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“Believe in your heart that you’re meant to live a life full of

passion, purpose, magic, and miracles.” 

~ Roy T. Bennet, The Light in the Heart 
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CHAPTER 1
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“Hold on. You’re telling me the cellar flooded but only my childhood boxes of things got ruined?”

“It was a big pile of boxes and yours were at the bottom. I’m so sorry.”

I listened to my mother tell me treasures I loved were gone forever, including the music box my beloved grandmother had given me. Belongings I had remembered so often over the years. How could “sorry” make up for that? I had come over happily planning to go through my things in search of some Christmas ornaments I had kept, beautiful old-fashioned hanging ornaments no one made anymore. That I’d never be able to replace. And replacing them, even if I could, wouldn’t be the same—my heart was in the ones I’d known as a child and teenager. A deep sense of loss went through me. And not just for the ornaments and the music box. It felt like something of myself was gone.

But I knew for my mother it wasn’t that big a deal. “Things go wrong, Gillian. That’s life. No sense crying over spilt milk. After all, maybe you should have taken those boxes away instead of leaving them here.” Her cliché made it so much worse. I wasn’t crying. I was in mourning. 

It was snowing as I walked outside to my car. The first snow of the season, the one I always thought of as magical. It was coming late this year—it was already the first week in December.

Reaching the sidewalk, I dug in my purse for my key fob and pulled it out so fast it fell on the street and under the car. I reached down to grab it and my heels slipped out from under me in the snow. I sat on the ground and shouted in frustration. I wanted to wail. Or maybe I needed to keen—that was a kind of ritual mourning. My Irish relatives on my mother’s side did that at funerals, or so I’m told. 

“Here, let me help you up.” The voice was kind and I felt someone take my arm and pull me upright and found myself looking into very green eyes that seemed to have points of light in them, like stars. Or did they seem that way because it was dusk and the light was fading? Or maybe they were reflecting a meteor shower I hadn’t known was coming. The man holding me up was wearing a red parka and black wool hat with the words “Crop Circles” in green on the band.

“My keys. I dropped them.” 

He handed them to me. “Yes, I saw that. Here you are. Are you all right?”

“None the worse for wear, except my pride. Just having a temper tantrum. Thank you.”

“Anytime, though you might want to think about wearing different shoes in weather like this.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said, wanting to add “Mr. Obvious” but he was, after all, quite right. “Goodbye.” I went around to the driver’s side slowly, holding on to the hood. When I opened the car door I looked up and he was walking toward my mother’s house. Surprised, I was about to ask him what he wanted when the front door opened and I heard my mother call out “Niall!” joyfully and watched her give him a hug and invite him inside. Behind her I heard my father and Uncle Harry call out a happy welcome. They’d been in the back yard doing one of their projects, usually making bird feeders. There were seventeen in their small back yard so far, though I have to say, the feeders made a lot of lovely birds come visit, even in winter.  The front door closed again.

What on earth? Who was this man? His voice had a lilt to it. Mom hadn’t mentioned anyone was coming. I’d swear she’d never mentioned anyone named Niall the whole time I’d known her, which was my entire life.

When I got to my apartment, I changed into warm pajamas and a thick robe and two pairs of socks to warm up. It was twenty-seven degrees outside, and I had the somewhat debatable delight of forced air heating—the kind where the house is warm when it’s on and drops ten degrees or more when it’s off, which is every twenty minutes. But none of that bothered my Parson Russell terrier Charlie, who greeted me with joy as if I had returned after being away for weeks instead of two hours.

“What’s for supper tonight, Charlie? It’s your turn to cook, right?” I said as I went into the kitchen. It was full night by then and I saw my reflection in the glass with pinpoints of snow dusting through it and was reminded of the deep points of light in the eyes of the stranger my mother knew but I didn’t. I shook the thought away.

“Here’s what it’s going to be,” I told my terrier, who was sitting quietly on the floor looking at me with razor-sharp focus. “First, I feed you.” Charlie knows English, sometimes. He immediately went over to his dish and stood at attention, this time staring at the cupboard in the corner where I stored his food. When I poured it into his dish he ate as if he hadn’t been fed for days. In his case, though, I knew better.

I poured myself a glass of wine but it didn’t appeal. Instead, I made a cup of hot chocolate and added marshmallows and put a shepherd’s pie I’d made the night before into the oven to warm. Comfort food. 

I couldn’t describe even to myself why the loss of those boxes mattered so much. It was just stuff, right? Most of it I hadn’t looked at in ages. I’d stored it all in my mother’s cellar when I went away to college and never picked any of it up again. That was over twenty years ago. Why did any this matter to me, all of a sudden?

I spooned up some of the marshmallows and sipped the chocolate and had to admit I knew exactly why.

When my marriage ended, my ex-husband Aaron took everything portable and expensive with him, coming one day when I was at work and scuttling away with the goods. I should have changed the locks sooner. As it was, I had to sell the house six months ago and return to my hometown of Wynfield, which disappointed my mother, who liked Aaron, and delighted my dad, who’d been calling and suggesting the idea as soon as he learned about the stolen goods. That’s what he called Aaron’s bounty.

“Oh, woe is me, Charlie!” My dog kept eating. I looked around. The furniture I’d brought with me was mine. The rugs, too. But the apartment still looked bleak. My idea to set up a real Christmas tree was supposed to help things. Aaron had always insisted on the artificial white tree with red ribbons on the branches. Why did I say yes to that? 

A real tree would bring me some solace. That is, if I had my collection of Christmas ornaments from childhood to put on it. Buying new ones wouldn’t be the same. The ones they made that I saw in the shops were so boring, most of them. And anyway, they had no memories for me. And that was the thing. I didn’t miss Aaron, which surprised me at first, but I realized pretty soon I had let go of parts of myself when I was around him. I had the feeling those ornaments for me had felt like a kind of anchor in some part of me that had gone missing for too long.

When the phone rang, I was startled out of my thoughts and realized my hot chocolate had gone cold.

“Gillian. Are you still upset? I hope not. I’m calling because I told Evelyn, you know her, the one who directs the Christmas Market? I said you’d help set the place up this weekend. I know it’d be good for you, get you out of this slump you’ve been in since Aaron left. She needs help assigning the stalls. People get possessive about where she puts them each year and it rattles her a bit and she’s my best friend, after all. I told her with your job at the museum you’d be perfect.”

“Hi to you, Mom. Wasn’t I just at your house? Why didn’t you mention this then?” I almost asked how my museum work creating models for dioramas fit in with the market, only I really didn’t want to know. “And I’m not in a slump about Aaron. Why don’t you help Evelyn, instead?”

“Evie and I are oil and water when it comes to organizing things, you know that. She’ll expect you by seven a.m. on Saturday. She’ll show you what to do. Bye.”

“Wait a minute, Mom. Who is Niall?”

There was silence on the other end. There’s never silence when talking with my mother.  I heard her sigh. 

“He’s Kiernan and Mara’s boy. I was going to tell you, but I didn’t know how.”

“Tell me what?”

“He’s just come over from Ireland, from County Meath, to take up being pastor here now that your father is retiring. The thing is, I promised his parents, God rest their souls, I’d be his guardian if anything ever happened to them. So it’s in their will. And here he is. I did mention him to you after one of my visits over there.”

I was mystified. Granted, I’d never met Kiernan and Mara O’Connor, but my mother had known them both when they were children together. And I knew the church had hired a new pastor at dad’s suggestion.

“So what’s the deal not telling me he’s here? Sounds like a good thing, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is. But I also—well, your father and I—have given him Nana’s farmhouse to live in and he’s going to fix it up. Gotta go. Bye. Don’t forget about Evelyn.”

My mother had hung up on me. But now there was no mystery. I understood exactly why she’d been so evasive. Nana had willed the farmhouse to my parents and they promised it was mine the day I got divorced. My apartment was temporary, just until I got around to restoring the farmhouse a bit.

It was showing its age.

“So Niall O’Connor, a total stranger—well, to me—gets the grand old farmhouse I thought was mine, just like that? What do you think of this betrayal, Charlie?”

My dog studied me, interested in my state of mind, no doubt.

“Okay, okay—it’s not like I’ve done anything yet with it and this Niall has plans for improving it for my parents’ sake, but still. You know?”
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CHAPTER 2
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The snow had stopped by morning. I got ready to leave early so I’d have time to shovel out the driveway before work. I grabbed my wool hat and tucked in my thick, long hair as best I could. My hair was like burnished copper, my dad would say, thanks to Irish ancestry on my mother’s side. The Irish half also accounted for my love for all things Celtic, though I’d never gone over there.  But I got my dark brown eyes from my dad.

I was astonished when I opened the side door and found not only was the driveway cleared, but so was my car. It had to mean dad and Uncle Harry must have come over at sunup, for heaven’s sake. Lovely. It also meant Charlie and I had time for another cup of coffee.

About to go back inside, I heard the sound of a shovel scraping along the sidewalk out front, but when I went around the corner to thank my much-loved angels, to my chagrin I came face to face with the unexpected. What on earth was Niall O’Connor doing in my yard? 

“What are you doing here?” I called out to him.

He lifted the shovel up and grinned.

“Yes, I get that, but why?”

He walked over, this time wearing a cobalt blue heavy winter jacket. The man liked to wear bright colors, it would seem. His hat was the same, though.

“Why does your hat say crop circles?”

At that he laughed out loud. “How about I say good morning and answer your first question. Your dad was leaving the house when I came downstairs and said he was going to clear your driveway. I told him to go back inside and stay warm, I’d do it.”

“Why?”  Even as I asked, I was also grasping the fact my mother must have lent out her guest room to him. Like he was a prince of some kind.

“Emmett’s retiring soon. Only seemed right to help out. Besides, your Uncle Harry wanted him to go out back to fix a habitat or something like that.”

“Birdfeeder. They make them, maintain them. Given its winter, they could give it a rest since the birds aren’t clamoring for space.”

“I see. Nice of them, sounds like. Now as to my hat, I’m fascinated by crop circles. I’ve gone over to England dozens of times, to Wiltshire mostly, trying to catch one being made.”

“I see.” I knew nothing about crop circles except that they allegedly appeared out of thin air.

A wind had come up and I had come out without a hat and scarf. “It looks like you’ve finished your good deed for the day. If you want a cup of coffee, I suppose I have time to make some, thanks to you. Charlie needs his second breakfast, too.”

“I’d like that. So long as Charlie doesn’t mind.”

When I opened the kitchen door, Charlie raced in from the living room, only to stop short when he saw Niall. 

“Charlie’s your dog.” Niall stopped short, as well.

“Of course.” I went over to the drawer where I kept treats. Long ago, Charlie had trained me to give him a treat not long after breakfast was over. I’d done it accidentally one morning but he learned in an instant and wouldn’t leave the space near the drawer until he got his wish. I called it his second breakfast. A very smart dog.

When I set the mug of coffee on the table for Niall, I found Charlie sitting in the chair across from him, looking alert and interested.

Niall gestured toward him. “He asked if he could sit there and I said ‘fair play’ which he seemed to understand meant yes.”

“So Charlie knows Irish, does he? He’s heard my mother use the expression but he’s never got up on a chair in her house.”

“It’s more a form of telepathy,” Niall said seriously.

I sat down myself, trying to ignore the scene as I drank my coffee in silence. But one look at the two faces opposite me and I had to laugh against my will. 

Catching sight of the clock on the wall, I realized if I didn’t leave then and there I’d be late for work.

“I’m going to grab a scarf and driving gloves from upstairs. Would you mind putting my dog’s leash on him? Also wrap him in the overcoat he wears in winter. They’re over near the door. Since you’re both on such good terms and all.”

“He goes to your job with you?”

“He does. He stays in my office and the staff is always stopping by to greet him even if I’m not around. Can’t leave him home alone all day.”

I took Charlie outside when I came down and strapped him into the back seat of the car and started to get into the driver’s side when I saw Niall leaning on his shovel. “Sorry. I should have said thank you.” I gestured to the driveway. “For taking care of all of this.”

“No problem,” he said. “Like I said, I did it for your dad.”

For a moment I had a sudden feeling of loss. What, did I think he did it for me? A man I’d known for less than twenty-four hours? 

“You know, Charlie,” I said as I drove into town where the museum was. “I’m finding things just a tad bit strange. I mean, what gives with this Niall guy? I wouldn’t be surprised if my mother starts calling him a saint.” Little did I know how that would happen.

Charlie didn’t answer. But his eyes showed compassion when I looked at him in the rear-view mirror. He was such a good listener.
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Seeing the museum always gave me a thrill. I had spent countless hours there as a schoolgirl exploring the exhibits and asking so many questions, but the librarian was always willing to answer. Mrs. Forster had been a gem. 

“You’ve got the right kind of curiosity, Gillian,” she would tell me. When I asked her what that was, she said it meant I was open to learning everything. Though she’d always add it mattered that I should find a way to focus on one thing more than others, or I’d run the risk of becoming a dabbler, instead of the expert I deserved to be. “Choose something that makes you sing!”

All through college I dabbled, I have to admit. So many fields and courses in every subject. I was mesmerized. I wanted to know all of it, except gardening and mathematics and sports, which didn’t sing to me. But Neolithic megaliths did and medieval manuscripts and abbey ruins and the desert in the Southwest and mystics like Edgar Cayce and legends of King Arthur and Thoreau and Tarot and stories about alternate worlds and the tomb of the Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun, and more. I drew maps, too, tracing the path of arctic explorers and the journeys of Marco Polo. I saw a book on handwriting analysis and was captivated for months, practicing my skills in personality analysis on everyone, not always finding my results met with the happiest response, though I did try to be diplomatic. Not to mention I was always immersed in unsolved mysteries of any kind.

In a way, I concluded, everything was a mystery. There was always something new to uncover.

“Curiosity can be exhausting,” I said to Charlie, who had settled himself in his office bed after consuming another treat, one that had been slipped to him by a staff person walking by. “It was a fine thing when I found my calling, let me tell you.” He looked at me carefully and went to sleep.

I thought of how it all changed in my junior year when I was perusing a book on Daniel Defoe’s Journal of a Plague Year, a remarkable account of the dire, catastrophic effect of the bubonic plague on the whole population in London in 1665. What especially enthralled me was a diorama created about it. Suddenly my childhood memories of the dioramas at the Wynfield Museum filled my mind, and it must be said, my heart. I became an expert in creating them after that and mentally thanked Mrs. Forster. I began studying methods and the history of dioramas first in Cambridge, England and then at a university in New York. And now, here I was back in the place where it all began. 

When I returned to Wynfield, unsure what to do next, the museum had reached out and asked if I’d make dioramas for them. I’d made a minor name for myself in the field and they wanted me to help them because their usual creator and artist had left. They had just built a new wing from donations an archaeologist had willed to the museum some months before. They wanted me to create dioramas related to ancient landscapes, both in the Americas and in Britain. What are the odds? Yes indeed, thank you very much. 

A tap on the door took me out of my reverie.

“Got a minute?” It was Hal Conway, director of the museum. He’d been the one to hire me without even an interview.

“Sure.” I moved my computer to the side and took out my notebook.

“You won’t need that. Listen. There’s something I want you to do, if you’re willing, that is. You’re working on the diorama for the pre-colonial forest.”

“I am. It’ll take another few weeks. I’m waiting on the hemlock and white pine forest chips right now. I’ve given it a name—Evangeline, after Longfellow’s poem.”

“I’m not familiar with that.”

“You must have heard the verse ‘This is the forest primeval, the murmuring pines and the hemlock.’ Remember? We had to memorize it. I wager you did, too.”

Hal looked perplexed. “No, no, I never did. Anyway, you can put that aside for now. I need you to create a new one, a Victorian Christmas village scene for our Christmas Eve fundraiser—I plan to put it in the main lobby. Not full size, of course. Not like our exhibits. But not a miniature, either. How about six feet wide and five feet high? People shopping, lights in the windows, horse and carriage on the street, an ice pond and a bridge at the back, everyone mingling and enjoying everything. You know, all that kind of thing. Oh, and lots of glitter.”

“Like a scene by Charles Dickens.”

“Exactly!” Hal smiled delightedly.

“Christmas is just over three weeks from now,” I said. He couldn’t be serious, I was thinking.

“Piece of cake for someone with your talents. I’m late for a meeting, but keep me posted.”

With that, Hal rushed out of the room. He reminded me of my mother sometimes. When he didn’t want me to actually answer him, off he’d go, or change the subject.

“What do you think, Charlie?” My dog never went over to Hal when he came in. I had the feeling it wasn’t that he disliked the man but more he knew Hal wasn’t friend material. Dogs always know.

With a sigh, I collected all my building materials and notes for the pre-colonial forest diorama and stored them in a closet, though hopefully not for long. Then I sat down and opened my notebook and stared at the blank page before me. I could never brainstorm on a computer. Plain pen and paper helped me focus. And it wasn’t as if the scene Hal wanted would be hard to recreate, just that it wasn’t what I wanted to do. 

“I could challenge him to a duel,” I said to Harry, who was looking attentive now, but only because it was almost noon and he could tell time. Lunch was near.

“Quite right, he’d win, with my job as collateral.” I sighed again. The last two days hadn’t been serene enough for me. I had the sudden, unsettling thought that with Aaron I had never really felt serene in the three years we lived together. He’d be a smooth salesman one minute but got prickly pretty fast when he didn’t get his way. Very unpredictable. Had we ever had just a plain, nice conversation? We must have, else why would I have married him? 

“Your husband is a narcissist, Gillian. I think so. You’re much better off without him. Someone better, someone worthy of you, is going to come in and sweep you off your feet, like in a movie. That’s what happened to me with Jeremy.” Those were Emma’s words to me when I told her about the divorce. She was right about Aaron. Alas, she was also my best friend from high school who had moved clear across the country for the love of her life. I missed her.

I turned back to the notebook and sketched a street with shops on either side. Using colored pencils I drew a stable for horses down a short alleyway. Snow had fallen the night before and the golden glow of shop lighting reflected off it. A row of children were mesmerized by an old-fashioned window display with mechanical toys in a winter wonderland. Several people were wassailing across the way. I added a church in the background, and as I did so a feeling of deep comfort came over me. 

“Maybe this diorama is just what the doctor ordered, Charlie,” I said. I glanced over at him and then at the clock. “Okay, okay, message received. Wait here while I go get lunch, since you’re barred from the cafeteria.” He didn’t look upset with the news.

Usually my dog ate just two full meals a day, but I always got him half an English muffin with a teaspoon of peanut butter for lunch. I could hardly eat my own lunch on a tray in front of Charlie without offering him something, after all.

When I got back, I set out food for the both of us while I looked over my sketches. I’d added more detail than I realized. In fact, ideas were spilling over in my mind, and the views held a feeling of confusion. The diorama needed focus, a theme. 

I finished my tuna sandwich and poured more coffee from the carafe I’d brought back with me. Nothing I thought of as a theme was working. Even the village looked cliched, albeit I could see it would make a lovely scene. But too busy.

“You look so intent on what you’re doing. I hate to interrupt, but I need your help, Gillian.” 

I looked up to see one of my favorite people standing in the doorway.

“Rory, when did you get back?” I got up to give her a hug. Rory had been the one to suggest me for the job I’d been given when she heard I’d returned to Wynfield. We’d been good friends in high school but when I left for college we got out of touch. To my surprise, I learned later she’d followed my career. Her long blond hair, a festival of curls usually tied with a blue bow, was mussed up and minus the bow. Her winter jacket was unzipped and I could see her cardigan under it was missing two buttons, also not her style.

As I sat her down and poured her some coffee, I noticed her look of distraction.

“What’s happened?”

“The train was late. I mean, I got back this morning from the conference on early American music, which was boring, I’m afraid. I mean, there really wasn’t any music with all those Puritans running around, you know? Anyway, snow blocked the tracks when we reached the mountains, but it wasn’t more than an hour’s delay, thank heaven. There was no one to meet me by then so I got a taxi ride home, but no one was there. Mom left a note on the kitchen table that just said, ‘Gone to hospital.’ The breakfast dishes were still on the table. Turns out dad had broken his leg falling down the front steps when the railing snapped in half. I’ve told them a hundred times it needed repair. It’s all my fault.” She broke into sobs.
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