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Our lives are like quilts—bits and pieces, joy and sorrow, stitched with love.

—Amish proverb

Thanks be to God for His gift that is too wonderful for words.

—2 Corinthians 9:15
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DECEMBER 1

Even though a good amount of time had passed, Marie Hartman Byler still felt Andy Warner’s absence a lot of the time. Sometimes she thought she noticed his loss more than the rest of the Eight—their large group of longtime friends.

Though they’d all been close from the time their mothers had dropped them off for day care at Mrs. Kurtz’s house in the summers, only she and Andy had attended school together. The two of them had shared teachers, classrooms, and a large group of English friends all the way until they’d graduated high school.

Andy had been a constant in her life, a friend who had helped her through biology and chemistry. The boy she’d watched play football. The boy who’d stood by her side when she’d been crowned homecoming queen. Andy had known all her faults and foibles but had still liked her anyway.

Even though two years had passed, there were still times when she’d feel his loss as if he’d died just a few days before.

Like right that very moment.

She and her husband, John, plus the rest of the Eight were standing in Andy’s parents’ beautifully bedazzled living room. Not only did the Warners have their ten-foot tree already decorated in silver and gold, but the whole house also looked like something out of a Christmas catalog.

Then, again, Mrs. Warner had always gone all out for their annual “It’s December!” holiday party. Except for last year, they’d thrown the festive party the first weekend of December for as long as Marie could remember. It was always a lot of fun, and everyone had gone—even their Amish and Mennonite friends.

Marie had felt so awkward about going without Andy that she and John had almost made other plans. But when they realized that the rest of the Eight—and all their parents—were going, Marie had gone out and bought a new blue velvet dress.

Seeing everyone had been good. Really good. Mr. and Mrs. Warner had given Marie warm hugs. All of the Eight’s parents were standing in a group catching up, just like they always had. But for the last hour, she, John, and the rest of the Eight had been struggling. Oh, they’d eaten the tasty prime rib sliders, caught up with one another, and admired the Warners’ grand piano, which played Christmas music by itself. However, as the minutes passed, it was getting harder and harder to act as if it was okay that Andy wasn’t standing with them.

She and John had just finished their plates of food and were sitting down in the Warners’ game room when Katie, Harley, and their new baby joined them.

“I think we’re going to leave soon,” Harley said as he sat down on the couch beside John.

Marie was surprised. Their baby was sound asleep in Katie’s arms. Katie usually tried not to wake him if she didn’t have to. “You’re going to wake up Kevin.”

Harley shrugged. “As grumpy as he’ll be, I’m hoping it will help him sleep tonight.”

John frowned. “Aren’t your parents still here?”

“Jah, but they don’t need us,” Harley replied. “They’re sitting with the Warners and the Clarks.”

Though she felt bad about leaving early, if Katie and Harley were going to leave, maybe she and John could sneak out too. “My parents have been hanging out with them too,” Marie said. She covered her mouth when a yawn escaped her. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I can hardly stay up until ten right now.”

“That’s because you’ve been working overtime, shopping for Christmas, and getting ready for our big camping trip,” John chided. Turning to the other couple, he continued. “I’ve told Marie at least a dozen times that she needs to stop trying to do everything. She never listens.”

Harley grinned at Logan and Tricia when they approached. “Hi, you two. I was just about to go find you.”

“Oh? What’s going on?” Logan asked.

“The four of us are going to leave soon,” Katie explained. Smiling down at her baby, she said, “I mean, the five of us.”

Tricia looked crestfallen. “Do you all really have to go so soon?”

“I mean no offense to your parents, Trish,” Marie hastened to explain. “This is a lovely party.”

“It’s not that.” After glancing at Logan, Tricia explained. “I actually came down here to get you all.”

“Because?” John asked.

“All of our parents asked that you join them.” Looking more than a little awkward, she swallowed. “Everyone is gathered around…”

Marie was starting to get a bad feeling. “Trish, what’s going on?”

“You know what I’m asking. My parents, well, a lot of our parents, are asking for one of us to share a story about the Eight.”

John frowned. “I don’t think this is the best time for that.”

“As a matter of fact, I think it might be,” Tricia said. “The stories you all share about growing up together always help my parents. They help all of us a lot, if you want to know the truth.” Her voice softened. “As the months pass, I think it’s tempting for us all to try to make Andy into something he really wasn’t. You all sharing your memories helps us remember the way Andy really was.” She gazed at all of them. “Please, will one of you tell a story?”

Taking hold of his wife’s hand, Logan looked at the rest of the Eight. “Tricia has a good point. Can’t someone step up?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not up for it tonight,” Katie said. “I spoke at your brother’s funeral, and it just about killed me.” Wincing, she closed her eyes. “I didn’t mean to just say that.”

“E.A. spoke at Marie and John’s wedding. And Kendra spoke at the anniversary of his death,” Logan said. “What do you think, Marie? Could you share a story tonight?”

“Why me?” Marie asked. Feeling panicked, she turned to her husband. “John, couldn’t you talk tonight?”

“Um, I don’t think so. You would be much better.”

She glared at her husband. “Oh, John. Really?”

“Sorry, but I have to say, I don’t think this is John’s thing,” Logan said. “You know how he gets shy in front of people he doesn’t know. He mumbles and fidgets. No one can figure out what he’s trying to say half the time.”

“It’s true,” John said. “I hate standing up in front of big groups of people. Within five minutes, I’ll be stumbling over every word.”

“I agree with Logan,” Harley said quietly. “Marie, you’d be the best person to speak tonight. After all, you and Andy did a lot more together than the rest of us.”

It was like Harley had just read her mind about how much she’d missed Andy. Setting down the cup of punch she’d been sipping, she sighed. “I’m not going to get out of this, am I?”

“Nope,” Harley said, getting to his feet. “But I have to admit that I’m kind of looking forward to what you have to say.”

Marie thought of one story that always made her smile, but she just wasn’t sure it was suitable. “Hey, Trish?”

“Hmm?”

“What if I told about the time I decided to host a Christmas party and Andy brought Stephanie?”

Tricia smiled so broadly, her whole face lit up. “That would be awesome. I had almost forgotten about Stephanie. Yes, do tell that story. It’s a gut one.”

“I canna believe you’re going to tell everyone that,” Katie said, visibly trying not to laugh.

Looking at them all, Marie started having second thoughts. Like most of their tales, it didn’t exactly put any of them in the best light. She lowered her voice. “Tell me the truth, guys. Is it in poor taste?”

John surged to his feet. “Oh, jah.”

“Okay, then.” She was actually kind of relieved. Maybe Logan could talk or something…

“But I can’t wait for you to tell everyone about it,” John added. “It’s going to be grand.”

Still feeling hesitant, Marie added, “I better warn you all that even my parents don’t know everything that happened that night.”

“Mine don’t either,” John replied.

This wasn’t making her feel better. “You know what? I sure would hate to embarrass Mrs. and Mr. Warner—”

“Oh, my parents already know some of what happened,” Tricia said as she led the way upstairs, Katie and Logan at her heels.

“They do?” she whispered to Harley. “Did you know that?”

Harley folded his hands behind his back. “Marie, Stephanie got a black eye that night, and Andy went home with a pair of guinea pigs. Of course Mr. and Mrs. Warner knew about it.”

Oh, boy. So, she wasn’t even going to be able to gloss over the worst parts. She was going to have to tell the whole, embarrassing story. All of it, from beginning to end.

“There you all are,” Mr. Warner said as they approached. “Did Tricia ask you for our favor?”

“Yes, sir,” Marie said. “We, um, came up with a story to share.”

“So, who is going to do the honors this time?” Harley’s father asked. As usual, his expression was stoic, but his eyes were warm.

“Me. I mean, I am,” Marie said as she walked through the maze of people. There had to be almost eighty people in the room. All of their parents, most of their siblings, people Tricia and Andy had gone to school with, and a group of the Warners’ neighbors.

After glancing over at John, who had sat down next to his sister Molly’s wheelchair, Marie pinned a smile on her face.

“Hello, everyone. My name is Marie Byler. Happy December! Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Warner, for putting on this lovely party again. Everything has been wonderful. As wonderful as it always has been.”

She paused, worried that everyone would know how hard she was trying not to talk about how much she missed Andy.

“Go ahead, Marie,” Nate called out. “Tell us a good story about Andy and the Eight at Christmastime.”

Smoothing her hands down the fabric of her dress, Marie contemplated where to start.

And then it was so perfectly obvious.

“All of you know we Eight grew up going to a lot of these parties at Andy’s house.”

“Every year, your whole group would run around and laugh, always thick as thieves,” Mrs. Warner called out.

“But far louder,” Mr. Warner added with a playful wince.

“Yes, that sounds about right. But, what you might not know, is that back when we were all sixteen and seventeen, we decided we needed our own party.”

“I remember that night well,” Marie’s mom called out.

Realizing that she was about to learn some new information, Marie cleared her throat. “I decided to host a party for the Eight at my house—well, the Eight and about a dozen of our other friends. And Stephanie,” she added, because she never categorized her as a friend.

“Oh, boy,” Mr. Warner said. “I had almost forgotten about that girl. My word, but she loved to give Andy the runaround. That girl was certainly a handful.”

Marie nodded. Yes, indeed, Stephanie had been that.

Of course, now that she was older, Marie figured that all of them had been a handful back when they were sixteen and seventeen. “As you might have guessed, that Christmas party didn’t turn out the way we expected.”

“Oh, honey. They never do,” Mrs. Warner said with a smile.

Marie smiled back. Andy’s mother was exactly right.
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“I guess it’s the nature of things, but back then, by the time we were seventeen or so, the eight of us had drifted apart. Because they were Amish, Logan, John, and Harley had finished school years before and were working on their farms. E.A. was at her private Mennonite school, preparing to graduate at the top of her class and winning all kinds of academic awards. Andy and I were at the public high school. I was trying to figure out where to go to college. And… Andy?

“Well, Andy had a new girlfriend named Stephanie.”



THREE WEEKS LATER

Marie, John, E.A., Will, Kendra, and Nate had been at the large cabin in the woods outside of Walnut Creek for exactly two hours. The other four had hired a driver and were due to get there any minute.

The weekend had been months in the making. Trying to figure out dates that everyone could agree on, transportation, and meals had been quite an undertaking. By the time Marie was able to reserve a cabin big enough for ten, the nicest ones had been taken. She’d picked out the best-looking one that was still available. But in person, their home away from home for the next three days didn’t look so good. Not at all.

E.A.’s expression when she’d first stepped inside the cabin had said it all. She’d looked like she regretted ever saying yes to Marie’s idea of a fun, relaxing couples’ getaway.

Marie supposed she couldn’t blame her.

Their monster of an A-frame cabin was far more depressing-looking and dingier than the pictures she’d viewed online. The laminate countertops were cracked and stained, the three bathrooms were tiny and barely functional, and some of the furniture looked like it had come from the clearance section of a secondhand store.

Looking at it all through fresh eyes, Marie felt like crying. She wouldn’t blame a single one of her friends if they never spoke to her again. Everyone had made a lot of sacrifices with their time to make this trip happen. Some of them had even left their children with relatives so they could relax and have a good time.

But this? Well, it was a far cry from the “fancy” Airbnb cottage in the woods they’d all originally planned to stay in. Instead, they were making due in a rustic cabin that seemed to be stuck in the year 1975. Hiking wasn’t even going to be much of an option if the snow kept falling much longer.

Always one to problem solve, Marie sat down on one of the four wicker stools tucked under the kitchen counter. Looking around, she attempted to figure out how to make things look better. But so far, she was coming up empty.

“You never told me how your room was up in the attic,” Kendra said as she entered the kitchen and sat down on the rickety stool next to Marie. “Is it all right?”

Just thinking about the room, which could only be reached by climbing a steep set of stairs, made her grimace. She wasn’t feeling all that great, so that second set of stairs felt almost insurmountable. “Not really. It’s hot up there, and it was fairly dusty.” There had also been spiderwebs, but she wasn’t going to mention that. “John already pulled the awful bedspread off of the mattress and checked for bedbugs.”

Kendra looked alarmed. “Did he find any?”

And that, right there, was exactly why Marie feared she was going to be completely without any of her best friends on Christmas Day. Kendra wasn’t exaggerating at all—the creatures were a legitimate concern.

She cleared her throat, attempting to get rid of the lump that was forming. “No. The sheets looked clean, thank goodness. Not a bedbug in sight.” She smiled wanly. “How is your room?”

Kendra smiled. “It’s all right. Good enough, I think. The lantern has kerosene, and the towels on the chair by our window smelled good. It’s obvious someone washed them recently. It didn’t occur to me to pull off the bedspread, but I’ll ask Nate to help me do that and check for bugs when he comes back inside.” Brightening, she said, “I’ll tell the others to do that too.”

Marie covered her face with her palms. “Kendra, I’m so sorry about the condition of everything. I feel terrible that I talked everyone into this place.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Marie. It’s not like it took all that much talking or convincing. We all wanted to be here. Plus, it’s not your fault it took the ten of us so long to make concrete plans.”

Somehow that reminder made their situation even worse. They’d had such great plans! “I promise, I never imagined that this place would be so… rustic.”

“Sorry, but I think rustic means kind of primitive-looking.” Looking around them, at the furniture that was straight out of the 1970s, the avocado green appliances that looked like they hadn’t been serviced in decades… the broken window that was boarded up, Kendra chuckled. “This is something else.”

Just as Marie was about to agree, E.A. entered the kitchen.

“This is what?” E.A. asked.

“Nothing,” Marie said quickly. E.A. was one of her dearest friends, but she also was extremely organized and smart. She was the kind of woman who would call every single reference on the Airbnb site before booking.

Unfortunately, Marie was not.

Kendra looked at her sympathetically then turned to E.A. “We were just talking about the state of this place.”

“Oh. Well, it’s dirty, worn, and freezing,” E.A. said as she peered into the fireplace. “I sure hope this works. If it doesn’t, we’re going to be miserable.”

“The men went outside to gather wood,” Kendra said.

“There’s plenty of that around. Stacks and stacks of it against the walls.” E.A. wrinkled her nose. “I hope they don’t bring in any mice.”

“I hadn’t thought about that. I bet there are quite a few nestled in those stacks outside,” Kendra murmured. Eyeing the brick chimney that went all the way to the top of the cabin, she said, “I guess we should hope and pray that no birds are nesting inside.”

Just thinking about birds squawking and flying into the cabin made Marie feel sick. Everything was going from bad to worse, and she hadn’t even thought that was possible.

“I don’t know what to do,” she murmured. “I wanted us to all get together but not like this. All everyone is going to do is complain.” Of course, what she was really worried about was everyone getting mad at her and making an already disappointing weekend even worse. But Marie wasn’t brave enough to mention that.

“We might not all complain,” Kendra said.

“But there’s a pretty good chance that most of us will,” E.A. joked. Turning to Marie, her expression softened. “Oh, Marie, don’t take it so hard. I’m pointing out the obvious, but I’m not blaming you. Everyone speaking their minds can’t be helped, you know. It’s the nature of us.” Her eyes lit with amusement. “We know each other too well.”

Marie couldn’t argue with that. Maybe E.A. did have a point. They all felt so comfortable with one another that they could say anything they wanted to without fear of it being passed on to other people. Who else in her life valued such trust and honesty?

She never dared to be completely candid with her parents. Her mother would be crushed if Marie ever admitted half the things she thought from time to time. “Um, I guess that is true. I kind of like that we have that sort of relationship.”

Kendra smiled encouragingly. “Me too.”

The door opened, bringing in John and Nate. Both looked a little shell-shocked, and neither was carrying any wood.

“I thought you were going to bring in firewood,” E.A. said as she walked toward them. “Oh, no! Was none of it usable?”

John and Nate exchanged glances. “It was plenty usable,” John said.

“Well then, what happened?” Marie asked as she hopped down from her stool. “Uh-oh. Were there lots of mice nesting inside the logs? I hate when that happens. They scurry around and scare me half to death.”

“No, it wasn’t that,” Nate said. He looked like he was about to say more but instead looked at John.

“Nate, what did happen?” Kendra asked. She’d hopped off her stool but was still standing near the kitchen.

Nate walked to her side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We did see a few rodents, but it wasn’t anything odd. The mice seemed well, like mice. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

When Marie noticed Nate kiss Kendra’s brow, she began to fear the worst, though she had no idea what that could possibly be. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand. I thought you guys were going to bring in some wood.”

E.A. nodded. “And why are you two in here but not Will? Where’s my husband?”

“He’s still outside,” John replied. “You see, we found someone.”

“You found a person? Like a stranger?” E.A. frowned.

“Jah. A woman,” John said. “Will’s speaking with her now.” He peeked out the window. “And probably Katie, Harley, Logan, and Tricia as well, by the looks of things.” Turning back to Marie, he explained. “The driver was dropping them off when Nate and I decided to come inside to tell you ladies about this new development.”

It was becoming obvious that there was quite a bit more to this story. “John, you are kind of making this woman sound like she’s a lost puppy.”

He glanced out the window. “Um, jah… though it ain’t quite the same, is it?”

“No. No, it is not.” E.A. cleared her throat. “If you found this woman, was she lost? Or did she just happen to be walking by?”

“Oh, she’s lost, all right,” Nate answered. “I’m thinking she might be lost in more ways than one, you know?”

Kendra shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not following you.”

“Will is hoping to convince her to come inside and join us for the night,” Nate shared. “It’s getting on three o’clock. It will be dark before you know it.”

Marie sighed. Nate was right. December in central Ohio meant that the skies started to darken around four o’clock. It wasn’t safe for anyone to be out in the woods alone.

E.A. strode toward the window and peeked out. “Logan and Harley are in my way. I can’t see what she looks like.” As if she realized how she sounded, she cleared her throat. “Not that it matters.”

“She needs a friend right now,” Nate said.

“Yes, of course,” Marie murmured.

Kendra went to stand by E.A., and John and Nate strode to the kitchen. But Marie stayed put. She knew she would do whatever the poor woman needed, but she was human enough to allow herself to be disappointed for a moment or two.

It was all so very unexpected and confusing. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help the poor girl, but she also didn’t want to get involved with some random woman. There had to be a reason she was all by herself. Maybe she was in trouble? Maybe she had a drug problem? The news was filled with stories of men and women who had gotten embroiled in the opioid epidemic and were now mere shadows of their former selves.

John had such a good heart and had led a fairly sheltered life. He might not see the signs that she would.

If that was the case, she was going to drive the woman straight to the police station. Officers there could help her find a shelter or whatever she was looking for.

“Marie?” John said quietly. “Are you with me?”

“I am, as long as this woman doesn’t look like trouble.”

“I don’t think so. Um, she kind of just looks lost, and maybe a little sad too.”

“Is she English or Amish?” E.A. said.

“She’s English.” Marie’s husband smiled at her softly. “As English as my Marie.”

Normally, such words would make her melt. But at the moment, all Marie cared about was having one thing about their vacation go right, and that meant getting rid of their interloper. “If she’s that lost, I’ll drive her to wherever she needs to go. If we left now, I bet I could get back before it gets too late.”

“Nee, Marie,” John said. “I don’t want you out tonight.”

“John, I’ll be fine.”

“The snow is coming down harder. I don’t think that’s a gut idea either, Marie,” Kendra murmured.

E.A. nodded. “Jah. This woman is simply going to have to stay here with us tonight. And, if the weather gets as bad as the forecasters hinted, it might be for more than just one night.”

So, they were going to have a lost English girl with them for at least the next twenty-four hours. A girl they didn’t know anything about, including where she came from or how she ended up in the woods all by herself. All Marie’s planning and good intentions had been for nothing. Everything she’d hoped would happen—reconnecting with one another, relaxing before the craziness of Christmas, even taking time to remember Andy and reflect on all that had happened in the last two years—well, if this stranger was in their midst, it wouldn’t stand a chance.

She didn’t want to be heartless, but she knew that some people, whether they were Amish or English, were trouble.

What if that was what this woman was like? She could cause all sorts of problems for them. Worse, they’d be alone with her in a dark cabin in the middle of a snowstorm.

There would be nowhere else for them to go.
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“It wasn’t that we didn’t like Stephanie; it was that Stephanie didn’t understand Andy’s friendship with all of us,” Marie continued.

“Marie, sorry, but that isn’t exactly the truth…” Katie called out.

“All right, fine.” Looking at the audience, Marie said, “The truth is that none of us liked her much, but we were trying. Because, you see, Andy liked her a lot.”



This was, without a doubt, the stupidest thing she’d ever done, Elizabeth Trainor decided.

Or at least, it was in the top five. It was definitely right up there with trying to ride her Amish neighbor’s goat when she was five. That goat had kicked her hard enough to land her in the hospital with a broken leg.

But what she’d just done during the last forty-eight hours? Lying to her family and friends about where she was going? Renting a cabin that was little more than a shack with spiders, getting lost in a snowstorm… and now actually thinking about spending the night in a cabin in the middle of nowhere with a group of strangers?

She felt a tremor climb her spine.

Yes, this was easily ten times worse. She was going to be lucky if the worst thing that happened was a broken bone. After all, she’d seen plenty of crime shows. They could only be pretending to be nice Amish people. This group could be planning to kill her and then bury her in a pit out back.

“Elizabeth?” The somber-looking man with kind eyes spoke, jarring her out of her downward spiral. “It’s mighty cold out, jah? Let’s get you inside.”

Beth blinked. “Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

He gestured for her to precede him.

Each step felt like she was wading through concrete, she was so nervous. Fearing that he could tell she was kind of afraid of going inside, she turned back toward him. “I’m glad you speak English.”

His lips twitched. “Me too. My name is Harley.” He gestured to a girl around her age in a dark green dress. “This here is Tricia.”

“Hi. My name is Elizabeth, but I go by Beth,” she said as they walked inside the cabin. The room was huge, with two seating areas and a fireplace situated in between them. Just beyond the living space was a big table and a rather small-looking kitchen nook.

“I only just became Amish,” Tricia said.

“So you speak English too?”

“Everyone here speaks English. Most Amish do,” Tricia explained.

Feeling like everyone was listening, Beth apologized. “Sorry, I didn’t know that.”

Actually, she didn’t know of any Amish who hung out with people who were English, or vice versa. It was hard to wrap her head around this group, which seemed so at ease with such diversity.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Tricia murmured. “I mean, not unless you actually knew Amish people.”

“I do know a couple of Amish people. I didn’t talk to them too much, so I wasn’t sure if they knew a lot of English words.” She inwardly winced. She probably just managed to offend everyone in the room.

Leaning close, Tricia lowered her voice. “Try to relax, Beth. I promise, everyone isn’t as different as you might think.”

Not knowing what to say about that, Beth smiled tightly as she pulled a lock of hair back behind her ear.

Harley frowned at her. “Your hand is all bloody.”

It was? Holding it out in front of her, Beth gazed at it like it belonged to someone else. She had a pretty good cut, that was for sure. Without stitches, it was going to scar. Realizing that Harley was still frowning at her, she dropped her hand and scanned the worn wood. “Oh, no. Am I dripping on your floor?”

“If you were, it wouldn’t hurt anything,” one of the men said, reminding Beth that she was now standing in the midst of a bunch of strangers. Even though she was trying hard to be brave, she tensed up again.

Tricia chuckled softly. “Don’t mind my husband. Logan is always joking around. Come on. Let’s get it washed off,” she said as she led Beth through the group of people. “What happened?”

“I slipped on some ice and cut my hand on the edge of a rock. It’s nothing.” At least the cold air had helped her injury.

Another woman joined them and turned on the sink. Without saying a word, she directed Beth’s hand under the stream of water. “Boy, you’ve had a bad day, huh?”

“Yes.” And calling it a bad day wasn’t even the half of it. She’d had a bad three months. They’d been terrible. The worst of her life.

“I’m Kendra,” a friendly-looking girl with wide brown eyes said. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too. I’m sorry I ruined your party.”

She shrugged like it didn’t matter. “No worries. We get together a lot. I’m just glad you found us. You could have gotten hurt, or worse, out there by yourself.”

“The snow really was coming down. Hopefully I’ll be able to leave first thing tomorrow morning.”

Kendra shrugged again, as if it didn’t matter to her one way or the other.

The woman was being so nice. Everyone was. Beth knew she needed to be less guarded, less quiet, but she just didn’t know if she had that in her at the moment. All she felt like she could do was not freak out. In her experience, people often said things they didn’t mean or led her to believe they were supportive or kind when all they did was act against her when her back was turned.

Beth didn’t know if these people were like that or not, but in her mind, it didn’t even matter. She was stuck in a cabin full of strangers. They were probably going to ask her all kinds of questions, then make sure she knew how dumb she’d been to take a walk by herself in the woods during a snowstorm. She was going to have to sit there and take it too. She had no choice, since it was both snowing and frigid outside.

No doubt, they weren’t going to waste any time judging her. She probably deserved it too. She was nineteen years old and had made one terrible decision after another over the last two days.

After lying to her parents and telling them she was still in her college dorm room, she’d used the last of her money to rent the worst place on the face of the earth for a weekend. Then, she put the directions in her phone and drove. Then drove some more in the snow.

When she’d finally arrived, after almost sliding into a clump of trees while making a right-hand turn, she’d discovered just how bad her rental cabin was.

Her “cozy, rustic cabin” was really more like an old, run-down shack. It had been filled with old blankets, rugs, and furniture that decades of hunters and who knew who else had used and probably never washed.

But the dirt and the, well, ick factor wasn’t the worst.

No, the worst was the spiders. There had been lots and lots of spiders. So many, she’d been afraid they were going to jump on her if she sat still long enough.

She’d cried all night in the cold, wrapped up in Joel’s hoodie and sweats. But this morning, things hadn’t looked any better, so she’d decided to go on a walk. By herself in the woods. Without food, water, or a cell phone. After she’d fallen and hurt her hand, things had only gotten worse.

A lot worse, since she was now in a cabin filled with strangers who said they were Amish. Yet, there didn’t seem to be a single horse and buggy in sight. Even she knew that didn’t add up.

This had gone from stupid to bad. Really, really bad.

She should have planned much better. Or at least, thought things through instead of only dwelling on her pain. If Joel were still alive, he’d have been yelling at her right now, and she would be welcoming it.

And, just like he’d summoned the tears, she started crying. Again.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Kendra said. Calling over her shoulder, she said, “Anybody have some Band-Aids?”

“I think I’ve got some, Kendra,” a man said. “Let me go see.”

Kendra ushered her to the table and plopped her onto a chair. “We need some tissues too, Nate.”

A man with light hair and hazel eyes walked to Kendra’s side. “She bleeding again?”

“Crying.”

“I’m okay,” Beth said as the guy sat down and slid a wad of toilet paper across the table. She pulled off a couple of squares and blew her nose.

“Sorry,” he said. “We didn’t think of Kleenex.”

Wiping at her face, she kind of half laughed. “This works. Thanks.”

“I know you’re scared, but Kendra and me can sleep in here. You can have our room,” Nate said. “That way you can have some privacy.”

“It’s not that. It’s um, it’s been a pretty bad couple of days.”

“How long were you lost?” Nate asked.

“Just a couple of hours. But I wasn’t talking about that. I, well, I’ve made a series of bad decisions lately. Now I’m paying the price. So are you too, I guess.”

“Don’t you worry about us anymore,” Kendra said. “We’re fine.”

After another ten minutes, which had felt like an eternity, Kendra and Nate encouraged her to join the rest of the group gathered around the fire.

She still felt awkward, but their kindness and the warmth of the fire helped her relax. Maybe she was going to be all right, after all. She could sit with these people for a while, then after an hour or so excuse herself and go collapse in the bedroom they were giving her. If there weren’t creepy spiders everywhere, she was going to be able to fall asleep immediately.

She couldn’t wait.

Then Marie, the English woman with the beautiful golden hair, spoke. “So, Elizabeth, perhaps you could tell us how you happened to end up here today.”

She didn’t want to talk about Joel. Didn’t want to share any of her pain. She knew that once she did, she wasn’t going to be able to stop talking or sharing. She had so many emotions tied up deep inside her, and she wasn’t sure how she was ever going to get them all out without turning into a blubbering idiot.

Yet, wasn’t that how she was already acting?

“It might take a while,” she warned. “I’m afraid it’s kind of a long tale.”

“I don’t mind that,” Marie said. “Tell us everything. Or, at least everything you’d like to share.”

Harley, with his kind eyes, looked at her directly. “I know you don’t know any of us, but I promise we’re not asking to be nosy. We might be able to help in some way.”

She doubted that. But, well, today had taught her that relying only on herself wasn’t working out so well.

No, all keeping secrets had done was make things even worse and, obviously, make her even more alone.

It was time to share her story.
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“My mother had let me order a tray of sandwiches and a couple of bags of chips for the party. She’d even made a raspberry sherbet and ginger ale punch so we could all have something kind of fun and fancy to drink.

“I made a cake, which almost turned out all right. To cover up the sinkhole in the center of it, I made a ton of icing. I even decided to make it look Christmasy by adding green food coloring to the icing.” She looked at the crowd. “It turns out that you really don’t need all that much to make it a pleasing shade. Mine, I’m sorry to say, was not that.”



Their uninvited guest was sitting so uncomfortably, it looked like she was on the witness stand. Marie’s heart went out to her. It was becoming apparent that they didn’t have anything to fear from her. She was simply a young college girl in the middle of some kind of personal problem.

But even though it might have been kinder to leave Beth alone, that wasn’t their way. They liked to help one another out. Or, in this case, get in one another’s business.

Leaning against her husband, Marie gave the girl an encouraging smile. “What’s been going on, Beth?”

Beth released a ragged sigh. “Like I said earlier, my name is Elizabeth Trainor. I grew up down in New Albany, and I’ve been going to Oberlin College for the last two years. I’m in the conservatory there.”

“Do you play an instrument?” Katie asked.

“Vocal studies. I sing.” The girl shook her head as if to clear it. Her long black hair fanned around her shoulders before she smoothed it away impatiently. “The reason I’m telling you this is that Oberlin is a pretty small college in the middle of farm country, really.”

“I’m familiar with Oberlin,” Tricia said. “I think a few of us are.”

Beth took a deep breath before continuing. “I like to sing, and I like to study music. A lot. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do, even back in high school. And I’m pretty shy.” Beth swallowed. “Maybe that’s why I fell for Joel so hard.”

“Joel?” John asked.

“He’s my boyfriend. I mean… he was.”

Was. So Beth was in the middle of a breakup. Things were beginning to make sense. “So, Joel fell hard for you too?” Marie asked with what she hoped was an encouraging smile.

Beth nodded. “Joel was a lot like me. He liked music, didn’t like crowds, and was a little awkward too. Best of all, he didn’t expect anything from me other than for me to be myself. We were kind of like two peas in a pod.”

Kendra, who was sitting on the floor, curved her arms around her knees. “Nothing sounds bad about that.”

Beth’s eyes widened. “Oh, there wasn’t! I mean, Joel was great. We were great.” She bit her bottom lip, then added, “We fell in love almost immediately.”

“You had love at first sight,” Kendra said.

“Just about.” She smiled softly. “But you know how when you’re in a relationship and it feels a little tentative, like you need to take baby steps until you figure it out? It wasn’t like that with us. From practically the first time we met, we got each other. It was easy.”

“That’s a blessing,” Marie said. Noticing that some of the boys’ expressions were turning bored, she tried hard not to smile. Even her wonderful John wouldn’t want to hear too much more about Beth’s romance with Joel.

The girl continued. “Even my parents thought our relationship was special.” Her voice lifted. “It was so funny… ever since I told my mom that I started dating a guy and that I really liked him, she would give me all kinds of warnings. Say how I didn’t know what I was doing and that no one knew what love was when they were eighteen.”

Marie glanced at John. “I seem to remember being told something like that before.”

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We both were told that.”

“When my parents met Joel, they were prepared to dislike him. They had come to college armed with a whole bunch of arguments about how I shouldn’t jeopardize my future because of a guy. But within two hours, my mother whispered to me that she had been wrong. She could tell that Joel and I were a really good match.”

Will cleared his throat. “So, not to be rude or anything, but what happened?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m telling you all about Joel and me falling in love.” She opened her mouth, then shut it quickly. It was obvious that the words were becoming harder and harder to share.

“What happened, Beth?” Kendra prompted.

“A little over two months ago, Joel got the flu. It hit him really hard. So much that I ended up taking him to the student health center, even though everyone knows they don’t do much there besides the basics.”

“Did they help him?” Will asked.

Beth’s expression went carefully blank. “Ah, no. They gave him some medicine that was supposed to help with the symptoms and told him to go back to his dorm room and sleep. So he did. But instead of feeling better in a couple of days, he just got worse. He was really having trouble breathing, and his fever spiked. Then he started acting strange, like he wasn’t sure where he was. It… it was really bad.”

“Oh, my word!” Marie said.

Beth nodded. “We all got really scared. I called his parents and told them what was going on. His mom drove right out.”

All of them were completely focused on Beth’s story now. “What happened then?” Harley asked.

“His mother put him in her car and drove him home. They live in a little town near Erie, Pennsylvania. And, um, as soon as the doctors saw Joel, they admitted him into the hospital.” Beth visibly shivered before regaining her composure. “Two days later, he died.”

Marie gaped at her. “Your boyfriend died from the flu?”

Beth nodded. “Everyone acts like it was just some freak accident. And it really was. Joel was healthy. I mean, it wasn’t like he had some heart condition or something. He was fine, then he was sick, then he was really sick. And then, two days after his mother came down to Oberlin and took him to the doctor, she called me to say that he’d died.”

She folded her arms over her chest. “And that was it. He was mine, and then he was gone.”

“I’m very sorry,” John murmured. “You must have been heartbroken.”

“I was. I am.”

“And you’re also alone now,” Katie said, her expression filled with understanding.

“Yes.” Beth nodded slowly. “Everyone was shocked. No one could believe it. I told my parents, and they both cried. Four days later, we all went to Erie for Joel’s funeral. All I had left of him was just this black coffin.” Obviously struggling to retain her composure, she added, “His parents were nice and all, but they’d never seen the two of us together. They didn’t really understand how close we were.”

She swiped a tear from her face. “It wasn’t like they cared, anyway. I mean, I might have loved Joel, but he was their son. As far as they were concerned, I was just some girl he dated.”

“What did you do then?”

“I took a week off. And then I went back to college. Oberlin is expensive, and even though I’m there on scholarship, I still have a lot to keep up with. I just kept thinking that all I had to do was get through these two months.”

“It’s only been two months?” Tricia asked.

“Almost three. Joel died at the beginning of October. Now it’s almost Christmas. It’s been the longest ten weeks of my life.”

“I’m so sorry,” Marie said. “I am so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you.” She gave them a small smile. “I promise, I’m finally getting to why I ended up here.”

“You take your time,” Will said.

“No, I’m almost done. Anyway, after all that, I felt like I never got to have time to just grieve, you know?”

When several of the girls nodded, Beth continued. “As soon as I finished finals two days ago, I got on my computer, located a cabin not far from here that I could stay in for two days, and got out of there.”

“But?”

“But when I got inside, I realized that I’d been had. The whole place is awful. Even worse than here.” Her eyes widened. “No offense.”

“None taken. We’ve realized that we made some mistakes about this place too,” Marie replied. “The pictures online looked a lot better.”

“Well, my cabin is really more of a glorified shack. It looks like a place for old men to hang out in when they go hunting or something.” She shivered. “And it’s infested with spiders. I’m talking lots of them. Everywhere. I could hardly close my eyes last night, I was so scared of them crawling on me.”

“So you decided to walk away from it?” Nate asked.

“Oh, no. This morning, I realized that all I’d brought with me was some money for food and a couple of protein bars. I decided to look around to see if there was some kind of little country store or something nearby.”

“Let me guess,” Nate said. “There wasn’t a single store in sight.”

Beth almost smiled. “If there is, I didn’t find it. I couldn’t find anything that looked like a store at all. I was thinking that at least I had some silence and time to think about Joel, but then I fell and I got lost and started wandering around. And then I ended up here.”

“You poor thing. You’ve been fighting spiders and a cold shack and you haven’t eaten anything.”

“I’m okay. I’m just sorry that I got so lost and bothered all of you.” Her brow wrinkled. “I don’t know when I’m ever going to get better. I don’t know how much time has to pass in order to feel like my insides aren’t broken,” she said, each word running into the next. “I just wish someone could tell me why someone like Joel had to die. He was so young.” She swallowed. “He was everything to me. And now I’m alone.”

They all remained silent as she visibly composed herself. “I really am sorry. I promise, I’m not usually the type of person who cries all the time and tells her whole life story to strangers.”

“You can cry all you want,” E.A. said. “I think you’re right. Maybe you needed a good cry today.”

Looking around at the rest of her friends, each one staring at Beth with compassion in their eyes, Marie felt a burst of warmth inside her. “Actually, I think the Lord brought you to us for a reason,” she said.

Beth swiped her eyes with a wad of toilet paper that someone had brought her. “I can’t think of what that could be, unless it was to make you all think again about checking out cabins’ reviews and references before you rent them on the Internet.”

“No, there’s another reason,” Marie said. “You see, all of us have lost someone dear to us, as well.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes. His name was Andy. We were his good friends for years and years. Decades, really. We all loved him… and then he too died too soon.”

Beth gaped at her.

“So, if you were looking for someone who might understand how you’re feeling, I think the Lord just directed you to the right place,” Harley said. “Beth, all of us have been feeling the very same thing you have. I can promise that you aren’t alone.”
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“We also decided to have a gift exchange. The rules were simple: the gift had to be wrapped, it was supposed to be something any of us would like, and it couldn’t cost more than five or ten dollars. I brought eight monster-size chocolate bars. Someone else brought two jars of homemade salsa.”

Turning to Will, Marie frowned. “Unfortunately, one of us decided to bring a pair of guinea pigs.”



“I don’t understand.” Beth wasn’t sure what else she could say. She’d gone from reluctantly sharing her story about Joel, to being surprised by the looks of compassion and understanding she was receiving, to hearing this stunning announcement.

The youngest woman there, who had been leaning against a handsome Amish man while Beth had been talking, got to her feet. “Any of us could tell you about Andy, but I’ll do the honors. Andy was my brother, you see.” Her voice turned rough. “About two years ago, he committed suicide.”

“Wow.” Realizing how unfeeling that sounded, she struggled to find better words. “I mean, I’m sorry for your loss.”

“No, I’ve said ‘wow’ a time or two, as well. Sometimes there are no appropriate words to say.” She looked over to her husband. When he nodded, she continued. “I know suicide isn’t the same as dying from the flu. However, I can tell you that all of us were really close to him and we loved him. We feel like we’ve lost not just a close friend, and in my case a brother, but also a part of ourselves.”

“Tricia’s exactly right,” Marie added. “One day, we were at Andy’s house, thinking nothing would ever change. But then it all did. He left us far too early.”

Beth stared at the group of people surrounding her. They’d been able to put everything she’d been feeling but hadn’t known how to describe into words. “Everyone says I need to get over him,” she said hesitantly.

“Already?” Marie asked.

Beth nodded. “It wasn’t like we were engaged or married or anything.” Opening herself up even further, she said, “But I hate when they say that. I don’t know how missing someone can be measured. Does it matter that we didn’t have a label telling the rest of the world that we were in love?”

“Nee,” Katie said. “Grief is a private thing, jah?”

Kendra spoke again. “It’s been a hard couple of years. We’ve all been struggling. We’ve grieved together. We’ve cried, told stories about the things Andy used to do that we miss. We’ve struggled with our guilt and regretted the things we never told him.” She inhaled. “I, for one, would give a lot if I could see him for even one more day.”

“We’ve also learned some things,” Marie said. “I’ve learned not to take good days—or good friends—for granted. I’ve also learned to come to terms with the fact that some people are destined to be in our lives for only a limited amount of time. That’s the Lord’s will, I think.”

Beth nodded. “I know what you mean. Sometimes, I’ve found myself trying to make deals with God. When Joel was sick, I asked Him for one more day. Now I’d settle for one more dream that Joel is in.”

“I don’t know about you, but I found that it didn’t really help,” Marie said quietly. “The pictures and the memories and the hurt all pierced sections of our hearts. And because of that, none of us are the same.”

“Did anything help?” Beth asked.

“Oh yes,” Marie’s husband, John, said. “Time.”

“You’re in the worst of it now, I’m afraid, Beth,” Will murmured. “You’ve lost someone dear to you and there’s nothing you can do to make it better besides grieve and cry.”

“And then wake up and try to do something the next day,” Katie added.

“Are things better for all of you now?”

The question seemed to take them all off guard, and they exchanged looks.

John spoke first. “For what it’s worth, I’ve learned a couple of things that do help. The first is that keeping everything inside doesn’t solve anything.”

“Pretending not to be sad doesn’t help much either,” Tricia added. “All it does is push everything away to one side. Then, before long, it creeps back.”

Katie nodded. “As soon as I started admitting that I was still upset and even angry sometimes, things started to change for me.”

“You think it’s okay to be mad? Won’t God think I’m being selfish?”

“I think we’re all selfish by nature. Jesus knows that,” Kendra said. “And maybe even mourning the loss of a friend is selfish, you know? Because the person we are missing is in Heaven now. What we’re sad about is our loss.”

“I miss him so much. And, just as bad, I miss everything we had planned. I feel like Joel’s death means that all the things I’ve been hoping and praying to happen aren’t ever going to come true.”

“Maybe they aren’t going to,” Harley said. “Actually, they probably won’t.”

“That doesn’t make me feel much better.”

“Right now, it probably doesn’t. However, in time, I think it will,” Marie said. She smiled. “I mean, look at all of us! Not a one of us thought we’d be okay after Andy died. And though we all still miss him, his dying made other things happen for us. Maybe they would have happened anyway, but we’ll never know. And you know what? We’ve all learned to come to terms with that in one way or another. That is something to hold on to, I think.”
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“My mamm really wanted those guinea pigs gone,” Will said. “Bringing them to the party was a good idea.”

“Oh, nee. Don’t you blame bringing them on me, Will,” his mother called out. “I would have told you that nothing good ever comes from putting tiny pigs in a gift bag with a couple of carrots and tissue paper.”



After their deep conversation, they’d gotten busy in the rustic kitchen. When they determined that the water worked fine and that the oven and small refrigerator were hooked up to a propane tank, everyone prepared the snacks they’d brought.

“Tomorrow night we’re cooking a real meal,” E.A. explained to Beth as she opened a cooler and pulled out a seven-layer taco dip. “Tonight, it’s all about snacks.”

Beth offered to help, but there wasn’t much she could do, so she stood off to the side with Marie. There was a lot to see anyway. Some of the men were working on the fire. Others were organizing cans of soda and bottles of water on the countertop. An hour later, they were all lined up, holding paper plates and bowls.

Beth piled mini pizzas, taco dip, chips, and a handful of celery and carrots onto a plate. “This all looks so good, and I didn’t even know I was hungry,” she said to Tricia, who was in line right behind her.

Tricia grinned. “I was just thinking the same thing.” After grabbing a paper towel, she added, “Come sit down with Logan and me, Beth. I almost went to Oberlin. You can tell me all about it.”

She would have thought it would be a little awkward, chatting with an Amish girl about college, but she was learning that with this group, at least, there was no “right” way to be. Everyone had grown and changed and didn’t judge one another. It felt shocking to be so accepted so easily.

Later, after they’d cleaned up and were all lounging on couches in front of the fire, Beth said, “It’s amazing that I found you all. It’s such a coincidence.”

Harley sat up. “I don’t know if I’d call it a coincidence as much as God intervening, jah?”

Harley had a good point. For the last month, Beth had been sabotaging herself, not going to class, getting further behind, getting worse grades. Only when one of her teachers talked to her did Beth realize that it didn’t have to be that way.

“I guess you’re right,” she said softly. “It seems He decided it was time I get back on the right track.”

Tricia smiled at her husband, Logan. “That exact thing happened to each of us a time or two. Sometimes good things happen when everything is taken out of our control.”

Beth liked the sound of that. Just as she was about to ask Tricia what had happened to her, she yawned. Covering her mouth with a hand, she said, “I’m sorry. I guess I’m getting tired.”

John looked at his watch. “It has gotten late. It’s almost eleven.”

Kendra got to her feet. “Come on, Beth. I bet you’re exhausted. I’ll help you get settled in our room.”

Maybe on another day Beth would have tried to argue or say that she would take the couch. But right at that moment, all she wanted to do was collapse. She followed Kendra gratefully.

Stepping inside their small bedroom, she smiled in surprise. It was unexpectedly charming. A quilt and down comforter covered a queen-size bed, and the room was immaculate, save for the one suitcase next to the door.

“Thank you so much. I’m really sorry about everything. Not only did I show up uninvited in the middle of your weekend, but I also brought everyone down. All I did was talk about Joel.”

“You did show up out of the blue, but you couldn’t help that,” Kendra said. “And I don’t think you brought us down at all. I, personally, am kind of glad we had to take a moment to not only talk about Andy but also realize that we’ve come to terms with his death.”

“I’ll try to get out of here as soon as I can. I promise.”

“When the weather clears, we’ll help you get back to your cabin safe. Now, please don’t worry anymore. Everything is going to be all right.”

As soon as Kendra walked out and closed the door behind her, Beth sat down on the side of the bed. Yes, everything was worn, but the sheets and blankets smelled fresh, and there wasn’t a spider in sight.

After removing her sweater, boots, and socks, she pulled back the covers, lay down on the bed in her T-shirt and jeans, and rested her head on the pillow. Already her eyes were heavy.

As she drifted off, she wondered when was the last time she’d given credit to God instead of mere luck or coincidence. It had surely been a while. Joel hadn’t been a Christian, and though her family did go to church on Christmas and Easter, they weren’t exactly faithful churchgoers.

She realized then that she hadn’t ever felt she needed to be. Her life had been easy. She’d grown up surrounded by love, had done well enough in school and with her music to get accepted into the conservatory program, and had always had a few really good close friends.

And then she’d met Joel, and she’d felt as if a star had been shining on her life. Pulling up the sheets around her shoulders, she smiled. A star, indeed.

Wouldn’t it be something if she opened up her heart to the Lord right when she was at her lowest point? But maybe that was what God did. He encouraged us to let Jesus in when we were ready to let Him in. She didn’t think it was an accident that so many people either in hospice or in an accident found religion.

“Is that bad?” she asked the empty room. “Is it bad to finally believe in something greater than myself only when I wasn’t sure if I believed in anything?”

Instead of the question begging more questions, Beth felt overcome with a sense of peace, and she drifted to sleep comforted by that. That and the knowledge that He was with her now and always had been, even when she’d been sure she was alone. This day’s events had proven that to her.



“What do you think, Kendra?” Will asked as she joined the group again. “Do you think that girl is eventually going to be all right?”

Kendra thought about it for a few seconds before replying. “I think so. She’s been going through a tough time, but she seems like she’s finally found her bearings. She looked almost relaxed when we were alone in there.”

“I got the feeling that she’s feeling better too,” Marie said.

“At least she doesn’t look scared to death of us anymore,” Harley said. “It took a lot of convincing to help her see that we weren’t scary people.”

“That’s probably a good thing. She needs to be a little afraid of strangers,” Marie said. “To be honest, I was worried about her.” Looking hesitant, she added, “I’m ashamed to admit how much I didn’t want her to join us. That wasn’t very nice of me, especially so close to Christmas too.”

Thinking of how even the innkeeper in Bethlehem hadn’t had room for Mary and Joseph, Kendra said, “I think you are in good company. It’s human nature to put ourselves first. It’s a dangerous world. We’d be foolish not to feel wary of strangers.”

E.A. nodded. “Especially strangers who appear out of nowhere on our doorsteps.” She shifted. “You know what? I’m glad Beth arrived. I think I needed to be reminded of my blessings.”

“I was just thinking that she reminded me of how far we’ve come,” John B. said.

“What do you mean?” Logan asked.

“Well, think about how we all felt those first few months after Andy died. I, for one, was lost.”

“I felt lost too,” Marie murmured. “I quit my job, moved back here, and bought a duplex that my parents weren’t happy about.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t understand why God was leading me on that path; I just knew it was the path I had to go on.” Looking at John, she said, “Now, looking back on that time, I realize that I was being guided by a higher power.”

Their conversation continued, each of them sharing how they’d overcome their obstacles, often by things they couldn’t control. Kendra was content to listen to everyone, thinking of the many obstacles in her life that she’d had to conquer.

“Hey, Kendra?” Katie called out.

“Hmm?”

Katie shifted so her arms were wrapped around her legs. “Are you sure you and Nate don’t mind sleeping in here tonight? It’s not very comfortable.”

Leave it to Katie to bring it up! Just to tease her, Kendra said, “Why? Are you offering your bed?”

“Nee.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, I mean, it’s been so long since I’ve had a full night’s sleep, I’ve been kind of looking forward to it.”

“I’m teasing. Between your baby and the inn, it’s a wonder you ever sleep at all.”

As the clock marched toward midnight, Kendra and E.A. pulled out the cookies and brownies they’d made and passed them around. After whispering a little while more, eventually all of them drifted to their rooms, leaving Nate and Kendra alone in front of the big fireplace.

After reaching in her bag and bringing out the pair of blankets she’d brought “just in case,” Nate spread out on the floor. “Come here, Ken, and talk to me.”

She moved to his side, stretching her arms as she did so. “I’m so tired, even this floor feels pretty good.”

Nate smiled. “I was thinking the same thing. I reckon we’re easy to please, hmm?”

“Maybe.” She smiled back at him.

“Now, tell me what’s been on your mind.”

“Hmm?”

“You’ve been quiet. And though we’ve certainly had a lot going on around here, you seemed more quiet than usual. Are you all right?”

“I… well, I have been thinking about Beth and her being so lost.”

“Does her story remind you of when you were in Columbus, living all alone?”

She knew he was referring to the two years after she’d left home. She’d tried to go to school and pick up a variety of jobs, but her life had been so hard and she’d been so haunted by memories of her abusive childhood that she’d eventually turned to alcohol and drugs to try to ease the pain. “I was actually thinking about my sister Mary. She said she was coming to Christmas, but I’m not sure if she is.”

“You don’t think she’ll do what she says?”

“She doesn’t always. I know coming back to Walnut Creek is hard on her.”

“She seemed okay the last time we saw her, Kendra. I’m sure she’ll be there.”

“I hope so. I hope she’s been feeling some kind of higher power as well, guiding her to us. I think she needs it, or she won’t be coming here at all.”

“If the Lord can lead Beth to all of us, I think He can bring Mary back to you. You’ve just got to have faith, Ken.”

She closed her eyes. “Well, I do have that.”




[image: Chapter 6]


“When everyone came over, I had them put their gifts in a large metal bin, then we all went into the kitchen for punch, sandwiches, and cake. My parents decided to give us some privacy, so they went to a neighbor’s house for supper.

“Everything would’ve been just fine if Andy hadn’t been so smitten with Stephanie. Or if Stephanie hadn’t been on a diet.”



Cozy in her plaid pajamas, Marie got into bed just past midnight. She was tired but also felt extremely satisfied. The cabin was a wreck, they had an extra guest, and it was snowing and snowing outside. However, against all odds, all ten of them had been able to make it. She’d been hopeful but hadn’t counted on everyone being able to adjust their busy lives.

Hearing a muted conversation outside her door, she fluffed her pillow while she waited for John to come in. It was quite the adventure, all eleven of them sharing two bathrooms, especially since one was barely bigger than a closet.

They were all making do, though, and everyone was making quite a game out of it. E.A. had even suggested they draw straws to see who got to shower first. Marie had laughed so hard when Logan told her to stop trying to organize them and go stand in line!

Somehow, she’d been one of the first to take a turn in the bathroom, which had been nice. The day had been so hectic, she hadn’t even had time to pull out the fresh sheets and towels she’d brought with her. Since John had been near the end of the bathroom line, Marie had gone ahead and changed the sheets and arranged their suitcases into some semblance of order.

Now, though, she was stretched out on top of all the coverings and thinking about something far different than Beth, the Eight, or how tired she was. She had quite a secret, and it was getting harder and harder to keep from John. But what a Christmas gift it was going to be for him!

When John walked in ten minutes later, he looked around the room in surprise. “You’ve transformed the room! How did you do that?”

She laughed. “Remember when you were complaining about me needing so much stuff for two nights away from home? All this bedding was in one of the tote bags.”

After picking up his pillow that she’d brought from home and taking a whiff of the cool, clean cotton, he grinned. “Remind me to stop complaining about all your stuff.”

“I’ll happily do that,” she teased. It had been a pretty big adjustment for John to get used to all of her “stuff.” She’d been trying to live more simply, but that was easier said than done.

After neatly placing his dirty clothes in a duffel bag, he sat on the side of the bed. He leaned close and ran a hand through her hair, pausing to play with the ends that curled. “Marie, it’s been quite the day. Are you all right, sweetheart?”

Whenever he said things like that, she had to remind herself not to grin like a fool. Her husband wasn’t the most demonstrative of men—and especially not in front of other people. But then, there were times like this when he let his guard down because she needed him to.

And when he did that? Well, it was truly the sweetest thing.

“I am. At least, I think I am.” Thinking how cute he looked wearing his green plaid pajama bottoms and gray T-shirt, she smiled up at him. “After reminding myself that everything didn’t have to be perfect, I finally settled in.”

Something flickered in his hazel eyes, almost as if he had a secret of his own. “Gut. You need to take care of yourself. You’ve been going a bit Christmas crazy, and that’s after you work forty hours a week and plan weekend getaways for ten people.”

“I’m doing fine. Well, most of the time.”

“See?”

“It’s not just me I’m taking care of, you know.”

His lips curved up. “Is that right? Who else are ya taking care of?”

“You, of course.”

He groaned. “Marie, I think you’re talking about something else too… ain’t so?”

When he got emotional, she sometimes teased that his Amish came out. He would say phrases like “ain’t so” and start speaking in Pennsylvania Dutch. She never minded; he’d already made so many changes for her.

But right at that moment, she was curious about what he was getting emotional for. “John?”

His expression warmed. “Are you going to make me tell you our big news?”

He was teasing her, and it was now obvious what he was referring to. He’d already learned her big secret! But, just to be sure, she hedged. “You know we promised we wouldn’t give any hints about our Christmas presents.”

“I haven’t forgotten, but there’s some things that shouldn’t be kept from one’s spouse, don’t you think?”

“Well… I haven’t been keeping this from you to be mean, John. It’s supposed to be a surprise. A Christmas surprise.”

John shifted to lean against the headboard and then pulled her closer. “Christmas is far away, frau.”

“Five days.”

“That’s too long.”

“Maybe I’ll tell you on Christmas Eve?” She paused, pretending to consider it.

“Nee. I’ve already been waiting too long for you to tell me.”

A lump formed in her throat, both from how sweet he was… and from shock. “You’ve known about this for a while?”

“Well, I think I’ve known.” He groaned. “Marie, please, put me out of my misery. Tell me about this surprise that you’ve been keeping so secret.”

“I’m pregnant,” she admitted.

The moment she said the words, he grinned, pulled her close, and kissed her. When he pulled away at last, he was beaming. “I knew it.”

“I was going to wait until Christmas Day to tell you,” she said weakly. “I have a little baby onesie and everything. It was going to be the perfect gift to give you on Christmas morning.”

“It’s still gonna be a perfect gift, jah?” he asked as he pulled her into his arms again. “Danke, Marie.”

“You’re happy?”

“Oh, jah. I am happy. I’ve been mighty happy since the moment I first suspected.” He pulled back a bit to see her face. “Now, tell me the truth. How are you feeling?”

“Pretty good right now.”

“Right now? What about other times?”

“Sometimes parts of me have felt kind of sore, and I’ve been a little nauseous from time to time.”

He frowned. “I wish I would have known that.”

“It wasn’t worth mentioning.”

He rubbed her back. “But still…”

On another day, at another time, she’d have asked him all about his detective work and she’d tell him about the tests and her plans and how excited she was.

But now, right at that moment, nothing mattered except their happiness and their future. They were soon going to be their own little family. A perfect family of three.

“I love you, John Byler.”

“I know, Marie,” he said just before he kissed her. “I promise, I always know that you love me.”

“How come?”

“Because I always love you back. That’s why.”
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“Stephanie hadn’t been impressed with my green cake or sherbet punch, and Andy pulled out some baby carrots and celery sticks for her to eat. I felt bad for her, but what can one do? It had never occurred to me that she would need a special meal.”



Beth had thought she’d feel awkward when she walked out to greet everyone the next morning, but she hadn’t.

Kendra had waved her over. “Do you drink coffee?”

“I do.”

“Great, come help me work this crazy coffeemaker,” Kendra said as she speared a strip of bacon and placed it neatly on a paper towel.

Kendra was working at the stove, but it seemed every inch of counter space was filled with plates and food… and a turkey?

After pushing a couple of buttons on the machine and figuring out the gist of it, Beth carried the carafe to the sink and rinsed it out. “I can’t believe you’re making such a big breakfast,” she said, deciding not to mention the turkey just yet.

“There are a lot of us, and we all like to eat,” Kendra said. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“I am, thanks.” Grabbing the bag of ground coffee, she prepared the machine and turned it on. When the telltale smell of fresh coffee hit the air, she felt a deep burst of satisfaction. Was there anything better than that first cup of coffee?

“Oh, gut! You figured it out,” Katie said as she entered the room.

“I’m a college student. Knowing how to make coffee in any situation is almost a prerequisite,” Beth joked.

“I bet.” Katie walked over to the oven. “Ah, it’s heated up at last.” She opened a large cooler and pulled out a casserole dish. “Open the oven for me, will ya, Beth?”

She did as Katie asked. “What’s that?”

“Oven French toast. I make it all the time at my bed-and-breakfast.”

“It’s amazing,” Kendra said as she turned off the burner on the stove. “I hope this is enough.”

There had to be at least two pounds of bacon on the plate. “You all sure know how to eat.”

Katie giggled. “Today is our big eating day. We’ll start out with a big breakfast, then end it with a turkey dinner.”

Beth eyed the giant bird with some misgiving. “So you really are going to cook a turkey today?”

“Oh, for sure,” Kendra said. “Everyone else made side dishes before they got here, but we elected not to cook the turkey beforehand. There’s something about the smell of roasting turkey that makes a gathering feel like a holiday. Ain’t so?”

“Um, yes?”

“If you’re feeling overwhelmed, you’re in good company,” Tricia called out as she and E.A. joined them. “Kendra always does more than expected.”

Kendra frowned. “Nee, that’s not true.”

“It kind of is,” E.A. said. “But we love you anyway, Kendra.” Turning to the coffeemaker, she grinned. “Ah, kaffi!”

That pronouncement seemed to work like the chiming of a bell, and Nate and Harley walked in.

Deciding to be useful, Beth found milk, sugar, and paper cups and became the unofficial barista. When the first pot was empty, she made another one on its heels, chatting with everyone about college, the breakfast, and the likelihood of Kendra’s turkey turning out in the cabin’s oven.

Later, she stood in line with the rest of the group and helped herself to the French toast, bacon, and some of the fruit salad that E.A. had brought from home.

Just as Will and Logan started gathering all the trash, Katie looked around the room. “Wait, where’s Marie?”

“She wasn’t feeling too well this morning,” John said. “I told her to take her time getting out of bed.”

E.A. got to her feet. “What’s wrong? Is she sick?”

John looked down at his feet. “Nee, just, um, a little tired. That’s all. I brought her some crackers.”

“Crackers? She didn’t want anything more?” Kendra asked.

“Nee,” John replied. “She said she was still full from last night.”

Thinking that his excuses didn’t make much sense at all, Beth looked from one person to the next. They also looked skeptical… though a couple of the women were smiling too.

Kendra cleared her throat. “Well, since Marie is um, really tired, Beth, how about Nate and I take you to your cabin to get your things?”

She blinked, trying to keep up with the sudden change of topic. “But I’m not sure where it is.”

“You gave us some hints, though,” Nate said. “Besides, we’re going to have to find it sooner or later.”

“Now that it has stopped snowing, it’s a beautiful day,” Kendra added. “Cool and crisp. At the very least, we’ll have a nice walk.”

“I’ll join you too,” said Tricia. “It will be fun.”

Beth couldn’t think of a thing to say except what was in her heart. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

Kendra stood up. “Let’s go in about an hour. I’ve got to get that turkey in first, jah?”
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“We all went into the living room and ate on the floor.

“I had on Christmas music, and muted Christmas movies were playing on the TV. It was fun and easy, and because we hadn’t gotten together in weeks, I’m afraid the eight of us ignored some of the other people for a bit.

“No one seemed to mind—except for Stephanie.”



Before long, they were on their way. Marie had come out of her room, smelled bacon, and ran to the bathroom. John followed, Katie right behind.

Beth might have been the youngest person in the group, but even she had a pretty good idea about what was wrong with Marie. She sure wasn’t going to be the one to say it, though!

Less than an hour later, the turkey was in the oven and the four of them were on their way.

“I’m not so sure about this,” Beth admitted to Kendra, Tricia, and Nate as they started walking through the woods. “What if I get all of us lost?”

“I have an excellent sense of direction,” Nate replied. “We’ll be fine. There’s no way we’ll get lost trying to find our way back.”

Kendra groaned. “Is that right, Nathan?”

“Well, I not only have a good sense of direction… but I also brought these,” he said as he pulled a wad of torn white strips from his pocket. “I’m going to tie these on branches as we go.”

Tricia chuckled. “Is that from an undershirt?”

“Jah. Maybe.”

He was holding about twenty three-inch strips of white fabric, simple but ingenious. Thinking of all the time and worry she could have saved yesterday, Beth murmured, “I wish I would have thought of that.”

“Now, don’t go second-guessing yourself,” Kendra said. “If you had found your way to and fro, you would still be alone. And that would have been a mighty sad thing, indeed.”

“She’s right,” Tricia said. “We’re glad you joined us.”

Sometimes Beth felt like pinching herself. Never before had she been around a group of friends who lifted one another up so much. She’d had lots of good friends back in high school, but all of them had been like her… intent on pursuing their own dreams. This group seemed to be constantly looking out for one another.

“Hey, did I hurt your feelings?” Kendra asked.

“Oh, no. I was just thinking of how each of you is so positive. You are this perfect group of friends.”

“We’re not perfect,” Tricia said.

“Not at all,” Nate added as he stopped to tie another strip of cloth on a tree. “We’ve all made our fair share of mistakes over the years. I, for one, have made quite a few.”

Looking serious, Kendra nodded. “Nate is right. I tried to be English for a couple of years in my late teens. It’s a long story, but I was struggling so much, I ended up in rehab.”

“But you’re Amish.” Realizing how that sounded, Beth held up a hand. “I’m sorry.”

Kendra shook her head as they continued to walk through the trees, pausing every couple of feet. “No, no need to be sorry at all. My past is unexpected, I know it. But in other ways, I feel that my path to redemption and happiness is more inspiring. No one has a perfect life, true?”

“True.”

Looking fondly at her husband, Kendra said, “Now, I am glad I went through all that I did. It made me stronger and braver. And, in some ways, more content. See, I know what it feels like to be in a very dark place. Now, even the most boring or aggravating days feel easy by comparison.”

“That’s why you became Amish?”

“I grew up Amish, left for a while, then got baptized after I found my way back.”

Those last words resonated with Beth. Was that what she was doing now? Attempting to find her way back to herself and her future after being lost both literally and figuratively?

Kendra had given her a lot to think about, and she was content to dwell on her words and the last couple of months while they walked in silence, the snow-covered leaves and pine needles crunching under their feet.

Emerald evergreens with thick blankets of snow on their branches nestled against the bare oaks and maples. A few squirrels scampered around, and a stray cardinal or two chirped as a lone hawk circled overhead. The air was cold and crisp, but Beth was warm enough, thanks to Marie’s down coat.

As they stopped so Nate could tie another strip of cotton around a tree branch, he peered into the distance.

“When the driver was taking us to our cabin, he told us there was a group of other, even more rustic cabins to the east, about a mile out. Do you recall seeing any other cabins when you drove in?”

She’d been in such a daze, but Beth tried to recall how she’d made her way to the cabin. Suddenly she remembered a few details. “The cabin was near a really small pond that was iced over and it was within sight of two other shacks that looked to be in about the same condition as mine.”

Even though she wasn’t able to give much information, Nate nodded like she’d given him the exact street names. “That’s gut, Beth. That means we’re on the right track.” He pointed to their right. “I could be mistaken, but it looks like the trees might thin out about fifty yards or so from here. Let’s go see what we can see.”

“I really appreciate the three of you doing this with me.”

“Beth, you need your car and your things,” Kendra said. “We can’t simply leave them near an abandoned shack. Someone could steal them. Besides, you were going to have to come back eventually.”

“You’re right.” Hoping she sounded more positive than she felt, Beth smiled. “Let’s go.”

Sure enough, after they’d gone that fifty yards, the trees did seem to thin out. Where before, all she could see were trees and branches and snow, now they could see quite a bit more. Off to the right was a frozen pond. Just beyond that was a wide field. Five or six deer were slowly making their way across it.

“Anything look familiar?” Tricia asked.

Had she seen that pond before? She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t even sure about the clearing. She’d seen more than one grouping of deer, but they could obviously have been anywhere. “Unfortunately, no.”

Nate tied another piece of fabric to a tree, then started walking again. “The land rises a little farther up. Let’s keep going, then.”

The snow was thicker in places, which made the slight incline more difficult. Beth had to stop a few times to catch her breath. The others stopped with her, though she noticed that they didn’t seem to be finding the exercise as difficult as she did. It was another reminder of how little she’d done since Joel had gotten sick.

She’d slept and cried and curled up inside herself, practically daring the rest of the world to come in. Though she knew she had nothing to feel bad about, she was coming to realize that those weeks hadn’t done her any favors either. Now that she was hiking in the woods, she felt cool, clean air fill her lungs and a new hope fill her heart.

She would still be grieving. She knew that. But she was starting to see that there wasn’t only one way to honor someone’s life. Grief wasn’t an easy task or a simple one.

Just as importantly, she knew that Joel would never have wanted her to retreat from the rest of the world in some kind of misguided effort to honor his memory.

“What do you think, Beth?” Kendra said.

“I think I need to hike more,” she blurted before realizing that Kendra was looking at the horizon. “Oh! I don’t know… wait!” she exclaimed as she saw a red sedan. “That’s my car.”

“We found it! Good for you, Beth,” Tricia exclaimed as she held up her fist for a bump.

Touching her fist to Tricia’s, Beth’s first thought was that it was so strange to be doing something like that with a woman wearing a kapp and bonnet. Then she was reminded of everything she’d seen during their walk and she realized the truth. Everything—good, bad, in-between—was more than it seemed. Always, always more than it seemed.

She would do good to remember that.
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“Before even an hour had gone by, Stephanie wanted to leave. I could tell Andy was put out with her, but all he did was ask if we could go ahead and start exchanging gifts.

“We drew numbers and then picked a gift bag out of the bin. Will’s present, being the biggest, was chosen first. And wouldn’t you know it? Andy had gotten number one.

“Right in front of us all, he set his plate on the floor, lifted out the tissue, and then kind of yelped as Will’s critters leapt toward him.”

Will spoke. “The guinea pigs were really happy to be set free, you see.”

“One could say that they were too happy, Will,” Marie retorted.



Kendra was glad to see Beth’s mood improve as they made their way over to her car. She’d never tell her, but Kendra had been plenty doubtful about how successful their journey was going to be. She’d even told Nate that morning that she was worried about the three of them getting lost in the woods.

Instead of teasing her, Nate had simply pulled out one of his older undershirts and started making strips for them to tie onto tree branches. But that was Nate now. He put her needs first and never ignored her insecurities. She, in turn, had begun to open up more and stopped hoping he would read her mind.

They’d come a long way. Now all she had to do was hope that their first Christmas as a married couple would go as well as she hoped. And that her sister Mary would show up like she’d promised.

As they continued to hike down the hill, this time with Beth and Tricia leading the way, Nate stayed by her side.

“Are you worried about the spiders?” he teased. “If so, you can stay outside.”

“I do hate spiders, that’s true. But I’m still thinking about Mary and Christmas.”

“Everything in our home is ready for her. We’ve even bought the biggest ham in the state for supper. It’s going to be fine.”

“It’s not that big, Nate. Besides, it’s just as easy to brine and glaze a big ham as a small one.”

“You may be right… but I’m just saying that it’s more than enough for you, me, your sisters, and my family.” He frowned. “We’ll be having leftovers for weeks.”

“Nate—” She stopped herself just in time. “Oh, you. You’re trying to get me spun up, aren’t ya?”

The fine lines around his eyes crinkled slightly. “Maybe. But it worked, jah?”

“It did. So, I guess all that means you don’t think I should be worrying about making a perfect meal for everyone?”

“Maybe,” he replied. “It means, I’m sure everything you make will be tasty, but even if it isn’t, we’re still going to have a great time. Christmas is going to be wonderful, Kendra. We have each other and a whole future ahead of us. My family loves you, and I love you too. That’s what matters, ain’t so?”

Feeling foolish, she nodded. “Jah. Being all together is what matters most. I’ll keep reminding myself of that.”

“Good.” As they stopped beside Beth’s jaunty red sedan, Nate whistled low. “I’m impressed you spent a night in this place, Beth. It looks like a good wind could blow it down in a heartbeat.”

“It sure sounded like it was about to.” She peered in one of the windows that faced the front. “Hey, I see my computer. I guess no one’s been around here since I left.” She held out her key. “I’ll unlock the door.”

They stood to the side as Beth inserted the key, jiggled the lock, and then finally clicked open the handle. “Um, I’ll be right out.”

“I’ll go with you,” Tricia said.

“Hold on there. I’ll go in with you too,” Nate said. “Kendra, do you two want to wait out here for us?”

Yes. Yes, she did. But Beth had enough on her plate without worrying about their feelings or being even more of an inconvenience than she saw herself being. “No way. I want to come inside too,” she said.

Nate rolled his eyes, but Beth smiled at her, which meant everything—right until she walked right into a spiderweb. “Oh!”

“They really are everywhere, Kendra,” Beth said. “I didn’t lie.”

“No, you most certainly did not. I’ll, um, wait here.”

“I’ll be fast. I didn’t unpack much,” Beth told Tricia as they walked toward the bathroom, presumably to pack up her toiletries.

Kendra sat on an arm of the couch and looked around the room. She decorated spaces for a living, but honestly, she had no idea how to make this place much better. One would have to tear the whole thing down and start from scratch, if that was even possible.

But, maybe… She walked to the kitchen, just to get an idea about the appliance and countertop situation. That’s when she saw a FOR SALE sign on the countertop. It was for sale, and for a song too.

Immediately, she switched gears and started dreaming about making an offer on it, then remodeling the building. If she took it down to the studs, added insulation and fresh Sheetrock, why, it wouldn’t be half bad. And then the Eight could have someplace to stay every now and then.

And perhaps even once a year, they could all come back here with kinner in their arms. The cramped space wouldn’t be so bad if they were all with friends, would it?

“Uh-oh, you’ve got that look in your eye,” Nate said.

Unable to help herself, she picked up the flyer and showed it to him. “Wouldn’t this be perfect for us all?”

“I’m not so sure about that. This place is a mess.”

“But what if we all went in on this together? It wouldn’t be that much.”

“But everyone would have to agree to it.” Holding up the flyer with one hand, he gestured with the other. “Plus, this place is going to need a lot of work. Why, just these countertops and faucets alone would be a couple hundred dollars.”

“But we know someone who has a hardware store and can get everything at a discount,” she said, looking right at him. “And we also know someone who has a remodeling company. Harley is super handy.”

“But how would we even begin to negotiate such a thing?”

“Marie works at a bank. She could help us.”

He chuckled. “You have all the answers, don’t you?”

“No. But I do have hope. That’s what we would need the most of, don’t you think?” She couldn’t explain it, but all of a sudden, she knew that buying this little cabin was going to be just what they needed to ensure that they would always have a connection. As far as she was concerned, owning a piece of real estate together would guarantee they wouldn’t drift apart again.

She also realized that it would mean she’d officially be a part of the Eight—something she had wanted so badly when they were all much younger.

Nate looked like he was about to disagree, then gazed at her a long moment. “You know what? You’re right. Let’s take this back to everyone and talk about it tonight.”

“You mean it?”

He pressed a kiss to her brow. “I mean it, Kendra. All we can do is try, right?”

Smiling up at him, she nodded. That was right. All they could do was offer it as a suggestion. If no one else wanted to buy the cabin, she wasn’t going to be upset.

But if they did… well, wouldn’t that be something?

Beth and Tricia joined them, each holding a suitcase.

“I looked in every room and am positive I got everything,” Beth announced. “I’m ready to get out of here.”

“Me too,” Tricia said. She grimaced. “I think I walked right into at least three spiderwebs.”

“What do you think, Kendra?” Nate asked. “Are you ready to leave?”

“I suppose.” She wanted to make more plans, but Nate was right. They needed to do some thinking first.

Tricia looked from one to the other. “Wait, did I miss something? Kendra, you look almost sad that we’re leaving.”

“I’m not sad. It was just a silly conversation,” Kendra replied. Turning to Beth, she said, “Let’s hope your car starts and we can get out of here.”

“I’m not worried about my car working, but I am a little worried about us finding our way back,” Beth said as she led the way out. “It’s really too bad we can’t use your strips of white fabric, Nate. That would’ve been great.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Nate joked. “Here’s hoping it doesn’t take us twice as long to find our way to Kendra’s turkey.”
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“Pit and Pat hadn’t liked being stuck in a sack, and they were scared and hungry. For some strange reason, they completely ignored the carrot that Will had placed in the bag for them.”



The drive back to the cabin had been surprisingly easy. Beth wasn’t sure if the reason was because it was daylight and she had a better idea of where she was, or if it was due to Kendra’s and Nate’s navigation skills. Likely, it was a combination. Everything was easier with friends.

That was exactly how she thought of them now. No longer were they just nice people who had gone out of their way to help someone in need; they were her friends. They were easy to get along with and had shared more about themselves than some of the girls she’d known for years. They had gone from being strangers to friends in a matter of hours instead of weeks or months, and for that, she was grateful.

When Beth parked her car in front of the cabin, everyone ran outside to greet them. It had been so cute, like they’d been gone for days instead of just two hours. When E.A., Katie, and the others started peppering Kendra, Nate, and Tricia with questions, Beth tried to slink off to the side so she wouldn’t be intruding on their conversation.

But E.A. put a stop to that. She asked Beth all kinds of questions about her car and their trip. All of them were very amused about Nate using his undershirt to mark their way too.

“We should all go out and see if we can find our way there,” Logan said as they walked inside. “We could make a game of it. You know, the person who spies the most white markers gets to shower first or something.”

“This might sound crazy, but it sounds like fun,” Marie said. Stretching her long legs a bit, she added, “I’d love the exercise too.”

“There’s also another reason that I’d like everyone to go see that cabin,” Kendra said as she held out a real estate flyer. “Look at this.”

Marie frowned. “Are you thinking of buying that place, Kendra?”

“Kind of.”

“You aren’t serious, are you?” Beth asked. “The cabin is infested with spiders.”

E.A. visibly shuddered. “Spiders and who knows what else!”

“Oh, it wasn’t that bad. Plus, we all know that exterminators can come,” Kendra said. “They’ll take care of the bugs.”

Beth didn’t want to be the voice of doom, but she thought Kendra was making that shack seem a whole lot better than it really was. She wouldn’t be surprised if there was a mouse or two living under the floorboards. “I hate to say it, but there was more wrong with that cabin than just some unwanted spiders. It needs a lot of work. It’s practically unlivable.”

“You’re right. It is unlivable… as it is,” Kendra said.

Katie frowned at her. “Um, what other way is there?”

“Well…”

“Uh-oh,” John said. “Whatever you are concocting in that head of yours already sounds expensive.”

“Listen, hear me out. I had an idea.”

“Which is?” John asked.

“We should buy it and fix it up.”

“ ‘We’?” Logan raised his eyebrows.

As everyone started talking even faster, Beth perched on the arm of the couch and listened to the questions and comments flying furiously across the room.

“And then do what?” Harley asked. “Make a little bit of money?”

“Nee,” Kendra replied. “I think we should keep it.”

“You want to own that place?” Tricia asked.

“It could be fun,” Kendra protested. “We could each have a week just for ourselves.”

“What about the other weeks?” Will asked. “There’s fifty-two of them to worry about, you know.”

Kendra’s cheeks turned pink. “Well, we could also let our family and friends rent it. That would help pay for its upkeep. And then, how about we consider returning to stay all together one time a year?”

Katie looked at her husband. “What do you think, Harley? I kind of think it might be nice to have a place for all of us to use.”

He scratched his chin before speaking in his usual thoughtful manner. “There’s a lot of weeks in a year, that is true. And all of us have a number of siblings and extended family members. I bet Kyle and his wife, Gabby, would be real happy to stay in the cabin for a spell. I know he’d help us do repairs if he could use it.”

“Of course he could use it,” Nate said. “He’s part of the family.”

John laughed. “Honestly, if we asked all our families to help with the cabin in some way, we’d have no trouble using it year-round. My family alone could take care of a whole month.”

Feeling a little wistful, Beth smiled at the group. They were now all talking over one another, playfully calling out weeks they wanted and volunteering skills they had. It was adorable.

And, if she was honest, kind of heartbreaking too. Tomorrow she would drive home and probably never see any of them again. Everything that they’d talked about and all the plans would still go on, but without her.

All she would be to them was a memory.

Katie grinned after volunteering her expertise in booking guests and arranging reservations online. “I think this might actually happen,” she declared, looking like she’d just won a big prize. “I’m so glad you found it, Kendra.”

“Nee, I only thought of the idea.” Kendra looked at Beth. “Beth, here, is the person who found the cabin. If not for her, we wouldn’t even be talking about such a thing.”

“You’re exactly right,” John said. “Beth, what do you think? Are you in?”

The whole gang was looking in her direction. Feeling incredibly awkward, she tried to focus on his question. Was she in? In what? Boy, had she really zoned out for so long that she had no idea what he was asking?

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand,” she said at last. “Am I in for what?”

“To take a week,” Kendra said.

“And to join us one week a year,” Nate added. “That is, if you want to see us again.”

“You’d want me to come?”

Marie walked over and rubbed her back. “Of course. We want you to be our friend, Beth. I promise, all of us want that.”

“Really?”

“We took a secret vote last night when you were asleep,” Will joked. “It was a tough decision, but in the end we decided you’re someone we want to know.”

She grinned. “Gee, thanks. In that case, I’m in.” And with that acceptance came a feeling of hope and warmth that she hadn’t felt for far too long. Like a good friend, she’d welcomed it with open arms.
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“Those tiny guinea pigs charged out of the sack, kind of leapt at Andy, then darted across the room. I hadn’t realized they could run so fast. Or could hide so well… in a Christmas tree.”



It was their last night together. Not just for the getaway, but also for the next couple of weeks, at the very least.

When they got home tomorrow, Marie knew everything was going to rush into high gear. She and John would start making final plans for their own families’ Christmas celebrations. John’s parents were hosting a late lunch on Christmas and everyone—even Marie’s parents—would bring a dish. Afterward they’d all exchange presents. Marie and John had already purchased special gifts for each other and their parents, but now, with their big announcement, she wanted to do something more.

Lying on her side of the bed while she waited for John to get out of the shower, Marie tried to think of all the cute ideas she’d seen on Pinterest, but none of those sounded right.

Maybe she could run to the big supercenter nearby and get some baby bibs or something?

“Are you going to take a nap?” John asked when he entered the room.

“No, I was just trying to think of a way to tell our families about the baby.”

His expression warmed as he sat down next to her. “We canna just tell them and be done with it?”

“No. I want it to be memorable.”

His voice softened as he kissed her temple. “Marie, it will be memorable no matter what.”

“I want a keepsake or something.” Looking up, she smiled at him. “My mother would love that. You know she would.”

“I know if we get her something, we’re gonna have to get my mother something as well.”

She sat up abruptly. “I’ve got it. How about you draw something?”

His eyebrows lifted. “Like what? A babe?”

“No, silly. Like ‘grandparents to be’ or something like that. Could you do that?”

“I’ll do whatever you want, Marie.”

She knew he meant it too. “You really are the best husband.”

“If I am, it’s because I love you.” His lips twitched. “When should we tell the news to all our friends?”

They thought about the logistics for a moment. “The right thing would be to wait until after Christmas. But I don’t think we have plans to see everyone for a while.”

“Even I know we shouldn’t tell some people weeks before the others.”

“Is it bad if we tell them before our families?”

“I don’t think so… unless you think I need to draw everyone some pretty picture for tonight.”

“You really think it’s okay?”

“I think we can do whatever we want, Marie. Our friends will keep the secret… and I also think that even if they’re a little hurt that they weren’t informed right away, they’ll get over it.”

He was right. There wasn’t one right way to do it. “Let’s tell them tonight after we eat.”

Pulling her into his arms, John murmured, “That gives us plenty of time, then.”

“For what?”

“For this, Marie,” he murmured just before he kissed her.



Marie had fallen asleep cuddling next to John and had only woken up when she’d heard everyone talking in the main room. After brushing her hair and splashing water on her face, Marie joined them all at last.

The moment she walked in, John looked her way. She smiled at him before walking over to all the women in the kitchen. Everyone was helping with the final preparations for their big turkey dinner.

“We’re so glad you could join us at last,” Katie teased.

Marie felt her cheeks heat. “Everyone, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened. One minute I was talking to John and the next I fell asleep.”

“John was adamant about you needing your rest,” E.A. said. “We all understood.”

“I can’t believe I slept so long. He should have woken me up.”

“He seemed to think it was a really good thing. Just like you only wanting crackers this morning made perfect sense,” Katie said.

Marie gulped. “I guess that sounded a little odd?”

“Maybe. Actually, we weren’t exactly sure what to think.” Smiling at the other women, Katie murmured, “Since you fell asleep first last night, your exhaustion was a mystery, really.”

“Or, perhaps, not a big mystery at all,” E.A. said. She was smiling too.

Noticing the women giving one another knowing looks again, Marie felt more than a little awkward. Why, even Beth looked like she was holding back a comment. Marie felt like she should share the news about the baby, but she didn’t want to do it without John.

Deciding to simply move on, Marie walked over to Kendra’s side. “It certainly smells like Thanksgiving in here.”

“That’s because our turkey is almost done.”

“I’m still amazed that big bird fit in that little oven.”

“Once we wiped down the inside, it started up just fine,” Beth said. “And Kendra here went outside and pulled out a huge container of stuffing from the cooler.”

Marie noticed that there was an array of dishes spread out on the countertop. Green bean casserole, smashed sweet potatoes, macaroni and cheese. “Everyone brought so much. I feel terrible that I didn’t contribute more.”

“We’re glad you didn’t,” Tricia said. “Really.”

Kendra was carefully spooning some drippings into a metal saucepan. “Tricia is telling the truth,” she said as she got to her feet and closed the oven door.

“But still…”

“I made the sweet potatoes before we arrived,” E.A. said.

“Beth and I made the macaroni and cheese and casserole about an hour ago,” Katie said. “Beth, you are a gut cook.”

“Thank you,” Beth replied. “I can’t make a lot of things, but I’m good at following directions.”

Becoming even more confused, Marie said, “Was I supposed to bring a dish?”

“Nee,” Kendra said quickly.

“Really?” She knew she wasn’t a good cook, but she wasn’t that bad. “Come on. Remember how I made that squash casserole the last time we got together?”

“I don’t think any of us could ever forget it, Marie,” Tricia said as she walked into the kitchen.

Trish was sweet, and Marie feared, absolutely honest. “It was that bad?”

“Logan fed his portion to Kendra’s dog, Blue,” Tricia said. “I’m sorry, Marie.”

“Did Blue eat everyone else’s too?”

“I never got any,” E.A. said. “Sorry, but I knew better.”

“Fine. What can I do to help you?”

“Not a thing. Why don’t you go rest and put your feet up?”

“There’s no need. My feet are fine.”

“Are you sure, Marie?” Tricia asked. “They’re not swollen or anything?”

Tired of dancing around the subject, she blurted, “One of you, please tell me the truth. Did John tell you our news?”

“Nee. We’ve been waiting for you to tell us.”

“Fine! I’m pregnant.” And yes, she did sound a little grumpy about it.

All the women hugged her and started laughing.

“What’s going on?”

“Marie is going to have a baby!” Tricia called out.

All the men started laughing too.

“John, did you let the cat out of the bag?”

“Nope. But I’m afraid the nap was a good sign, Marie,” he said as he walked to her side.

“When is the big day? When are you due?” Katie asked.

“I’m not sure. I only just took the home test.” Doing a little bit of mental math, she said, “Maybe in August or so?”

“August is a fine time to have a baby,” Kendra said with a smile.

“How do you know? You aren’t expecting too, are you?”

Kendra hugged her again before gazing at her with a soft smile. “Oh, Marie. Haven’t you heard? Any time is a grand time to have a baby. It’s common knowledge.”

Marie smiled. “I’m excited. I haven’t told my parents yet, though. We’re going to give them the news on Christmas morning.”

“It will be a lovely present. The best gift ever.”
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“It was very exciting. We all jumped up and tried to capture the little things. Well, all of us except for Stephanie. All she did was pick up her gift bag, stand on our couch, and announce that she wanted to leave. But Andy shook his head. He said there was no way he was leaving before we located Pit and Pat.”



“You still look a little squeamish, Marie,” E.A. said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to do the driving this morning?”

“What a sight that would be! An Amish woman driving a black Escalade down the highway.”

E.A. grinned. “It would be quite the sight, but that wouldn’t matter to me. If it would help you, I would do it.”

“You’d probably get a talking-to from your bishop.”

“Maybe, maybe not. I have a feeling he might agree that there is a time and a place for everything. I mean, just because I joined the church doesn’t mean I lost my wits. I haven’t forgotten how to drive.”

“Thank you for the offer, but I’m all right. Those soda crackers really helped. Honestly, I think I’m in a bit of a funk about us having to leave. I wish we could all stay here a little bit longer.” Looking around the cabin, Marie realized that it now just looked worn and dated—not grubby. She was going to miss it.

Boy, they’d had a good three days here. She’d gotten to spend lots of time with John and all of their best friends. She felt like they’d reconnected again after all the turmoil and changes in their lives.

Things were different now. Many of the Eight were now in pairs. And Andy was gone. But in his place, God had given them more close friends. And in some of their cases, children.

“I bet you can’t wait to see Roy and Jemima,” Marie said, speaking about E.A.’s adopted children.

E.A.’s expression softened. “I can’t. I’ve really missed them. And I can hardly wait to spend our first Christmas with them. Plus, as much as Will and I have enjoyed this little break, we haven’t been able to stop thinking about those two. The last thing I’d ever want was for them to worry about us not wanting to be with them or, even worse, not coming back.”

“You and Will have sure taken on a lot.”

She shook her head. “Nee. We’ve been given a lot.” Glancing over at Beth, who was helping Kendra carry some boxes out to their cars, she said, “Every time I’ve wondered why things happen, I’m reminded that it’s not my job to wonder why. All I need to do is simply keep an open mind.”

Marie nodded. “Well said. I’m embarrassed about how much I didn’t want Beth here. But in some ways, I don’t think this weekend would have been the same without her.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing. She’s a nice person, but her grief reminded me of how far we’ve all come. I hope and pray that one day she’ll feel about Joel like we do about Andy. We miss him but we haven’t decided to honor his life by giving up either.”

“Hope is a good thing,” Marie said. Peeking at the clock, she realized it was already almost ten. “Come on, everyone! Let’s get organized so we can all get home.”

“We’re ready,” Nate said. “Our driver said he’s ten minutes away and that the roads are fine.”

E.A. frowned. “We only have ten minutes to get all our things sorted and out of this cabin.”

“We don’t all have to leave at the same time, E.A.,” Will reminded her.

“Sure we do,” Katie said. “I don’t want to leave if the rest of you are here. We Eight need to stick together—even when we’re a bit more than ‘eight.’ ”

Marie grinned at Will’s facial expression. Like Will, the rest of the men seemed completely confused by Katie’s statement, but like herself, the women were all smiling. Some things never changed, she guessed.



Two hours later, Marie was pulling onto Beth’s street. She, John, Kendra, and Nate had elected to follow Beth home in case her parents had questions for them. The others had crammed into the driver’s large van, which would drop them all off at their houses.

They’d separated with a chorus of hugs and promises that they’d see each other on New Year’s Eve, if not before.

Now, as they parked right outside of Beth’s house and got out of their cars, Marie noticed that Beth looked tense.

“Hey, are you all right, Beth?”

“Yes.”

Kendra said, “What did your parents say when you called them?”

“They sounded both excited that I was coming home and annoyed about the trouble I’ve caused them. It turns out that they had heard I’d left school on Thursday. When I didn’t show up or call them, they got worried. I should have thought about that.”

“Perhaps if you talk to them about how you’ve really been feeling, they’ll understand?” Marie asked.

“Maybe.” Visibly steeling herself, she said, “Well, let’s go get this over with.”

They started walking up the driveway. “Is this your family’s sleigh?” Kendra asked. She stopped and ran a hand along one of the runners.

“It’s my father’s. He built it.”

It was a lovely sleigh, indeed, shiny and black. Someone had fastened a beautiful wreath to the front of it as well, with shiny brass sleigh bells attached to its bright red ribbon. Marie thought it was beautiful.

“That’s a fine-looking sleigh,” Nate said.

Beth chuckled. “If you told my father that, it would make his year. He built it himself.”

“What?”

“He’s always wanted to be a woodworker.”

“I think he already is.”

The moment they reached the walkway leading to the door, the front door opened and Beth’s parents came out, along with two teenaged boys. “I didn’t know you had brothers,” Kendra said.

“Yeah. Richard and Evan. Seventeen and fifteen,” she said. “They… well, they’re great, if you can believe that,” Beth added as she opened the door and got out.

“Elizabeth!” her mother cried before engulfing her in a hug.

“Something tells me that everything is going to be all right,” John murmured.

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Kendra said as she took Nate’s hand to help her out.

By the time Marie joined the group, everyone was shaking hands and introducing themselves.

“Mom, Dad, this is Marie Byler. She’s John’s wife.”

“Nice to meet you. Thank you for helping Beth,” her father said.

“I’m glad we were there. And, I have to say, we all enjoyed getting to know her. After spending two days in a cabin together, I think we’re all officially friends now.”

Beth blushed but looked pleased.

“Beth told me you built that sleigh, Mr. Trainor,” Nate said. “It’s a beauty.”

“Thank you! It took me three years to fashion the wood in my workshop.”

“I kept telling him that it was good enough, but he wouldn’t listen,” Beth’s mother said. “It had to be just right.”

“It’s not as good as an Amish-made one, of course, but I’m really proud of it,” her father added. “The boys here helped too.”

“Can I take a look at it?”

“Oh, sure.” Mr. Trainor walked Nate and John to the middle of the yard, chatting about pine as he did. Beth’s brothers joined them. Marie figured they were probably glad to talk about something besides their sister.

That left Beth, her mom, Marie, and Kendra standing together.

“Oh, where are my manners? Would you girls like to come inside and relax for a spell? I could make a fresh pot of coffee.”

“Thank you, but we’re going to get on our way soon,” Marie said. “As nice as the cabin was, I know we’re all ready to take showers in our own homes.”

Kendra giggled. “And by ‘nice,’ Marie is being sarcastic. The cabin wasn’t all that nice at all. More like a wreck disguised as a cabin.”

“It was still better than the place I spent Thursday night in,” Beth said.

“I canna disagree with you there. It was a spider-infested mess, for sure.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a lot to tell us, Beth,” her mother said.

“I know I do. But, I promise, it’s not all bad news. In spite of how my trip started out, a lot of good happened.”

Looking at them all, Mrs. Trainor said, “You know, I can hardly believe Beth got so lucky to find all of you. I think I’m going to shudder every time I think about who she could have stumbled upon. Or, if she never had found shelter.”

“Mom, don’t think about the worst. I’m fine.”

When the men joined them, John said, “I think we need to get on our way now.” Holding out his hand, he said, “It was nice to meet you.”

“It was nice to meet all of you. Thank you for saving our daughter.”

Just as Marie was about to refute that bold declaration, Kendra replied, “You’re welcome. Merry Christmas.”

After another round of goodbyes and hugs, the four of them were back in the vehicle and on their way again.

When Marie got on the highway, she said, “Kendra, why did you say ‘You’re welcome’? Thanking us for saving Beth was a bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

“Oh, I don’t know. In some ways I think we did save her.”

“You really think she could have died?”

“Maybe, but I wasn’t talking about the elements. I was thinking instead about how she was emotionally. Beth was in a bad place. She was out of hope and spiraling. Now, I see something in her eyes that I like.”

“I saw that too,” Nate said. “It was acceptance and maybe a little bit of hope.”

“We gave her that,” Kendra said softly. “Elizabeth needed to be reminded that life may not always be fair and that sometimes it’s just really hard and painful. But that there’s always another day.”

“Well said, Kendra,” John said.

Marie couldn’t have agreed more.
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“Stephanie’s announcement made one of the guinea pigs peek out, which made several people reach for it… which made the tree fall down. Since Stephanie refused to move, one of the branches hit her face. Next thing you knew, Stephanie had a black eye and was yelling at everyone.

“I would have felt worse for her if I wasn’t so worried about all of my mother’s special spun glass ornaments.”

“To be fair, all of us tried to help the girl, except for Andy,” John said. “He seemed content to simply sit and hold the guinea pigs.”

“They seemed mighty pleased to be there,” Will said.

“Twenty minutes later, Stephanie had not only broken up with Andy, but she’d also called her mother to pick her up. After she left, not a one of us knew what to say. But instead of being upset, Andy started laughing.

“ ‘I’ll never forget this moment,’ he said. ‘This might be the best Christmas we’ve ever had.’ ”

Marie looked at everyone and smiled. “You know what? I think, in a lot of ways, Andy was right. It’s one of my favorite Christmas memories. Guinea pigs, Stephanie, and all.”



CHRISTMAS DAY

Climbing into her bed, Beth stretched out her legs and snuggled deep into the flannel sheets that her mother had bought for her when she still had braces on her teeth. The sheets were light blue and decorated with all kinds of dancing penguins. Boy, she used to love these sheets!

Rubbing her thumb against the soft cotton, now worn to a smooth finish after so many washings, Beth smiled softly. Maybe she still did love them. They made her feel comfortable and cozy and brought back a thousand memories of simpler times. Moments when she’d climb into bed thinking about gifts she wanted to receive, friends she wanted to see, even boys she wanted to date.

Now, although she wasn’t all that much older, she felt like she’d certainly moved beyond those times.

But, to her surprise, she hadn’t moved past Christmas.

That was the biggest surprise of the day, she decided. For the last month, ever since she’d gone back to school after a really terrible Thanksgiving, all she’d been doing was living in dread of the next holiday. She hadn’t wanted to think about celebrating Christmas without Joel. She hadn’t wanted to even be reminded that she was still alive and he was gone forever.

But today? Well, although she still had a number of moments when she missed Joel, she’d had far more when she’d simply been thankful. Thankful for her brothers and her parents and the fact that her mother decorated the house exactly like she always had. She’d found comfort in familiarity. In the lopsided artificial tree. In the cranberry Jell-O salad that her father hated but always put on his plate to make her mother happy. In the way her brothers griped and joked and called their friends and played Xbox in the basement while she helped her mother cook.

None of it was perfect, but it was familiar. And it was another sign that time moved on even when sometimes she was sure she would not.

“Hey, Bethy?” Richard called out. “You up?”

“Yep. Come on in.”

Her seventeen-year-old brother came in. As usual, he was dressed in a pair of sweatpants and one of his many high school sports T-shirts.

“What’s up?”

“Hmm? Oh, nothing.” He stopped at the edge of her bed. His hair was damp. He must have taken a shower right after they’d all gone upstairs.

“Sure about that?” He didn’t usually wander into her room, not since he was in elementary school, anyway.

After glancing at her sheets, he smiled and sat down on the bottom corner of her mattress. “Um, I was just thinking about you and…”

“Joel.”

“Yeah.”

“What about us?”

“Well, you don’t seem as sad. I guess we all thought you were going to spend Christmas like you did Thanksgiving.”

“Crying and moping and generally being miserable?”

“Um, well, yeah.” He looked down at the sheets, then lifted his head again. “I guess you’re feeling better?”

“I am. When I was lost in the woods and then found again—and then stuck in that cabin with all those people—we talked a lot.” She paused, trying to find the right words to describe their story. “Richard, it was the craziest thing. They’re all really different, but they’ve been friends forever. Some of them used to even call themselves the Eight.”

“Sounds weird.”

“I thought so too, until they started telling me about how close they all were. And how their unofficial leader was a guy named Andy. He died about two years ago. His death was sudden and unexpected. They were crushed.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. I guess hearing how honest they were about their pain and the things they went through made me realize that I wasn’t the only one who had experienced loss.”

“So, talking about Joel helped you heal?”

“It did. But what helped the most was what one of them said. She was talking about mourning Andy and feeling hopeless, but then events and new people and experiences came into their lives that made her look at everything in a whole new way. She said that even in the darkest of moments, light can shine if one bothers to notice it.”

“Bothers?”

She nodded. “She said something about how it’s easy to be so blinded by worries or pain that a person forgets to notice flowers blooming or babies crying or a good book or a smile from a friend… or even the miracle of Christmas Day.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. And that’s when I realized something else: no matter how bad something is, it doesn’t have to be that way the next day. That there is always, always the promise of tomorrow. And that promise, even when it isn’t Christmas or something special, or even something all that good? Well, it made me feel better. It started making me feel whole again.”

Richard got up. “I’m glad. I… well, I’ve missed you, Bethy.”

“I missed you too. But I’m here now. I’m back.”

“Merry Christmas,” he said as he edged to the door.

“Merry Christmas, Rick,” she said as he walked out into the hall.

Turning off the light, she laid down again, closed her eyes, and thought about Joel and the friends she’d made.

And then she realized for the first time in quite a while that she was eager for the morning to come.
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