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Book 4 A Shepherd, a Star, and Second Chances
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A Shepherd Comes Home

Snow whispered across the windshield as Shepherd Ellis steered his aging pickup past the “Welcome to Hebron” sign with chipped paint, but still strung with twinkle lights from last Christmas. The same wooden angel leaned lopsided beside it, halo askew. Someone had added a speech bubble in Sharpie that read, “Still watching over you, probably.”

He almost smiled. 

Twelve years away hadn’t changed Hebron much. The same narrow main street wound past the diner, the post office, and the church with the red doors. The same giant nativity stood in front of the church.

He hadn’t planned on coming back. But when his mom called and said, “Shep, the doctor thinks I need to slow down,” he’d packed up, shut down the music studio, and pointed the truck toward home.

Now, the closer he got to the little white house on Willow Bend Road, the heavier his chest felt.

He’d been Shepherd Ellis, worship leader, before everything fell apart. Whispers had turned to headlines, and songs turned to silence. Around here, though, he’d always just been Gracie’s boy, the one with the guitar and the quiet grin.

The one who left and didn’t look back.

The house appeared through the trees looking familiar and warm around the edges. Christmas lights hung crooked along the porch, glowing faintly against the pale blue siding. A peppermint wreath tilted over the door, and the faint aroma of apple pies drifted through the open window.

He climbed out, boots crunching in the snow. The screen door banged open.

“There you are, my wandering shepherd,” Gracie Ellis said, bundled in a quilted robe, peppermint in hand. “You didn’t forget how to find your way home, after all.”

He smiled for real this time. “It is hard to miss the house with enough lights to guide an aircraft.”

“Don’t sass your mother,” she said, but her eyes twinkled. “Now come in before you freeze to death.”

Inside, the living room was just as he remembered. His mother still had crocheted blankets on the couch and framed scripture verses on the walls. A faint hum of an old Christmas record spun on the player now that it was Christmas. Bing Crosby crooned softly as Gracie fussed over his coat and handed him a mug of cocoa.

"You look exhausted," she said, studying him the way only mothers could. “And you need a haircut.”

“I was going for the rugged look.”

“You landed on ‘needs a nap.’”

He chuckled and sank into the old sofa. “You really don’t have to worry, Mom. I’m here to help. Cooking, errands, goat wrangling or whatever the town’s into these days.”

Her expression softened. “That’s good, because the town's into a lot lately. Speaking of...”

She slid a flyer across the coffee table. Hebron’s First Live Nativity Musical...Volunteers Needed!

Shep groaned. “You didn’t.”

“I didn’t. Noelle Brighton did. She’s the drama teacher at the high school. She is a sweet girl, full of ideas and slightly terrifying. They’re short on help.”

“Mom.”

“Shep.”

“I’m not signing up for a pageant.”

“Oh, I told her you wouldn’t.” Gracie innocently smiled. “Which is why she’s probably on her way here now to convince you herself.”

He stared. “You gave her my address?”

“I gave her cookies,” she said primly. “Addresses were free.”

He was about to protest when headlights swept across the front window, and a car door slammed.

“Too late,” Gracie said cheerfully, fluffing her robe. “Be polite. Maybe she’ll only need a carpenter.”

The doorbell chimed, followed by a woman’s voice that sounded like sunshine.

“Hi, Mrs. Ellis? It’s Noelle from the school! I brought some gingerbread and a small crisis!”

Shep pinched the bridge of his nose. “Of course you did.”

Noelle Brighton stood in the doorway holding a tray of gingerbread men. Her red scarf was half-unraveled, and her cheeks were pink from the cold. A streak of gold glitter shimmered near her hairline.

“Oh...hi,” she said, blinking. “You must be Shepherd. Your mom said you’d just gotten in. Welcome home! I promise I only look this frantic when I’m directing middle schoolers with hot glue guns.”

Shep took the tray carefully and set it on the table. “Thanks. They look... Christmassy."

“They look like crime victims,” she admitted with a grin. “We’re making more tomorrow.”

Gracie ushered her inside with delight. “Come in, dear. He was just saying how much he misses community involvement.”

“I...” Shep started, but Noelle was already talking a mile a minute about rehearsal schedules, set-building needs, and an escaped goat named Gloria.

When she paused to breathe, Shep managed, “I can build things. But I don’t sing anymore.”

Noelle studied him, something soft flickering behind her bright humor. “Good thing we’ve already got enough singers. What we need is someone who knows how to steady the stage.”

He nodded slowly. “I’ll... think about it.”

“Great!” she said, grabbing her coat. “Thinking is step one. Saying yes is step two. I’ll see you at rehearsal.”

And before he could argue, she was gone. She left a rose scent behind.

Gracie sipped her cocoa, smiling over the rim of her mug. “She’s cute.”

“Mom.”

“Just saying. God works in mysterious and occasionally volunteer ways.”

Shep leaned back, staring at the ceiling as snow fell softly outside.

He’d promised himself this trip was going to be just a few months to help his mom.

But something told him that it wasn’t going to be that simple or short.
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The One Who Got Away with Glitter
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(The next morning–Hebron, Ohio)

By the time Noelle Brighton reached the Porter Family Tree Lot, she was already regretting two things:

Wearing a sweater that glittered like a disco ball in daylight, and telling Mrs. Ellis she’d recruit Shepherd Ellis “if it was the last thing” she did.

Hebron mornings had a way of humbling a person. The air was crisp enough to bite; the snow crunched like cornflakes under her boots, and a certain barn goat was giving her the side-eye from behind a fence.

“Don’t you dare judge me, Gloria,” she muttered, pulling her scarf tighter. “You try wrangling volunteers two weeks before Christmas.”

Gloria bleated in what sounded suspiciously like laughter.

Noelle sighed and tucked a clipboard under her arm. The entire live nativity project had seemed like such a good idea at the staff meeting back in October. People wanted “Something different! Something that reminds people what Christmas really means!”

She’d pictured peaceful carols, candlelight, and a community gathered in awe.

She had not pictured faulty microphones, twelve seventh-graders wielding glitter, or a goat with an attitude.

She definitely hadn’t pictured Shepherd Ellis, the town’s reluctant prodigal carpenter, showing up at rehearsal looking good.”

Still, he’d said he’d think about helping. That was practically a yes, right?

Mrs. Porter appeared from behind a stack of Fraser firs, her red knit hat dusted with snow. “Morning, sugarplum! You look like you fought a craft store and lost.”

"You are so accurate,” Noelle said, brushing at her sleeve. “Do you know if Mr. Ellis came by this morning?”

“Shep?” Mrs. Porter smiled knowingly. “He’s out back helping Ray fix the cider table. He said something about keeping his hands busy.”

“That is perfect,” Noelle said, even though her stomach fluttered in a, this-could-go-terribly wrong kind of way.

She rounded the corner of the barn and froze.

He was there, sleeves rolled up, sawdust on his jacket, repairing the wooden cider stand. Even from a distance, he looked good. For a second, she forgot how words worked.

Then he looked up. “You again.”

“Me again,” she said brightly, walking forward before she could talk herself out of it. “I brought a peace offering.”

He eyed the thermos in her hands. “If that’s cocoa, I’m listening.”

“It's a gingerbread latte. We call it liquid persuasion.”

He hesitated, then took the cup. “Thank you. Are you still recruiting?”

“Yeah, I can’t stop until I have enough people in the right places. I certainly don’t stop until I plug in grown men with unfulfilled potential.”

He choked on his first sip. “Excuse me?”

“I mean, your building skills. The stage could use you.” She waved her clipboard like a flag of diplomacy. “I’m not asking you to sing. I just need you to help the rest of us keep the roof from collapsing. Literally and metaphorically.”

He leaned against the table, studying her. “Do you ever stop to breathe?”

“Occasionally, on Sundays between one and two.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “You’re something else, Miss Brighton.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“I’m going to, anyway.”

She grinned and handed him the rehearsal schedule. “Tomorrow at four o’clock. The kids will be there, so try not to bring your thundercloud.”

He shook his head, with a quiet laugh escaping before he could stop it. “You realize you’re impossible to say no to.”

“Glad to hear it,” she said, backing toward the tree lot entrance. 

As she turned, a branch brushed her shoulder at the same place someone had stored an open tub of silver glitter. In no time at all, a sparkling avalanche poured down her back, catching in her hair, her eyelashes, and her coat.

She froze, but he didn’t.

A low, warm laugh rolled from his chest. It was the first one she’d heard. “You look like you lost a fight with Christmas.”

She brushed her hair, sending a cloud of shimmer into the air. “I’m fine. Really, I am just fine.”

“Uh-huh.” He reached forward and gently plucked a single piece of glitter from her cheek. “You missed a spot.”

Her heart did a ridiculous flip. “Thanks.”

“You look cute all sparkled up, I’ll give you that,” he said, stepping back. “I guess I can help with the set.”

“You will?”

“Just the set, no singing or spotlight.”

“Deal.” She extended her glitter-covered hand.

He hesitated, then shook it. Looking down, he saw a constellation of sparkles on his fingers.

“Welcome to the team, Shepherd Ellis,” she said, trying to sound professional while her heart performed a tap dance. “We start tomorrow. Bring tools and a tarp.”

“Why a tarp?”

She smiled, heading toward her car. “Because glitter sticks to everything, and I have big plans.”

As she drove off, he looked down at his hand, still shining faintly in the winter sun.

Under his breath, he said to himself, “You really are something else.”
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A Goat Named Gloria
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(Two days later – The Old Hayloft Barn, Hebron, Ohio)

The first rule of volunteering for a small-town Christmas musical, Shepherd Ellis decided, should be never to assume there’s such a thing as “just building the set.”

By the time he arrived at the old hayloft barn, the place looked like a Christmas card designed by a wandering elf. Strings of lights zigzagged across the rafters, and half the manger was still in pieces. The rest of the cast, comprising children under twelve, were chasing a goat through the sawdust.

“Gloria!” someone yelled.

The goat bleated and sprinted past Shep’s boots, trailing a length of  garland in her mouth.

He blinked. “Please tell me that’s not supposed to happen.”

Noelle Brighton appeared from behind a bale of hay, clipboard in hand, hair wild, sweater even wilder. Glitter, of course.

“Gloria’s into method acting,” she said between breaths. “Apparently, she thinks she’s the star.”

“A goat?” he asked dryly.

She smiled with one of those smiles that could’ve melted snow off the roof. “You came.”

“I said I’d build the set, not herd livestock.”

“Welcome to community theater,” she said. “We pay in cookies and cocoa.”

He followed her across the barn to the half-constructed stage. The wood was good; solid cedar from the Porter farm. He could already envision how to strengthen the back beam, secure the manger, and hang the lanterns securely. His hands itched to work on the set..

“This is your design?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, mine had fewer splinters. But the kids wanted authenticity.”

“Authentic splinters. Got it.”

He crouched beside the manger frame, checking the joints. “You’ve got heart, I’ll give you that.”

“Heart and no budget,” she said cheerfully. “Which is why we’re so glad you...”

“Don’t say you volunteered,” he warned.

“...were gently drafted by the Holy Spirit and my persistent optimism.”

He snorted before he could stop himself. “Do you ever think you might talk too much?”

“Only when I’m awake.”

Gloria chose that moment to climb onto the manger and begin nibbling on the tinsel halo meant for the angel costume. The children squealed, and Noelle gasped.

“Gloria! Not the props!”

Shep moved fast, years of stage work kicking in. He cornered the goat, took the halo from her mouth, and guided her back toward the pen. The kids applauded as if he’d just performed a miracle.

“See?” Noelle said, beaming. “You’re a natural.”

“For what, goat control?”

“For being here and helping.”

Her words were simple and sincere. They caught him off guard. He leaned down and tightened a bolt to hide his reaction.

“Most people don’t come and help,” she added quietly. If they do, they leave when things get messy.”

He glanced up at her. “Mess doesn't scare me. It’s usually the quiet things that can be awkward."

She nodded like she understood, even though he hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

Outside, the wind howled softly through the eaves. Inside, kids laughed, and the radio hummed with O Come, All Ye Faithful.  Noelle was slightly off-key as she hummed along under her breath.

Shep didn’t feel like an outsider looking in. He was just a man fixing a manger, and listening to the sound of Christmas coming back to life.

That evening, as he brushed sawdust from his jacket, Noelle handed him a paper cup of cider.

“Thank you for today,” she said. “The goat, the manger, and the miracle of not quitting halfway through rehearsal.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, accepting the cup. “Just... try not to schedule any more livestock.”

“No promises.” She grinned. “We’re adding a real donkey next week.”

He groaned. “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?”

“Probably,” she said. “But it’s going to be great.”

He didn’t entirely believe her. But as he stepped outside and looked back at the glowing barn windows with the kids singing off-key, things looked like they were finally looking up for him. That was even with a goat bleating in harmony.
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Past Notes and Paper Cuts
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(Later that week–Evening at the school auditorium, Hebron, Ohio)

Noelle Brighton had never met a storage closet she couldn’t conquer, or so she thought. Until she encountered this one.

The school auditorium’s backstage supply room was the stuff of legends. Half props, and entirely chaotic. Boxes of sheet music teetered on chairs, plastic angels leaned against plywood shepherds, and one cardboard wise man looked like he’d seen way too many nativity sets.

“Lord,” she muttered, tugging a stack of hymnals from a dusty shelf, “if You could multiply volunteers the way You did loaves and fishes, that’d be great.”

The only answer was the creak of old wood and the muffled sound of kids practicing “Away in a Manger” out front. She smiled at the off-key chorus. Despite imperfections, it was theirs.

She reached for another box labeled PROGRAMS AND CHRISTMAS MISC. She yelped as a paper edge zinged across her finger.

“Ouch! Classic Brighton,” she whispered, sticking the finger in her mouth. “Attacked by stationary.”

The box tipped, scattering folders across the floor. She sighed and crouched to gather them, noticing one old, yellowed page that caught her eye. It was handwritten. 

The ink had faded a little, but the lines were careful, and deliberate:

“When the star fades, the light still stays.

Even silence sings His praise.”

Her breath caught. It wasn’t a carol she recognized. Below the lyrics, in small block letters, was a name.

Shepherd Ellis.

She sat back on her heels, with the page trembling slightly in her hand. He’d been a teenager when he left town; she remembered the night he sang a solo at the Christmas Eve service. Every heart in the room had leaned toward his voice. Then two weeks later he was gone.

Rumors had swirled for months about disagreements, scandal, and burnout. No one really knew what happened. People only speculated why he’d never come back.

Noelle brushed the dust off the page. The handwriting was steady and firm. You could feel the ache beneath the words.

She should return it. It belonged to him. But something made her pause.

What if finding it only embarrassed him? What if he’d rather forget?

And... what if the song was still unfinished?

Her eyes drifted to the margin, where someone had crossed out a line halfway through:

“The shepherd still hears... even when....”

It stopped there.

“What'cha got there?”

Noelle jumped, spinning around to see Mrs. Porter poking her head in the door, smelling like cinnamon and cheer.

“Just a song,” Noelle said quickly, folding the page. “An old one from before the nativity was...”

Mrs. Porter’s grin widened. “Oh, honey, I remember that one. Shep wrote it the year the choir director broke his foot, and he had to lead the candlelight service himself. Nearly melted the pew candles, bless him.”

“So he really wrote songs?”

“Oh, plenty. Never sang them twice, though. He said, each one has its season.”

Mrs. Porter winked. “Maybe that one’s due for a revival.”

When she left, Noelle sat back down, unfolding the paper again. The handwriting looked almost alive now, full of memory.

She ran a thumb along the edge of the paper cut, stinging a little. Maybe that was fitting. Maybe some things couldn’t get one’s attention unless they drew blood.

She slipped the page into her planner, between rehearsal notes and grocery lists, and whispered, “Alright, Shepherd Ellis. Let’s see what you were trying to say.”

Later that night, at home, she tucked the lyric sheet into her journal and sat by the window, watching snow fall over the quiet street.

Her mother’s old angel ornament hung from the curtain rod, catching the lamplight.

Noelle traced the edge of the paper again and murmured a prayer she hadn’t realized she’d been thinking.

“Lord, if You’re doing something here... don’t let me mess it up.”

Outside, the church bells chimed eight o’clock, and somewhere across town, she imagined a man sitting alone at a workbench, unaware that a forgotten melody had just been found.
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He’ll Only Build the Set
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(Saturday afternoon – The Old Hayloft Barn, Hebron, Ohio)

Shepherd Ellis excelled at building enduring structures. Noelle Brighton ensured he would never remain still.

The barn buzzed with Saturday energy, hammering, humming, and at least three children arguing over who got to play the innkeeper’s donkey.

Shep adjusted his tool belt, scanning the stage frame. The wood gleamed in the light from the tall windows. It was productive work, something that gave him a sense of accomplishment.

“Alright,” he muttered to himself, measuring the beam. “Two more supports, and we’ll have a manger that could hold a compact car.”

“Perfect,” Noelle said behind him, startling him just enough that he nearly dropped his hammer. “Our production could use a little more stability.”

He shot her a look. “If that’s a metaphor for me, it’s inaccurate. I’m very stable.”

“You live with your mother and talk to a goat.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I talk to the goat, and she doesn’t listen.”

Noelle laughed, leaning on the edge of the stage. “Fair enough. And thank you, by the way. The kids think you’re a superhero. One even said you have ‘Jesus arms.’”

“I....what?”

She shrugged innocently. “Their words, not mine. Apparently, carpentry is biblical now.”

“Always has been,” he said, hiding a smile.

“See?” She pointed. “You have a sense of humor. You just bury it under sawdust.”

A burst of laughter echoed across the barn as Gloria the goat attempted to climb onto the hay bale marked “Bethlehem Backdrop.”

“Not again,” Noelle groaned, rushing over. “Gloria, you are why we can’t have nice things!”

Shep followed, grabbed the rope halter, and firmly guided the goat down. “You need a new cast member,” he said. “Maybe one with less chewing instinct.”

“I tried a sheep. He staged a revolt.”

He gave her a look. “How does a sheep revolt?”

"You'd be surprised," she said with mock solemnity. “There were glitter casualties.”

He chuckled before he could stop himself, and she heard it. She looked at him with a soft smile that made him feel seen and accepted.

When the chaos settled, they stood together near the half-finished stable. Noelle brushed sawdust off her jeans, and the streaks of gold dust made her look like Christmas had kissed her.

“You’re good at this,” she said quietly. “I mean, you are good at building set props and being a helping hand.”

He shrugged. “It’s just wood and nails. They don’t talk back.”

Her gaze held his. “Maybe that’s why you like it.”

Something in his chest tightened. There was a gentleness in her voice that he heard whenever she spoke to him.

He set down his hammer. “Look, Noelle... I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I’m here to help build. That’s it.”

“No singing, no spotlight,” she said softly. “I remember.”

“And no... expectations.”

She smiled faintly. “Funny thing about God. He doesn’t need the stage to make a point.”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “Are you trying to preach to me now?”

“Me? Never. I’m off duty.”

They both grinned, the moment stretching between them that felt very comfortable.

Later, when rehearsal wrapped, and the kids filed out into the snow, Shep stayed back to sweep up while Noelle stayed to straighten costumes. As she worked, she hummed softly to herself.

He recognized the tune that he had written.

That old half-song he’d written long ago, the one he thought no one remembered.

His breath caught. “Where’d you hear that?”

She blinked, startled. “Oh, I just found it on some sheet music. I thought it was pretty.”

“It’s old,” he said, more gruffly than he meant. “It doesn't matter anymore.”

“I think it does,” she said. “You just stopped listening to it.”

He couldn’t answer. 

She smiled gently, slipping her scarf around her neck. “See you Monday, Builder Man.”

When she was gone, Shep looked down at the solid manger he’d built. He knew God was working on him. He just did not know why or what the outcome would be.

It was the first time in years that he whispered a line from the song he hadn’t sung since the night everything fell apart:

When the star fades, the light still stays...

His voice cracked halfway through, but he didn’t stop.

The hammer and saw could wait. He realized that some things wouldn't stay
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