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    For everyone who sees him or herself in one of these stories. May you know God’s love and feel His presence this Christmas season and always.

 


Very special thanks to Katja (@oldfashionedbooklove) and Abigail (@readreviewrejoice) for the blog/Instagram challenge that provided these prompts and the motivation to write them!
 


Thanks to every family member, friend, author, and random person who inspired any part of these stories. It would take pages to mention you all by name, but I could never have finished this project without the inspiration I’ve gleaned from all of you over the years!
 


Special thanks to all the early readers who cheered me on and kept me going as I was working on this project and to everyone who gave input on the various rounds of cover design!
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Day 1: Taxation
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“How much?” The question that had been looming in Jane’s mind all evening finally passed her lips as her husband carefully closed the slim ledger. He shook his head slowly, and her hand instinctively rose to her rounded middle. “Clare? Will it—will it cover the taxes?”

Clare drew a deep breath and let it out wearily.

“It’ll cover them. Barely.”

“But isn’t that—what we needed? What we prayed for?” Hope lit Jane’s eyes, but her husband’s shoulders drooped further.

“It’s the taxes and only the taxes, Janie. Nothing else until spring, unless I can pick up odd jobs or sell some firewood. No new coat for you. Nothing nice for the baby.”

“Never mind my coat. I’ll be staying close to home until the baby’s born anyway, even if we’re not snowed in. And the baby won’t know any difference for a long while yet. But if we can pay the taxes, we can keep the farm. That’s most important.”

Clare swallowed hard and looked away. Jane carefully got to her feet and crossed over to perch on his knees.

“What is it? We’ve been so worried about the taxes all year, but God’s provided. What more could we ask?”

“I made a promise, Janie. After last year, I promised myself—you’d never go without a Christmas again.”

“Oh, Clare.” Jane rested her head on his shoulder, tears of remorse stinging her eyes at the memory of the first Christmas morning they’d spent together. “I didn’t need all those things I said—honest I didn’t. I was tired and lonely and half sick; you know I was. And you made it up to me in a hundred ways. I wouldn’t trade it now for anything. Truly I wouldn’t.”

“It’d be a long time before I could give you everything.” Clare’s voice was low and husky. “But I promised myself this year I’d give you—something. If it wasn’t for the taxes...”

“If it wasn’t for the taxes, we couldn’t keep the farm. Don’t you think I’m just as set on that as you are? A farm that’s ours for another year—that’s more than just a roof over our heads, Clare. I don’t see how I could want anything more.”

“Janie—”

“You’ll read the Christmas story again, won’t you? And isn’t there a pine bough down by the creek that we could put in the window? With a candle in it, you know. We can spare a candle, surely. I’ll even go to bed half an hour earlier every night till spring to make it up. And I dried enough berries from that last picking to make a real good pie. Mrs. Tanner gave me the recipe. Oh, we’ll have Christmas, Clare! Such a Christmas as you’ve never seen. With everything we’ve got to be thankful for, I don’t see how anyone can say it’s not Christmas for us.”

Clare’s eyes were shimmering wet in the dim firelight by the time she finished, and he pulled her close as his voice cracked.

“I still don’t have anything to give you, Janie.”

“Don’t you? Haven’t you? Didn’t you work your fingers near to the bone to keep this place and pay those blessed taxes? Didn’t you pick me out of all the world when there were a hundred other girls who could’ve helped you so much more?”

“Never wanted another girl.” The words were rough and choked against her hair, and Jane wrapped an arm around his shoulders as they began to shake.

“Then that’s my Christmas, Clare. You, and the baby, and the taxes for another year—that’s enough Christmas for anyone. More than enough for me.”
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​Day 2: Lineage
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“Clint Mathis, are you telling me you’re not going to ask her?” Ellen fisted her hands on her hips and stared at her brother, who kept his gaze trained on the horses in the corral and didn’t say a word. “I happen to know she’s already turned down two fellas, and if a girl inviting you to come share lunch before you help her with the greenery isn’t asking to be asked, I don’t know what is!”

She deftly climbed the fence and perched on the top rail with her back to the horses, where she could see Clint’s face. His attempted shrug didn’t match the tight line of his lips or the pale cast to his cheeks that said he cared a lot more than he wanted to show. Slowly, her indignation drained away.

“Everybody’s known you and Ruthie were a pair since your school days. What changed? And when? Just last week you were going to ask her.”

“Never said that.”

Ellen snorted.

“When a fella comes home after seeing a girl’s blue dress and asks me to iron the blue shirt he hasn’t worn in ages because the collar itches, you don’t think I know what it means? What changed, Clint?”

“Nothing.” The fact that he still wouldn’t meet her eyes contradicted his words.

“Should I get Pa to come slap some sense into you?”

Though their father had never raised a hand to either of them in anger, Clint flinched a little, reflexively rubbing his jaw, and Ellen’s heart sank.

“I didn’t mean that. You know I didn’t.” She reached over and turned her brother’s face a bit to examine the fading bruise, but something about the memory suddenly sat her up straight. “Clint, was it Les? Did he say something? Threaten something?”

“I can hold my own against Les, El.” The quick way he turned his head so she couldn’t see his eyes spoke volumes.

“I swear, two days on this ranch and that lowdown snake caused more trouble than—”

“Ellie...” His tone had switched back to the scolding big brother, and Ellen tried to douse the flame of anger in her chest.

“He did say something, didn’t he?” The tension in Clint’s shoulders tightened, proof she was on the right track, and her mind raced with possibilities. “Was that why you fought? Something about Ruthie?”

“Nope.”

“Then what did he say to you?” The stubborn set of Clint’s jaw said they could be at this all afternoon. Ellen slapped the rail next to her. “That’s it. I’m going to town and ask Les.”

Clint’s lightning fast grip was around her wrist in an instant, and she caught one flash of the pain in his dark eyes before he looked away, dropping her hand as if it was a hot branding iron. The slump of his shoulders spelled defeat, and whatever the obstacle, she had never seen Clint Mathis give up.

“Clint, what did he say?” Ellen’s voice was a whisper as she gently lifted her brother’s chin.

“Just the truth.” The words were almost too low to catch, but after a moment, he raised his eyes to hers again, and the raw pain cut into her soul. “Blood tells, Ellie.”

Blood tells. She hadn’t thought anyone in town still gave any thought to Clint’s questionable parentage, at least since a stern lecture from the schoolteacher and a few pointed sermons from the minister. Most of the time even she forgot he hadn’t been born her brother.

“Your pa might not have been one of the outlaws, Clint. More likely they picked you up in a raid somewhere. Maybe you’ve got rich relations out East, and they wanted you for ransom or something.” She tried to speak lightly, but Clint gave a weary shake of his head, as though he’d been over every possible path a thousand times in his mind.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll never know for sure, and how could I ask—a girl—to take that chance? Blood’ll tell somewhere, and if it’s bad...” He put his head down on top of his arms, and Ellen sat stunned for a moment with his words turning circles in her brain.

“Clint Mathis.” Her voice was a little shaky, but it hardened into righteous determination as the answer finally came. “You’re not what your pa was, whatever that might be. You’ve been adopted, you hear me? Twice. Maybe our family name isn’t enough to wipe away your past, but you said it yourself. Blood tells. Are you going to stand here and tell me that Jesus’ blood isn’t strong enough to keep you from the wrong that might be in yours? That it’s not strong enough for your kids and your grandkids and on down the line? There’s only one bloodline that’s not bent toward sin, and you got that the day you prayed. You think Reverend Dobbs and Ruthie can’t see that? If they cared about any other kind of blood, they’d have told you long before this.”

Slowly, Clint’s head lifted, and wondering awe began to melt away the fearful questions in his eyes. Ellen gave his shoulder a playful push.

“Go wash your face and change into your blue shirt. There’s a girl in town waiting to be asked to the Christmas social.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Day 3: Bethlehem
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“Bethlehem, Katie. Beth-le-hem.” I stressed every syllable, making a frantic dive for the pile of bathrobes lying on the armchair and trying not to lose my hold on the crumpled stack of papers clutched in my fist.

I mentally ran through the list of boys for the third time, confirming that Stanley Johnston was the only practical choice for a substitute head-shepherd, despite the eyeglasses that I had hoped to hide in the background, as Katie patiently began again, “Now when Jesus was born in Bethelham of Judaea...”

“Katie!” I would have clasped my hands to my head if either of them had been free. As if Orson Caldwell coming down with bronchitis and the Brewsters’ dog ruining half the new set of angel wings wasn’t enough, my sister’s tongue had become inexplicably incapable of pronouncing the name of the city at the very heart of the pageant.

I threw a look at the clock, decided against buttoning my coat, and bundled myself and the pile of bathrobes into the car with Katie following close behind.

“Beth. Le. Hem. Hem, like the hem of a dress. Try again.”

“Bethel—”

“Beth-le-hem.”

“Beth-le-hem.” Katie sounded it slowly and carefully, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Now say it in your piece.”

“Now when Jesus was born in Bethelham of—”

“Oh, Katie!” I almost wailed. “Bethlehem. Hem! Keep practicing.”

Katie dutifully started over, succeeding in one of every three attempts, and I tried desperately to remember how I had ended up in this mess. Of course no one expected Mrs. Stover to direct the Christmas pageant this year, barely a week after hearing of her youngest son’s death in the Pacific, but how anyone had thought of giving me her place was a mystery too great to fathom. Teaching the nursery Sunday school was certainly no preparation for molding a crowd of fifty children—some only a few years younger than me—into something resembling a fitting memorial of the Lord’s birth.

By the time we reached the church, Katie’s accuracy had improved to two in three tries, and she had made it twice through her entire part with only a slightly halting rhythm to hint at her lingering uncertainty. I left her repeating, “Bethlehem. Bethelham. Beth-le-hem,” and plunged into a sea of children in every conceivable state of winter gear and biblical costume.

Before the choir began their first song, I had managed to piece out the new sets of angel wings with the least shabby of the old, use the extra robes from home to outfit two shepherds and an innkeeper who had forgotten their costumes, and make certain that no stray boots or mittens would mar the scene with an untimely appearance. I was beginning to feel rather proud of my success when a glance beyond the curtain revealed Mrs. Stover sitting on the very front pew, and the sight sent ice through my veins.

Not that I wasn’t glad she’d come
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