What Readers Are Saying About
Karen Kingsbury’s Books
“The stories are fiction; their impact is real.”
—Debbie L.R.

“Karen Kingsbury is changing the world—one reader at a
time.”
—Lauren W.

“I have read many of Karen’s books, and I cry with every
one. I feel like I actually know the people in the story, and
my heart goes out to all of them when something happens!”
—Kathy N.

“Whenever I pick up a new KK book, two things are consistent: tissues and finishing the whole book in one day.”
—Nel L.

“The best author in the country.”
—Mary H.

“Karen’s books remind me that God is real. I need that
reminder.”
—Carrie F.

“Every time I read one of Karen’s books I think, ‘It’s the
best one yet.’ Then the next one comes out and I think,
‘No, this is the best one.’ ”
—April B. M.

“Novels are mini-vacations, and Karen’s are my favorite
destination.”
—Rachel S.

5P_Kingsbury_BaxterFamilyChristmas_mm.indd 1

8/22/16 10:41 AM

Other Life-Changing Fiction™
by Karen Kingsbury
Stand-Alone Titles

Fifteen Minutes
The Chance
The Bridge
Oceans Apart
Between Sundays
When Joy Came to Stay
On Every Side
Divine
Like Dandelion Dust
Where Yesterday Lives
Shades of Blue
Unlocked
Coming Home—The Baxter
Family
Angels Walking Series

Angels Walking
Chasing Sunsets
Brush of Wings
The Baxters—Redemption
Series

Redemption
Remember
Return
Rejoice
Reunion
The Baxters—Firstborn
Series

Fame

5P_Kingsbury_BaxterFamilyChristmas_mm.indd 2

Forgiven
Found
Family
Forever
The Baxters—Sunrise Series

Sunrise
Summer
Someday
Sunset
The Baxters—Above the Line
Series

Above the Line: Take One
Above the Line: Take Two
Above the Line: Take Three
Above the Line: Take Four
The Baxters—Bailey Flanigan
Series

Leaving
Learning
Longing
Loving
Baxter Family Collection

A Baxter Family Christmas
9/11 Series

One Tuesday Morning
Beyond Tuesday Morning
Remember Tuesday Morning

8/22/16 10:41 AM

Lost Love Series

Even Now
Ever After

Life-Changing Bible Story
Collections

Family of Jesus
Friends of Jesus

Red Glove Series

Gideon’s Gift
Maggie’s Miracle
Sarah’s Song
Hannah’s Hope
e-Short Stories

The Beginning
I Can Only Imagine
Elizabeth Baxter’s 10 Secrets to
a Happy Marriage
Once Upon a Campus
Forever Faithful Series

Waiting for Morning
Moment of Weakness
Halfway to Forever
Women of Faith Fiction
Series

A Time to Dance
A Time to Embrace
Cody Gunner Series

A Thousand Tomorrows
Just Beyond the Clouds
This Side of Heaven

Children’s Titles

Let Me Hold You Longer
Let’s Go on a Mommy Date
We Believe in Christmas
Let’s Have a Daddy Day
The Princess and the Three
Knights
The Brave Young Knight
Far Flutterby
Go Ahead and Dream with
Quarterback Alex Smith
Whatever You Grow Up to Be
Always Daddy’s Princess
Forever My Little Girl
Forever My Little Boy
Miracle Collections

A Treasury of Christmas Miracles
A Treasury of Miracles for
Women
A Treasury of Miracles for Teens
A Treasury of Miracles for Friends
A Treasury of Adoption Miracles
Miracles–a Devotional
Gift Books

Forever Young: Ten Gifts of
Faith for the Graduate

www.KarenKingsbury.com

5P_Kingsbury_BaxterFamilyChristmas_mm.indd 3

8/22/16 10:41 AM

A BAXTER FAMILY

CHRISTMAS
a novel

Karen Kingsbury
HOWARD BOOKS
New York

An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
Nashville London Toronto Sydney

5P_Kingsbury_BaxterFamilyChristmas_mm.indd 5

New Delhi

8/22/16 10:41 AM

Howard Books
An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020
This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or
real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are
products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or
places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Copyright © 2016 by Karen Kingsbury
Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version,
copyright © 2001, 2007 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News
Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
Published in association with the literary agency of Alive Literary Agency,
7680 Goddard Street, Suite 200, Colorado Springs, Colorado, 80920,
http://aliveliterary.com.
All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof
in any form whatsoever. For information, address Howard Books Subsidiary Rights
Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.
First Howard Books hardcover edition October 2016
HOWARD and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
For information about special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949
or business@simonandschuster.com.
The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For
more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers
Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.
Interior design by Davina Mock-Maniscalco
Manufactured in the United States of America
10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Kingsbury, Karen, author.
Title: A Baxter family Christmas : a novel / Karen Kingsbury.
Description: First Howard Books hardcover edition. | New York ; Nashville : Howard
Books, 2016.
Identifiers: LCCN 2016018700 | ISBN 9781451687569 (hardback)
Subjects: LCSH: Domestic fiction. | BISAC: FICTION / Christian / Romance. | FICTION
/ Religious. | GSAFD: Christian fiction.

Classification: LCC PS3561.I4873 B39 2016 | DDC 813/.54—dc23 LC record
available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016018700
ISBN 978-1-4516-8756-9
ISBN 978-1-4516-8758-3 (ebook)

5P_Kingsbury_BaxterFamilyChristmas_mm.indd 6

8/22/16 10:41 AM

THE BAXTER FAMILY:
YESTERDAY AND TODAY

F

or some of you, this is your first time with the Baxter
family. Yes, you could go back and read twenty-three
books on these most-loved characters. The list of Baxter
titles—in order—is at the beginning of this book. But you
don’t have to read those, to read this one. In fact, there
will be other Baxter books coming in the next few years.
If you wish, you can begin right here.
At Christmastime.
Whether you’ve known the Baxters for years or are
just meeting them now, here’s a quick summary of the
family, their kids, and their ages. Also, because these
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characters are fictional, I’ve taken some liberty with their
ages. Let’s just assume this is how old everyone is today.
Now, let me introduce you to—or remind you of—
the Baxter family:

The Baxters began in Bloomington, Indiana, and most of
the family still lives there today.
The Baxter house is on ten acres outside of town, with
a winding creek that runs through the backyard. It has a
wraparound porch and pretty view and the memories of a
lifetime. The house was built by John and Elizabeth Baxter.
They raised their children here. Today it is owned by one of
their daughters—Ashley—and her husband, Landon
Blake. It is still the place where the extended Baxter family
gathers for special celebrations—like Christmas.
John Baxter: John is the patriarch of the Baxter
family. He is a doctor, well known in Bloomington. He
also teaches medicine at Indiana University. John’s first
wife, Elizabeth, died ten years ago from a recurrence of
cancer. Years later, John remarried Elaine, and the two
live in Bloomington.
Dayne Matthews, 41: Dayne is the oldest son of John
and Elizabeth. Dayne was born out of wedlock and given
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up for adoption at birth. His adoptive parents died in a
small plane crash when he was 18. Years later, Dayne
became a very visible and popular movie star. At age 30, he
hired an attorney to find his birth parents—John and Elizabeth Baxter. He had a moment with Elizabeth in the hospital before she died, and years later he connected with the
rest of his biological family. Dayne is married to Katy, 39.
The couple has three children: Sophie, 6; Egan, 4; and
Blaise, 2. They are very much a part of the Baxter family,
and they split time between Los Angeles and Bloomington.
Brooke Baxter West, 39: Brooke is a pediatrician in
Bloomington, married to Peter West, 39, also a doctor.
The couple has two daughters: Maddie, 18, and Hayley,
15. The family experienced a tragedy when Hayley suffered a drowning accident at age 3. She recovered miraculously, but still has disabilities caused by the incident.
Kari Baxter Taylor, 37: Kari is a designer, married to
Ryan Taylor, 39, football coach at Clear Creek High
School. Kari also runs the Bloomington Crisis Pregnancy
Center with her sister Brooke. Kari and Ryan have three
children: Jessie, 16; RJ, 9; and Annie, 6. Kari had a crush
on Ryan when the two were in middle school. They dated
through college, and then broke up over a misunderstanding. Kari married a man she met in college, Tim Jacobs,
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but some years into their marriage he had an affair. The infidelity resulted in his murder at the hands of a stalker. The
tragedy devastated Kari, who was pregnant at the time with
their first child (Jessie). Ryan came back into her life
around the same time, and years later he and Kari married.
They live in Bloomington.
Ashley Baxter Blake, 35: Ashley is the former black
sheep of the Baxter family, married to Landon Blake, 35,
who works for the Bloomington Fire Department. The
couple has four children: Cole, 15; Amy, 10; Devin, 8; and
Janessa, 4. As a young single mom, Ashley was jaded against
God and her family when she reconnected with her firefighter friend Landon, who had secretly always loved her.
Eventually Ashley and Landon married and Landon adopted
Cole. Together, the couple had two children—Devin and Janessa. Between those children, they lost a baby girl, Sarah
Marie, at birth to anencephaly. Amy, Ashley’s niece, came
to live with them a few years ago after Amy’s parents, Erin
Baxter Hogan and Sam Hogan, and Amy’s three sisters, Clarissa, Chloe, and Heidi Jo, were killed in a horrific car accident. Amy was the only survivor. Ashley and Landon and
their family live in Bloomington, in the old Baxter house,
where Ashley and her siblings were raised. Ashley still paints
and is successful in selling her work in local boutiques.
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Luke Baxter, 33: Luke is a lawyer, married to Reagan
Baxter, 33, a blogger. The couple has three children:
Tommy, 13; Malin, 8; and Johnny, 4. Luke met Reagan
in college. They experienced a major separation early on,
after having Tommy out of wedlock. Eventually the two
married, though they could not have more children.
Malin and Johnny are both adopted.

In addition to the Baxters, this book will revisit the Flanigan family. The Flanigans have been friends with the Baxters for many years. So much so that I previously wrote
five books about their oldest daughter—Bailey Flanigan.
For the purpose of this book and those that might follow,
here are the names and ages of the Flanigans:
Jim and Jenny Flanigan, both 45. Jim is a football
coach for the Indianapolis Colts, and Jenny is a freelance
writer who works from home. Bailey, 22, is married to
Brandon Paul, 25. Bailey and Brandon were once actors in
Hollywood—Brandon, very well known. Today they run the
Christian Kids Theater in downtown Bloomington. Bailey’s
brothers are Connor, 19—a student at Liberty University;
Shawn and Justin—both 17 and juniors at Clear Creek
High; BJ, 16, a sophomore; and Ricky, 13, an eighth grader.
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CHAPTER ONE

H

eavy snow clouds hung low over Bloomington, Indiana, the Saturday before Thanksgiving. But the
atmosphere was warm and bright in the Clear Creek
High School gym, where Ashley Baxter Blake sat next
to her husband, Landon. On the floor with the ball was
her fifteen-year-old son, Cole, whose freshman team was
minutes from beating its crosstown rival.
The high-pitched sound of a whistle pierced the
gymnasium. “Traveling!” The ref called Cole for the violation and instantly Ashley was on her feet. “Are you
se—” She eased herself back down to the bleacher and
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bit the inside of her lip. Gradually she brought her hands
together and clapped. “Here we go. You got this, Cole.”
Four-year-old Janessa scrambled up onto Ashley’s
lap. “Cole’s the best basketball boy in the world, right,
Mommy?”
“Yes, baby.” Ashley kissed her cheek. “And the refs
are just human.” She met Landon’s eyes over Janessa’s
head and managed a smile. She mouthed her next words
to him. I’m trying.
Landon chuckled. “You’ve come a long way.”
It was true. Cole was just a little guy when he first
started playing basketball here. Part of the park league
program. On his first game, Ashley had caught herself
getting too enthusiastic, yelling a bit too loud. And yes,
maybe a bit too concerned with questionable calls by
the referees. Her attitude wasn’t that surprising. Lately
she’d been frustrated with her father and snapping at
everyone.
Ashley drew a slow breath. She still cared about the
calls and the scoreboard. But she’d learned a lot. Winning and losing meant nothing compared to the thrill of
enjoying the game.
Cole played basketball because he loved it. Today.
For now. If he scored twenty points and his team won,
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great. But the joy Ashley felt watching her son play had
nothing to do with his points scored or an official’s call or
whether Cole played next season. Let alone whether he
played college ball one day.
Even living here in the shadow of Bloomington’s Indiana University.
Amy, ten, and Devin, eight, sat on the other side of
Landon. Devin tugged Landon’s sleeve. “That wasn’t
traveling, right, Dad?”
Landon smiled. “If the ref says it’s traveling . . .”
“Oh! I know!” Amy’s eyes lit up. “If the ref says it’s
traveling, it’s traveling!” She came up behind Landon and
looped her arms around his neck. “Right?”
“Right.” Landon grinned at Ashley and then he
winked at Devin. “You have to play ten points above the
refs. Just in case.”
Thanksgiving was less than a week away, but Ashley
Baxter Blake’s mind was on Christmas, and the dinner
her dad was trying to pull together. Which was the
reason she felt so irritated.
By halftime Cole’s team was up six points. The kids
were hoping for the first snow of the season, so Landon
agreed to take them outside to check. Ashley stood to
follow but her phone rang. Her dad’s name appeared on
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the screen. She motioned for Landon to go on without
her. Then she took the call.
“Hey, Dad.” She sat down again and tried to sound
pleasant. “How are you?”
“Good. Beautiful day. It’s already snowing here.”
Ashley pictured it, the way fresh snow looked across
Bloomington. The whole town would turn into a Norman
Rockwell painting, the way it did every year at this time.
“Amy and Devin will be thrilled.”
“You kids always were when you were little!” Her dad
laughed. “Of course, we always needed a big box by the
front door for coats and mittens and boots. But that
never stopped us!”
Ashley smiled at the memory. It seemed like yesterday when she and her siblings were the little ones, clamoring to get outside and play in the first snow. Now all of
them were married with kids of their own.
Her dad paused for a moment, and Ashley could feel
his tone change before he said a word. “Ashley, I think
you know why I called . . .”
She closed her eyes. I’m not ready for this, God. Help
me. Please . . .
“You and Landon.” Her father sighed. “You haven’t
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given me an answer about Christmas Eve. About dinner
with Kendra Bryant and her husband.”
Anxiety left an instant wake across the already troubled waters of Ashley’s heart. She blinked a few times
and stared at the small cross on the wall just above the
side entrance to the gym. “I’m not trying to be difficult,
Dad.”
“I know.” His tone was kind. “And I don’t want to
force your decision. It’s just . . . I’d like a plan.”
Thanksgiving was still days away, but her father had
been talking about Christmas Eve since the beginning of
November. Ashley and her siblings disagreed about how
to handle their dad’s request. But Ashley was easily the
most concerned about the idea. “Landon and I talked.
We don’t think a family meeting with Kendra on Christmas Eve is a good idea. Maybe not ever.”
Silence followed before her dad finally spoke. “I understand.”
“You can still use our house. Landon and the kids and
I will have dinner with his parents.” Ashley tried to sound
upbeat. But her effort didn’t seem to be working. “I don’t
want to get in the way of your plans. But on Christmas
Eve? I’m not sure how Amy would handle that.”
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“I like the idea of Christmas Eve. Because everyone
will be together.” Her dad sounded like he was struggling
with the idea, also. At least a little. “I keep asking myself
what would Erin want us to do?”
The mention of her sister made Ashley catch her
breath. For a long moment she didn’t speak. She closed
her eyes again. Erin should be here, God. We shouldn’t
even be having this conversation.
“Ashley?”
“I’m sorry.” She exhaled slowly. “What would I say to
her?” What would any of them say? She spotted Landon
and the kids entering the gym again, headed toward her.
“Can I call you tonight? I’m at Cole’s game. Halftime’s
almost over.”
Her dad hesitated, but only slightly. “Sure.” He
paused. “Tell Cole I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I had a few
things to do around the house this morning. Next time,
okay?”
“Of course.” Ashley smiled. Her dad usually attended
every game. Today, though, she was almost glad he wasn’t
here. She couldn’t spend the hour talking about Christmas Eve and meeting the stranger with Erin’s heart. It was
all too sad.
Cole’s team won the game and they drove home to
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play in the snow. Once the kids were outside, Ashley and
Landon stood near the window. “I don’t have peace
about it. I don’t think it’s good for Amy to meet this
Kendra woman.”
“Honey.” He turned to face her. “You’re clearly uncomfortable with this.” Landon hugged her and searched
her eyes. “So we skip the Christmas Eve dinner this year.
We’ll still see each other the next day.”
Ashley looked long at her husband. She loved him so
much. “Thank you. For understanding.”
“Always.” He shifted gears, grinned and motioned to
the snow out front. “Let’s go show the kids how to build
a real snowman.”

Ashley didn’t call her father back until later that night
when the kids were in bed. “Like I said earlier, Dad.
Landon and I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Okay.” He was quicker to respond this time. “I understand. Really.” He paused. “If you change your mind,
just let me know.”
His statement frustrated her. “Meaning . . . you hope
we’ll still join you?”
“Sure. Yes, that’s what I’d like.”
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“But Dad . . .” Ashley paced across her bedroom
floor. “I just got done telling you we won’t be there.”
Nothing about this was easy.
“Just pray about it, okay? Can you do that for me?”
Ashley was near tears by the time she hung up. Her
dad had never raised his voice, but he seemed unwilling
to accept her decision.
After the call she found Landon in the kitchen washing the counters. “I talked to my dad.”
He looked over his shoulder, his handsome face suddenly concerned. “He still wants us to be there?”
“Yes.” Did she look as weary as she felt? She waited
while he dried his hands and the two of them took seats
opposite each other at the kitchen table.
Landon searched her face. “Tell me, Ash.”
She nodded and her eyes found a spot on the table.
“He wasn’t angry or anything. But he wants us there.”
She looked up at him. “He asked us to pray about it.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yeah.” Tears filled Ashley’s eyes. “I mean . . . of course
we can pray. But think about how hard it would be.”
“We don’t have to be here.” Landon covered her
hand with his. “You can stick to your decision.”
Ashley stood, paced to the sink, and turned again to
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face him. “Doesn’t my dad get it? We’re talking about
Christmas!” She kept her voice low so she wouldn’t wake
the kids. But her tone was strained all the same. “Okay,
so the woman has Erin’s heart. She doesn’t believe in
God and she needs hope and direction. Her marriage is
in trouble.” Ashley walked from one side of the kitchen
to the other. “I get all that. But why is that our job?
Couldn’t we pray for her? Call a church in her area and
try to get her connected?”
Landon shifted in his chair.
“I mean, there we’ll all be. Standing around making
small talk with this . . . this stranger. And the whole
time she’s only alive because Erin died. How are we
supposed to have a beautiful Christmas Eve with all of
that going on?”
“I hear you.” Landon didn’t look away, didn’t argue
with her. “Your dad means well. I believe that.”
Ashley tossed her hands in the air and paced back to
the sink. “That’s the hardest part. Of course he means
well. He always means well. He loves everybody.”
A smile tugged at Landon’s lips. “No matter how far
gone they are.”
The fight left Ashley and she felt her shoulders drop
a bit. “Even me. Back in the day.”
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Landon gave a light shrug. “Just saying.”
“Deep down you’re not really on his side, though,
right?” Tears blurred her eyes again. “Landon, really? On
Christmas Eve?”
“I’m on your side, baby.” He stood and came to her.
“But I guess it’s possible . . . Christmas Eve could change
the woman.”
A sigh slid from Ashley’s heart through her lips.
“That’s what my dad says.” She came to him and
wrapped her arms around his waist. “I just can’t imagine
it. Like what if I can’t stop crying?” She pressed her head
against his chest. “And what about Amy? How is she
supposed to deal with that? Her mother’s heart beating
in the chest of a stranger? Right there in the middle of
our Christmas celebration?”
“I get that.” He eased back and looked into her eyes.
“Maybe we should—” He seemed to notice something as
he looked toward the doorway. “Amy. Honey, why are you
out of bed?”
“You’re talking loud.” She wore a red flannel nightgown and rubbed her eyes, the light from the kitchen
clearly too bright for her.
“Oh, honey.” Ashley felt a rush of remorse. “I’m so
sorry.” She shared a quick glance with Landon. “Come
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on. I’ll walk you back to your room. Me and Uncle
Landon will be quieter. I promise.”
Fifteen minutes later she returned to the kitchen.
Landon was cleaning again, this time drying the stovetop.
He set the towel down and turned to Ashley. “Think she
heard us?”
“I asked her.” Ashley put her face in her hands for a
few seconds and then looked at Landon again. “She
said no.”
“She must’ve heard some of it.”
“I think so.” Ashley took his hands. “I thought about
talking to her, asking her about it, but even that could be
devastating.”
“True.”
Ashley saw the compassion in Landon’s eyes. He
loved all their children so much. And he treated Amy like
one of his own. Ashley kept her voice low. “She’s had to
live with so much loss.”
“Just like you.” Landon pulled her gently into his
arms. “Like all of us.”
She searched his eyes. “But you don’t think anything
good could come from meeting with the woman, do you?
For Amy?” She paused. “We’re the ones raising her. We
should know what’s best for her, don’t you think?”

5P_Kingsbury_BaxterFamilyChristmas_mm.indd 11

8/22/16 10:41 AM

12

KAREN KINGSBURY

“I’m not sure.” His words came slowly, his eyes shining with love for her. “Could there be some comfort in it?
Knowing that her mother’s heart saved the life of someone else?”
The idea hadn’t really occurred to Ashley. She let her
forehead lean against his. “I can’t see that happening. It
would be so sad.”
“Well . . .” Landon eased back so he could see her
again. “We don’t have to decide now. Christmas is still a
month away.”
Ashley nodded. She looked deep into his eyes, all
the way to his beautiful heart. “Thank you. For listening
to me.”
“It’s a lot.” He brushed his thumb along her cheek.
“Wanna pray?”
Her vision blurred with tears. She felt weary, afraid.
“Yes. Please.” She closed her eyes, but her fear and frustration only increased. The last few years had brought a
gradual healing after the loss of Erin. Meeting Kendra
would take her back to that terrible day in the emergency
room, the day they found out about the accident.
Landon prayed out loud, asking God to give them
wisdom and clarity about the possible meeting. He also
asked that Ashley might have peace, whatever they de-
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cided, and that her father might think hard about the
situation. When he was done praying, Landon ran his
hands over her dark, shoulder-length hair. “Has anyone
ever told you?” He grinned.
The heaviness in her soul lifted. She knew what was
coming.
Landon raised his brow, his eyes sparkling. “You have
the most beautiful hair.”
She giggled. “Thank you, sir.”
He moved in closer and kissed her. The sort of kiss
that still took her breath away. “Now . . . how about we
get some sleep?” He kissed her again. “God will make
the answers clear.”
“Mmm.” Ashley kissed him this time. “You’re a good
kisser.”
“You, too.” Landon took her by the hand and led her
toward the stairs and their bedroom on the second floor.
Ashley would be thankful every day for Landon
Blake. The man he’d always been. It was hard to believe
she had almost walked away from him all those years
ago. Back when she was angry at God and not sure of her
place in her family.
As she climbed the stairs, Ashley remembered it all
again.
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She was the third daughter of John and Elizabeth
Baxter. One of six kids, all grown up now. All married
with kids. Her parents had seen her through those difficult years. When she’d come home from Paris alone and
pregnant and rebellious.
But it was Landon Blake who had given his life for
her and Cole. He loved Ashley’s son like the boy was his
own. Ashley’s mother grew sick with cancer, but she
lived long enough to see Ashley and Landon marry.
They’d had three kids since then. One who only lived a
few days before joining her grandmother in heaven.
Then came the car accident. Ashley’s dear youngest
sister, Erin, and her husband, Sam Hogan, and three of
their daughters all killed that terrible day. Only their
daughter Amy had lived. Raising her now was something
else Landon took on as easily as he breathed.
That was the kind of man Landon was.
They reached their bedroom door. It was a miracle
any of her family had made it through the heartache of
that time. Erin’s organs had gone to several recipients.
And her heart had gone to Kendra Bryant. An atheist.
The woman her father had invited to join them for
Christmas Eve dinner.
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“Hey.” Landon turned and put his arms around her
neck. “You’re thinking about it again.”
She smiled. “How come you know me so well?”
“Because.” He kissed her. “When you’re sad . . . my
heart hurts.” He smiled. “It’s always been that way.”
“I love you.” Ashley rested her head on his chest. She
didn’t know what she had done to deserve a man like
Landon Blake. But she knew this much. No family could
be expected to meet a woman whose heart once belonged to one of their own. Especially on Christmas Eve.
Not even the Baxter family.

Amy Hogan couldn’t sleep. She lay in bed in her dark
room and stared at the moon just outside her window.
You’re here, God. I know it. Right beside me. She waited a
minute in case God wanted to say something. But Amy
didn’t hear any actual words.
Okay, God . . . so I heard everything they said. Now
what am I supposed to do about it?
She rolled onto her side and tucked her hand under
her pillow. Aunt Ashley didn’t want to meet the woman.
She thought it would be too sad.
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But it was all Amy could think about.
What kind of a person was this stranger? What did
she look like? Aunt Ashley said the woman was only alive
because Amy’s mommy died. You must have really special
plans for her, right, God? Because she got to live and my
mommy didn’t.
Tears came. Amy couldn’t stop them.
She didn’t talk about her mom that much anymore.
She loved Aunt Ashley and Uncle Landon. She felt like
part of the family here. But every night before she fell
asleep she did the same thing. She looked out the
window, up toward heaven, and asked God to do something for her.
Tonight, though, she wasn’t ready to do that yet.
Her thoughts were so loud she didn’t want to sleep.
What would it be like? Would the woman look like her
mommy? Would she sound like her? Since she had her
mommy’s heart?
Amy wiped her tears with the sleeve of her nightgown.
Then a picture came to her mind of what it might be
like.
It would be Christmas Eve and the woman would
walk into the house. She would look like her mommy
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and sound like her. And Amy would run up and hug her
and put her head against the woman and then . . . for
the first time in such a long time, Amy would hear her
mother’s heartbeat. The way she used to hear it when
her mommy would hug her and read to her and sing
with her.
That would be really nice. Amy thought about that
for a long time and her tears stopped. She rolled onto her
back again and closed her eyes.
It’s time, God. Like every night. Can you please tell my
mommy and daddy and sisters that I love them. And I miss
them. Amy waited. One more thing, God. Please can you
ask my mommy if I should meet this woman who has her
heart? Okay. That’s all. Thank you, God.
With that, Amy yawned and a few minutes later she
fell asleep.
But this time her dreams weren’t about school or her
cousins or her aunt and uncle. They were about a
woman she had never met. A woman who looked and
sounded like her mommy. And whose hug made Amy
feel—if just for a little while—that her mommy was right
here with her again.
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