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Sylvia

         
         Thin, pale sunbeams shone tentatively around the edges of curtains drawn tight against the winter cold in the windows of the
            master suite of Elm Creek Manor. Although Sylvia Bergstrom Compson was eager to get up and seize the day, she lingered in
            bed, reluctant to jostle her dear husband, slumbering peacefully by her side.
         

         
         Throughout the summer and into the autumn, Andrew had risen first. He had often been settled at his favorite fishing spot,
            a large, round, flat rock beneath a willow tree on the bank of Elm Creek, before Sylvia even opened her eyes. But after winter
            descended upon central Pennsylvania, more often than not, he pulled the bedcovers up to his chin and slept in long after Sylvia
            and the manor’s other permanent residents had finished breakfast and were going about the business of the day. How amused
            Sylvia had been to discover her new husband’s surprising seasonal preference, and after she thought she knew him so well!
            She suspected that in the years to come—may they have many together—they would discover more intriguing, unexpected quirks
            and contradictions within each other.
         

         
         Perhaps they would discover less endearing traits too, but she and Andrew were both too grateful for their second chance at
            love to fuss over trivialities.
         

         
         Sylvia smiled fondly as she watched Andrew doze beneath the beautiful bridal sampler they had received as a wedding gift only
            a few months before. The Elm Creek Quilters had surprised her by collecting quilt blocks from her friends, quilting students,
            colleagues, and admirers from around the world, sewing them together into an exquisite expression of their warm wishes and
            affection. Sylvia and the other Elm Creek Quilters worked so closely together that it was a marvel how her friends had managed
            to collaborate on such a complex project without her suspecting a thing. Then again, she and Andrew had surprised them all
            the previous Christmas Eve when they had come to Elm Creek Manor expecting a festive holiday party, only to discover that
            they were attending a wedding. Naturally their friends would want to tease Sylvia and Andrew just a little by surprising them
            in return.
         

         
         Now, after nearly a year full of surprises, it would soon again be Christmas Eve, Sylvia and Andrew’s first anniversary. She
            had been so preoccupied with other matters—wrapping up another successful season of Elm Creek Quilt Camp; bidding farewell
            to friends departing for distant locales, from Philadelphia to Maui; putting the last stitches into a new quilt, her contribution
            to her church’s annual fund-raiser for the county food pantry—that she hadn’t had a moment to spare for holiday plans. Perhaps
            her young friend and colleague Sarah McClure had already typed up a spreadsheet or two delineating arrangements for meals,
            decorations, and entertainment, but Sylvia thought she and Andrew should plan their anniversary celebration themselves.
         

         
         And Sylvia and Andrew’s marriage was such an unexpected blessing that it surely ought to be celebrated in fine style.

         
         Although they had first met as children, their lives had taken them down different paths, winding ways that had led to and
            from Elm Creek Manor over the course of several decades. Sylvia had first known Andrew as her younger brother’s classmate,
            a shy, scrawny, badly neglected boy whose family had recently moved into a ramshackle house on the outskirts of Waterford.
         

         
         At school, most children eyed Andrew’s tattered clothes, bruised limbs, and haunted expression and kept their distance, but
            a few older boys bullied him cruelly until Sylvia’s younger brother put a stop to it. Richard was clever, athletic, and popular,
            and after he insisted that Andrew be allowed to join in their games, the other boys grudgingly accepted him.
         

         
         Andrew and Richard soon became good friends. One afternoon when Sylvia and her elder sister, Claudia, met their brother at
            the schoolyard gate to walk him home, Sylvia spotted Andrew wearing a jacket Richard had recently outgrown. Later that night,
            when she told her father what she had seen, he nodded thoughtfully and questioned her about the boy.
         

         
         “I don’t know much,” she admitted, embarrassed, but she told him the little she had observed and inferred.

         
         The next morning at breakfast her father told Richard that he looked forward to meeting his new friend. “You may invite Andrew
            to come home with you after school any time you like,” he added.
         

         
         Richard’s face lit up. “Really? Can you drive him home after? He lives out in the country.”

         
         “We live out in the country,” said Claudia loftily, “and we walk to and from school.”
         

         
         Richard frowned. “Andrew lives way out in the other direction, so he’d have to walk to school and then more.”

         
         Their father raised a hand to end the argument before it escalated. “Richard, I’m happy to drive your friend home. You may
            tell him I said so.”
         

         
         After that, Andrew came home with Richard nearly every day. Sometimes Sylvia asked about his family in a casual, conversational
            way so it would not seem like an inquisition. Andrew said little in reply, but it was enough for Sylvia to conclude that he
            was miserable at home and that he worried about his little sister, who was often ill.
         

         
         Sylvia wished her compassionate, generous mother were there to advise her, but she had passed away four years before, leaving
            the family irreparably bereft. She thought maybe they could invite Andrew and his little sister to live at Elm Creek Manor,
            but she reluctantly abandoned that scheme as impossible. Andrew’s parents probably wouldn’t allow it, even though, as Sylvia
            and Claudia had noted in a rare moment of agreement, they didn’t seem particularly interested in being parents and weren’t
            very good at it.
         

         
         “Maybe they’d be nicer if not for the Depression,” Claudia mused aloud.

         
         “You can’t blame the Great Depression for everything,” said Sylvia. “Father says lots of people in Waterford are out of work,
            many families are going hungry, but hardly any kids show up at school with bruises and messy clothes all the time.”
         

         
         The Bergstroms were considered one of the wealthiest families in the Elm Creek Valley, but even they had to watch every penny.
            Their entire savings had vanished overnight in October 1929 when the First Bank of Waterford had gone under after a larger
            bank in some far-off city called in its debts. The family business, Bergstrom Thoroughbreds, had earned almost nothing for
            years. Most of their former customers had lost their fortunes in the stock market crash, and those days hardly anyone could
            afford to squander money on expensive, impractical luxuries like champion horses. Sylvia’s father assured her that their family
            would get by. They owned their own land and had no mortgage, and they grew some of their own food. Their forests would provide
            wood to burn if they ran out of coal. The manor was full of lovely things acquired in more prosperous times that they could
            sell to pay bills or barter for whatever they could not make or grow themselves.
         

         
         As poor as they had become, the Bergstroms were far better off than most of their neighbors. Sylvia knew her mother would
            have urged them to share what they had with the less fortunate, including Richard’s new best friend. Especially him.
         

         
         When the weather turned colder, Sylvia gave Andrew warm, sturdy clothes Richard had outgrown but not worn out. Every morning
            she filled her brother’s lunch box with enough food for two hungry children, and once she discreetly slipped a toothbrush
            and a comb into the pocket of Andrew’s jacket while the boys were off playing. Gradually Andrew began to fill out, and as
            the first winter snows began to fall, whenever Sylvia and her sister met the boys at the schoolyard gate, she observed that
            his face and hands were clean, his smile shy but bright, his hair no more tousled and tangled than any other boy’s.
         

         
         In December, Sylvia’s father invited Andrew to spend Christmas at Elm Creek Manor, ignoring Claudia’s protests that he would
            feel out of place among all the aunts and uncles and cousins returning to the ancestral estate for the holidays. Sylvia was
            annoyed at her sister and fiercely glad her father had included the boy. His eyes shone with joyful delight as he beheld their
            traditional Christmas feast—tender Jägerschnitzel, grilled pork loin with mushroom gravy; sweet potatoes; creamed peas; and for dessert, Great-Aunt Lucinda’s Lebkuchen, Anisplätzchen, and Zimtsterne cookies, as well as apple strudel made from the recipe Great-Great-Aunt Gerda Bergstrom had brought over from Germany. Afterward,
            Andrew gazed, awestruck, upon the glorious Christmas tree in the ballroom, adorned with candles and precious German glass
            ornaments Sylvia’s great-grandparents had received as wedding gifts ages ago. Sylvia knew this would be a Christmas he would
            never forget.
         

         
         If Sylvia needed any more proof of the boy’s happiness, his reluctance to go home after the celebration convinced her. Her
            father had to coax him into the car by likening it to Santa’s sleigh and reminding him of the wrapped box he had found beneath
            the Christmas tree bearing his sister’s name, a gift Santa surely intended Andrew to deliver.
         

         
         Later, Sylvia was in the kitchen drying and putting away dishes when she heard her father return. “Do you know what Andrew
            said to me as I drove him home?” she overheard him tell Great-Aunt Lucinda, who had met him at the back door. “He said that
            this was the best Christmas he had ever known. We’ve compared these past few Christmases to those of the twenties and rue
            how we’ve come down in the world, and yet this little boy was overwhelmed by our abundance.”
         

         
         “That’s a lesson for us all.”

         
         “I can’t help thinking how much more we could do for Andrew and his sister if—”

         
         “No, Fred. I know your heart’s in the right place, but you can’t take children from their parents.”

         
         “If you saw their home, you’d feel differently.”

         
         “There’s much more to a home than material comforts.”

         
         “That’s precisely my point. From what I’ve seen, the children don’t receive many spiritual comforts either.”

         
         Worried, Sylvia stole closer to the doorway, but even though she held her breath and strained her ears, her father and great-aunt
            had walked off down the hall, their conversation fading until she could no longer hear them.
         

         
         In the months that followed, her father’s worries proved prescient. Richard and Andrew were eight years old when Andrew ran
            away from home. Richard hid his friend in the wooden playhouse their father had built near the stables and exercise rings,
            setting him up with warm blankets and comic books and smuggling him food at night while the rest of the family slept. Sylvia
            discovered their secret one autumn night when she woke to the sound of her brother creeping past her bedroom door. She followed
            him to the kitchen, where he filled a bag with leftovers, crept outside and across the bridge over Elm Creek, and unwittingly
            led her to the hideout.
         

         
         The boys begged her not to tell her father, but she thought she had no choice. He contacted the authorities, who conducted
            a brief investigation and immediately removed Andrew and his sister from their parents’ custody. Sylvia’s father offered to
            take the children in, but the law gave preference to relatives, and the children were sent to live with an aunt in Philadelphia.
         

         
         After Andrew’s sudden departure, an angry and bewildered Richard missed his best friend terribly. At first he wrote Andrew
            numerous letters, but their father did not know where to send them. It was a long time before Richard forgave Sylvia for betraying
            them.
         

         
         For years thereafter, Sylvia thought of Andrew and his little sister at Christmastime and hoped they were celebrating somewhere
            warm and safe, that they were happy, cared for, and loved. Now, at last, she had no doubt Andrew was.
         

         
          

         Sylvia felt her breath catch in her throat as she gazed upon her husband while he slept, remembering the small, frightened
            child he had been. Even now his lined face was almost boyish in repose, his brow furrowed slightly as if in concentration,
            his breathing steady and even. Sylvia wished with all her heart that she could reach back through time, embrace that little
            boy, and assure him that one day his unhappiness would be behind him. He would know sorrow but also great joy, and after many
            years, Sylvia and Andrew would rediscover each other.
         

         
         But before then, they would have another meeting, and another parting.

         
         From the time he was quite young Richard had longed to explore the world beyond the Elm Creek Valley, and when he turned sixteen,
            he convinced their father to enroll him in a young men’s academy in Philadelphia. A few days into the term, he discovered
            that one of his new classmates was none other than his long-lost friend Andrew Cooper, a scholarship student, one of the brightest
            young men in the class. This happy news helped Sylvia bear her brother’s absence a little better, but she still missed him
            terribly and wished he had not been so impatient to leave home. But except for the occasional lament to her closest friends
            in her quilt guild, she kept her feelings to herself. It was autumn of 1943, the entire world was at war, and with so many
            families losing brothers and sons every day, she felt ashamed to complain when her brother was merely away at school.
         

         
         That year she looked forward to the holidays more eagerly than ever because Richard would be coming home for semester break.
            On the day of his arrival, the manor fairly hummed with anticipation as young cousins darted about laughing and playing, aunts
            and wives cheerfully worked in the kitchen, sending delicious aromas wafting through the halls—baked apples, cinnamon, vanilla,
            and nutmeg. Sylvia and Claudia bustled about, getting in each other’s way and on each other’s nerves as they finished preparing
            rooms for their overnight guests and putting up the last of the decorations. Sylvia chose tasks that kept her near the front
            windows, and whenever Claudia was not around to scold her for idleness, she paused to gaze outside through the falling snow,
            hoping to glimpse a taxicab approaching.
         

         
         She was in the dining room folding napkins when a cousin raced downstairs from the nursery shouting that a car was coming
            up the drive. Sylvia hurried to the foyer, steps ahead of a veritable stampede of cousins and aunts and uncles, her heart
            pounding with anticipation and joy. Her father reached the tall, double front doors first and flung one open. “Welcome home,
            son,” he called out, but then he halted in the doorway, his smile turning to puzzlement.
         

         
         Sylvia ducked beneath his arm and stepped outside. “Richard,” she cried, and then she too abruptly paused at the sight of
            a small figure lingering cautiously behind her brother. Blue eyes peered up at her from beneath a white fur hood, but the
            rest of the face was concealed behind a thick woolen scarf.
         

         
         “Well, sis?” Richard inquired merrily, relishing her astonishment. “Are you going to let us in or keep us standing out here
            in the snow?”
         

         
         His words roused their father to smile broadly, step aside, and gesture for them to enter. Dumbfounded, Sylvia backed into
            the house and out of the way as Richard guided his companion into the warmth of the foyer. He gave Sylvia a grin and a quick
            peck on the cheek in passing, but he was quickly surrounded by aunts and cousins sending up a chorus of greetings as they
            helped him and the young woman out of their wraps. Sylvia glimpsed porcelain skin, a flush of roses in the gentle curve of
            a cheek, luxurious dark hair spilling over the girl’s shoulders nearly to her waist.
         

         
         “Everyone,” said Richard, raising his voice to be heard over the cheerful din, “I’d like you to meet my— I’d like to introduce
            you to Agnes Chevalier.”
         

         
         “Hello,” said the girl, looking shyly around the circle of expectant faces, her voice trembling slightly.

         
         “Welcome to Elm Creek Manor, Agnes,” said Claudia, stepping forward to take their coats and scarves. She passed them on to
            a responsible younger cousin with instructions to hang them up to dry, then turned back to Agnes and placed an arm around
            her shoulders. “Let’s get you two in front of a warm fire, shall we?”
         

         
         As Claudia led Richard and Agnes across the foyer toward the parlor, Sylvia exchanged a quick glance with her father, enough
            to confirm that he had not expected Richard’s traveling companion either.
         

         
         As they warmed themselves by the hearth with hot tea and cozy quilts, Richard explained that Agnes was a student at his academy’s
            sister school, and that they had met while volunteering for a joint community service day. In his usual offhand way, Richard
            explained without a hint of boastfulness that her father was a successful attorney, and that her mother descended from a wealthy
            and prominent political family whose name Sylvia immediately recognized, rendering her momentarily awestruck.
         

         
         Unfortunately, in the days that followed, aside from Agnes’s lineage and her undeniable beauty, little else about their unexpected
            holiday visitor impressed Sylvia very much. Agnes was exasperatingly naive and she tried too hard to please. She knew next
            to nothing about farm life or quilting or anything else practical. Worst of all, Richard seemed thoroughly besotted with her.
         

         
         “I’m beginning to understand why Agnes’s family didn’t object to her spending the holidays far from home,” she murmured to
            her great-aunt Lucinda as they peeled sweet potatoes for their Christmas Day feast. “They probably find her as tiresome as
            we do.”
         

         
         “That’s unkind, especially at Christmas,” her great-aunt chided. “And speak for yourself. The rest of us like Agnes very much.”

         
         Sylvia stifled a groan, but she could not deny that her father seemed to find Agnes utterly charming. Claudia was going overboard
            to make the girl feel welcome, and Claudia’s reticent beau, Harold, was surprisingly warm and friendly in Agnes’s company.
            Even James, Sylvia’s otherwise wonderful husband of three years, seemed oblivious to the faults and annoying quirks all too
            evident to Sylvia.
         

         
         “You might want to try to get to know her better,” James cautioned on the day after Christmas. “You should find some common
            ground, just in case she becomes a permanent member of the family.”
         

         
         “Heaven forefend,” Sylvia declared, but she resolved to conceal her disdain for the sake of family harmony. Eventually Richard’s
            infatuation would prove to be nothing more than a passing fancy, and next Christmas, they would again celebrate with only
            the Bergstrom family, and Harold, since he always joined them. If Richard wanted to bring a friend home from school for the
            holidays, he should choose Andrew next time.
         

         
         In early January, Richard and Agnes returned to Philadelphia, and Sylvia began counting the weeks until he would return—alone,
            she hoped—for summer break. She tried not to make too much of a new tone in his letters, expressing not only his increasing
            affection for Agnes, but also his outrage and indignation for the rising animosity toward German Americans that was spreading
            throughout the country. By springtime, he resolved to enlist in the military and prove his patriotism by fighting the Nazis.
            Andrew, ever his loyal best friend, decided to join up with him.
         

         
         James and Harold raced to Philadelphia to stop them, fervently hoping that the young men would be sent away from the recruiting
            office with a handshake and a suggestion to return when they were eighteen. But Richard and Andrew were determined, and when
            Richard lied about his age and went unchallenged, Andrew did too.
         

         
         James and Harold arrived in the city too late to intervene—too late as well to prevent Richard and Agnes from marrying in
            haste, like thousands of other young couples faced with separation and an uncertain future. Agnes’s parents must have given
            their consent under duress, for they did not attend the courthouse ceremony and disowned their daughter before the ink dried
            on the marriage license.
         

         
         With two weeks to go before Richard was due to report for basic training, he escorted his young bride—beautiful but tremulous
            with joy and worry—home to Elm Creek Manor. Andrew and Harold accompanied them, with James as the group’s resigned and watchful
            leader. When the two young soldiers crossed the threshold, their innocent pride and excitement brought fresh tears to Sylvia’s
            eyes. “What have you done?” she cried, flinging her arms around her brother, barely hearing his spirited reply.
         

         
         That night as James and Sylvia prepared for bed, exhausted and drained by the week’s tumultuous events, he took her in his
            arms. “Sylvia, darling, there’s something I need to tell you.”
         

         
         “James, you mustn’t blame yourself,” she said, unsettled by the regret and apprehension in his eyes. “You tried. I know you
            would have prevented this if you could have. It’s in God’s hands now.”
         

         
         “Sylvia . . .” He sighed heavily against the skin of her neck, his embrace tightening. “I’m going too.”

         
         For a moment she couldn’t breathe. “What do you mean?”

         
         “I enlisted. Harold too. It was the only way we could be sure we would be placed in the same unit.”

         
         “James, no.” The room spun. Sylvia pressed a hand to her lips and sank down upon the edge of the bed. “You couldn’t have.
            You promised me you’d wait to be drafted.”
         

         
         James sat beside her and took her hand. “I had to do it. I can’t protect Richard from home. Now I’ll be able to look after
            him. I swear we’ll all come back to you safe and sound. You have my word.”
         

         
         She would have protested that it was beyond his power to promise her that, but the words stuck in her throat. What good were
            her protests now? He had enlisted; he could not undo that decision even if he wanted to.
         

         
         The next morning, Harold and Claudia announced that he had proposed, and she had accepted. Sylvia assumed that they would
            marry at the county courthouse before Harold departed, but Claudia said they would wait until he came home. Sylvia nodded,
            murmuring congratulations and feigning delight, marveling at her sister’s certainty that Harold would return from the war.
            So many other young men they knew never would.
         

         
         The men’s last days at Elm Creek Manor flew by with terrible swiftness. All too soon they reported for duty, and after eight
            weeks of basic training, they were sent to the Pacific, a cruel irony considering Richard had enlisted to fight the Nazis.
         

         
         Soon thereafter, Sylvia realized she was pregnant.

         
         Months passed. Letters from the men were infrequent and precious, despite heavy censoring that sometimes rendered them barely
            comprehensible. Sylvia and Claudia had dedicated themselves to the work of the home front since the war began, but now they
            redoubled their efforts, organizing scrap metal drives, buying war bonds, enlarging their victory garden, contributing Grandmother’s
            Flower Garden segments to the Waterford Quilting Guild’s raffle quilt for the war effort. Their work kept despair at bay and
            would hasten the end of the war, or so they desperately hoped.
         

         
         As the lonely, anxious weeks passed, Sylvia began to develop a grudging respect for her new sister-in-law. From time to time,
            Sylvia surreptitiously read over Agnes’s shoulder as she wrote to Richard, and she was surprised to find not one word of complaint
            in her letters, only loving encouragement and lighthearted descriptions of how she spent her days. Agnes joined Sylvia and
            Claudia in their volunteer activities, and although she couldn’t sew to save her life, she could knit with impressive speed,
            darning socks and mending sweaters so well that her repairs were nearly invisible. If she found a garment that had shrunk
            in the wash or could not be mended, she unraveled the stitches, wound the yarn into balls, and knit socks and washcloths for
            the Red Cross to give to soldiers.
         

         
         Perhaps this was the side of Agnes that had won Richard’s heart.

         
         Sylvia prepared for the arrival of her unborn child, praying that the war would end and James would return in time for the
            birth. But summer passed, and then autumn, and with each passing week it seemed less likely that their loved ones would come
            home to them soon.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” Claudia told her. “Just this morning I heard on the radio that the Allies have made so many gains in Europe
            that the war will be over by Christmas.”
         

         
         Sylvia prayed she was right.

         
         December came, but while victory seemed increasingly likely, it remained elusive, impossibly distant. The first snows fell,
            soft and gentle, and before Sylvia knew it, the holidays were approaching. The joyful family celebration she had envisioned
            the year before was not to be; with the men away and her father recovering from influenza, their aunts and uncles and cousins
            had decided to stay home to conserve fuel and other scarce rations.
         

         
         It was a subdued, wistful season, and for a while that suited Sylvia’s melancholic mood, but two days before Christmas, her
            longing for her husband and brother became too much to bear. She sat in the front parlor listening to carols on the radio,
            stroking her rounded abdomen and brooding. Agnes sat in the chair closest to the fireplace, diligently knitting while Claudia
            cut templates for her bridal quilt and mused aloud about her wedding gown. Agnes nodded along, but for Sylvia, her sister’s
            chatter barely registered as she tried to imagine what James, Richard, Andrew, and Harold were doing at that moment, and then
            tried very hard not to imagine it.
         

         
         As the lyrics of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” broke into her reverie, Sylvia suddenly felt tears rising, anger surging. “Turn
            that off,” she ordered shakily. When Claudia and Agnes merely paused in their handwork to stare at her uncertainly, Sylvia
            hauled herself from her chair, crossed the room, and snapped off the radio. “I can’t listen to that anymore. They aren’t coming
            home for Christmas, so what’s the use of dreaming about it?”
         

         
         “Sometimes dreams are all we have,” said Agnes.

         
         Sylvia clenched her teeth to hold back a bitter retort. She could not bear platitudes, and she needed more than dreams. She
            needed James beside her. She needed Richard home and safe.
         

         
         “What we need is a Christmas miracle,” said Claudia. “For the war to end. If ever we ought to pray for peace on earth, this
            is the time.”
         

         
         “The war will end when we win,” said Sylvia sharply, despondent. “However long it takes, however many lives it takes.”

         
         Agnes shuddered, her pretty features pinching up as if she might burst into tears. Ashamed of herself, Sylvia looked away
            and was about to turn the radio back on when Claudia said, “We’ve done nothing to prepare for Christmas around here.”
         

         
         “We sent the men their packages,” said Agnes.

         
         “I know, but we’ve done nothing for ourselves.”

         
         “No one’s coming to visit,” Sylvia reminded her.

         
         “Yes, but we’re still here.” Claudia set her paper and scissors aside. “We should bake Great-Aunt Lucinda’s cookies and make
            Gerda’s apple strudel.”
         

         
         Sylvia shook her head. “We don’t have enough sugar rations.”

         
         “We might have enough, and even if we don’t, we could still decorate.” Claudia rose. “Come on. We need something to remind
            us of the joy and hope of the season.”
         

         
         Dubious, Sylvia nonetheless felt a faint spark of interest. Their orchard had yielded an abundant harvest that autumn, so
            she knew they had plenty of apples. When she surveyed the pantry, she found that they had just enough of the other necessary
            ingredients to make one strudel. She went to tell Claudia and Agnes, only to find them in the foyer unpacking boxes of decorations
            they had brought down from the attic. Sylvia lent a hand, but first she returned to the parlor to turn on the radio, leaving
            the door open so they could listen to carols as they worked. A quiet happiness filled her as she unwrapped the familiar accoutrements
            of the holidays—Richard’s soldier nutcracker, the paper angels she and Claudia had made in Sunday school, Great-Aunt Lucinda’s
            Santa Claus cookie jar, and something unexpected: a pillowcase filled with segments of a quilt in rich hues of red, green,
            gold, and cream sewn by several Bergstrom women through the years but never completed.
         

         
         As she examined the pieces, marveling at the handiwork of her mother, her great-aunt, and her sister, Claudia and Agnes suggested
            she work on the quilt. Tempted, Sylvia nonetheless hesitated. “But the decorations, and the baking—”
         

         
         “We can handle the decorations,” Agnes assured her, “and the strudel can wait until tomorrow, can’t it?”

         
         “You should be sitting with your feet up anyway,” added Claudia.

         
         Sylvia was about to retort that she was pregnant, not ill, but it was the perfect excuse. Although she couldn’t possibly complete
            the quilt by Christmas Day, stitching a few blocks might lift her spirits. Perhaps she could plan to finish in time for next
            Christmas, when James would be home and they could snuggle their child in the quilt’s soft folds in the warm glow of the lights
            on the Christmas tree.
         

         
         Lost in reminiscences of Christmases past and dreams of the Christmas future she yearned for, Sylvia spent the hours in sewing
            and reflection. Later, when hunger beckoned her from the parlor, she discovered her home transformed by the loving attention
            of her sister and sister-in-law. All the old, familiar, beloved decorations adorned the foyer, the ballroom, and other nooks
            and corners where so many fond memories lingered. Candles glowed softly in the windows, and wreaths of holly and ivy graced
            the doors and banisters.
         

         
         Early the next day, Christmas Eve, Sylvia and Claudia taught Agnes how to make the traditional Bergstrom apple strudel from
            Great-Great-Aunt Gerda’s recipe. Perhaps enticed by the familiar, delectable aroma, Sylvia’s father insisted he felt strong
            enough to leave his sickbed and join them for lunch. “How wonderfully festive,” he declared as he descended the grand oak
            staircase, admiring their decorations from above. “I believe we’ll have a merry Christmas after all.”
         

         
         The following morning, he felt well enough to accompany Sylvia, Claudia, and Agnes to church. The mood of the congregation
            was more subdued than celebratory, more longing than joyful. Sylvia knew that nearly every person gathered there yearned for
            a brother, father, husband, or son overseas, or was grieving for someone lost to the war. Even the pastor had a brother serving
            in France, and before long his sermon turned to their absent loved ones and their longing for peace.
         

         
         “We must not give in to despair,” the pastor said, his gaze earnest and imploring as he looked out upon the worshippers. “We
            must have faith that the Lord who loves us will not abandon us. Though far too many of us have sewn gold stars on the service
            banners displayed in our front windows, though so many of us mourn, we must not believe that God has ceased loving us. He
            has not forgotten us. In our moments of weakness, we may fear that we walk alone, but we must never forget that God has sent
            us the light of his love and mercy. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness shall not overcome it.”
         

         
         Sylvia fought back tears, longing for her husband and brother so desperately that she almost could not draw breath for the
            pain in her heart. If James and Richard did not return to her, she did not know how she could endure it. She knew that she
            could not.
         

         
         “Today, my dear brothers and sisters,” the pastor continued, “we are confronted by darkness—the darkness of war, of tyranny,
            of oppression, of loneliness, of evil manifest in the world. Today, with the entire world at war, this darkness seems very
            deep indeed, but we must not forget that Jesus Christ brought the light of peace, and hope, and reconciliation into the world,
            and no darkness shall ever quench it. Each of us must bring light into the world, so that the darkness will not prevail.”
         

         
         Head bowed, Sylvia pressed her lips together to hold back a sob. She wanted the light the pastor described to shine through
            the darkness of her life, but she was afraid, and she had never felt more alone. The darkness surrounding her was so opaque
            she feared no illumination could penetrate it.
         

         
         Suddenly a hand clasped hers—Claudia’s. After a moment Sylvia reached out her other hand to Agnes, and only then did understanding
            dawn. Claudia and Agnes were lonely and afraid too. They had to be light for one another.
         

         
         The three women held hands for the rest of the sermon. They held hands still as they rose to sing the final hymn. As the last
            notes of the song faded away, Sylvia felt peace settling into her heart, and she whispered a prayer of thanks for her sister
            and her sister-in-law, whom she too often took for granted. They must sustain one another, whatever came, whatever darkness
            threatened them.
         

         
         Later, at Elm Creek Manor, Sylvia, Claudia, their father, and Agnes gathered in the parlor to exchange gifts, most of them
            homemade garments or heirlooms now passed down to one who had long admired them. Afterward, in keeping with Bergstrom family
            tradition, they read aloud letters from absent loved ones, none dearer than those from their brave soldiers, saved for this
            occasion so they would feel as if the family had reunited on Christmas Day. Sylvia had drawn upon her every ounce of willpower
            not to open James’s letter as soon as it had arrived a week before, but now she was grateful she had waited.
         

         
         The men had been promised a hot Christmas dinner instead of the usual rations, James had written, turkey with dressing, cranberry
            sauce, mashed potatoes, green beans, and apple pie for dessert. “I’d give my last dollar for us all to be gathered around
            the table at Elm Creek Manor instead, enjoying our traditional Bergstrom Christmas feast,” he admitted, “but our little celebration
            will make us feel closer to home, and no king in his castle will savor his Christmas dinner more.”
         

         
         Other letters shared more news. Harold complained of a mild stomach ailment but assured Claudia that otherwise all was well.
            Richard sent his love and proudly announced that he was learning how to drive a tank. Andrew had written one letter for the
            whole family, thanking them for the pictures Sylvia’s father had taken of Claudia, Sylvia, and Agnes standing on the back
            steps of the manor. “I don’t have a sweetheart to write home to,” he confessed, “so I especially welcome your letters.” He
            promised to look after Richard and thanked Sylvia’s father for the memories of the best Christmas he had ever known. “Those
            memories are a comfort to me this year as I spend the holidays in the heat of the South Pacific, far from the snowy forests
            and fields of home.”
         

         
         “Next year we will all be together again,” said Claudia, with such resolve that for a moment they all shared her certainty.
            “Next Christmas, the war will be over and the boys will be home.”
         

         
         Sylvia prayed it would be so—but only part of her heartfelt prayer was answered.

         
         The war did end before Christmas came again, but only Andrew and Harold lived to see it.

         
         When the telegram arrived to inform Sylvia that her worst fears had come true, she was so staggered by shock and grief that
            she miscarried. Soon thereafter, her father succumbed to a stroke. So it was that one terrible incident on a remote Pacific
            island claimed the lives of four members of her family, several days and thousands of miles apart.
         

         
         Later, months after Imperial Japan surrendered, Andrew paid an unexpected visit on his way from Philadelphia to a new job
            in Detroit. Anguished, he confessed to Sylvia how her future brother-in-law had been complicit in James’s and Richard’s deaths.
            Haltingly, every word paining him, he described the terrible scene he had witnessed from a bluff overlooking the beach, how
            Richard had come under friendly fire, how James had raced to his rescue, how he could have saved his brother-in-law with the
            help of one more man. Andrew had run down the bluff to the beach where his friends lay wounded, knowing that he would never
            reach them in time, while only a few yards away, Harold had cowered in the underbrush rather than risk his own life.
         

         
         Andrew had left early the next morning without telling anyone else what he had confessed to her. When Sylvia confronted Claudia
            with the terrible truth and Claudia rejected it as a cruel lie, a chasm split open the fragile ground between the two sisters,
            compelling Sylvia to flee her beloved home, never to return.
         

         
         Or so she had thought, all those years ago.

         
          

         Sylvia reached out a wrinkled hand and gently stroked Andrew’s cheek, lightly stubbled before his morning shave, the face
            dearer to her than she could have imagined when she had fled Elm Creek Manor in anguish, when he and her brother had gone
            off to war so full of pride and anticipation, when he had been a small, hungry boy longing for the sanctuary of a loving home.
            They had both found their happy ending, but she would have done so many things differently if only—
         

         
         Andrew’s eyes opened, and a slow smile spread across his face. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he said, clasping his hand over
            hers. “That’s a very serious frown for so early in the day.”
         

         
         “It’s not as early as you think, sleepyhead,” she said lightly.

         
         He was not fooled. “What’s troubling you?”

         
         “Oh, it’s nothing. Just the Ghost of Christmas Past nagging me again.”

         
         “Sylvia, honey.” He moved her hand to his lips and kissed it. “If you brood over the past—”

         
         “Yes, yes, I know. If you brood over the past, you can’t enjoy the present or dream about the future.” She bent closer and
            kissed his cheek. “Your sister’s old saying rings true, at the holidays perhaps more than any other time of the year. Don’t
            worry about me. A good breakfast is all I need to put things right.”
         

         
         He smiled, a bit uncertainly, but as they rose and made ready for the day, he let the matter rest.

         
         Perhaps to convince Andrew that she was taking his sister’s advice to heart, when she dressed, Sylvia paired a cheerful red
            cardigan with her ivory blouse and comfortable black slacks. “My, don’t you look dapper,” she said, admiring the figure he
            cut in his freshly ironed charcoal slacks and red-black-and-white-plaid flannel shirt, neatly tucked in. His steel-gray hair
            was parted on the side, his eyes such a rich, clear blue that they seemed to shine for her even when he wore his glasses,
            which at the moment were tucked into his shirt pocket. Despite his limp, a remnant of his wartime service, he carried himself
            with almost military precision, but though his bearing gave him a stern and measured air, he was the kindest and gentlest
            of men.
         

         
         He smiled, pleased by the compliment, and reached for her hand. Together they left their suite and walked down the hall to
            the grand oak staircase that descended to the foyer. At the second-floor landing, Sylvia paused for a moment to savor the
            brief, reverential hush that enveloped Elm Creek Manor on particular mornings when the guest rooms were vacant. It was peaceful,
            and yet Sylvia always sensed an undercurrent of expectation and delight, as if something wonderful might happen at any moment.
            In a few months, the gray stone manor would bustle and hum with the sounds of dozens of lively quilters enjoying a week of
            quilting, friendship, and fun. Even sooner than that, the couple would host Christmas for nearly two dozen family and friends.
         

         
         “We need to begin decorating for the holidays,” Sylvia remarked, taking in the scene from above. “Some garland and lights
            and ribbon-tied evergreen boughs will give our guests a warm, festive welcome.”
         

         
         “They’ll be expecting something amazing, you know,” Andrew teased, squeezing her hand. “We set the bar pretty high last year
            with our surprise wedding.”
         

         
         “I don’t see how we could top that. Our friends and family will just have to settle for merry and bright.”

         
         “At least we have plenty of snow on the ground. Even if some of it melts, we’re sure to have a white Christmas. Kayla and
            Angela will be thrilled.”
         

         
         Andrew’s granddaughters lived in Southern California, so they never had the chance to play in the snow during the winter holidays
            unless Andrew’s son and his wife drove them up into the mountains, or flew them across the country to visit Andrew’s daughter,
            Amy, and her family in Connecticut. But this year, at Amy’s suggestion, Andrew’s children and their families were coming to
            Elm Creek Manor so they could spend Christmas together as a proper family. Sylvia and Andrew had plenty of room for all, and
            it made sense for the West Coast and East Coast families to meet somewhere in between.
         

         
         Andrew’s family, as numerous as they were, made up only half of the guest list. Sarah McClure’s mother was coming in from
            Erie, her father-in-law from Uniontown in southwestern Pennsylvania. Most of the Elm Creek Quilters had promised to drop by
            either on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day, whenever they could break away from their own family celebrations. Rounding out
            the party, of course, were Sylvia, Andrew, and the manor’s four other permanent residents.
         

         
         Perhaps eventually they would number five, Sylvia mused, thinking of Anna Del Maso, the wonderfully gifted chef who had joined
            the staff a few months before. Sylvia inhaled deeply, certain she detected the tantalizing fragrances of ginger, molasses,
            and nutmeg wafting on the air from the kitchen. Although Anna was a frequent overnight guest, she had kept her apartment in
            downtown Waterford even after accepting the position on the staff of Elm Creek Quilts. She was not obliged to cook for the
            household in the off-season, but she often did, waving off their rather feeble protests with assurances that she needed to
            test a new recipe and they were actually doing her a favor.
         

         
         When Andrew sniffed the air, sighed with contentment, and threw her a grin, Sylvia knew he smelled breakfast cooking too.
            Suddenly ravenous, they descended the staircase, Sylvia grasping a banister worn smooth by the hands of generations of Bergstroms
            who had inhabited the manor before her and the many friends and guests who had resided within its gray stone walls in the
            decades since.
         

         
         Side by side Sylvia and Andrew crossed the black marble floor and turned down the older, west wing of the manor, built by
            her great-grandfather in 1858. The new, grander wing, including the three-story foyer, banquet hall, and ballroom on the first
            floor, the vast library on the second, and the nursery on the third, had been added by her grandfather decades later after
            Bergstrom Thoroughbreds had become more successful than its immigrant founders could have imagined. As Sylvia and Andrew made
            their way to the kitchen, she wondered what her great-grandparents would have thought of the changes their descendants had
            brought to the farm they had founded in the fertile Elm Creek Valley in central Pennsylvania so many decades before.
         

         
         And to think Sylvia had once abandoned her beloved home, determined never to return.

         
         More than fifty years before, after Andrew’s stunning revelations, she had fled Elm Creek Manor without explanation, without
            bidding anyone farewell, although as she strode away clutching a suitcase in each hand, she thought she glimpsed Claudia and
            Agnes watching her from an upstairs window. She was halfway to Harrisburg before she realized she had made no plans beyond
            boarding that bus.
         

         
         She sought refuge with James’s parents on their six-hundred-acre horse farm on the Chesapeake Bay about twenty-five miles
            southeast of Baltimore. The Compsons had aged years since Sylvia had seen them at James’s funeral, but they welcomed her with
            open arms and open hearts, understanding her devastation and never troubling her with the obvious questions of why she had
            come so unexpectedly and how long she intended to stay.
         

         
         As the months passed, Sylvia found solace in the familiar rhythm of life on a farm, in the Compsons’ benevolent company, in
            the routine of the days and the satisfaction of the harvest, for they raised crops for the family’s use as well as horses.
            Summer blazed and ripened, the rich colors of autumn faded, and soft snowfalls dusted the fields and riding trails that had
            become almost as familiar to her as those of home. Almost imperceptibly, the rawness of her grief dulled, but sometimes she
            would find herself swept up in a wave of sorrow so sudden and powerful that it took her breath away.
         

         
         On Christmas morning, Sylvia woke wondering how she would endure the day. Memories of Christmas Eve gatherings around the
            luminous, fragrant evergreen in the ballroom of Elm Creek Manor, of the happy clamor of a houseful of friends and relatives,
            and of the Bergstroms’ famously delicious Christmas Day feasts haunted her as she helped her mother-in-law prepare for the
            Compson family celebration. And yet, to her grateful surprise, the warm embraces of James’s loved ones, the children’s laughter,
            the melodies of cherished carols, and the other sights and sounds and fragrances of the holiday gently bound together her
            shattered heart. The Compsons had not forgotten their sorrow, but on that holy day they found happiness in one another and
            in hope for the future. Sylvia sensed James’s presence in the midst of his family, and for the first time since his passing,
            she understood that although he was gone, their love endured.
         

         
         The warm glow of hope and love lingered until three days after Christmas, when Mrs. Compson told Sylvia that she and her husband
            had received a letter from Claudia. She had asked if Sylvia was with them, and if not, if they knew how to reach her. “Sylvia,
            dear,” she added kindly, “Charles and I are very happy to have you here with us, but eventually you’re going to have to move
            on with your life.”
         

         
         Taken aback, Sylvia merely looked at her. What was she doing if not living? Her aching heart told her all too clearly that
            she was alive.
         

         
         “I believe your place is at Elm Creek Manor, but if you don’t feel you can go home . . .” Mrs. Compson sighed. “Well, if not
            that, you must choose something. You can’t continue to go through the motions of living. You have to truly live. James loved
            you. Don’t choose a life of perpetual grieving for his sake. That’s no way to honor his memory.”
         

         
         As the winter passed, Sylvia mulled over her mother-in-law’s words until she could no longer deny their truth. James would
            have wanted her to live a full, rich life. Richard would have been thoroughly disappointed with her if she forgot how to laugh,
            to enjoy life, and to embrace adventure.
         

         
         The last snowfall had not yet melted when she decided that as her first bold step into the future, she would earn her college
            degree. Over the past few months she had taught several of Mrs. Compson’s friends to quilt, and she had discovered she had
            a knack for teaching. By midsummer she decided to attend Margaret Morrison Carnegie College and study to become an art teacher.
         

         
         The years passed. Sylvia graduated summa cum laude and began teaching in the Allegheny Valley School District. She shared
            her knowledge of quilting and her passion for the traditional art form with anyone who wanted to learn. As she accumulated
            numerous awards at national juried quilt shows and her renown as a master quilter grew, she was invited to lecture and teach
            at quilt guilds, folk art museums, and university domestic-arts programs across the country, including her alma mater. She
            visited James’s parents whenever she could, although that became more difficult as the responsibilities of her work steadily
            increased. Mrs. Compson honored her promise not to disclose her whereabouts to Claudia, but from time to time her sister still
            wrote to them, as did Agnes, and Andrew too. The Compsons would share news from Elm Creek Manor with Sylvia, perhaps hoping
            to pique her curiosity so much that she would finally return home.
         

         
         Sylvia never succumbed to temptation. Over time, the flow of details about Elm Creek Manor slowed to a trickle, and with Mr.
            and Mrs. Compson’s passing, it stopped altogether.
         

         
         In the autumn of 1995, fifty years after Sylvia fled Elm Creek Manor in anger and despair, a lawyer from Waterford rang her
            at her home in Sewickley. His careful, apologetic announcement that Claudia had died staggered her. To Sylvia, her sister
            remained a young woman, trapped in memory’s amber exactly as she had been in 1945. Sylvia could not imagine Claudia with wrinkles
            and silver hair like her own, or the intermittent aches and stiff joints that had crept up on her over the decades. It was
            even more impossible to believe that her estranged sister was gone.
         

         
         Harold had preceded Claudia in death and they had no children, so the manor, the grounds, and all the old family heirlooms
            were Sylvia’s alone. She was not sure she wanted them. She had made a life for herself in Sewickley, and she could not bear
            the thought of rattling around the manor alone, not at her age, not when none of her friends remained nearby.
         

         
         Regardless, it was her duty to dispose of the estate properly. She hired a private detective to find a more suitable heir,
            for surely one of her many cousins yet lived. When the detective failed to locate a single distant relation, Sylvia wondered
            if he had searched as thoroughly as his fees merited—a suspicion that years later would prove to be well founded. But at the
            time Sylvia believed herself to be the last Bergstrom, and she returned to Elm Creek Manor as the sole heir of her ancestral
            home.
         

         
         The lawyer had warned her that Claudia had not maintained the estate well even before her decline, but in late September when
            Sylvia finally made the trip through the rolling hills of central Pennsylvania to the Elm Creek Valley, she was unprepared
            for what she found. She could scarcely breathe as her taxicab turned off the main highway onto the narrow, gravel road to
            the residence, through dense forest and over the old stone bridge across Elm Creek. When the taxi emerged from the woods,
            Sylvia discovered that the sweeping front lawn had become patchy in some places and overgrown in others. Beyond it, however,
            the gray stone walls of the manor stood tall and whole at the top of the rise—but Sylvia’s momentary relief faded when the
            cab pulled to a stop in the circular driveway and she beheld peeling paint, broken windowpanes, and crumbling mortar.
         

         
         The worn exterior, disheartening though it was, could not fully prepare her for the disaster awaiting her inside. Claudia
            had sold off many family heirlooms to make ends meet after she and Harold had driven Bergstrom Thoroughbreds into bankruptcy,
            but as Sylvia made her first tentative survey of her inheritance, the empty spaces where valuable antique furniture and fine
            art had once enjoyed pride of place dismayed her at every turn. As if to make up for ridding the manor of its treasures, Claudia
            had stuffed rooms full of worthless clutter—junk mail, yellowing newspapers, tattered mesh vegetable sacks from the supermarket,
            mason jars full of rusty nails and stripped screws. Sylvia could not fathom why her sister had hoarded so much useless rubbish.
            Perhaps this was one last spiteful jab at her estranged sister, whom Claudia must have known would be responsible for cleaning
            up the mess she left behind.
         

         
         Resigned, Sylvia got started.

         
         She began with the kitchen, but after several backbreaking hours of hauling and scrubbing, the once cozy, efficient room seemed
            no cleaner than before. When twilight descended, she spread quilts on the sofa in the west sitting room and sank into sleep,
            exhausted and ineffably sad. In the morning she woke, stiff and disoriented, and when she remembered where she was and why,
            she felt immobilized by the sheer weight of the enormous task awaiting her. But she could not lie there stewing in resentment.
            The manor was hers now, as well as the remaining acreage that Claudia had not sold off. She had to meet with the lawyer and
            pay her sister’s debts. Every room of the manor had to be cleared, the rubbish sorted from items worth keeping. There were
            details and entanglements to sort out, papers to sign, accounts to reconcile.
         

         
         For weeks Sylvia toiled alone, but for all her effort she made little headway. Frustrated and weary, she closed up the manor
            and returned to Sewickley to spend the holidays
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