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      It had been full dark still when Pa and I had gone into the cow barn to do the milking. We only had a dozen cows left, and they weren't giving much these days, so it didn't take us long.

      But as much as my heart sank when I poured the last pail into the milk can and saw that it was only half-filled, it rose up again when I lugged that can out to the yard to find the sun fully over the tree line to the east, sparkling off of the frost that coated the whole farm around us. It was like our rundown little dairy farm was some baker's gingerbread creation, glazed all over with glittering icing. I couldn't see the way the red paint on the barn was peeling after years in the prairie sun, it was just a glowing backdrop behind a glaze of ice like the red heart of a magic crystal. The house, small as it was, was almost too bright to look at. And the jagged stalks of the cornfields around us looked so much like candy I wanted to snap off a piece.

      "We might have a white Christmas yet, Will," Pa said as he took the milk can from me and lugged it onto the back of his wagon to set it beside the three others.

      "The frost will be gone long before lunchtime," I said glumly. Then the world would go back to the dead brown earth under an endless gray sky that it had been for weeks now.

      "No, look," Pa said, pointing off to the west. "Those clouds look like they're bringing snow."

      "A blizzard?" I asked.

      "Probably not so much as all that," he said as he checked the harnesses on the horses.

      "Maybe you shouldn't go," I said.

      "Nonsense," he said. "That new calf being sickly has delayed me too long already. This milk needs to get to the cheese plant before it goes bad."

      "Mary can make cheese out of it right here," I said.

      I watched his eyes dart across the yard to the cheese shed then quickly dart away again. "No," he said. "Not yet. Your ma's not well enough for that yet."

      I bit my lip but said nothing. A bunch of words were screaming in my head, words like I said Mary and Ma can’t get well because she's not really sick, but I said nothing.

      "I'll be there and back before dinner," he said as he swung up onto the wagon's seat. "Will, tomorrow is Christmas Eve. I know you and Mary are old enough to understand if Santa is a little late, but Elizabeth and Ann are too little. They'll be heartbroken."

      More words in my head, about how heartbroken my sisters would be if Christmas came and Pa was stuck in town waiting out the storm. Or worse. But I just nodded.

      "Look," he said, pulling a leather satchel out from under the wagon seat. He lifted the flap, then waved for me to move closer and look inside.

      It was filled with sawdust, but nestled in the sawdust were bells. Jingle bells.

      "Tell your sisters to listen out for me, because I'll be jingling my way home just like old Santa Claus," he said.

      "Oh, the sawdust is so you don't jingle on the way out," I guessed.

      "Exactly!" he said, his eyes brighter than those shining bells. Then he shut the satchel and slid it back out of sight. "I'll be home before dinner," he told me again. "Keep an eye on that calf for me. She's doing better, but you never know when that will change."

      "I will," I promised.

      I stayed in the yard as he drove the wagon away, following the road west between our cornfield and the grassy hills where we grazed the cows. I watched until he took the turn around the tallest of those hills, heading briefly north to cross the river at the old stone bridge before turning west again.

      Although the air was still lung-hurting cold, the sun was already melting the icy frost away. The barn's paint was once more visible as more peeling than red, and the distinct lean to the house looked less whimsical when I wasn't imagining it as gingerbread.

      I could see smoke rising up out of the kitchen stovepipe and I knew Mary was making breakfast, but rather than head into the house I turned instead to the cheese shed.

      It was the newest of the buildings on our farm, barely larger than the outhouse. I had only been inside it once before. I don't think Pa had ever gone inside it. He had built it for Ma, and he considered it her own particular place.

      I remembered the day he had finished building it for her. How pleased he had been with his own work, all the shelves that lined the walls. He wasn't much of a carpenter, but he had done well. He had been excited for the future, certain that this was what was going to turn things around for them. Sure, the price of butter had plummeted with more and more people buying the cheaper margarine instead. And sure the milk processing plant that turned their milk into cheese to be shipped all over the country had set the price on milk so low they were barely making enough to scrape by. But all that would change. If they made their own cheese, they could sell it themselves. They could make enough to pay back the bank. They could maybe even make enough to add a bedroom or two onto the house.

      Ma had looked that cheese shed all over, running her hands over the shelves and scuffing her feet over the wide planks of the floor, but she never said a word.

      I hadn't understood that when I had been in that moment, but I think I understand it a little now. It had just come too late. Pa still had hopes for the future, but Ma had long since given up. And without her hoping too, the future was never going to get any brighter.

      I opened the latch and swung the door open, but only took a single step inside.

      Someone, probably Mary, had cleaned up the mess from the last time I had been in here. The broken wheels of cheese and half-formed cheese that had been smashed on the floors and into the walls were all gone now. There was nothing but bare shelves and a neat stack of cheesecloth that had never been used.

      Or so it seemed from the doorway, but I dropped down on one knee and peered into the darkness under the lowest shelf. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dimness inside the shed after the icy brightness from outside, but finally I knew I was seeing what I thought I was seeing. My brain wasn't playing tricks on me.

      My ma's whiskey stash was still there. Some of the bottles were empty, but several were not.

      I wanted to pull them all out, to smash them to shards of glass all over the dried brown grass of the yard. But even if she saw me do it, she would blame my sisters for it. I knew she would. And she would punish them for it. Some day when Pa and I were both out tending the herd or hunting or bringing a load of milk to the cheese plant. Some day when she was alone with them, she'd make them pay. And they wouldn't even know why.

      Not that they ever did. Not that there was ever a why. Not really.

      I swung the door shut and bolted the latch, then crossed the yard to the house.

      Mary was just getting Elizabeth and Ann seated at the table, each with a little plate of flapjacks before them. She looked up at me as I came in, noticing that I was alone.

      "Pa says he'll be back by dinner," I said, keeping my voice low as we always did in the mornings. We had an hour or two before Ma would start stirring, more if we kept the younger ones quiet.

      "He went into town?" Mary asked.

      "Is he going to see Santa there?" Elizabeth asked, but before we could answer she rattled on, "Is he going to see the Christmas tree? Miss Evers said there was going to be a Christmas tree in town this year. Why didn't he bring us with? Why couldn't we all go see the Christmas tree?"

      "Hush, Bitsy," Mary said. "Pa isn't going into town for fun things. He's going into town for business things."

      "Why can't he do both?" Elizabeth pouted. Ann said nothing, but she was watching her older sisters closely, gripping her sticky fork tightly in her hand.

      "It's too cold to go so far just to look at a tree," Mary said. "We'll just stay here, nice and warm. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, and Pa is sure to bring back something simply delicious for us to have for our holiday dinner. What do you wish for it to be?"

      "Goose!" Ann said, rapping her fork down on the table as if to drive her point home.

      "I want ham," Elizabeth said, narrowing her eyes at her little sister as if Ann were the one depriving her of ham.

      "What's all the noise about?" Ma asked as she shuffled out of her bedroom. The noise in question faded to silence as she entered and all of my sisters looked to me.

      "The girls were just making Christmas wishes," I told her. "Pa went into town to sell the milk, and we're hoping he brings back something for Christmas dinner."

      "Oh, I see," Ma said. I could feel my sisters around me holding their breaths and biting their lips, waiting to see what she was going to say yet. Her first mood of the day was usually a quiet one, but it never lasted. The second mood was going to define the day, but there was no clue what sort of day this would be, at least not yet.

      "I would like canned oysters for a stew, myself," she said with a soft sigh. "We haven't had oyster stew in years. We had it nearly every Christmas when I was growing up back East." She had a dreamy look on her face for a moment, the kind she used to get when it was just Mary and me eating flapjacks at the kitchen table, like she was about to tell us a story.

      Then she saw Elizabeth and Ann looking up at her with something more than nervousness but less than fear in their eyes, and the dreamy look was gone as if it had never been.

      "Mary made you flapjacks?" she asked.

      "Yes, Ma," Elizabeth said. Ann said nothing.

      "Well, eat up. Once we're done with chores, you can help me bake some cakes for Christmas Eve tomorrow. I think we have enough flour and sugar?" She looked to Mary.

      "Yes, Ma, plenty," Mary said. Ma opened up the cupboard in the kitchen to be sure, and Mary and I exchanged a quick glance. Then we both quietly exhaled.

      It wasn't going to be one of the bad days. Not today.

      I went back out to the cowshed to check on the calf. By the time I came back out, the first flakes were starting to fall. I looked at the sky, more white than gray. It didn't look foreboding. But still I checked the guide ropes that connected our house to each of the sheds and the outhouse. They were all secure should we need them.

      The afternoon was filled with the delicious smells of baking cakes and nervous titters of laughter. It was almost like the old days, only I couldn't join in. I kept looking out the windows at the
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