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Dedication

For Madelyn Sophia…Grandma’s little doll. 
How I love you, precious miracle girl—all the way from here 

to the moon and back, a thousand times over.
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Chapter One

December 1898 • Little Hickman, Kentucky

The town bustled with activity on this chilly, early morn-
ing in the first week of December as twenty-six-year-old Sadie 
Bennett made her way to work at Grace’s Tearoom. She hur-
riedly crossed Main Street, lifting her skirts as she went to 
keep them from dragging in the filthy mud and horse dung. 
Actually, her place of employment, owned by the lovely, middle-
aged Grace Giles, amounted to much more than a tearoom—it 
offered hearty breakfasts and overgenerous lunches—but the 
former Chicagoan had said she wanted to bring a bit of culture 
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to the otherwise raggedy, backwoods town of Little Hickman, 
Kentucky. Sadie had no idea if the “tearoom” label helped. She 
tended to think not.

“Morning there, Miss Bennett. Bitter mornin’, ain’t it?” 
She stepped up onto the planked sidewalk and turned to 

see Tom Flanders, owner of a local food store. The first thing 
she wanted to do was correct him about her name. It was Mrs. 
Bennett, not Miss. True, she’d been married a mere total of 
four weeks before her beloved had met with his premature 
death at Grady’s Sawmill, where a monstrous limb from a 
tree they’d been splitting had unexpectedly thundered to the 
earth, crushing him on impact. It had been a dreadful trag-
edy, but it didn’t erase the fact that she’d been Mrs. Bennett 
before the accident, and she continued to be so today. She 
supposed there were some who didn’t think that one month 
of wedded bliss qualified her for carrying on the title; in fact, 
for all she knew, they’d relegated her to the roster of local 
spinsters. It surprised her that no one had reverted to calling 
her by her maiden name, Swanson. Granted, few townsfolk 
knew her well, since she’d moved to Little Hickman just eight 
months prior to marrying her longtime sweetheart, Thomas 
Bennett. He’d followed her and her family—her father and 
her younger brothers and sisters—here from Frankfort after 
her mother had died. He’d secured a job almost immediately 
at the sawmill, bought them a little house just outside of 
town, and set up housekeeping before they married. If only 
she could turn back time to that fateful morning of almost 
two years ago and convince Tom not to go to work that day. 
So far, however, she hadn’t met a single soul who could tinker 
with Father Time.

“Morning, Mr. Flanders,” Sadie finally responded, forcing a 
bright tone into her voice. “Yes, it’s frightfully cold this morning.” 
She pulled her woolen cape a little closer to her neck.
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“Hope to high heaven the sun comes out to melt this frost,” 
Mr. Flanders said. “Next thing you know, we’ll be gettin’ snow, 
and it wouldn’t surprise me, neither, cold as it’s been lately.”

“Oh, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Sadie wished she could 
skip right past December—the month when Tom had died—
not to mention Christmas. Seeing shopkeepers already starting 
to bedeck their display windows with holiday cheer certainly did 
not help matters. Gracious, Christmas was still some twenty 
days in the offing. Must they rush the holiday to such extremes? 
Why, in her family, tradition dictated that the Christmas tree 
not go up till one week prior to the holiday; but just yesterday, 
she’d noticed the Barrington boy hauling home a good-sized fir 
tree, chopped off at the base, on the back of his wagon. No doubt 
it had already been erected in the Barringtons’ living room. 

Mr. Flanders tipped the brim of his tattered hat at her and 
made a right turn, while she turned left, her speedy steps click-
ing in four-four time, the exact rhythm of “God Rest Ye Merry, 
Gentlemen.” Odd, since merry was just about as far as possible 
from the way she’d been feeling recently. Still, a few of the lyrics 
thrummed through her head. Let nothing you dismay…to save 
poor souls from Satan’s power…oh, tidings of comfort and joy, com-
fort and joy…oh, tidings of comfort and joy….

She shook her head to shut out the words as she hurried on. 
Comfort and joy? Hardly.

Grace’s Tearoom was already humming with patrons when 
she opened the door, the little bell above it giving a welcoming 
tinkle. The tearoom’s hours were 7:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. every day 
except Sunday, but Grace was happy to unlock the door early for 
the regulars who arrived ahead of schedule. A few heads turned 
at Sadie’s entrance, and several people nodded to acknowledge 
her, while others were too distracted with table talk to even 
notice her. As usual, Grace gave a friendly wave and a warm smile 
from behind the counter. Did the woman ever experience a bad 
day? Sadie had never seen her in a foul mood.
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Smells of fried potatoes, eggs, and bacon accosted her, and 
her stomach reacted with an immediate growl. She closed the 
door behind her and wended her way past the neatly set tables, 
unbuttoning her cape as she moved to the back of the restaurant, 
where several hooks on the walls invited employees and patrons 
alike to hang their wraps. For most of the year, the hooks sat 
lonely and unused, but not so these days. In fact, of late, there 
was often nary a stray hook to be found, and some folks pre-
dicted that this might well be the year for a white Christmas. 
Most even seemed to be praying for it, as snow came so seldom to 
the rolling hillsides of Kentucky. With a sniff, Sadie removed her 
cloak and woolen hat, draping both over a coat that already occu-
pied one of the hooks. White Christmas, brown Christmas…
neither much mattered to her.

After doing a little business at the bank, Reed Harris crossed 
the rutted street, stepped up to the sidewalk, and trudged onward, 
watching his breath come out in puffs—a rare sight indeed for 
early December. He touched the brim of his hat to acknowledge 
a couple of women passing by, one of whom carried a wriggling 
youngster who repeatedly yelped, “I want down!” He passed 
Flanders Food Store and Winthrop’s Dry Goods before stepping 
down and crossing the alley that led to the town bathhouse. 

Thankfully, he’d enjoyed a nice hot bath last night in the 
comfort of his own little abode on Elm Street. No more trips 
to the bathhouse for him—no, siree. Being a proud new home-
owner afforded him the luxury of his own claw-foot bathtub 
in a small room off the kitchen. The tub was a bit dingy, to 
be sure, but it was workable. Of course, he’d had to heat and 
haul gallons upon gallons of water to the tub, but he hadn’t 
minded one bit, considering he had the bonus of an indoor 
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pump and a cookstove. Growing up in Georgetown, he’d been 
accustomed to pumping water from a well several yards from 
the back door, so having a pump handle over the kitchen sink, 
let alone a real cookstove, made him feel rather like a king in 
his own private palace. Assuming ownership of his grandfa-
ther’s livery hadn’t made him rich, by any means, but it had 
assured him of a steady enough income with which to eke out 
a meager living and pay for the little house he’d purchased 
from Irwin Waggoner, who had married and moved into his 
wife’s residence. 

Reed’s grandfather, Sam Livingston, had moved to Louisville 
to be nearer his children and other grandkids—Reed’s aunts, 
uncles, and cousins. A little over a year ago, when Papaw had 
offered him the business at a price that was more than reason-
able, he’d jumped at the offer. Ten years of living and working in 
Lexington had been about all the city life he could handle, and 
he’d been beyond ready to go back to small-town living. Little 
Hickman fit the bill, no matter that he’d known very few of its 
citizens when he’d moved in. Recently, he’d started feeling right 
at home here, having made some good friends—Ben Broughton, 
Rocky Callahan, and the Reverend Jon Atkins, to name a few. 
If he’d learned one thing in the past several years, it was that big 
city living would never be his preferred lifestyle. 

The new clock at Little Hickman Bank struck its twelfth 
gong just as Reed pulled open the door of Grace’s Tearoom and 
walked inside. All around, patrons chomped on their lunches of 
soup, salad, and sandwiches. The first thing he did was survey the 
place, looking for Sadie Bennett. Upon sight of her, he squelched 
his joy by clearing his throat, straightening his back, and stroll-
ing with feigned nonchalance to the nearest empty table. He had 
yet to win over the pretty thing—for Pete’s sake, he hadn’t even 
kissed her. Yes, they’d gone on two outings together, but when 
he’d asked her to accompany him on a third, she’d declined, 
giving no particular reason other than that she didn’t feel ready. 
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He understood that, even respected it. She was a widow, after 
all, and had her reservations. When Reed was a boy, he’d lost his 
sister and his best friend to some sort of coughing disease; and 
then, when Reed was a young man of sixteen, his father had suc-
cumbed to a dread ailment, so he knew a thing or two about deep 
sorrow. The question was, did he know enough? He couldn’t even 
imagine losing a spouse so early on in marriage.

He settled himself at the small round table close to the pot-
belly stove. The heat pouring out of the stove helped to thaw him 
from his walk across town. He removed his hat and set it on the 
red-checkered tablecloth. 

“Hey there, Mr. Harris. How you doin’ on locatin’ that 
Christmas tree for the town?”

Reed craned his neck to face the elderly Clarence Sterling, 
seated at a nearby table with a couple of his cronies. “Well, I 
didn’t know it was my job to actually find the tree, Mr. Sterling,” 
he answered with a chuckle. “I just volunteered to haul it into 
town on my livery wagon.”

The man shrugged his shoulders. “You gotta get out there 
and find the perfect tree.”

“With the help of some local merchants,” Reed put in.
“Hey, isn’t Miz Grace Giles on the committee?” piped up 

Truman Atwater, one of the fellows at Clarence’s table.
“Grace Giles what?” Grace approached Reed’s table, a pad 

of paper in hand. Shucks, he’d been hoping Sadie would wait on 
him, although he had no quarrel with Mrs. Giles. 

“We’re talking about the Christmas tree that the town coun-
cil voted to put up this year,” Reed said. “You’re on the selection 
committee, remember? Just have to find a time that’s convenient 
for all five members to go out looking.”

“I volunteered for that, did I? When?” She tucked a graying 
strand of hair behind a petite ear. Although she was probably in 
her late forties, the woman possessed a wealth of youthful beauty.
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Reed grinned. “Last summer. I was at the meeting, so you’ll 
be hard-pressed to deny it.”

She frowned. “Can I send someone in my place?”
Reed laughed. “Shirking your duties, are you? Shame on 

you.”
“Not at all, Mr. Harris; more like taking them quite seri-

ously. Sadie, come here please,” she called across the restaurant, 
her snappy eyes containing a certain twinkle. Reed’s gut rolled 
over. What did this woman have up her sleeve?

Not more than a few seconds flitted by before Sadie Bennett 
arrived at her boss’s side. “Yes?” When Sadie spotted Reed, a 
faint blush crept up her neck. 

“I’m hereby appointing you to take my place on the Christmas 
tree selection committee.”

“The—the Christmas tree selection committee?” Sadie sput-
tered. “What sort of committee is that?”

“You will accompany this handsome young man”—Grace 
nodded to Reed—“and a few other local merchants to the hill-
sides of Little Hickman in search of the perfect Christmas tree.”

“The perfect—” Sadie glanced nervously at Reed. “Oh, 
but…I….”

“Now, now, no arguing with me. I haven’t the time for one 
more committee, but I happen to know you do.” 

“I do?” Sadie cast her employer a plaintive look.
“Yes, you do. In fact, wait on this kind gentleman for me, 

would you?” She handed her pad of paper to Sadie, then turned 
and marched back to the kitchen.

“I don’t need—” Sadie began, as if the woman could hear her. 
Obviously flustered, she gave her head several harried shakes, 
which caused a number of loose strands of her ink-black hair to 
fall away from their side combs. Blessed stars above, was she ever 
pretty!

“Well, that should work out jes’ fine, havin’ Miz Sadie take 
Miz Grace’s place,” said Clarence Sterling. 
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Reed grinned at the ruffled waitress. Yes, siree, just fine 
indeed. “I’ll have the toasted cheese sandwich and a big bowl of 
potato soup, if you don’t mind.”

Saying not a word, she nodded and turned on her heel. With 
a great deal of satisfaction, Reed watched her stomp back to the 
kitchen, her long skirts billowing, her heels clicking loudly on the 
wood floor.


