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      Dr. Benjamin Bones had no opinion on Christmas. That is to say, he had no polite opinion on Christmas. His actual opinion, the one he knew better than to say aloud, was that Christmas was a disappointment, a raising of hopes only to dash them, a festival of flash and dazzle which, come January, was hard to pay for and even harder to justify. That was Christmas: disappointment, with a price tag.

      It didn’t help that Cornwall, famously temperate compared to the rest of England, had turned bitterly cold. Or that the cold made his recently injured left leg ache in the morning and throb all night. Or that the woman who’d been right in front of him, the woman he’d found himself falling in love with, could never be his.

      She’s back with her husband. I should be happy for her, he told himself.

      His reflection scowled at him from the window of a secondhand shop. His coat collar was turned up, his red scarf double-wrapped, his fedora pulled low. In Ben’s native London, these clues, along with the grim set of his mouth, would have signaled passersby to give him a wide berth. In his adopted village of Birdswing, they had no effect whatsoever on the residents, who ranged from sociable to pathologically friendly.

      “Oh! Dr. Bones. I hate to interrupt,” said Mrs. Parry. Her booming voice would have told him who was speaking, even if he couldn’t see the heavy, buxom woman in the gray coat cruising up slowly, like a battleship, behind him. “But you’ve been standing outside Howell’s for five minutes. Are you quite all right?”

      He took a deep breath. Mrs. Parry sounded sweetly concerned, but then she always did. She lived directly across the street from him, and whenever he so much as stepped out to take the air, her white lace curtains twitched. If Special Constable Gaston knocked on his door, or Lady Juliet roared up in her Crossley, Mrs. Parry invented some reason to wander over for a closer look. She knew his affairs as well as he did, perhaps better. For a moment, Ben was tempted to say so.

      But looking into her face, he just couldn’t. Mrs. Parry was a Nosy Parker of the first degree, but that didn’t make her concern for him any less genuine. Her gaze was soft; the corners of her mouth turned up hopefully. Her son had been killed in the Great War; both her daughters had married and gone away. A young widower like Ben triggered both her instinct to snoop and her desire to nurture.

      “Has it been five minutes? I didn’t notice. Hallo, Mrs. Parry.” Ben lifted his hat the way his father had taught him (“All the way up, son. Show daylight between your hat and your hair, none of this brim-touching nonsense.”) and smiled. “What sort of errand are you on? Christmas shopping?”

      “Good heavens, no. I go to market in the morning, like a civilized woman,” she said, looking over her shoulder at the sun, which would set in less than an hour. “I dashed out in search of a mermaid.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “A mermaid,” Mrs. Parry repeated. “A very particular one, for my friend Mrs. Smith. I’m afraid if I don’t find it, and bring it to her soon….” She glanced both ways to be sure she wasn’t overheard before finishing softly, “She’ll die.”

      “Letty Smith?” It was too cold to linger outside Howell’s Nonesuch, a grandiose name for a modest little shop with frying pans and calico aprons in the front window. “Come inside and tell me. When I looked in on her last month, she seemed comfortable enough.”

      The bell tinkled overhead as Ben opened the door for Mrs. Parry. She entered at an angle, as the shops along this stretch of Birdswing’s high street had been built around 1845 when materials were scarcer, Cornishmen were smaller, or the knackers—those tiny mischief-makers said to live in old mineshafts—drafted the plans according to their personal needs. A heroically built woman like Mrs. Parry had to squeeze through the doorway, while Ben, though only five foot eight, had to duck his head in order to enter.

      Stepping into Howell’s Nonesuch was like stepping into the pages of a children’s fairy tale—one with shoddy line drawings and only a rare splash of color. The low ceiling appeared even lower because of the detritus hung from the rafters: a scooter, roller skates, a sled, and one of those iron “beaters” used to knock the dust (and dust mites) out of bedlinens. Arranged on tables were other items, many dented or scratched: bedpan, bookends, razor strop, hernia truss, and a tea service with only three cups. Men’s and women’s secondhand clothes were jammed on the same bar, the hangers so tight, they would have been impossible to browse. At the back of the shop, on a stool behind the counter, sat a bald little man in a velvet coat.

      If this is a fairy story, he’s the shoemaker in need of some elves, Ben thought.

      The little man looked up from his book. He was balding, with a few thin gray wisps on top. His face was impossibly craggy, the lines stacking up on his cheeks and nearly obscuring his eyes when he smiled. But the smile was so bright, and so broad, and so utterly real, Ben instantly revised his idea of the man.

      If there’s any magic here, it’s in him.

      “Welcome, welcome.” The little man sprang up happily. He looked somewhere between seventy and two hundred, if one counted those lines like the rings inside a tree, but had the vitality of a boy. His green eyes sparkled. “Dr. Bones, what a pleasure! And Mrs. Parry, don’t you look lovely.”

      She made a surprised noise. “My. Yes. Thank you. Have we, er, had the pleasure? And where is Mr. Howell?”

      “So sorry!” Lifting the hinged wooden countertop, the little man stepped out to greet them. “Mr. Howell is away for Christmas. He spoke so glowingly of you all, his friends in Birdswing, that I recognized you from his descriptions. Mrs. Edwina Parry, née Hammond, of the Penfleck Hammonds. A fine robust woman and the most attentive of neighbors.”

      He reached for her hand. Giggling a little, Mrs. Parry gave it and was rewarded with a brush of lips against her knuckles.

      “Oh! Charmed,” she said, sounding delighted.

      “And Dr. Benjamin Bones, sent to Cornwall by our government to look after the good people of Birdswing and Barking. And Plymouth, in two years. A handsome young devil outnumbered by the ladies, even in his own house.”

      “How do you do,” Ben replied correctly, shaking the shopkeeper’s hand.

      “Oh, I do very well, very well indeed,” the little man laughed. His velvet coat, a deep jewel green, was the most singular thing Ben had ever seen a man wear, apart from the London stage. His own wardrobe consisted of black, white, some more black, and some more white, with a couple of blue neckties for variety. He’d been brought up to believe a well-turned-out man’s attire drew no special attention to itself. Besides, when a physician was his age, twenty-seven, a sober wardrobe reassured his older patients that he really did know what he was doing.

      “And your name is...?” Ben prompted.

      “Mr. Ainsel, at your service.” Grasping his emerald-green lapels, the shopkeeper drew himself to his full height of less than five feet.

      “What did you mean by ‘Plymouth, in two years’?” Ben asked. The villages of Birdswing, population 1,122 souls, and Barking, at around 500, kept him busy enough, even with so many men between twenty and forty already called up to service. Ben wasn’t due to be seconded to Plymouth unless the city was invaded or bombed.

      “Sorry! Plymouth, I hear,” Mr. Ainsel corrected, flashing his winning smile. Unusually, for a man of his years, he had a complete set of teeth—yellow and uneven, but intact. “Now, my lovelies, what brings you into my lair? Christmas presents? I see that look! But no, no, none of that rubbish in the rafters will do. A rag-and-bone man would take one look and push on past. No, no, I have a trunk full of special items. Just arrived this afternoon. Only the best, I promise. Give me two minutes, and I’ll be back to astonish you.” Without waiting for Ben and Mrs. Parry to agree, he scampered through the flimsy curtains and into the backroom.

      “I couldn’t say no,” Mrs. Parry whispered to Ben. “All he needs is bells on his shoes, and I’d swear he works for Father Christmas.”

      It was very warm in the shop, so Ben loosened his scarf and unbuttoned his coat. Only when his cane clattered to the floor did he realize he’d put it aside at some point during Mr. Ainsel’s introduction. His left knee, which had mended imperfectly after a serious injury, was better, too, probably because of the pervasive heat.

      “Now, what were you saying about Mrs. Smith? And a mermaid?”

      Mrs. Parry sighed. “Letty’s been my friend since we were girls. We used to swim together in Little Creek and climb the big tree in Pate’s Field. Life was harder then, much harder, and all my good memories of my childhood revolve around Letty. It’s hard to watch her decline and to know—” Her voice broke, and she stopped, shaking her head.

      “She might live another five or ten years,” Ben said firmly. “I told her the same thing myself, last time I visited. Rheumatoid arthritis is a beastly disease, one of the very worst,” he added, giving Mrs. Parry time to dab her eyes with a handkerchief and compose herself. “But Mrs. Smith is as strong and as brave as any patient I’ve seen.”

      “Oh, aye, she’s brave,” Mrs. Parry agreed. “When I was fourteen, I went to Plymouth to be a maid in a minister’s townhouse. It was back-breaking work, and the wages were very low, but I did it because it was what girls of my station did. When I couldn’t bear it any longer, I set my cap at a decent man and married him. Came back to Birdswing and was a new mother at seventeen. I can’t say I wanted any of it, really. But I did it because that’s what girls of my station did.

      “Letty was different. She didn’t like many children. She liked old people. She’d sit with them, shelling beans or knitting socks, and listen to their stories. Then she’d retell them, mix them with folktales, turn them into something meaningful. I was so proud of her,” Mrs. Parry said with a smile. “Around the same time I went off to scrub doorsteps and beat rugs, she was sent to a factory to work in the laundry. But she ran away and became a bard.”

      “A what?”

      “A bard,” Mrs. Parry repeated. “She traveled up and down the West Country, all around Cornwall and through Devon, bringing songs and stories to the towns and villages. This was before the wireless, of course, when a storyteller was welcome, especially in pubs. Letty visited me once a year to tell me about her adventures. Sometimes, men got the wrong idea, and she had to set them straight, but in those days, folks remembered the value of a tale well told. They bought her pints, and paid for her rooms, and bade her come back when she took her leave. It must have been glorious.” Mrs. Parry sighed.

      “She told me she married a farmer,” Ben said.

      “A gypsy, more like. She was closemouthed about him, on the main. I wish I could have seen him. I’ll bet he had smoldering eyes and wild black curls.”

      “A gypsy named Smith?”

      Mrs. Parry shrugged. “I wasn’t there. When she returned to Birdswing, she came alone, except for a dark-eyed baby boy on her hip, and called herself Mrs. Smith. That was good enough for me.”

      Ben nodded. During his short time as Birdswing’s physician, he’d already been privy to the birth of one out-of-wedlock baby. A woman with a child and no husband had few options; relocating and passing herself off as a widow was arguably the most difficult. He’d known Letty Smith was tough—anyone who contended with the agonies of rheumatoid arthritis on a daily basis was tough—but Mrs. Parry’s revelation increased his respect for his patient.

      “Why the mermaid?” he asked.

      “Oh. When she was a bard, she loved telling the story of the Mermaid of Zennor. Have you heard it?”

      He shook his head. Mrs. Parry seemed about to launch into it when Mr. Ainsel returned from the back room, curtains fluttering in his wake.

      “Here ‘tis, here ‘tis,” he cried, staggering under the weight of a brown leather trunk nearly as big as his torso. “Curios and trinkets and talismans from the four corners of the known world. Perhaps even beyond,” he added with a wink, placing the trunk at Ben’s feet. “Go on, Doctor. Open sesame.”

      Ben tried to kneel, but his left knee wasn’t having it. Despite the shop’s delicious warmth, it started aching again.

      “Never mind,” Mr. Ainsel said cheerfully, throwing open the chest himself. “If you spy something you’re keen on, sing out.”

      Ben was startled by the sheer number of items haphazardly jumbled inside the chest. Coins, fountain pens, balls, cups, beads, pearls, bottles, cut gems so large they could only be counterfeit, dolls, rings, thimbles, and on top, a golden bracelet decorated with delicate filigreed roses.

      “I see whereupon you cast your eye!” Mr. Ainsel rubbed his hands together, then snatched up the bracelet. On closer inspection, it looked genuine and far too valuable to languish in an undifferentiated heap. “Yuletide is upon us. Perhaps a certain young lady might appreciate the gesture?”

      Ben tried to imagine Lady Juliet’s reaction to such a gift. He could give it a polish, place it in a handsome box with a red velvet interior….

      But what sort of message would that send? An extravagant Christmas present, mere days after her public reconciliation with her ne’er-do-well husband? He shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

      Mrs. Parry made a shocked noise. “Oh, Dr. Bones, for shame. I have no doubt Miss Jenkins would adore it. Golden roses for a Rose.”

      “Er… well….” Ben stammered, unable to come up with a neutral reply. He’d walked out with Miss Rose Jenkins a few times, which the village folk seemed to think equivalent to calling the banns. She was very pretty, extremely petite, and made for amiable company, deferring to his wishes and agreeing with everything he said. Many men would have called Rose the ideal woman, and in some ways, Ben agreed—except when she wasn’t standing in front of him, he tended to forget her existence.

      “But listen to me, selling you short,” Mrs. Parry said. “Poor Dr. Bones has already selected something extraordinary for Miss Jenkins, and he daren’t breathe a word, for fear of spoiling the surprise. The ladies at Morton’s guessed as much, and I see now they were right.”

      Ben, who until that moment hadn’t realized the village had formed a public expectation on that score, could only hope the gift he’d actually bought Rose—a picture frame—wouldn’t get him run out of Birdswing on a rail.

      “No to the bracelet, then?” Mr. Ainsel tossed it back in the chest. Thrusting his hands into the heap, he rooted around with blithe disregard for the delicate items, churning up more curios: a silver cigarette case, opera glasses, a silk glove, and what looked to Ben like a yellow-brown human jaw bone, complete with teeth.

      “What’s that?” he said, meaning the jaw bone, but it had already disappeared beneath a knot of ribbons and pearls. Mr. Ainsel’s deft little hands reached in that direction but plucked out something else instead.

      “Here’s a pretty thing. Very clever,” the shopkeeper said, wrinkles stacking up as he grinned. “If you lose your way, I say, seek the North Star, and you’ll go far. And if the heavens are hidden from your sight, carry a pocket star.” He passed the object to Ben.

      “A pocket compass,” Ben said. He’d had one as a boy, but not like this. The compass was an antique, at least fifty years old, perhaps a hundred. Palm-sized and made of brass, it rested in a shagreen case with a tiny latch.

      “Made by Dolland of London, as you see inscribed on the face,” Mr. Ainsel said. “Its lodestone is magnetite. The housing is called a binnacle. On rough seas, even a good compass may fail to point you to True North, without a binnacle to hold it steady.”

      Ben studied the compass, delighted. Some old-fashioned scientific instruments, like astrolabes and brass microscopes, were practically works of art, and the compass was no exception. “How much?”

      “A double denarius.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “A francorum rex?”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Thruppence-ha’penny?”

      Ben stared at the little man. “You can’t be serious. This must be worth ten pounds at least.”

      Mr. Ainsel sighed. “You drive a hard bargain, sir,” he said dramatically. “In this case, you’re determined to drive the price up, it seems, but I’ve never cared much for coin. I’d rather have your promise.”

      The hair on the back of Ben’s neck stood up. For the first time he realized the little man in the emerald green coat had bilateral postaxial polydactyly—an extra finger on each hand.

      “A promise!” Mrs. Parry repeated. Unlike Ben, she seemed charmed by the notion. “What sort of promise?”

      “Nothing terrible. No first-born sons or prize milk cows. I’ve enough of both to last ten lifetimes,” Mr. Ainsel said lightly. He clasped his hands behind his back and put on a smile. His gaze, however, was serious. “I’ll gladly give you this antique nautical compass, once the possession of a very fine gentleman, in exchange for this: you must promise that the next time someone makes a wish, you will grant it.”

      It might have been twenty years since Ben took a fairy story seriously, but such lessons of boyhood endured.

      “I won’t make a bargain like that.” He thrust the wonderful old compass in its cunning shagreen case back at Mr. Ainsel. “Most people wish for things I can’t grant, like a quick end to the war. Or a cure that hasn’t been invented yet. And some wishes aren’t very nice. Suppose I overhear Mrs. Archer wishing ARP Warden Gaston dead again?”

      “She does fantasize about that sort of thing more than she should.” Mrs. Parry tutted. “I myself try not to wish him dead more than once a week.”

      Hands still clasped behind his back, Mr. Ainsel laughed. It sounded joyful rather than cynical; more of wisdom than connivance.

      “I’m not trying to trick you, Dr. Bones. Only to arrange a bit of kindness in a world that grows unkinder by the day,” he said. “It’s Yule. Christmas. Joyeux Noël. Nothing would please me more than to give you that compass. All I ask in return is that you give something to the next person who needs it. I’m not trying to dupe you into doing mischief, much less murder. If someone makes a wish in your presence during this most felicitous of seasons, I’d like you to grant it. Or at least give your all in the trying.”

      “That sounds reasonable,” Mrs. Parry said.

      “Oh, it is, I assure you.” Mr. Ainsel dug into the chest one more time, coming up with something in the palm of his hand. “And if Dr. Bones will give me his solemn oath, I’ll throw in—this!”

      “A mermaid,” Mrs. Parry breathed, eyes wide like a little girl’s. Accepting the porcelain figurine, she brought it to the counter lamp for a better look. “It’s perfect. Painted with such skill. Blonde hair, red lips, and a blue-green tail. You couldn’t have chosen a better mermaid if you molded her from my dreams.”

      “Well?” Mr. Ainsel asked Ben.

      From the expression on Mrs. Parry’s face, nothing and no one could have parted her from that porcelain mermaid. If Ben declined to promise, and Mr. Ainsel refused to accept more traditional remuneration, his sweet busybody of a neighbor was liable to turn thief.

      “Fine,” Ben said. “I promise. But only⁠—”

      “Done,” the little man cried, hoisting the chest like it weighed nothing and propelling it back behind the flimsy curtains with remarkable speed. “Done and done and done, as they say. There’s no ‘but only’ after the words ‘I promise!’” Hurrying to the door, he threw it open.

      Colder than ever, the wind rushed in. Above Ben’s head, the detritus in the rafters swung alarmingly, especially the battered old sled. The paraffin lamps on the counter snuffed in unison, which was as fortunate as it was strange, because it was full dark outside. The blackout was in effect from sunset to sunrise. That meant all lights out-of-doors were forbidden, lest German bombers use such beacons to attack England with greater precision.

      “My goodness, I had no idea it was so late,” Mrs. Parry said. “The lights went out so quick, I can’t see a thing.”

      “Nor I. Take my arm.” Shifting his grasp on the heavy brass compass, Ben used his cane to feel ahead of them, getting them past the tables and out the door. He expected to find Mr. Ainsel in the street, and intended to give him a few choice words about common courtesy, but the little man in the emerald coat was nowhere to be seen.

      “Stay with me, please, while my eyes adjust,” Mrs. Parry said, clutching Ben’s arm. “I’ve never been so far from home during the blackout. I’m afraid I’ll be run down in the street.”

      Ben, who actually had been run down in the street and had the limp to prove it, patted his neighbor reassuringly. “Don’t be afraid. We’re going the same direction, remember? I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, wondering again where Mr. Ainsel had buggered off to, and saw the door to Howell’s Nonesuch was shut. The picture window was dark, the heavy blackout curtains in place. Somehow, the little man had scampered back inside and closed up the shop without making a peep.

      “Mr. Ainsel was an odd duck, wasn’t he?” Mrs. Parry said as they made their way home under a starless sky. “Mr. Howell is a bit dull, and rarely has anything worthwhile on offer, but there’s something to be said for a reassuring manner. Do you suppose we’ll ever see that little man again?”

      If I don’t keep my promise, Ben thought with a prickle of unease, I suppose I just might.
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