she plaited
 her hair, trying to contain the wispy golden strands into one 

smooth braid down her back. 
“I’m too excited to hold still.” ruth’s feet continued to dance. “I 

want to get to Grandma and Grandpa’s. I can’t wait, Mama.”
“If you don’t stop squirming, I’ll have to start all over again, and 

it will take us even longer to get on our way.”
“But Grandma said to be there by two,” ruth pointed out.
“and we will get there by two, if you’ll just stop wiggling.”
“Th e carriage is hitched and ready to go.” Jamie came into the 

house, stomping the snow off  his feet by the kitchen door. 
“did Brady check it for you?” elizabeth asked.
“He said I did just fi ne.” Jamie pointed to the kitchen table, 

loaded with boxes and packages. “do you want me to take these 
out now?”
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she nodded as she reached for the red satin ribbon. “Thank you, 
son. and be careful with that small white box. It’s breakable.”

“I know,” he said importantly. “It’s the vase for Grandma.”
“The one with the pink rosebuds,” ruth added. “To go with her 

dishes. I picked it out of the catalog. remember?”
“We all picked it out,” Jamie said as he hefted up the biggest crate, 

the one containing the pies that elizabeth had baked the day before.
“Be careful with that one too,” she warned. “Place it where it 

won’t get jostled about. and keep those tea towels tucked snugly 
over the top.”

Jamie sniffed and then smacked his lips. “don’t worry, Ma. I’ll 
put this one in a real safe spot.” 

“and did you already take that pecan pie out to Brady?”
“I did, Mama, and he said to thank you for thinking of him.”
“and you took him his Christmas present as well?” elizabeth had 

ordered the old man a new heavy woolen coat from the catalog. His 
other one had been looking threadbare.

“I gave it to him. He said he wouldn’t open it until Christmas 
morning though.”

“Thank you, son.” she turned back to ruth, securing the shiny 
ribbon midway down the long braid.

“I wonder what I’ll get for Christmas,” ruth said dreamily.
“remember, honey, Christmas is about giving gifts,” elizabeth 

told her. “not just receiving them.”
ruth’s forehead creased in concern. “But we always get gifts for 

Christmas, Mama.”
“yes, I know.” she fashioned the ribbon into a nice big bow. “But 

I just don’t think you should always expect them.”
ruth looked unconvinced.
“There.” elizabeth patted the backside of ruth’s red and white 

gingham party dress. “all done. you look very pretty, ruth anne.”
ruth smiled at her, but then her smile faded as she pointed to 

elizabeth’s dress. “Why don’t you wear a pretty dress, Mama?”
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elizabeth shrugged as she smoothed the black taffeta skirt. This 
had been her “good” dress for the past three years, and it still had 
plenty of wear left in it.

“Cora May’s mama quit wearing widow’s weeds a long time ago.”
“Widow’s weeds?” elizabeth looked curiously at her daughter.
“That’s what Cora May calls them. and she said her mama never 

wears black anymore.”
“Well, that’s fine for her.” elizabeth reached for her coat.
“and Cora May told me her mama sewed herself a new dress to 

wear for Christmas, and she made Cora May one to match. Cora 
May said the fabric is exactly the color of a blue jay.”

“That sounds very pretty.” elizabeth patted ruth’s head. “I’m very 
happy for Cora May and her mama.”

“But Cora May’s papa died the same time as my papa.”
It seemed clear that ruth had been giving this subject some 

thought of late. “yes, ruth, I know.”
“But you still wear black, Mama.”
elizabeth sighed. “yes, I do.”
“But why, Mama?”
“I don’t know…I suppose it’s because I’m so used to it.”
“But don’t you think colors are pretty?”
elizabeth smiled and then nodded as she put on her winter hat, 

which was also black. “yes, I do think colors are pretty. But are you 
forgetting that this is Christmas eve and we need to get to Grandma 
and Grandpa’s? so run and get your coat. and don’t forget your scarf 
and mittens. It’s cold out there.”

Before long they had everything, including the dog, securely 
loaded into the back of the carriage, and as usual of recent times, 
Jamie insisted on driving. elizabeth didn’t argue, but also as usual, 
she sat next to him just in case. For a boy of nearly twelve, he was 
as responsible as they came. and yet she knew he was still a child. 
and even though he sometimes strutted around the farm like a lit-
tle rooster, trying to be the man of the house, she didn’t want to put 
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too much upon him too soon. Childhood was fleeting enough with-
out being rushed through it.

“Can we sing Christmas songs?” ruth asked as the carriage rum-
bled down the drive, cutting new tracks through the thin layer of 
fresh snow.

“Certainly.” elizabeth nodded as she adjusted the muffler more 
snugly around ruth’s neck, making sure to keep the cold draft out. 

“you get us started.”
soon they were singing “Jingle Bells,” including all the verses 

Jamie and ruth had learned in school. and before they knew it, 
they were there, unloading the carriage in front of elizabeth’s par-
ents’ home. 

“Merry Christmas!” elizabeth’s father said cheerfully as he burst 
out of the house, bounding down the front steps with energy that 
belied his age. not that he was so old, although elizabeth knew that 
he’d be fifty-five in a few weeks. But asa dawson was a big man and 
full of life and kindness. due to his size, he could easily intimidate 
anyone, but when he grinned he reminded elizabeth of an over-
grown puppy dog. He bent down to hug each of them, wishing 
them all a happy Christmas. Then, spying the largest crate, he lifted 
the towel and peeked inside. “Well, well. I reckon I better help you 
with this one.”

“It’s the pies,” Jamie told him as he helped Flax jump down onto 
the ground.

“Mmm-mmm…I might just have to sneak that apple pie out 
back.” He winked at Jamie. “your grandma banished me from the 
kitchen and I’m about to starve to death.”

“oh, Father.” elizabeth laughed as she picked up the present for 
her mother. “are Matthew and Violet here yet?”

asa shook his head as he opened the door for them. “Matthew 
went to pick her up some time ago. I thought for certain they’d be 
here by now.”

“There you are!” elizabeth’s mother came over to greet them. 
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“about time you children got here. now come over here and get 
warm by the fire.”

“look at the Christmas tree!” ruth exclaimed. “It’s almost as tall 
as Grandpa!”

“It’s beautiful.” elizabeth smiled as she unbuttoned her coat. 
Being in her parents’ home on Christmas eve always took her back 
to childhood days as if nothing had changed over the years. But of 
course, she and Matthew had grown up. and she had children of 
her own. and Matthew was engaged to be married in the spring.

she stood by the fire, watching as Jamie and ruth arranged the 
presents beneath the tree, carefully placing them and sneaking sur-
reptitious peeks at the other gifts. The two whispered secrets to each 
other, clearly intrigued with the magic and mystique of Christmas 
that only children understood. after warning the children not to get 
too curious and reminding Jamie to let Flax in the house, elizabeth 
left them to their fun and headed to the kitchen to help. 

“This bird is done,” her mother announced. With her face red-
dened from the heat radiating from the big black cookstove, she 
stood straight, rubbing the small of her back with one hand. Clara 
dawson was a strong woman both in spirit and in body. reaching 
for some kitchen linens to protect her hands, she reached into the 
hot oven, carefully extracting the large roasting pan.

“I thought Violet and Matthew would be here by now,” elizabeth 
said as she tied on one of her mother’s old aprons.

“They were supposed to be here.” Clara set the pan on top of the 
stove and wiggled a drumstick on the golden-brown turkey. “every-
thing is ready.”

“I didn’t see Matthew’s carriage on the road.” elizabeth picked 
up a wooden spoon to give the gravy a stir. But it already looked 
creamy and smooth. 

“That’s odd. He’s been gone for several hours, and he promised 
not to be late.”

elizabeth shrugged, acting unconcerned. after all, Matthew was 
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a grown man. He’d turned twenty-two last summer, and besides 
helping elizabeth with her farm, he’d begun building a house for 
himself and Violet on the back forty beyond the creek. she knew her 

“little” brother was perfectly capable of getting himself to town and 
back. “Perhaps he stayed to visit with Violet’s family?”

“Perhaps. But he knew we planned to eat around two. It seems 
you’d have spotted him on the road into town. did you see any car-
riages at all?”

“I saw the Perkins’ wagon headed for town. But nothing besides 
that, at least that I recall.” elizabeth set the wooden spoon down. 

“But I was probably paying more heed to Jamie’s driving skills than 
to other holiday travelers.”

“I sure hope Matthew didn’t have a problem. I suggested he use 
the sled this morning, but your father said there wasn’t enough snow 
for the skids yet.”

“There were still some bare spots on the road.”
“But was it slippery? Perhaps his horse stumbled and the carriage 

slid off the road.” Her brow creased with worry. “Was it icy?”
“no, Mother. It’s so cold that the snow is dry and crunchy. not 

bad at all. otherwise I wouldn’t have allowed Jamie to drive. I must 
say, he did a fine job of it too.”

“That boy is growing up so fast.” Clara pushed a graying strand 
of hair from her damp forehead. “seems like only yesterday that 
Matthew was his age.” she shook her head and sighed. “Time sure 
passes…one day your children are tugging on your apron, and the 
next thing you know they have children of their own.” she laughed. 

“oh, my!”
elizabeth studied her mother as she spread some butter over the 

turkey breast and then covered it with linen to keep it moist. some-
times she forgot that this worn and gray-haired woman had once 
been young and vibrant. or that, just like elizabeth, she’d moth-
ered small children, watched them grow up, and now complained 
that it all had happened too quickly. elizabeth couldn’t imagine her 
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children being fully grown or leaving her, but suddenly she won-
dered if one day she would be just like her mother. It didn’t seem 
possible.

“Uncle Matthew! ” ruth’s happy cries echoed through the house.
“sounds like they’re here now,” elizabeth told her mother.
“Thank the lord! let’s start putting dinner on the table before 

it gets cold, lizzie. your poor father’s been complaining that he’s as 
hungry as a springtime bear.”

elizabeth was just filling a warmed bowl with potatoes when her 
father came into the kitchen with a confused expression. “Clara?” 
he said in a tone that told elizabeth something was amiss. 

Her mother stopped scooping dressing from the turkey. “What 
is it, asa?”

“Matthew.” He shook his head and then glanced over his shoul-
der with a frown.

“What’s wrong, Father?” elizabeth set the half-filled bowl of 
potatoes down and went to her father. “Is Matthew all right?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” he said quietly. 
“What happened?” Clara asked with concern. 
“I honestly don’t know.” asa scratched his head. “Matthew 

stormed into the house with a sour expression. didn’t say a word to 
me or to the kids. He just marched up the stairs, went into his old 
room, and slammed the door.”

“oh, my!” elizabeth exchanged glances with her mother. 
“and Violet?” Clara asked. “Is she out there now?”
“Violet wasn’t with him.”
“oh?” Clara put a hand to her cheek. 
“I’ll go talk to Matthew.” elizabeth untied her apron.
“yes, that’s a good idea.” asa nodded eagerly. “I’m sure Matthew 

will talk to you, lizzie.”
“What about dinner?” Clara held her hands up. “It’s going to 

get cold.”
“Give us a few minutes,” elizabeth called as she hurried away.
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“What’s wrong with Uncle Matthew?” Jamie asked her as she 
walked through the living room.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.
“He looked angry,” ruth said in a worried tone. 
“I’m on my way to talk to him.” elizabeth paused on the stairs. 

“you two go and ask Grandma if she needs any help getting din-
ner on the table.” Then she hurried on up and quietly tapped on 
the door to Matthew’s bedroom, the same bedroom that had been 
his when they were children. “Matthew?” she called. “It’s me. Can 
I come in?”

He made what sounded like a “humph,” and she decided to 
take that as a yes. “I’m sorry to intrude,” she said as she let herself 
in. With slumped shoulders and hands hanging limply between his 
knees, Matthew sat in a straight-backed chair, staring out the win-
dow with a blank expression as if she weren’t even there. 

“What has happened?” she asked.
He didn’t answer, and she sat down on the edge of the narrow 

bed. “Please, tell me what’s wrong, Matthew. does it have to do 
with Violet?”

He turned and glowered at her. “Violet is dead.”
elizabeth felt a surge of panic rush through her, and tears filled 

her eyes. “Violet is dead?” she choked on a sob. “oh, Matthew, I’m 
so sorry! How did it—”

“she’s not actually dead.” His hands balled into fists and his blue 
eyes turned dark and stormy. “But she’s dead to me. I never want to 
hear her name again.”

elizabeth stood and, going to him, placed a hand on his shoul-
der. “Tell me what happened, Matthew,” she said gently. “you only 
have to tell me once. and if you wish, I’ll never speak of it again. 
But we’re your family, Matthew. We deserve to know what is going 
on. Please.”

He made a growling sound. “Fine.” He turned to look at her, 
still smoldering. “I went to fetch Violet—I mean, that woman—I 
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went to get her, and I was informed that she wasn’t there. I asked her 
mother where she’d gone, and Mrs. lamott acted funny.”

“Funny?”
“she started saying strange things about Vi—about her daughter. 

she was talking in circles and wringing her hands. and it just made 
no sense whatsoever.”

elizabeth just waited.
“Finally, Mrs. lamott told me that her daughter had gone with 

Walter.” 
“Walter?” she questioned. “Walter Slake?” 
Matthew nodded grimly as he stood. Pacing back and forth 

in front of the window, slamming a fist into his palm, he looked 
as if he wanted to slam it into something…or someone. Probably 
Walter.

elizabeth was truly shocked. Walter slake had been Matthew’s 
best friend since childhood. His parents owned the farm just down 
the road, but Walter had left the farm in order to work at the bank in 
selma several years ago. He’d happily exchanged overalls and work 
boots for fancy suits and shiny shoes. He even drove around town 
in a fine new rockaway carriage with lanterns. she could just imag-
ine Violet sitting prettily by his side in it.

“I don’t understand, Matthew. Where did they go? To Walter’s 
folks’?”

“no.” He stopped pacing and shook his head. “That’s what I 
thought too. Vi—I mean that woman—she ran off with Walter.”

elizabeth gasped. “ran off ? With Walter?” 
He nodded with an expression that reminded her of when he 

was a boy, trying not to cry over some big disappointment. His chin 
trembled, and she could tell he was on the verge of tears. 

“are you absolutely certain about this?” she studied his pained 
face. “I’m not questioning you, but…it’s just so hard to believe. do 
you know for a fact that it’s true?”

“I heard it from her mother, lizzie. oh, she was sorry. real sorry. 
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and she was embarrassed too. But she said those words herself. Mr. 
lamott was so angry at Walter and Violet, he couldn’t even speak.”

“she truly ran off with Walter?” elizabeth was still trying to 
absorb this outlandish news. It sounded like something she would 
overhear about somebody else, one of those hushed but lively con-
versations that transpired between certain folks while shopping in 
the mercantile. It sounded like plain old mean-spirited, small-town 
gossip. she sighed as she realized that was exactly what it would soon 
be. small-town gossip. 

“yes.” He slumped back down onto the chair. “My fiancée left me 
to run off with my best friend.” 

“oh, Matthew!” elizabeth didn’t know what to say.
“Mrs. lamott said they were headed to Frankfort and that Wal-

ter was going to get a bank job there. and of course, she assured me 
that they were going to get married too.” He turned to stare out the 
window again.

“oh, Matthew…” she sighed, wishing she had a way to make 
this better, to take the sting away. “I’m so sorry.”

“I took off after them. drove about ten miles out of selma as fast 
as I could. and then I stopped and asked myself, what’s the use? 
even if I did catch up with the two scoundrels, which was unlikely, 
what could I do to make this right? I sure don’t want to force a 
woman who doesn’t love me to become my wife.” He grimaced, 
letting out a low groan. “and so I turned around and came home. 
really slowly. The horses appreciated that.”

elizabeth had no words. The truth was she had never been overly 
fond of Violet lamott, and right now she wanted to throttle the 
silly girl. oh, Violet was certainly pretty and witty and spirited. But 
she had always seemed somewhat frivolous and selfish to elizabeth. 
an only child, she had been spoiled and indulged by her doting par-
ents. However, elizabeth had no intention of saying as much to her 
brother. not now. Probably not ever. 

He was wringing his hands now. “I just don’t understand how it 
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happened. or when it happened. and why I didn’t see it coming.” 
He shook his head. “With my own best friend too…”

she went over to stand by him. she felt as protective of him now 
as she had on his first day of school long ago. she’d been twelve  
and he’d been six, and the first time one of the bullies had even 
looked cross-eyed at her baby brother, she had intervened. of 
course, it wasn’t long before Matthew was big enough to fight his 
own battles. 

“I don’t know exactly how you feel, Matthew, to lose someone 
like that. But I do know how it feels to lose the love of your life.” 
she reached up and pushed a strand of light-brown hair off his fore-
head. “and I’m truly sorry. I know how badly that hurts. you didn’t 
deserve it.”

He continued to gaze out the window with a hardened jaw, but 
she noticed a shiny tear slipping out the corner of his eye. But before 
it reached his cheek, he used a tightened fist to wipe it away. “I’ll get 
over it. In time.”

“do you want me to tell Mother and Father for you?”
He just nodded.
she squeezed his shoulder. His big strong shoulder. Her baby 

brother, all grown up and now brokenhearted. life was strange 
sometimes. “do you think you’ll be joining us for Christmas din-
ner?” she asked quietly.

He shook his head with misty eyes. “I—I don’t think so.”
“all right.”
“Give them my apologies, please?”
“I’ll do that. and I’ll bring a plate up for you.”
“Thanks, but I’m not hungry.” His voice was gruff with emotion.
“I know it’s hard to believe this right now, but you will get past 

this, Matthew. you’re strong. and you’ll be stronger for it too.”
He nodded but didn’t look convinced. Knowing there was lit-

tle more to do right now, she left, quietly closing the door. as she 
went downstairs, she wondered how she would tell her children and 
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her parents. Gathered around the fully set dining room table, they 
looked up at her with expectant faces. 

“What’s wrong with Uncle Matthew?” Jamie asked.
“Is he sick?” ruth queried with an anxious tremor in her voice. 
“no, he’s not sick,” elizabeth assured her as she went to her chair. 

she knew her family had a fear of sickness—and for good reason too.
“What is it then?” Clara asked with a furrowed brow.
“Matthew is sad,” elizabeth told her as she sat down. she looked 

evenly at her parents. “He sends his apologies that he can’t join us for 
dinner.” she placed her napkin in her lap and made a forced smile 
for her children and then nodded to her father. “Maybe you should 
go ahead and say grace before the food gets cold.”

as asa said the blessing, elizabeth prayed for a way to explain 
Matthew’s broken heart in a way that both generations could under-
stand. as he said amen, she had a plan of sorts. Then, as her father 
began to carve the turkey, she began to speak.

“There has been a change in plans,” she said slowly. “Matthew 
and Violet have decided not to get married after all.” Her mother 
let out a little gasp, and elizabeth continued. “These things hap-
pen sometimes,” she said calmly. “People change their minds about 
things. and Violet has decided to go to Frankfort.”

“Who is Frank Fort?” ruth asked with wide eyes.
“Frankfort is a big city,” Jamie declared. 
“Bigger than selma? Big as Paducah?” ruth asked. “Paducah is 

a big city.”
“It’s certainly the biggest city you’ve ever seen,” elizabeth assured 

her.
“and our county seat,” Clara pointed out.
“But Frankfort is lots bigger than Paducah,” Jamie informed his 

sister with authority—as if he’d actually been there. “and it’s the cap-
ital of the whole state of Kentucky. don’t you know that yet, ruth?”

ruth ignored him, directing her question to her grandfather 
instead. “Where is Frankfort?”
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“It’s northeast of us a spell.” With a grim expression, asa laid 
some turkey on his wife’s plate.

“Will Uncle Matthew go to Frankfort too?” Jamie asked. 
“no,” elizabeth told him. “Matthew is staying here.”
“Is Violet going all by herself ?” ruth was confused.
“no.” elizabeth looked across the table at her mother, who 

appeared as confused as ruth. “Walter slake is taking her there.”
“Walter?” Holding the carving knife in the air like a torch, asa 

gave his daughter a shocked expression, and Clara dropped her fork. 
They all jumped as it clanged loudly against the plate. 

“Why is Walter taking Violet to the big city?” ruth asked.
“Because Walter and Violet have decided they want to get mar-

ried,” elizabeth said plainly. “It seems that they both want to live in 
Frankfort after they get married.”

“But what about Uncle Matthew?” ruth asked. “Who is going 
to marry him?”

elizabeth made a stiff smile. “don’t you worry about that, ruthie. 
your Uncle Matthew is a fine young man. Honest and hardwork-
ing and smart and fine. The girls will probably be lining up to marry 
him.”

“Can I marry him?” ruth asked hopefully.
The grown-ups chuckled. 
“no,” Jamie said sharply. “you’re not allowed to.”
ruth frowned. “But I love Uncle Matthew.” 
“you can’t marry your uncle,” Jamie scolded. “don’t be such a 

silly goose.”
“Jamie.” elizabeth shook her head with disapproval. “Manners, 

please.”
“I just don’t understand.” Clara shook her head. “How did all 

this happen?”
“How do you think it happened?” asa said in a grumpy tone.
“Well…I…” Clara sighed and then slowly shook her head. “I…I 

suppose it’s for the best. It’s an ill wind that blows no good.”
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“anyway…” elizabeth continued calmly for the sake of the chil-
dren. “Uncle Matthew might be sad for a few days or even longer. so 
let’s all be kind and understanding to him. and it is best if we don’t 
talk about Violet or any of this. not at all.” she glanced at her par-
ents now. “Uncle Matthew doesn’t even want to hear Violet’s name 
spoken. It will only make him sad.”

“That’s just fine and dandy by me.” asa flopped some turkey meat 
onto elizabeth’s plate with a grim expression. He was obviously dis-
turbed by this news.

“and now I’m going to fill Matthew a plate of food. even though 
he’s sad, he still needs to eat.” elizabeth reached for one of the empty 
plates that had been set for Matthew and Violet, but her mother 
beat her to it.

“let me do that,” Clara insisted as she grabbed a plate and began 
heaping it with potatoes.

elizabeth nodded. “But I’ll take it up to him.”
“Poor Uncle Matthew,” ruth said sadly.
“We’ll have to do our best to cheer him up.” elizabeth gathered 

a napkin and silverware. “But not until he’s ready to join us.” she 
stood and picked up the heavy plate of food.

“Give him our love.” Clara sighed.
“of course.” elizabeth turned to leave the room.
“Can we still have Christmas?” ruth asked meekly.
elizabeth paused, but to her relief, her father laughed heartily 

and merrily. “of course, we can still have Christmas, little ruth. 
as I live, we will not let the likes of Walter and Violet rob us of that 
pleasure. now, let’s enjoy this fine meal your grandmother has pre-
pared for us.”
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