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Chapter 1

“It is hard to believe that Christmas is almost upon us,” said Hannah Lapp as she stood by the window, watching the snow flutter from the sky, coating the ground with a thick blanket of fluff. A raven stood underneath a holly bush, berry between its beak. “I need to go Christmas shopping.” 

Her husband was putting on his woolen socks. He did not bother to answer her. 

Hannah frowned. She hadn’t had much choice in terms of who she married. At the age of sixteen, her father proposed the idea to Jacob and Jacob had come to accept the offer. Hannah had no say in the matter. 

By her eighteenth year, she was an obedient housewife who laundered her husband’s clothing and made dinner each and every night. It was not the life she had wanted for herself but she understood that there were other women in the community who had it worse off than she. So, she bit her tongue and counted her blessings where she could find them. 

“I will leave you to it, then,” said Jacob. “The buggy will be hitched and ready for you.” And that’s all he said before he left the room. 

Hannah hugged herself, a sudden chill seeping into her very bones. She did not know whether the chill came from the draft blowing in through the window or whether it was her husband’s coldness. All she wanted was a hint of affection – a warm word here or there – a compliment from the heart – a light kiss on the top of the head. But in her five years of marriage, Hannah had been left wanting. Jacob just wasn’t that sort of man. He provided for her, yes. There was never a lack of food. But, emotionally, Hannah was left feeling impoverish. 

She pushed these thoughts aside and got herself dressed for the day. The fireplace was roaring with the addition of fresh wood. Jacob had seen to it before leaving for his workshop. It wasn’t much but Hannah liked to think of it as a gesture of kindness – as a nod towards her morning routine where she’d take her tea while basking in the warmth – but, in all honesty, Jacob knew nothing about her habits for he was never around long enough to notice. 

The tea tasted bitter – too bitter to keep drinking. 

With a sigh, she abandoned it in the sink. 

She didn’t have much interest in making breakfast that morning but her husband would be waiting for it and while Jacob had never shown any display of violence, she was still apprehensive about getting on his bad side. She had heard whispers from some of the other wives – the black eyes that they bore from time to time. She did not want to become one of them. 

So, she bundled up his meal and placed it inside a basket. She carried that basket on her arm for about a mile, her feet crunching against the thin layer of ice that had settled atop the snow. By the time she reached her destination, her cheeks were bright red from the wind biting into her skin and her fingers were numb. She feared that some of them had frozen down to the very bone. 

Jacob was waiting for her, his face covered in soot. 

“Warm yourself by the fire,” he said as he took the basket from her. “It is colder than usual for this time of year.” 

“It is,” she answered. 

The conversation did not progress from there. It never did. 

Jacob returned to work, his hammer slamming against molten metal, welding it into well-formed horseshoes. Hannah watched him for a moment but she quickly lost her interest and headed for the door. 

“The money,” Jacob reminded her. 

“Oh.” Hannah doubled back and took a small canvas bag being offered by her husband. 

“I trust you know what needs to be bought. But also, I have added a little extra. Joseph at the bookstore will be expecting you. I have ordered something for myself. Feel free to get yourself something as well.” 

Hannah nodded, thankful for the gesture for she was dying for some newer reading material. She had read through all of her books at least twice over. “Thank you.” 

Jacob waved his hand and gave a little huff of acknowledgment. 

“I will return before dinner.” 

Another huff. 

Hannah sighed. All she wanted was some decent conversation but she would need nothing short of a miracle to get her husband’s attention for more than thirty seconds at a time. She wasn’t even sure why she kept on trying. 

With her shoulders heavy with disappointment, she left the building and found the buggy waiting for her. The horses did not seem to mind the frigid temperatures for they were protected by their thick coats. 

She ran her hand along the length of their necks and offered them both a sugar cube. The pair was more than happy to take the treat. They even nuzzled her hand, hoping for more. “Maybe when we get back,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to spoil your appetite.” And with that, she climbed onto the buggy and took the reins into her hands. She snapped them slightly, signaling that it was okay for them to start on ahead. 

The snow was still falling. 

Chapter 2 

Hannah arrived at the bookstore, parcels in hand. She had thought about bringing them back to buggy but the snow had melted with the midmorning sun and it had turned everything to mud. She had nearly gotten herself stuck in the sludge and while she had managed to escape without major calamity to herself – her shoes had certainly paid the price. They were soaked through and the sole had lost some of its stitching. 

When she opened the door to get inside, she hesitated, for she did not want to track her muddy footprints all over the floor. So, she just stood there, unsure of what to do. 

Joseph Burr, the owner, looked at her over the rim of his glasses, trying to decipher what Hannah was doing. 

The wind howled and threatened to take the door from her hold. 

“You better get inside,” said a voice from behind. It was a rich, alluring voice that warmed the blood that ran through her veins. Her heart gave a little jolt, coming to life, despite its near-frozen state. “Or we will turn to icicles out here.” This time, the voice was even closer, whispered right into her ear. It sent a shiver right through her spine. 

A hand touched her shoulder and she nearly jumped right out of her skin. 

“Ma’am, are you alright?” 

Blushing red, Hannah managed to get her body back into working order, moving one foot after the other until she was fully inside the building. Only then did she dare to turn around. There stood a handsome young man who appeared to be of a similar age. He had thick red hair, highlighted with streaks of auburn. His eyes were a bright shade of green with flecks of gold circling around the iris. 

For a moment, Hannah forgot how to breathe. Never before had she seen someone so... exotic. 

“Pardon my pushiness,” he said as he took off his leather gloves. “But I was not in the mood to freeze to death out there.” 

“I’m sorry for blocking the entrance.” Hannah could barely look him in the eye for his gaze seemed to pierce right through her, like he could see straight into her soul. “I didn’t want to track in muddy footprints.” 

“Too late for that,” grumbled Joseph. 

Hannah frowned. “I am sorry. There is no avoiding the mud...” 

“You could have wiped your feet on the way inside.” 

Hannah hung her head, filled with shame. 

The stranger with the nice voice stepped forward and offered up a coin. “That should help with any extra mopping that needs to be done.” 

Hannah blinked for she hadn’t expected the stranger to act in such a manner. “Sir—” 

He held up his hand to stop her from speaking another word. “It is perfectly fine,” he said with a smile. “These sorts of things happen and you shouldn’t be punished for them.” His smile was the kind of smile that was bright enough to light up an entire room. Hannah took comfort in it and shook off her sense of shame and started browsing the stacks, looking for something to buy. 

When her arms became tired, she left her packages at the counter. Joseph glared in her direction but she did not let it stop her because the stranger had left his packages there as well. 

“So, what do you like to read?” he asked as soon as they came down the same aisle. Their eyes locked together. There was a certain twinkle in the way that he looked at her. 

“Um...” she stuttered like she had forgotten how to speak. 

He chuckled. “It would seem that the cat got your tongue this afternoon.” 

“Pardon?” 

“It is an expression,” he explained. 

“Yes, yes, I knew that,” she returned quickly, feeling like an idiot. “I think that the cold has started to affect my brain.” 

“Then perhaps you should ask Ol’ Saint Nick to bring you a pair of earmuffs.” 

“We do not believe in Sant Nicholas.” 

“Ah,” said the stranger. “You must be a part of the Amish community then.” 

Hannah answered with a nod. “And you?” 

“An Englishman trying to make a life for himself in the New World,” he answered but there was a sort of heaviness to the way he said that seemed to hint at something more. 

Hannah cocked her head in question but he did not elaborate further. Instead, his mood seemed to shift – his eyes no longer as bright as they were before. 

“I’m sorry, I did not mean to upset you.”

“You did not upset me,” said the man. “My thoughts have simply reminded me of memories I would rather forget.” He punctuated his sentence by pulling out a book and flipping through its pages. Hannah thought that it was a signal for her to leave him alone but before she could take a step in the opposite direction, he looked up from its pages. His gaze was enough to make her stop. “It is one of my favorites,” he said. “Have you read it?” 

“I haven’t. What’s it about?” 

“It is about a man’s fight against nature when he finds himself lost among the wolves.” 

“Oh...” It wasn’t like anything she had ever read before but for some reason, the plot intrigued her. She found herself inching forward so she could glance over his shoulder. 

“It isn’t for the faint of heart,” he warned. “But the experience makes it worthwhile.” 

Hannah picked up a second copy for herself and started reading the first page. The language was rich and enticing, painting a picture inside her imagination. She was just about to finish up the paragraph when the old town clock began its chime. She counted them. 

One... two... three... four... 

After the fourth chime, she held her breathe. 

Five... 

Her eyes widened. She had spent too much time with her errands and if she did not hurry home, she wouldn’t have dinner on the table by the time her husband came home from the workshop. 

So, she rushed on over to the desk. “My husband has a book waiting for him.” 

Joseph answered with a nod. “He does. It is in the back. Let me get that for you.” 

She watched him disappear.

The stranger materialized behind her for the second time. “My name is Charles, by the way. It came to my attention that I forgot to introduce myself.” 

“Charles,” she repeated, tasting the word on her tongue. 

“And you?” 

“Oh?” 

“Your name,” he clarified. 

“Right.” Hannah felt the heat fanning from her cheeks. This stranger had to think that she was some sort of idiot. “Hannah,” she answered at last. “My name is Hannah.” 

“It has been a pleasure to meet you, Hannah,” said Charles as he picked up his packages and left the bookstore. As soon as he did, Hannah felt inexplicably empty inside like someone had carved out a portion of her heart. 

She looked back over her shoulder, wanting to chase after the stranger but Joseph had returned with Jacob’s book and it was time for her to head home.

Chapter 3 

Once Hannah got home, she grabbed for her largest package – a choice hunk of meat that she had gotten from the butcher. Only, it was no longer what she thought it was. Instead of meat, she found a bundle of potatoes. Hannah picked them up, brows furrowed together, confusion washing over her face. “I didn’t buy these...” she said aloud and that’s when it dawned on her. “He took my packages by mistake!” 

She tore through the remaining parcels and it only proved her suspicions. This wasn’t her stuff at all. It belonged to the Englishman and with nothing more than his name, there was no way for her to return the misplaced items. Besides, she didn’t have the time. Dinner was fast approaching and she hadn’t even gotten the fire going. 

***

Hannah managed to keep the mix-up a secret from her husband. It felt wrong but she did not want him knowing about Charles for fear that it might be misinterpreted. Yes, the man was very handsome. And yes, there had been some sort of chemistry in the air. But Hannah wasn’t going to let those two things turn her into a loose woman. 

And so, she tried to keep Charles from her mind – to keep herself pure against temptation – but despite all of her efforts, his bright eyes and charming smile kept on popping up in her head. 

Even on Christmas Day, she thought of him and the richness of his voice. Hannah did not know why she was reacting this way – she had been raised better than this. And yet, deep down, her guilt was not there. It almost felt right for her to bear the stranger insider her mind. 

***

A few months later.  

Hannah was on her way home from visiting a sick cousin of hers. This cousin lived in a neighboring community, but even so, it required nearly two day’s travel by buggy. Taking the train, on the other hand, cut down the time to a little over five hours. Hannah was not very fond of the constant jostling and the whoosh of landscape through the windows but she bore the experience, knowing she had done well by helping her newly widowed cousin. 

About two hours from the final stop, the train rolled to a halt, picking up a few additional passengers. Among them were Charles and his two little girls. They held their father’s hands and followed him down the corridor as he looked for open seating. 

And he found it. 

“Hannah?” he inquired despite being certain that it was the same woman from the bookstore. 

She looked up from her knitting, eyes widening. It was him. She blinked just to make that it wasn’t another one of her dreams. 

“May we sit here?” he asked. 

Hannah motioned to the open seats with a nod of her head. “Are these your daughters?” 

“They are.” 

“And where is their mother?” 

The two little girls frowned at the question. “She’s one of the angels in Heaven,” answered the older sister. “Scarlet fever took her away two summers ago.” The younger sister simply looked down at her doll, eyes glazed over with tears. 

“It is a sensitive topic,” said Charles. “But we are doing our best to keep our heads up high and keep going.” 

Hannah felt horrible about reminding the family about their loss. She desperately tried to think of something to say that would veer the conversation in a different direction. “What were you three doing out here in Carver? Do you have family in this town?” 

Charles rested his hand on his little one’s head and ruffled up her hair. “There was a traveling circus and the girls wanted to see. I’m not much of a fan myself but it was good to see a smile on their faces. 

“I can only imagine how difficult it must be for them without a mother.” Hannah meant to keep that thought to herself but she spoke it aloud instead. 

Charles nodded, but only slightly. “It is but I rather not talk about such things.”

Hannah felt her mouth become dry and her lips sticking together. Her heart had tightened into a knot. When she had first met Charles in the bookstore, she had suspected that something dark lingered in his past but she hadn’t suspected such a tragedy. 

“So, what are your names?” Hannah inched forward. “You know, when I was a little girl, I had a dolly just like this one. I used to braid her hair and do all sorts of things with her. There was rarely a place I go where she wouldn’t be by my side.” 

“That’s my Milly,” said Charles. “She’s rather fond of her doll.” 

Milly looked up with great big eyes. “Do you know how to braid hair, miss?” 

“Well, it has been a while but I believe I should be able to remember. Although, I cannot guarantee that it will be perfect.” 

But the little girl did not care about that. She was already sitting between Hannah’s legs, waiting. 

Hannah looked up at the girl’s father and locked eyes with him. The twinkle had returned to his expression. “Go ahead,” he urged. “She doesn’t bite, I promise you that.” 

The older sister looked dubious but she did not say a word in response. She was much more interested in the movements of Hannah’s fingers. 

Chapter 4 

With about thirty minutes left to their ride, the girls had fallen asleep. Milly had cuddled up on the Amish woman’s lap while Rachel was leaning against her father’s shoulder, snoozing away. 

“You have quite a way with children,” said Charles. “My daughters seem to have taken a liking to you, especially Milly.” 

“They are very sweet and they are lucky to have a father such as yourself.” 

Charles glanced out the window, considering her words. “I do what is best but I do not know whether that is enough.” 

Hannah reached over and touched his hand ever so slightly. She meant to offer him some words of comfort but the second her skin touched his there was a jolt of electricity that went through her bones, traveling right through to her ribcage and into her heart. She felt it skipping a beat. 

Charles felt it too – a tingling sensation that settled into every inch of his skin. He leaned forward until his face was no more than a few inches away from hers. He picked up her scent – sweet with the slightest hint of strawberry. He moved a little closer, feeling the warmth of her breath against his lips. 

Oh, he had loved his late wife dearly but there was just something about this Amish woman that spoke to his soul. He did not know what she was saying but he felt compelled to find out. 

Their lips were about to come together but Hannah had enough wherewithal to stop the kiss from happening. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I am married.” 

Charles felt his shoulders sag. “I understand.” 

“But that does not mean that we cannot be friends,” said Hannah, speaking quickly as if Charles might disappear in a moment’s notice. “But with the clear understanding that this will not go any further than friendship.” 

The Englishman nodded his head. “I think I could live with that.” 

“Good.” Hannah smiled in response. “I’m glad we could come to an agreement.” 

“Well, that depends.” 

Hannah furrowed her brows, confused.

“What did you think of that book that I recommended to you?” 

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “It was absolutely wonderful. I started reading it one night and I could not put it down. I burned through all the oil in my bedside lamp. My husband was not very happy with me and when he read the book for himself, he could not understand my fascination. But oh, the language was so rich and the imagery so...” 

“Real?” Charles finished the sentence for her. 

“Yes, exactly. It made me feel like I was really there and I’ve never had a book do that to me. I mean, I’ve read some real riveting books but nothing like this.” 

“Can you believe what happened to Casper on that mountain?” 

“I know!” She clapped her hands together, the sound making Milly twitch in her sleep. “I know,” she said again, this time as a whisper. “The way that the author built up that scene with the wolves. I didn’t think he was going to make it out of there alive. And then the ending...” Hannah was speaking with so much excitement that it was difficult for her to catch her breath. 

Charles chuckled. “I’m just glad that you enjoyed it.” 

“No—I loved it,” she corrected. 

***

For the rest of the year, they kept bumping into each other. Sometimes, it was completely accidental but more often than not, they were in search of each other – yearning for that level of deep, soulful conversation that they could only achieve with each other. Despite their promise to remain friends, they were quickly falling in love. Each word rolled into the other, casting some sort of spell over the couple. They just couldn’t keep their distance. 

“I’m headed to the market,” said Hannah. 

“Again?” Her husband was smoking a pipe by the fire. “This is the second time this week.” 

“I forgot to grab some things the last time I was there.” 

“It would seem that you’ve become rather forgetful as of late.” 

Hannah fidgeted under her husband’s scrutinizing gaze. Did he know what she was up to? Technically, her relationship with Charles had been kept platonic but she could understand how he would think ill of her if he ever found out. And she could only imagine how her community would respond to her fondness. Not only was she stepping outside of her marriage but she was doing it with an Englishman. 

“Go on,” he said. “And do not linger too long.” 

As soon as Hannah stepped out of doors, she felt the blow of undeniable guilt. She was deceiving her husband and even he did not deserve such betrayal. As much as she hated to do so, she needed to put an end to all of this sneaking around. Spending time with Charles and having conversations with him was magical but it was not worth ruining her life. 

***

She thought she would not find him but just as she was returning to her buggy, she saw him sitting on the bench in front of the water fountain. There was a somber look on his face that she did not like to see. Without a word, she sat down and took his hand. Almost at once, their fingers weaved together, tightening in a silent gesture of solidarity. 

“Is everything alright?” she asked, forgetting all about her promise to cut off her ties with the man. 

“The holidays are approaching,” he said and Hannah did not quite know what to make of his statement. True enough, the leaves were changing color and the nights were getting colder but Christmas wasn’t even on her mind. “And the girls miss their mother.” 

“Charles...” She wanted nothing more than to be there for the Englishman and his children. “I hate to do this but I’m afraid that we can’t do this anymore.” 

Chapter 5

Charles turned to look at her. “What are you talking about?” 

“This,” she said, hoping he would understand. 

He hung his head and ran his fingers through his head. “And you were the one light I still had in my life.” 

“Do not make this any harder than it needs to be.” Hannah couldn’t even bear to look him in the eye. “My husband—” 

He interrupted her by grabbing both her shoulders. “Tell me, does he make you happy? Does he listen to you? Does he cherish every moment that he spends with you? Does he count the seconds until the next time he can see your face?” 

Hannah did not know what to say. 

“He doesn’t,” Charles answered for her. “I know that he doesn’t because every time you speak his name it is without joy. You are miserable as his wife and yet you choose to uphold the sanctity of that marriage.” 

“You do not understand,” she said, her voice weak with a lack of confidence. “If he were to find out—” 

“I wouldn’t let him lay a finger—” 

“Charles. Please. I am not about to put my soul in eternal damnation over this.” She got up, needing some distance. Even now, Charles had a sort of hold on her. It
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