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  One


Emily Sands thought she had seen nothing more beautiful than the view from the hill. It was a view she had visited almost every day for the past year. A sight she dreamed about practically every night. 
To get to her favorite spot on the hill, she’d park her car at the bottom of the rise and hike. In the rain and snow she often slid down as much as she moved up, but the view was always worth the effort.
It was the middle of February in Pennsylvania, so Emily had dressed for the cold. It had snowed the day before, leaving about a foot of snow on the ground. But with chains on her boots, the trek up the hill hadn’t been as hard as the first time she had tried to climb it in bad weather.
Emily was not a fan of cold, and given the choice of hot or cold, she would choose hot anytime. However, she had learned that good things come from the cold and the winter season. It was a time of retreat, of planning, of preparation. And she was doing all three.
Emily thought that February was both the worst month of the year and the best. It was still winter, but as the season wound down, instead of snow sometimes there would be brown mud and chilly winds. Those were the days Emily liked the least. On the other hand, spring was right around the corner, and that vision was on everyone’s mind. No matter where you went, someone would be talking about the weather and the coming season of green and growing things.
During her weekly grocery shopping trip, Emily had struck up a conversation with a friend about picking out dahlia bulbs for planting in the spring. Within minutes, four other women had joined them talking about the wonders of dahlias. If it wasn’t dahlias, it was tulips or roses. Browsing through bulb and seed catalogs was a favorite February pastime in the village of Doveland. 
For Emily, winter had been full of a different kind of browsing. She had been blueprint browsing. She had taught herself to use Google Sketch-up and drawn a version of what she was going to have built in the spring. This year, instead of a garden, she was going to plant some buildings. At least that was the dream, one that had been with her as long as she could remember. If all went well, this was the year it would come true.
As she gazed out over the snow-covered hill that she had just climbed, she thought about another reason to put up with the cold and snow. She loved to look out her window in the morning and see which animals had crossed through her yard during the night. It was incredibly exciting to see the visible tracks left behind by creatures who at any other time of the year were mostly invisible. In winter, she could see where they had been and where they were going.
Still standing, and looking down the hill that she had just come up, she could not only see her zigzagging footprints but also the tracks of the six deer she often encountered and the fox who sometimes allowed Emily to see her. Yes, winter did bring many blessings, she thought.
It was hard to tell that it was midday. The clouds hid the trek of the sun across the sky. Emily could never understand why some people thought that only sunny days were beautiful. She loved cloudy days and the feeling of being embraced by the sky itself.
Emily swung her backpack off her back as she sat down on the flat rock that jutted out from the hill, brushing the snow off before sitting. Six more weeks and spring would be here, and the snow would be mostly gone. Better than that, another few months and she would be building on this piece of heaven.
Nothing about her dream had been easy. Well, nothing about life had been easy. However, as a young girl, she had been given a gift that had saved her life. Now, she was only months away from giving other children that same gift.
Opening her backpack, she took out a sandwich and a jug of hot water. There hadn’t been time to eat before coming out to the hill. Working part-time while teaching classes in the space she had rented in town kept her busy. But her schedule enabled her to carve out the time to visit this place and watch it change with the seasons.
Today, the bare tree limbs stood out in stark contrast to the snow and gray clouds. It was like looking at lace growing into the air. Every squirrel’s nest was visible, sitting high in the branches. The bones of the tree were beautiful. In the summer, it was hard to see the structure of the tree beneath the leaves.
It reminded Emily of watching her dancers in their practice clothes that showed every movement and line of their bodies. She preferred that view, although audiences loved the costumes as much as people love leaves on trees. 
At that moment, the sun made a surprise visit streaking through an opening in the clouds and sliding across the white landscape. Its warmth probed beneath the surface where all the green and glory of summer were still a few more months away.
Below, in the village of Doveland, the bells in the chapel rang out the hour. They were a recent addition, gifted to the church from the Anders family. Hank’s family.
Emily knew she would be seeing a lot of Hank Blaze in the coming months. He was going to build her dream for her. As soon as the ground was soft enough, he and his crew would be out on the hill digging foundations. She had visited him a few times out at Melvin’s place in Concourse to talk over her plans, and they had become good friends in the process.
All of it was a new beginning for her, and she hoped for the children of Doveland. Sitting on her rock imagining her dream, a deep thrill ran through Emily, bringing with it a heady rush of joy.
What Emily didn’t know was that beneath the ground lay not only the seeds of plants and grasses that were waiting to sprout in the warmth but a secret that had been buried for over forty years. A secret that would tear the town apart. A secret that threatened to destroy her dream. It was only a matter of time. Spring was coming.






  
  Two


Melvin Byler’s living room had seen better days. Filled with mementos and decades-old furniture, it was stuffy but comfortable. While waiting for Melvin to wake up so they could have breakfast together, Hank Blaze sat in an old chair, the springs of which had also seen better days, staring out the window at the snow on the ground. He was tired of winter. He had big plans for the coming year, and he was itching to get them started. At the same time, Hank was grateful for the downtime that winter offered. It gave him a chance to look over his life and decide what he wanted to do with it. Grant was dead. Hank was free. 
For the first time in his life, Hank felt safe enough to plan a life that was not haunted by his past deeds. He knew he would never forget what he had done, or what was done to him, but now he had a chance to make up for the past.
As he watched the wet snow fall and coat the tree limbs so that they looked as if they had icing on them, Hank ruminated over what had happened last summer. Many good things. Ben’s christening. Pete and Barbara Mann moving to town and running the Diner. Grace Strong and Mandy Minks opening the coffee shop and bookstore called Your Second Home.
Hank had also discovered the generosity of the town of Doveland. Members of the community had rebuilt Melvin’s barn after Lenny had blown it up to divert attention from what he had planned for Jay Kalin’s birthday celebration. Jay was Hannah’s “past-dad,” as she called him because they remembered each other from their past life.  However, the party had turned into a tragedy for Jay and Hannah.
Hank was haunted by the memory of Jay stepping in front of a bullet meant for Hank. He vowed that Jay’s sacrifice would not be in vain.
Upstairs, lying in bed, Melvin was doing the same thing as Hank. Reminiscing. Although Hank had stoked the fire, the house was still cold. He was taking advantage of the fact that Hank had moved in with him after Jay died. He could wait until the house warmed up before heading downstairs, something he had never been able to enjoy before.
The loss of Jay had brought Hank and Melvin together. Melvin hadn’t minded the barn being destroyed, but he grieved for his friend, Jay. Although Jay had only been in his life for a few months, it had changed everything. Melvin had stopped drifting through life until his time to die so he could see his wife Sally again. Instead, with Jay, he had looked forward to every day. 
However, even in the midst of his grief, Melvin couldn’t help feeling happy for Jay. In the end, Jay had overcome the temptation to take revenge on Hank for what he had done to Jay’s family in his past life. Instead, Jay had saved Hank’s life by sacrificing his own. He had shown the world the good man that he always had been. His goodness had just been buried under all that anger.
The fact that Melvin knew that Jay had been reunited with his wife Maggie, also helped ease his heart a bit. Melvin knew that Jay, Maggie, and Sally most of all, were waiting for him. He hoped that they were enjoying themselves in the meantime. He intended to do the same.
Nope, the barn blowing up was a blessing and Melvin had kept the promise to himself to write to Lenny in jail and thank him for sparing his house. He had never heard back from him, so he didn’t know if Lenny actually got the letter. It didn’t matter. He had thanked him.
Yes, Lenny had done Melvin a favor. After Jay’s funeral, the town of Doveland held a barn-raising event for him. It was Hank who had made all the arrangements for the construction. Melvin knew that Hank was trying to make up for Jay’s death and doing something tangible helped. But Melvin knew that Hank desired more. He wanted to settle down and do as much good as possible in the hopes it would erase some of his guilt and pain.
So Melvin asked Hank if he would like to move to the farm. It didn’t take long for Hank to say yes. Hank thought he did it to keep Melvin company, but soon learned he had done it for himself. They were the perfect fit. Both of them were quiet, private men, but in need of good company.
As the leaves dropped from the trees in the fall the two of them would often walk Melvin’s property talking over their lives. Sometimes Hank would bring Hannah out to the farm for the weekend. Hannah’s mother, Ava, was happy to let her go. She knew that it was the three of them that needed the most healing and that doing it together would make it easier for all of them.
During the winter, with a storm raging outside and the wood-stove blazing away, Hank, Hannah, and Melvin made their own little world.  Sometimes they played games. Sometimes they read books to each other. And as time passed, and their hearts had healed a bit, they started making plans.
They had spent many evenings bent over the old kitchen table talking about what they would like to do. It was Hank who brought up the idea of providing a space where kids could come out to learn the construction or farming trade with Melvin and Hank as their guides.
Hank decided to design it as if he were a boy in trouble. What would he want? Hank knew what he would have wanted because he had been a kid in trouble. But he never found a place to get help. Instead, he was on his own until Grant saw him on the streets. Hank had already thought of himself as a bad person, so it was easy for Grant to convince Hank to let him be his mentor. The problem was, Grant had no desire to turn Hank into a good person. Instead, he taught him the hidden ways of an evil man. 
Hank didn’t want other kids to suffer under someone like Grant. He wanted to offer something better. Not pity. Not punishment. He wanted to give them a way to find themselves.
Not all the kids in trouble came from bad families. In fact, most of them didn’t. But the pressures in school to take drugs and join gangs existed even in the small towns in the country.
So the three of them enjoyed their time together as they schemed and planned. They had the perfect property to use to put the idea into action. Melvin’s farm. Melvin’s new barn would be the beginning.
Hank spoke to the police departments in both Concourse and Doveland and explained what they wanted to do. The police in both towns liked the idea and agreed to help them by pointing out some of the kids who were in the greatest danger.
However, the kids didn’t have to be in trouble to come learn with Melvin and Hank. Everyone was welcome. What wasn’t welcome were drugs or violence. Hank knew that learning how to say no to those things was a matter of education and of building up a purpose big enough so that they could not be tempted. They needed a community and connection.
They wanted each child to become their own authority. Each one of them would be given the opportunity to experience the possibilities that life had to offer. Construction and farming were the skills that Melvin and Hank knew. They would use that knowledge to share life skills that would translate into whatever the kids chose to do.
Despite all their planning and the healing it was bringing, sometimes at night, Hank would scream in his sleep, lost in a nightmare. Melvin would wait in his room to see if Hank would wake himself up from the dream. If he didn’t, Melvin would gently wake Hank and remind him that he no longer lived the life governed by someone who had authority over him. That nightmare was over. 
That part was true. However, a new nightmare was just beginning.
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Grace Strong and Sarah Morgan sat comfortably beside each other on the church pew. For seven months they had spent hours every morning sitting together, side by side. Sometimes weeping. Sometimes praying. Sometimes whispering together. 
Both of them knew that it couldn’t continue forever. In fact, Sarah and Grace knew that the time had come for them to rejoin the circle of life going on all around them. Seven months ago they both had to make a decision. It had been a painful one for both of them. Each had to let go of the love of her life. 
It had been hardest for Sarah, and both of them knew it. But Sarah hated the moments when she became angry with her friend, Grace. She would feel the wall of anger building and then it would become reinforced by the guilt she felt for feeling that way in the first place.
All her friends, even Grace, told Sarah it was normal to go through this stage. But that didn’t make it any easier for her when she realized she was angry at her best friend and at her husband, Leif.
Rationally, Sarah knew that there hadn’t been any other choice for Leif. And that was another reason Sarah would get mad. She would think how selfish it was for Eric to ask her to give up her husband so that Eric wouldn’t have to die. What right did he have to ask that? He knew what Leif would say. 
He knew that Sarah would agree that it was the right thing to do. But if Eric had just not asked, then only Grace would be grieving her husband’s death. Sarah would be comforting her and then going home to her Leif. She could almost imagine the conversation. They would have said, “Poor Grace, what can we do for her?”
Instead, Sarah and Leif had done the ultimate something for Grace and Eric. They had given up the rest of this lifetime together. 
Eric had asked Leif to take him to the Forest Circle, and they had agreed that since Leif was the one who knew how to do it, he would have to go.
So even though Sarah would sit on the bench beside Grace every day, both of them mourning, it was Sarah who was also trying not to be angry and guilty because she was angry.
Grace, on the other hand, although not angry, was overcome with guilt. She had helped Eric ask Leif, knowing that Leif would say yes, and that this would deprive her best friend of the physical presence of the love of her life. Grace often wondered if that made her a monster.
Before Suzanne Laudry had returned to the Forest Circle she had told Grace that it wasn’t true. Grace wasn’t a monster. She was a woman following a chance to keep Eric in her life rather than losing him. Perhaps she would find him again in another lifetime, but that was never guaranteed.
Leif too had assured Grace that he thought that there was a more significant reason for Eric’s request. He didn’t know what it was yet, but time would tell. This way, he and Eric both would be around to watch over them. The rest of the Forest Circle had work to do in other dimensions, but Eric and Leif could stay close.
Over the past seven months, Grace and Sarah had worked hard to overcome, or at least accept, the feelings they both had and to try not to let them come between them. They knew the more significant bond that they had together was the one of loss. In the end, it would make their friendship stronger than ever.
Sarah did have an advantage. She and Leif could still talk. Sarah could see him, and he visited her as often as possible. Sarah knew that if she was ever in real danger, she just had to reach out to him. But there were times in the middle of the night or in the garden when the physical missing of him was so powerful that she would find herself wailing in her sleep or dropping to her knees sobbing over the loss.
Grace didn’t have that luxury, and Sarah never talked about it with her. There was no need to made Grace feel worse than she already did. For Grace, Eric was gone almost as effectively as if he had died. Grace had tried over and over again to see Eric. She could feel him near, but she longed to hear his voice and see his familiar form.
Nothing had worked. Sarah thought it was time to give Grace some relief and a little pleasure. Because what Grace couldn’t see was both Leif and Eric sitting beside them. 
Sarah knew she should be grateful for the fact that she could see Leif there with her. But she couldn’t hold his hand. She couldn’t snuggle against his back at night. She knew she was going to miss those things when she had agreed to this plan. She just didn’t know how much.
But it was time. She and Leif had talked it over the night before. By not letting go completely she was keeping him from doing his work. He wasn’t going to be gone all the time. He just couldn’t stay in Doveland with her any longer.
So Sarah turned to Grace to tell her, but as usual, Grace already knew. “I know, Sarah. I have to let him go. I just wish I could learn to see Eric the way you do when he and Leif visit.”
Sarah smiled at her friend. They both had changed since Leif had taken Eric with him to another dimension instead of letting Eric die.
“We could try something if you are ready, Grace. Both of them are here now, but you’re right, we have to let them get to work. However, it may be possible to set up a channel through me for you to see Eric when he visits. Would you like to try?”
There was no need to wait for Grace to answer, her face told it all. Sarah reached out and held her hand and opened herself up to Grace as much as she could manage. Then Sarah drew a line in her heart to Grace and then to Eric. She hadn’t tried to connect them before because the anger and guilt had been blocking her from opening her heart. However, Sarah knew that it was time to let all of it go, and give Eric and Grace the gift she was capable of giving.
“Oh, I see him,” Grace whispered. “And hear him. He just told me how much he loves me.”
“I know, Grace,” Sarah said. “The only bad thing about doing it this way is I have to be here with you two. But I think in time you will do this yourself. I’ll try not to listen.”
But it was impossible not to. Sarah’s heart broke all over again as she heard them talk about their love for each other. When it was time, Leif gave her an air hug and an air kiss, and she let go of Grace’s hand, and the door closed.
“They’re gone?”
“For now. But we have work to do ourselves. Are you ready?”
For an answer, Grace stood as tall as her short stature would let her, brushed off her slacks, grabbed her bag and headed out the door of the church.
“Meet me at Your Second Home after lunch,” Grace called over her shoulder. “I have an idea.”
Sarah waited a few more minutes before leaving. She knew what needed to be done. Now that Grace was ready, it was time.
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Hannah sat on her bed staring at Jay’s picture. She knew that her mom was hoping that she would start to forget her past life, but Hannah knew that would never happen. It wasn’t that Ava was trying to make her forget, she just thought it would be easier for Hannah if she did. 
She is probably right, Hannah thought. But she doesn’t need to worry because remembering doesn’t haunt me like it did my past-dad, Jay. It’s more like a book that I can pick up and read whenever I want to, but it remains closed unless I open it.
Still, Hannah was grateful to Melvin for thinking about taking a picture of Jay for her the morning of his birthday. The morning he gave his life to save her Uncle Hank. Now she had a picture of him to keep forever. He looked just like she remembered him from both lifetimes.
She gave the picture one last look and put it back on the table beside her bed. It stayed there along with a photo of Evan—her dad in this lifetime—her mom, and her new brother Ben.
She missed her adoptive grandfather, Eric. He used to pick her up and take her to school every day. Now she rode the bus. That was fun though. She was making new friends. Besides, riding the bus she heard all the news about what was going on in town. 
If she could, she sat beside Lex. She liked him as a friend, but it was his brother, Johnny who she was interested in and this was a way to stay close. 
Johnny had been in trouble last summer for helping Grant, but now he was working at the Diner after school. Hank said Johnny would be in the first group that he and Melvin would work with as soon as spring came around.
Hannah knew that she didn’t miss Eric as much as Grace did though. Because even though he couldn’t drive her to school anymore, given he wasn’t physically present, he still waited with her for the bus, and she could see and talk with him. Grace still hadn’t figured out how to do that.
Grabbing her book bag, Hannah hurried out the door to catch the bus and to see Eric. She stopped in her tracks when she saw him. Something was wrong. This morning he looked sad as he waited for her. Sometimes Leif came with him, but today it was only Eric.
“You have something to tell me, don’t you, grandfather?” Hannah said.
Eric moved closer and knelt down in front of her. Well, not actually knelt down because his knees weren’t touching the ground, but he got as close to eye level as possible.
“Little one, you know I could spend all day here with you, but Leif and I have to be doing other things now. So, I can’t be here every morning. I will come when you call, though, because you and Grace hold my heart in your hands.”
Ava, looking out the window at her daughter staring at something directly in front of her and knew that Hannah saw something Ava couldn’t see. She guessed that it was Eric.
When tears started running down Hannah’s face, Ava made herself not move, in spite of her own breaking heart. Sarah had told Ava that Leif and Eric wouldn’t be around as much as before, so she figured that was what was going on now between the two of them.
Ava longed to be able to see what so many of her friends could see, but she was grateful that her heart was open enough to allow her to see the love that was passing from Hannah to Eric. Perhaps she couldn’t see his form, but she could see their love for each other.
She waited. She knew that if Hannah wanted her to come, she would call her. She could hear her daughter’s thoughts sometimes, and for that she was grateful. 
She wasn’t all that grateful though that Hannah could hear hers. Sometimes it was when she would answer, “Yes, pancakes would be lovely,” when Ava had only thought about making them. It was the other thoughts she hoped Hannah didn’t hear.
Hannah had promised not to listen in, but she was a curious child. Sometimes she might hear things that were not what a young girl, even one as wise as Hannah, should know.
At that moment, Hannah looked up and smiled at her mom standing in the window, and Ava knew that Hannah was grateful for letting her have those moments with Eric by herself.
The bus pulled up to the house. The driveway made it easy for it to drive straight up to the front door, and then curve back down to the street. It was safer than Hannah waiting by the road to town. All the kids waved at Ava and Ben standing in the window. Hannah gave one last wave before stepping into the bus, and the bus driver honked as the bus moved down the drive.
Ava always felt bereaved when Hannah left for school. Ben was going to be one year old in April, and she was ready to find something to do with herself. Up until now, Ben had taken all her time. And over the winter months, she had allowed herself time for thinking about and healing from the summer events. Now, she was ready to move on. She was bored.
Ava had never thought she would be just a wife, mother, and housewife, as much as she loved those roles. She wanted something more, even if she didn’t know yet what it would be.
Sarah had hinted at something a few weeks before. Maybe she was ready to tell her now. 
Spring fever in March. Or was it cabin fever? Either way, Ava was ready to get out and do something. She could feel something coming her way that made the hair on her arms stand up. Ava wasn’t sure if she was excited or scared, but she was ready, whichever way it went. 
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Craig Lester glanced around his small waiting room and felt a wave of contentment move through him. It was perfect. Well, not entirely perfect. There was still some work to be done to fix some of the problems an old building inevitably suffers. Besides, he knew that Mandy was preparing color and furniture choices for him. She told him that she wanted to keep the bungalow essence of the place while still bringing it into the modern age. Whatever she meant by that was okay with him. 
Craig knew he would never be able to put all those ideas into words let alone into something called a color and style palette. But Mandy was over the moon excited to be given the opportunity to design another space. She had been practicing on anyone’s space who would let her. The bunkhouse at Ava and Evan’s house had a whole new look, and so did Grace’s apartment. He knew that, given time, Mandy would be retrofitting every building in town with a new look. Mandy had discovered a passion. Designing. 
Craig sat in one of the old chairs that he wanted to keep but knew Mandy would shake her head and tell him no. She would be right, too. For her help in designing his office, Craig said he was paying her. Even though Mandy told him she would be happy to do it for free for everyone forever, Craig wanted her to see for herself that she had a budding design career happening. It made him feel good to help Mandy find her perfect work.
The last year had been hard for Craig. But, he too was finding his work, now that he had moved to Doveland. His wife Jo Anne had been delighted to divorce him as long as the money flowed into her bank account every month. That meant he needed to keep working. But it was a payment he was happy to make. Jo Anne had put up with his craziness for years, so in this way, he could thank her for doing so. He knew she already had a new man in her life, so he wasn’t expecting to be paying for too long.
The chair was comfortable, worn smooth by the many people who had sat in this waiting room during the last fifty years. The doctor who owned the practice had been working out of this space the whole time. It had history and Craig liked that feeling. When Craig approached him to take over his practice, it turned out to be perfect timing. He was happy to sell it to Craig for a reasonable fee.
Both of them knew that not all of Dr. Joe Hellard’s patients would continue as Craig’s patients. Many of them would not be interested in the more holistic practice Craig was planning on offering. Holistic and preventative. Craig felt his heart lift as he thought about it. Finally, he would be a family doctor, not a corporate doctor. That was a life he was happy to be giving up. 
Craig had sold his practice in Rochester to a doctors group, and that money would fund a less lucrative practice in Doveland for many years. Other than paying Jo Anne, Craig wanted to live a simple life in Doveland which wouldn’t take much money. He planned to live above his practice, at least in the beginning. It made for a fast trip to the office.
Joe Hellard and Craig had become friends as they made the transition. Craig had been assisting Dr, Joe for the past six months, and they had both agreed that Joe would stay on as a consulting physician for another year.
Fifty years of practicing in the same small town had earned Dr. Joe respect from almost everyone in Doveland and Concourse. Craig knew he was a lucky man to have decided to become a village doctor at the same time Joe decided to retire. Craig loved the synchronicity of it.
Craig wondered if he would find someone to take over the practice when he was ready to retire. In twenty years perhaps someone else would be looking over the waiting room the same way he was, wondering what secrets it had to tell. 


      [image: ]A car door slammed, and Craig heard Mandy call out, “Hey, in there! Help!”
Craig hurried out the back door of his office and found Mandy struggling with carrying too many things at once. She had two shoulder bags slung over her shoulder, a backpack, and a cardboard box in her hands. Laughing, Craig grabbed the box and the shoulder bags and shut her car door with his foot.
There was a hallway that led from the back parking lot through the offices. Patients would be coming in the front door, not the back one. They would only go down the hall to the restroom or one of the examining rooms, or even the meditation room. Craig was going to have a rolfer and a chiropractor come into the office a few days a month. He was serious about having a full-service alternative practice.
“This is a dreary place, Craig,” Mandy said. “Not only is it too dark, it feels dark.”
“I see that it looks too dark, but why do you say it feels dark, Mandy? I don’t feel that at all.”
Mandy put down the backpack and stood in the waiting room. And waited. Perhaps she was wrong? No, as she stood there, she felt something strange. But since Craig didn’t sense anything, maybe she was imagining it.
Besides, once she was done making the place light, airy, and comfortable, she was sure that it would feel better too. However, it wouldn’t hurt to smudge the place with sage.
“Okay, you are probably right. It’s probably the physical darkness of the place that’s getting to me. If you can okay the colors and fabrics, I can get started on the transformation. Are we doing your upstairs too?”
“Yep. Joe used it mostly for storage for the past twenty years, so it’s going to take some work to make it look good. It’s empty now. He took everything out last week. I’ve been camping out with a cot, sleeping bag, and hot plate since then.”
“Hank’s coming over to put in a small kitchen and update the plumbing and do all that stuff for you?”
“That he is,” Hank said, coming through the back door. 
“How come we didn’t hear your truck?” Craig asked.
“I parked at Sarah’s and walked over.”
“Are you fixing up Eric’s old place too?” Mandy asked,
It was an innocent question, but one that struck a nerve with all three of them. Mandy sat down in the old chair that Craig had been sitting on and Craig and Hank stood looking at the floor.
“I miss them both so much,” Mandy said, brushing away the tears that threatened to spill over.
The ringing of Hank’s phone broke the cloud of silence. He glanced at it, and seeing it was Ava hoped she would say something to cheer him up. He knew Mandy meant she missed Leif and Eric, but Hank had another sorrow. He missed Jay, too. It was the weirdest thing. When Jay died, it was as if at that moment he experienced an intense bond between them. Hannah told him later it was probably because they had always been connected somehow in every lifetime. Hank wished he had time to find that connection in this one instead of it being yanked away from him so violently. 
Ava’s voice was cheerful, and when she heard where he was asked him to put her on speaker. “Hannah wants Hank to come over for dinner since he is there with you two. Do you want to come too?”
At the sound of Ava’s voice, Mandy brightened up and asked if she could bring Tom, and Hank asked if Melvin could come.
By the time the conversation was over, Ava had invited everyone. Mandy went off to find Grace and Sarah, and Hank called Melvin, Sam, Tom, and Mira.
Craig said he would be along soon. He had to lock up. After Hank and Mandy left, he sat again in the old chair and tried to feel what Mandy meant.
Was there a darkness in the room? Was he mistaken about Dr. Joe? No, he was sure that wasn’t it. Probably it was because so many people had waited for the doctor for all these years, some of that pain and sorrow must have built up.
Mandy was right. He needed to smudge the whole building. He would do that tomorrow. Tonight, it was time for friends.  






  
  Six


Dr. Joe Hellard stared at the pile of crap he had removed from the storage room above his office. Fifty years of files. He was tempted to start a bonfire in the backyard and take every box out and burn it. It was hard to remember why he had kept them in the first place. 
He supposed it was because when he first started meeting patients, he wanted to refer back to his notes as he worked with them. What helped them? What didn’t help? Over time, taking notes became less necessary. Instead, Joe and his patients found that his methods almost always worked, so he rarely looked at his records. Once a year, he would drag a box or two up the stairs and leave it there to get to someday.
It was someday now. Joe had just turned eighty. Most people didn’t realize he was that old. He still had his hair, although long gone gray. Unlike many of his friends, he hadn’t lost any of his height. He wasn’t that tall to begin with anyway. But he had changed in ways he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Perhaps he just didn’t care as much anymore.
Times had changed. Who was he kidding, everything had changed. The Doveland he had moved to fifty years before was not the same. 
When he had first moved to town in the early Seventies, it was in recovery. Once a thriving farming town it had shrunk to just a few hundred people, and only a few farmers were left. Then the young kids, the boomer kids, began moving out to the country to get back to the land. Doveland was ripe for picking. The old farmers were ready to retire, and making a profit by selling their property was unexpected but welcome.
Some of the young people formed communes and worked the land together. They had their own rules and their idea of a personal community. Free love and shared families.
Doveland’s long-time residents at that time didn’t understand what they were doing. But the young people with their new ways spent their money in town, improving the town’s bottom line and tax base, so they were begrudgingly accepted and mostly left alone.
However, some of the real old-timers, now long gone, didn’t like those hippy farmers or commune groupies. They would sit on benches in front of the Diner during the day, and in the bars every night and complain about them. More than once Joe had stopped a bar fight and often worried that something more violent would take place.
The town’s revival didn’t last long. Within a few years, most of the young ones learned that farming and living off the land was much harder to do than they thought it would be. The winters could be brutal. When spring arrived, more than one farm would have been abandoned during the winter as the young ran home to mom and dad, or to a corporate job that paid well.
If someone was paying attention, they could get a lot of land for cheap in those days. They could wait until the bank foreclosed on the property and then buy it up for a song. Joe was one of a few men who took advantage of the glut of land on the market. 
He did it quietly, and very few people knew how much property he ended up owning, both in and outside of town.
The problem was, Doveland never fully recovered after that brief boom of prosperity. It stumbled along doing its best to remain viable. But when the children of Doveland grew up, they almost all left for the city or warmer climates. There wasn’t enough tax money to keep up maintenance of many of the buildings, so Doveland became just another small town, falling into disrepair.
Then a few years ago something happened. Joe figured that if you wait long enough, things will cycle around again. And that’s what happened to Doveland. A new group of people decided to try the country. Not hippies this time. Mostly young people who were tired of the city and ready to live in a small town and either farm, cater to the farmer, or run a small business.
The internet gave people the freedom to run a business from their homes anywhere they wanted to live. Once a few people found Doveland, more people were attracted to it. 
And then that group of friends of Craig’s arrived. That changed everything.
Not only could Joe now retire, but he also had someone who would buy his practice. Joe wasn’t hurting for money though. Being a doctor in a small town doesn’t earn anyone much wealth. Instead, Joe had learned other ways to become wealthy while enjoying the amenity of small-town life, combined with trips to discover the glories of mother earth.
It had been a good life. In fact, he planned to continue to have a good life. But right now, he had to decide what to do about the records of that life. Maybe it was time to get a really good shredder and get started cleaning things up.
Slapping his hands on his knees, he stood up, stretched, and turned his back on the boxes to look out the window of the office in his home. It was a view he had enjoyed for years, but perhaps it was time to chuck the whole thing, sell his house, and move on.
He had already sold his property that bordered the road out to Concourse to Craig’s friends. They had some crazy idea of making a bike path from Doveland to Concourse. Joe couldn’t understand why anyone would want to do that, but it seemed to be all the rage these days. Made no difference to him. A walk around the golf course was all the exercise he needed, and he certainly didn’t need all that land anymore. He was happy to let it go. 
Yes, it was probably time to let all of it go. Clean stuff up. That would be his motto for the spring. Hang around for a year to help out Craig and then maybe go live in that small town in Spain that he had stayed at years before.
Checking his watch, Joe realized he better get moving. There was a meeting of the rotary club in town. That woman, Valerie, wanted to talk about a fundraising event for the next solstice celebration. No one really knew how close that had come to being a total disaster last year.
Nope, Joe thought as he shrugged into his overcoat and grabbed the keys to his car. It almost was, but not this year. This year, if he had anything to say about it, there would be just a regular good old-fashioned small town celebration—his favorite kind.






  
  Seven


It wasn’t unusual for everyone to gather at the Ander’s home on the spur of the moment. Just a few miles outside of Doveland Ava and Evan’s house had become the hub of what Hannah had started calling the Doveland Circle. The original Stone Circle had expanded to include all their friends and family, and they needed a way to talk about who they were. Their Karass was definitely growing. 
Ava thought that their expanding circle was proof that people are drawn to each other over many lifetimes. But Ava knew that first people have to accept that there are many lifetimes, before they would begin to recognize their personal Karass.
The Doveland Circle had met so often everyone knew to bring food when they got together. No planning was involved. Each person either picked up something on the way or brought what was already in their house. Of course, Pete and Barbara brought food from the Diner, and Grace and Mandy brought deserts from Your Second Home.
Unlike some meetings called by the Doveland Circle to discuss a problem or decide on a project, this one was just a comfortable gathering of friends on a Friday night catching up on what was going on in each of their lives.
Although cold outside, inside with a fire in the woodstove everyone was warm and cozy. The friends sat in groups content to chat about nothing.
However, since Leif and Eric had gone, there was always a sad spot. Neither Sarah nor Grace had been quite themselves since summer and Hannah would often sit beside them and talk about school or things she wanted to do. Ava knew that Hannah was doing her best to cheer them up. At the same time, Ava knew that Hannah was also struggling with missing Leif, Eric, and of course her past-dad, Jay.
That’s why Ava was pleased that during the height of the party, both Leif and Eric showed up causing everyone who could see them to babble with excitement. Those who couldn’t see or hear them waited patiently to be told what they had to say. 
Hannah and Sarah had discovered that sometimes if they touched someone who couldn’t see the travelers from another dimension, that person could not only see the travelers with their own eyes but hear them too.
Everyone who couldn’t see them directly hoped it was just a temporary problem. They hoped that over time they would learn how to see the travelers without assistance. More than anything, it was a state of mind and a point of view that blocked their abilities.
Nothing in the human experience made it impossible; it was only conditioned belief. A hard one to get over, though, Ava thought. 
Leif and Eric didn’t stay long. Although they had told some people that they wouldn’t be around much, not everyone knew, and once Leif and Eric heard about the party, they thought it was an excellent way to tell everyone at once.
No one was happy about it, but everyone understood. Sarah wondered why it was so easy to understand and still feel so terrible about it at the same time. 
After Leif and Eric left, Mandy broke the pall of silence that had fallen over the group by asking who wanted dessert. She had been trying out recipes for making sugar-free cookies and needed people to try them, and let her know what they thought.
No one needed a second invitation, and soon the room was buzzing again with chatter over which cookie was best. Everyone loved every cookie, although they each had a favorite, which pleased Mandy. She would have a choice of which kind to make each day.
Watching from the sidelines, Hank stood beside Ava and asked her if there was anything he could do to cheer Hannah up. 
“I thought she might like to take some kind of lessons. Maybe music, or art, or even dance.” Ava said.
“Dance? Did I hear the word, dance?” Hannah said from across the room. She skipped over to the two of them and grabbed their hands as she looked up at them. “I would love to take dance lessons. It was lovely watching those dancers at the solstice. Do you think I could do that?”
“Absolutely,” Ava said. “I’ll have to find out the name of that teacher and get you set up.”
“Well, that’s handy,” Hank said. “I know her. Her name is Emily Sands. Emily hired me to help her build a summer camp for dance and art. For now, she is renting space in the town hall. Would you like to meet her and try out lessons?”
There was no need to hear Hannah’s answer. Her face had changed into the bright face they knew before last summer.
“If you want to dance, Hannah, we’ll make sure that happens for you,” Ava said.
“Yep, I will take you to Emily’s house after school on Monday. I promised to bring some plans by for her to look at, so that way we will take care of two things at one time,” Hank said.
It was a happy Hannah that went to bed that night. She had continued the practice of kneeling by her bed each night to say thank you for the day. Recently her thanking felt forced, but tonight, the words of gratitude were heartfelt. 
As soon as Hannah heard the word dance, something clicked inside, and she went from being okay in the world, to joyful. Whoever this Emily is, Hannah thought, I am going to enjoy every minute of learning to dance.
Hannah was not the only one who gave thanks that night. Everyone had seen the transformation and were overjoyed to see the light come back into her eyes. 
Even Grace and Sarah seem better, Ava thought and breathed a sigh of relief. It looked as if spring would be not only bringing flowers and warm days but a renewing of life for all of them. It had been a hard seven months. They were ready for something good to happen, and no more surprise evil events. Was that so much to ask for? Ava didn’t think so.
Evan walked everyone out to their cars and made sure that they were safely on their way before coming back inside. On the way to bed, he stopped in both Ben and Hannah’s bedrooms and kissed them on their foreheads thinking that he was probably the luckiest man in the world.
In spite of everything, he was still the proud father of two beautiful children and the happy husband of the love of his life.
The problem was, he couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding that came over him when Hank talked about building the dance teacher’s summer camp.
Shaking it off, he walked out onto the back deck and looked up at the star-laden sky. Although it was still cold, the snow had melted, and he knew that the daffodils had already started coming up. It was a new season of renewal. He was ready for it.






  
  Eight


The wind grabbed the door and swung it open sending a sheet of rain into Your Second Home. It was Saturday morning so almost all the tables were full, and everyone turned to look at who had caused the disturbance and brought the cold into their cozy environment. Their expressions ranged from total exasperation to a smile of understanding. They had all done the same thing at one time or another. 
Sam Long said “Sorry, sorry,” as he shook out his hat and wondered where to hang his wet coat. Mandy put down her coffee pot on one of the few remaining empty tables and hurried over to help Sam with his hat and coat.
“We should’ve built a pass-through door, shouldn’t we have?” she asked Sam, already knowing the answer. 
“Yes, you should have, and a place to put wet stuff. You still could you know.”
“How?” she asked.
“Well, Hank could push the doorway out. You are set back from the sidewalk far enough that the town will probably let you, and then you could turn the right-hand side of the store at the front into a kind of coatroom. You would lose one set of front windows, but it might be worth it.”
Looking at all the people sitting with wet coats hooked on to the back of their chairs, Mandy agreed. She and Grace could talk to the permit department at the town hall and then arrange for Hank and his crew to do the build out. Mandy thought it would help Grace take her mind off of missing Eric.
“Are you ready to taste a lot of cookies and pastries?” Mandy asked.
“Absolutely. Keep the coffee coming, and bring another cup, Mira is meeting me here.”
“She’s already here, hiding in the back.”
Breaking into a big smile, Sam walked back to join Mira, thinking that moving to Doveland and living with Mira was the smartest thing he had ever done in his life. Some days he missed the excitement of puzzling out a mystery. But the stress of hunting down Grant and Lenny had been the final breaking point for him. He had resigned from the FBI in the fall. They weren’t happy with his leaving, and he had a hard time adjusting, but Mira had helped. They only let him go after he agreed to be called in as a consultant on a case by case basis. He hoped he would never get that call. 
To give him something to do, Mira suggested that Sam go back into catering. Of course, it was a small town, so there wouldn’t be that much work. So how about an internet business of some kind around his food? Or even write a cookbook? They decided to begin with the catering company in town and see where that took them. Catering business was what they were doing today. They were tasting Mandy’s desserts that they would include on their catering menu.
The rest of the business would have to grow more slowly, but they weren’t in a hurry.
Sam glanced around the room and realized he knew almost everyone. He loved that. Small town living where you know everyone. 
However, Sam was not naive. He had spent too many years chasing down criminals who lived ordinary lives. Their neighbors never knew that the man they borrowed the lawnmower from also kidnapped young girls. Or the guy who worked at the grocery store ran a gambling ring. People thought that criminals had a face of a criminal, or you could tell they were lying by watching their eyes or their body language. Sam knew how untrue that was. It was almost always the person you least expected that had done the most serious crimes. Sam was glad those days were behind him.
In the corner of the room, Valerie Price and her husband Harold were sitting with another couple that Sam recognized from town hall meetings, although he couldn’t remember their names. At first, Sam thought they were having a conversation but then realized that they were listening to Harold, who didn’t even appear to take a breath as he spoke.
Tilting his head in their direction, he asked Mira, “Do you know Valerie and Harold very well? Harold seems to like to dominate a conversation. Is he that interesting? I worked with them last summer when we discovered it was their son Johnny who lit the fireworks at Grant’s request, but other than that, I don’t know them well.”
“Speaking of Johnny,” Mira answered, “I see him once in a while when I stop in at the Diner to see Pete and Barbara. It was such a nice thing for you to do for him. To give him a chance to work off what he did rather than go to jail. 
“To answer your question, though, I know Valerie pretty well. She put together the solstice celebration last year. She is excellent at managing people and planning events! But Harold, I don’t know him other than overhearing his stories when I go by their table. He seems to think he knows everything about everything. Not that he does, he just acts like the authority.” 
They both glanced over at the table again where Harold was still holding court. Mira caught Valerie’s eye, and they waved to each other. Then Valerie went back to listening to her husband as if that was the most important thing she could be doing.
“Don’t expect me to be doting like that, Sam,” Mira said.
Sam reached over and squeezed her hand, “Thank you. I want you to become more and more your own woman, Mira, and I am grateful that you have chosen me to be in your life as you do that.”
“Oh for heaven’s sake,” Mandy said, arriving at the table with a plate full of goodies. “Stop mooning around and start eating.” Then she winked at Mira, who winked back. They understood each other. Mandy was just as in love with Mira’s twin brother, Tom as Mira was with Sam, and they both knew it. In fact, the two of them had discussed a joint wedding. It wasn’t official for either couple, but everyone knew it was coming.
At Valerie’s table, Harold said something that caused the group to gasp and then laugh, and when Mandy glanced up, Harold motioned her over.
“Could you settle something for us, Mandy?” Harold asked and grabbed her hand. “Which of us is the most handsome?” 
Mandy looked at the other man at the table, and then at Valerie trying to decide if it was a joke or not. Valerie’s expression told her it was serious, but Mandy lightened it up by laughing and asking how could she ever choose. But since Harold was the more regular customer, she would pick him. It seemed to work. Valerie relaxed and gave Mandy a weak smile, and Harold asked for the check.
After they left, as Mandy wiped off their table, she found a piece of paper with her name on it. Unfolding it, she found a five-dollar bill and the words, ‘thank you.’ Wondering who wrote it and what that was all about, she stuck them both in her pocket.
The morning continued to be busy, and Mandy didn’t think of it again until that night when she found the note while getting ready for bed. Tom was traveling, so she was alone. She took the paper out and puzzled over the writing. Who wrote it? What were they thanking her for?  Mandy thought she would ask Valerie about it later and stuck it in the book she was reading so she wouldn’t forget.
Mandy wondered how well she knew anyone in the village. Like Sam, she knew that what you see, is not usually what you get. She had been around too long, in too many ugly places to have forgotten that bitter lesson.
Her days as an escort for men for money were long gone, but her memories, though faded into the background, had taught her not to trust looks or charm. She also knew how hard it could be to discover the true essence of someone. Yes, she would have to talk to Valerie. How did she and Harold meet? What was that look on Valerie’s face, anyway?
Mandy drifted off to sleep, hugging Tom’s pillow instead of Tom, and wondering if something was going on that she needed to know about. She would talk to the women’s group about it at their first meeting. 






  
  Nine


Grace looked around the room one last time. It looked different now. For almost a year it had been the room that she and Eric sat in every morning and talked, or read books together, sometimes stopping to read a passage to each other. She had decorated it with Eric in mind. It had been Mandy’s apartment, but when she and Eric married they knocked down walls and built this room. A long room filled with light. If you wanted to, you could stand at the windows that looked out over the town square and watch everything that was going on in downtown Doveland. 
On summer nights when the band played their concerts on the green, Eric and Grace would fling open the windows and listen while snuggling on the couch together. We never had a winter together in this room, Grace thought. Only married a few months and then he was gone.
Grace knew that Eric was sick when they married. But she had hoped against hope that he would be cured and they could live out the rest of their lives together. At least more than a few months. Instead, she had a ghost for a husband. 
Well, it’s better than never seeing him again, she thought. She saw him. Through Sarah. Or Hannah. But still, she saw him. Every once in a while.
He looked well and happy and, if she told the truth to herself, that kind of made her mad. She knew she shouldn’t be angry. But still, sometimes the feeling was so intense it hurt. 
Eric looked better. She looked worse. At least she felt that she did. Eric told her he looked better because as a dimension traveler they could wear bodies like coats. Clean them up, look good. Didn’t she remember that we are not our bodies?
Of course, she did. It’s just that right at that moment her body missed Eric’s, and hers was old and getting older, and she hated every minute of it. Every minute. It wasn’t like her to be so discouraged. She used to call herself a busy-body old lady, which was the truth. She still was a busy-body old lady, but now she was a sad and discouraged one.
Sarah said that what they were going to do would help. Grace was so discouraged she didn’t see how it could. The only reason Grace agreed was because if Sarah wanted it, Grace was going to do it. Sarah had sacrificed for her, and she could never repay her, even if she only had a ghost for a husband. So did Sarah.
So with Mandy’s help, she changed the room. If they were going to be meeting here, it had to turn into something that didn’t remind her of what she had lost, but inspired her to begin again. Today was the first day of their meeting. None of them knew what would come of it, but Sarah said it was necessary to start somewhere. 
They would start small. It would be Grace, Sarah, Mandy, Ava, and Mira.
Grace heard footsteps on the stairs coming up to her apartment. Downstairs was her beloved bookstore and coffee house. The stairs to her apartment were through a door in the back of the store. Only her friends had a key that opened the door to the stairs. At the top of the stairs was a landing and then the door to her apartment. It was perfect. Just what she had always dreamed of having. Really, Grace thought. I am blessed. I need to get over myself.
With a soft knock on her door, the four women stepped into the apartment. 
“Oh Grace, this is lovely,” Mira said, standing in the doorway of the newly decorated space. 
“Mandy did it,” Grace answered. “She’s a wonder.”
Mandy blushed and said, “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much I love doing this. It makes me happy inside and out.”
After hanging their coats in the closet outside the room, the four of them stood together looking at the two couches facing each other with a beautiful coffee table between them, placed perfectly for talking.
“Let’s begin,” Sarah said.

      [image: ]Hank kept his word and picked up Hannah on Monday after school to go meet Emily. All day in school Hanna could barely stay still. She was used to people asking her to stop fidgeting, but today was worse than ever. Her teacher finally gave up and ignored her.
Hannah suspected that her teacher had the same problem and understood that something important was happening that day. Hannah’s suspicions were confirmed when during recess the teacher came over to Hannah and asked why she was so excited.
When Hannah told her she was going to meet the dance teacher after school and start taking lessons, her teacher hugged her and said she understood completely. She loved to dance too. In fact, she was part of the adult students who took the class Emily taught in the town hall. Hannah thought that Ava and Evan might like those lessons, and promised to tell them about it.
In addition, her teacher wanted Hannah to show her what she was learning and asked her to be sure to invite her to the performances. Hannah had never considered that there would be performances. It both terrified and excited her, and the rest of the school day was a blur.
Hank said that Emily—Hannah was supposed to call her Miss Emily—taught the children’s classes in the house that she was renting. He cautioned her not to get her hopes up. Maybe it wasn’t what she wanted to do. But the moment Hannah walked in the door and saw everyone in their dance clothes, and the mirror, and the wood floor, and the barre on the wall, she knew she had found her place. It was like coming home.
Miss Emily
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