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    Poinsettia pulcherrima. Plate XXXI from Volume I of Les plantes à feuillage coloré, written by English botanist Edward (E.J.) Lowe (1825–1900) assisted by W. Howard, and translated from the English by publisher K. Rothschild: Paris, 1867. Beautiful detailed color lithograph of a single poinsettia flower and two leaves. Based on Lowe’s Beautiful-Leaved Plants, being a Description of the Most Beautiful-Leaved Plants in Cultivation in this Country, London: Groombridge, 1864. 7 x 10.5 inches. Price: $60.


    Christmas on the coast of Maine with the man she loved. It sounded like an ad for a 1940s romantic movie starring Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn.


    Maggie’s students and colleagues who’d heard her holiday plans had immediately assumed engagement bells as well as Christmas bells were in the offing. She’d found herself fending off everything from knowing smiles to slightly off-color jokes to well-meaning high fives.


    Three people volunteered to take Winslow, her cat, for the holidays. Neighbors had promised to watch her house, and even plow her driveway and shovel her sidewalk should Somerset County, New Jersey be blessed with a white Christmas. Some days even Maggie herself had felt she was getting into the spirit. Admittedly, a few bedtime glasses of sherry had also helped with late-night nerves.


    And after all, she told herself on those sleepless nights, she loved Will. He said he loved her. And wasn’t this the season for love to conquer all? (Or was that Valentine’s Day?)


    Okay. So they had a few issues to iron out.


    She was set on adopting a child. In fact, last week she’d heard she was now officially on her agency’s waiting list for “one girl or two sisters between the ages of five and nine.” Not news she’d shared with Will. Not yet.


    Because although he might love her, he’d been clear that fatherhood was not for him.


    And then there was the little issue of geography. He’d moved to Maine to care for his ninety-two-year-old Aunt Nettie. Maggie lived in New Jersey.


    So, yes, they had a few lifestyle issues to work through.


    Maggie kept replaying the moment he’d asked her to marry him when they’d been on Cape Cod in October.


    And even more vividly, the moment after that when she’d told him she was having her adoption home study done. The moment he’d backed off. Way off. As in, slamming the door and leaving, off.


    Nothing—not even the death of her husband two years ago—had felt as awful. But of course, Michael’s accidental death had also been the end of his philandering. Death had just made a dying relationship officially over. Her experience with Michael was one of the reasons it had taken so long for her to finally trust Will.


    Trust him to love her. But whether their love could survive their both being independent individuals with separate dreams and responsibilities? That was still open to question.


    Her right hand, which was clenched on the steering wheel, still wore the R-E-G-A-R-D ring Will had given her. It was their private token of friendship; a Victorian ring with stones spelling out the sentiment they’d felt when they were two antique dealers (she specialized in prints; he in kitchen and fireplace wares) getting to know each other. The Ruby, Emerald, Garnet, Amethyst, Ruby, and Diamond still glittered, despite today’s low December clouds.


    She’d offered the ring back to him in October. Her heart raced remembering that moment. What if he’d taken it? What if he’d driven back to Maine and they’d never seen each other again?


    He’d refused the ring. But she’d almost had to beg for another chance. Promised she’d never keep a major secret, like her adoption plans, from him again. Promised she wouldn’t put crazy distractions like trying to solve murders ahead of being with him.


    Now it was two months later. No murders had presented themselves, thank goodness, but she hadn’t given up her dream of opening her home and heart to a child who needed her.


    This visit, this Maine Christmas, would be their test. Was their relationship going to work?


    Could she give up her desire to be a parent? Or could Will find it in his heart to love a child?


    No; this wasn’t going to be a simple, romantic Christmas in Maine.


    But she was on her way.
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