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          1860 - Three weeks before Christmas

        

      

    

    
      A bitter wind came in sharp gusts down the village street, turning the darkening December afternoon frigid, and buffeting the three huddled figures trudging through the snow.

      “Come on you two, the faster we walk, the quicker we will be home and warm.” The tallest of the three chivvied her siblings along.

      “Caroline, I cannot keep up, my legs are too short,” her sister whined. Recognising the tantrum lurking in Amy’s tones, and without comment, Caroline slowed her pace.

      “We must not tarry, Amy. ’Tis too cold to be abroad.”

      “Not much warmer at home anyway,” interjected the third child, grumpily. “Have we enough wood for the fire?”

      “I think we might manage a log tonight, Michael. If we look along the path by the church, we may be lucky and find some fallen twigs,” Caroline paused, then added, “the one who collects the biggest armful shall have a treat when we get home.” That was enough to encourage a little competition and a faster pace. The three almost running towards the church, nestled in an overgrown graveyard on the edge of the village.

      As they skirted the low wall surrounding the church, their rush was arrested by strains of music drifting out of a door standing ajar, the glimmer from within, welcoming. The little boy changed direction and, clicking the lychgate, ran up the church path sheltered by juniper and yew.

      “Michael! Come back here at once. It will be the choir practicing, we should not intrude, ’tis impolite.” Caroline hissed at her brother’s back. Michael showed no signs of having heard her, creeping through the door. Amy shot after him, leaving Caroline no alternative but to follow. Stuffing cold hands into thin pockets, the older child hunched her shoulders and crunched over the gravel.

      Upon entering the church, she stood for a second or two to get her bearings. It was a long time since she had been here. Except for the services at Easter and Christmas, which her family always attended, the last time was probably Amy’s christening, four years ago. Slipping into the last pew, Caroline relaxed for a moment, admiring the tranquil charm of the church’s interior.

      It was an old building, but not particularly large — their village numbered less than two hundred, and that included outlying farms. The stone walls were softened by twelve — six on either side — Romanesque, stained glass windows, each adorned with the image of an apostle. In the candle glow, jewel-like hues reflected back a kaleidoscope of colours over the polished oak of the pews. Michael and Amy were captivated, watching crystals of light dance as the multitude of tiny flames guttered in the draught.

      Caroline breathed a sigh of relief; at least this was keeping them quiet. Her eyes were drawn to the rood screen between the nave and the chancel, separating the vicar and the choir from the rest of the congregation. The ornate wooden tracery, crowned with fan vaulting, mimicked the arched windows; the wood — golden with age — gleamed in the mellow light.

      Beyond, she could see the choir concentrating on their music, hearing the odd instruction called out by the organist, and the rustle of paper when pages were turned.

      At nine years old, Caroline Thorne was apt to be cynical, especially about faith. Her childhood cruelly snatched away upon the death of their parents within three weeks of each other, scant months previously. Determined to keep what remained of her family together, Caroline went out every day, in search of food, so Michael and Amy didn’t starve. They did have some coin, but she feared what would happen when it was gone and, thus, tried to be frugal. New clothes were a luxury she dare not afford; they made do with what they had. Caroline mended, darned, or altered, often sitting up late into the night working by the light of a measly candle to repair ravaged garments two small children should not have to worry about ruining.

      Thankfully, their little cottage was on the outskirts of the village, away from prying eyes and snooping gossips. Caroline assured the vicar — the only person aware of their circumstances — an elderly aunt had arrived to take care of them. Selling some of her mother’s trinkets at the monthly market helped boost their coffers, and she quickly developed a knack of bartering for basic foods, her winsome face and sweet smile easily persuading stall holders to reduce their prices.

      A help to her mother since being able to walk, Caroline did the best she could with meals. It must be admitted, her attempts at cooking left a lot to be desired, but her offerings were almost edible, and if she lacked variety, neither Michael nor Amy complained.

      Tonight, in the serene ambience of the church, with Christmas carols echoing around the nave, Caroline was nearly tempted to believe.

      “Caro, come and look at this,” Michael’s piping tones interrupted her reverie. She looked around trying to see her siblings, spying them crouched in front of the rood screen. Grudgingly, for she was comfortable on the cushioned seat, Caroline edged her way out of the pew and tiptoed down the central aisle. Coming to where Michael and Amy waited, she gasped in surprise. Before her, a beautiful nativity scene, complete with ox, donkeys, shepherds, and an archangel. Carved from wood, it had been skilfully painted when new. The colours were fading now — here and there down to bare wood where eager hands had grasped the figurines, year after year.

      Mary and Joseph knelt on the straw strewn floor of a wooden stable. Between them, in a manger — lined with hay and a square of cloth — lay the baby Jesus, snugly swaddled. Circling the holy family, were four shepherds, two donkeys, and two oxen, while at their feet, three tiny lambs curled up fast asleep. Above the stable, someone had cleverly affixed the archangel, so the messenger appeared to float, delicate wings made with real feathers, spanning the rickety roof.

      Caroline was mesmerised. She sank onto the cold flag stones, the simple scene thawing her frozen heart… just a little.

      “Caroline, may we make a wish?”

      Caroline stared at Amy and was about to scorn her request, when something in the child’s cherubic face stopped her, and she nodded slowly. After all, what harm could it do?

      

      Amy put her hands together, and closed her eyes, Michael followed suit. Caroline watched them — two small blonde heads bent together, lips moving in childish petition — a slightly derisive curl to her mouth.

      “Dear, baby Jesus. I wish for a new pair of shoes and a nice warm home.”

      “Me too,” Michael muttered, unwilling to elaborate, he was far too gown up to have faith in wishes.

      The two children rose, dusted off their knees and walked quietly to the back of the church.

      “Are you coming, Caroline?” Amy called, buttoning up her coat.

      “Yes,” Caroline replied, absently. Standing, she looked down at the nativity scene, and without knowing why, leaned close and stroked a finger along the cheek of the baby Jesus.

      “Please help us.”

      Her plea lost in the harmonic chorus of The Wassail Song.

      

      Or so she thought.
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      The bell jangled merrily when they closed the door to the shop; of the three in the village, this one offered the best choice for gifts. Shivering a little in the wintry air, Elizabeth Barrington wrapped her gloved hand around the arm of her husband, James. The couple hurried down the path, turning right at the end of the road, looking forward to a quiet evening at home after a busy afternoon of shopping. She sighed when the two of them rounded the corner onto their street.

      James patted her hand and glanced down at her. She peeked up at him through lowered lashes, her face blushing a becoming pink.

      “Oh, come, my dear. ’Tis not an excessive amount of coin we spent on our purchases.” Ever the optimist, and always wanting to see Elizabeth happy, her husband attempted to soothe her.

      “I know, James. You have told me such, several times on this walk. Despite this, I still fear I overspent. Are you certain everyone will like their gifts?” Married for only a year, and approaching their second Christmastide together, Elizabeth was still nervous when it came to gift-giving — wanting to please everyone was her priority.

      “Lizzie, please, do not worry yourself so. My family will love the items you chose. How could they not? You spent a great deal of time deciding on the perfect present for each of them. They will appreciate the care you have taken.” He tipped his head slightly to kiss her temple. Elizabeth was blessed to have such a loving and thoughtful husband who was also her best friend.

      “Thank you, James. I will trust you and try not to worry.” To promise not to worry would be a lie, and she would never purposely lie to her beloved.

      James and she grew up with each other, in a sense. James was best friends with Elizabeth’s older brother, and she met him for the first time when she was merely eight to his thirteen. He had come home during a school holiday with her brother, Jonathan, and she followed them around like a lost puppy throughout their stay. If they climbed trees, she would attempt it herself. If Jonathan and James went fishing, Elizabeth tagged along. Elizabeth always annoyed her big brother, but James was never anything other than patient when she was in his presence. One day, during one of their jaunts, she fell into a prickly bush and managed to get herself stuck. Jonathan decided to leave her there to teach her a lesson, but not James. No. James turned back to assist her. He not only helped her from the bush, but also, carried her all the way back to her family’s home.

      From that day on, Elizabeth’s affection for James turned to infatuation and, when she was ten and six, her girlish adoration became love. It took James another two years before he came to the same realisation. Elizabeth’s mother explained men often took longer
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