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“Heap on more wood! the wind is chill;

	But let it whistle as it will,

	We’ll keep our Christmas merry still.”

	 

	—From Marmion, by Sir Walter Scott

	 

	“Brightly shone the moon that night, though the frost was cruel,

	When a poor man came in sight, gath’ring winter fuel.”

	 

	—From Good King Wenceslas by John Mason Neale, 1853

	 

	
In memory of my mother, Katherine, who made every Christmas magical.

	 

	And to my father, William, who held me in his arms and pointed out the red light in the sky that was surely Rudolph’s nose.

	 

	


Chapter One

	NOVEMBER 30

	Garlands and Greenery

	 

	In a room draped with fragrant pine garlands and bright cranberry strings, a tall man sat on a chair while a smaller man, dressed like a 19th-century pauper, perched comically on his lap.

	“And what would you like for Christmas, my beloved Tiny Tim?” asked the tall man with a loving gaze.

	The smaller man wore a pitiful expression. “Please, Sir, may I have some more?”

	The tall man looked uncomfortable, his eyes darting at the audience (which at this point consisted of the other actors on the castle staff). “Son, that’s a different novel. You’re inside A Christmas Carol.”

	Tiny Tim said, “Well, could you direct me to that other one? I’m hungry.”

	We laughed. Generally, we laughed every time Mike and Emory worked together. Half of what they did was ad-libbing, and then Derek, our director and co-owner of the castle, decided what would stay in the script. Derek loved collaborating this way, and he was thrilled to have this humorous duo on the roster.

	“You don’t want to go there, Son. It’s a room full of orphans vying for a skimpy pot full of flavorless gruel.”

	Tiny Tim shrugged. “What have you done for me lately, Dad? It’s not like being a Cratchit really fills the belly.”

	Elspeth strolled in, looking Dickensy and stern. “Now, Tim, it’s Christmas, and you’ll show your father the proper love and appreciation. Be a good boy, or I’ll send you into A Tale of Two Cities. It’s dangerous there, what with all those French ladies knitting and double crossing left and right.” She spoke in the same faux-Cockney accent that the other two used, and that alone was funny, not to mention the melodramatic faces they made.

	Bob Cratchit pointed at his son. “Be a god boy, then, and say it for us.”

	Tiny Tim sighed theatrically. “Fine. God bless us, every one.”

	Elspeth crooned. “Oh, it’s so adorable. Be sure you say it again when Uncle Scrooge comes for dinner.”

	Tiny Tim scowled. “Why can’t we go to his mansion? Our table is just a wine cask, and Ellie’s dress is made of knitted animal hair.”

	“You know Uncle Scrooge likes to bring generous gifts and see how they contrast with our general poorness. It makes a rich man feel good,” Elspeth answered with a perfect deadpan expression.

	“It will make the poor man feel good, too, if Scrooge includes a Christmas bonus with those gifts,” Cratchit said.

	“Oh, I’m sure he will, dear. Ho there, Tim, your father’s legs have fallen asleep, so jump down now and take the medicine for your lameness.”

	Tiny Tim leapt down and ran to the table, where he chugged from a bottle labeled “Calcium.”

	“Oh, this will be a special Christmas,” Mrs. Cratchit said merrily. “Now that Tim has the magical fluid, and the girls no longer have to sew their fingers to the bone, and are getting treatment for their carpal tunnel syndrome, and young Bob has his new job at the butcher’s and is able to bring home all the unsavory bits he likes!”

	“Tis truly the best Christmas ever,” Bob said. “Now, let’s play joyful Christmas music.” Mike/Bob took out a wine jug and began to blow into it, creating a rhythm. Elspeth/Mrs. Cratchit grabbed two spoons and began to play along to the beat. Inspired, Emory/Tiny Tim pulled an electric keyboard from under the table and played a funk version of “We Three Kings,” using sound effects from his synthesizer.

	 

	We all laughed once again, and Derek clapped his hands. “Perfect!” He walked forward, passing one of three Christmas trees that adorned the castle. This one, at ten feet, was relatively modest in comparison with the other two. Derek consulted a schedule he had tacked on the wall. “Okay, next will be Connie and Nora with their new lyrics to The Twelve Days of Christmas, and then Renata as the deposed Christmas Queen arguing with Vivi, the new, hip Christmas CEO. Then Paul reads his satire of A Visit from St. Nicholas, and then we all come out to sing We Wish You A Merry Christmas. Then Zana and the teen helpers move through the audience, sharing little Christmas stockings full of candy and treats. How are those coming, Elspeth?”

	Elspeth gave a thumbs-up. “Great. Renata and her knitting friends have completed five hundred tiny stockings, and Vivi got a bargain on the little toys for the children. Oh, and the adults get ‘toys’ too! But theirs are a bit more sophisticated: holiday wine stoppers, pretty snowflake picture frames, and Castle Dark refrigerator magnets.” We made admiring sounds. “Nora, Connie and Dash have come through with the edible parts: German chocolate, Gummi Bears, and candied nuts. “

	I raised my pointer finger. “All in individual bags, of course. These will be the cutest stockings ever. And we stayed within the budget,” I assured Paul, our CFO and Derek’s voice of reason.

	Since I had joined the castle troupe in June, we had divided our professional time between rehearsing and then performing mystery dinner theater shows. But the minute November rolled around, I was informed by my best friend, Connie (who was also Derek’s ardent lover), that Derek adored Christmastime, and that things “would be different” at the castle during the festive season.

	Connie had been right: the mystery dinners were to be scrapped entirely for the month of December. Instead, we were preparing for three different daily events: a children’s show with lots of fun audience participation; a family-oriented comedy review, for which we were now rehearsing; and a choral performance, which would happen in our little chapel, at nine each morning and nine each night. Paul was our choir leader; he had made up a small but impressive-sounding group consisting of himself, Derek, Connie, me, Renata, Emory, Elspeth, and—to my great pleasure—my boyfriend, John Dashiell. Dash. Some butterflies tickled my insides at the thought of him.

	Paul had spent a month selecting music, and we’d spent three grueling weeks of November learning ten pieces, two of which were Renaissance-era madrigals, but most of which were traditional carols. As of today, November 30, the choir sounded polished and impressive. Mike and Zana, who could not sing, were assigned to crowd control.

	The group had descended into chatter, and Derek clapped for attention. When we went quiet, he said, “A couple announcements, before we go on.”

	Derek always had announcements.

	He climbed up on the little platform that served as our stage in the castle ballroom. I admired, as I always did, his dark hair, blue eyes, and general charisma. He smiled at us now with what Elspeth called his “Gatsby smile,” and began. “Paul has been keeping track of ticket sales, and we are sold out for the first week of December. We’ll need to be performance-ready by the end of the day. When we finish this rehearsal, take two hours for lunch or leisure, then meet back here at two. We’ll run through the children’s show, and then Paul needs all the choir members at five. Dinner at six, and then you are free until tomorrow morning.”

	Our schedule was a bit frantic, but I loved the energy of it all, the bustling and laughter and costuming and song. Derek wasn’t the only one who loved Christmas, and we’d all been having great fun preparing for this new castle enterprise.

	After the practice, I wandered happily out of the ballroom and down the main hall to the entrance door. Two men were just marching up the steps, carrying stacked firewood: Paul and Dash. I darted forward to open the huge door for them, and they moved past me, smelling of cedar and the outdoors. Dash bent to kiss me. “Thank you, my beautiful Nora.”

	“Thank you for the hard labor,” I said to them both. “Are you almost finished?”

	Paul set his logs down on a side table and took a deep breath. “Well, let’s see. Derek wants wood in every room that has a fireplace. We’ve covered the main floor, so now we head up to the second floor to supply the large ballroom, Derek’s office, and, naturally, the fireplace room.”

	Derek called it that because it held a stately blue-stone fireplace and was currently unoccupied, though it could certainly serve as another bedroom.

	“The castle will be warm as toast,” I said brightly.

	Dash nodded. “We’ll get to the bedrooms, too, so Nora’s chic apartment will be warm, as well.”

	The castle was supplied with heating, but it was a big and rather drafty place, so we all chose to supplement the forced-air heat with fires in the hearth. Connie and I had declared fireplace days to be ‘Scandinavian Days,” because she had read a book about Hygge and was fascinated by the idea of making spaces cozy.

	“Can you both take a break and join us for lunch?” I asked, touching Dash’s arm in a slightly possessive way. We shared a smug smile—neither of us minded if the other was slightly proprietary.

	“Will do,” said Paul, lifting his logs again. “Right after we deliver these.”

	“I’ll save you both a seat,” I called as they climbed aboard the elevator, bound for the second floor.

	Connie appeared next to me. “Mooning over your boyfriend?”

	“Oh, you are one to talk. You practically drool when Derek walks by.”

	This accusation bothered her not at all. She tossed her mane of blonde hair. “It’s because he’s such a perfect specimen of a man. Any woman would drool.”

	“I don’t.”

	She shrugged. “That’s because Dash distracts you from the other attractive men in the castle.”

	“Like Mike and Emory?” I said with a giggle.

	She laughed, then said, “Those two aren’t unattractive. I mean, I would date a guy as short as Emory. What is he, five six? It’s just an average height. But he’s kind of old for me. He told me he’ll be forty in January. And he’s divorced.” Connie lifted her chin. “I don’t take other women’s cast-offs.”

	“Oh, my. How grand we are. And what about Mike?”

	“He’s okay. Not traditionally handsome, but so funny that women probably follow him around. But he’s old, too—close to fifty—and he’s married. You met Mitzi when he joined up, right? The lady with the blonde highlights who kind of looks like a Realtor?

	I nodded, laughing at her description, especially because it was accurate.

	“That’s why he lives in town and not here. He and Mitzi bought a townhouse. Isn’t it funny how many people have moved in and out of this castle—and Wood Glen—while you and I have lived here?”

	It was. Emory now lived in what had once been Garett’s room and then had become Miranda’s room. Miranda was off backpacking through Europe with her boyfriend, and Garett—well, he was exploring a new landscape, too. Vivi, our new actress, was living in the room that had once been Tim’s and then Dorian’s. Both men had left us, but for very different reasons.

	I smiled at Connie. “I can always rely on you for all the gossip. And is Vivi also married?”

	Connie frowned slightly. Vivi was young and tall and pretty, with a cloud of curly black hair and a ready smile. She was younger than both Connie and I, and Connie didn’t love the idea of youthful pretty women in the castle. Her response was ridiculous; Derek worshipped Connie, and he genuinely didn’t seem to notice other women in that way. He had been in love with Connie for a long time, but they had only gotten together a few months earlier. “She’s not exclusive with anyone, but she told me she’s currently dating a guy in Wood Glen. She said she met him not long after she moved here. His name is Bob, or Rob, or something.”

	I brushed a piece of tinsel from my sleeve. I must have walked too near one of the Christmas trees. “Well, that’s intriguing. She’s quite a catch, so I hope he is worthy of her.”

	Connie shrugged, bored of this topic, and said, “Doesn’t the castle look spectacular? Between the landscapers Derek hired and the stuff the cleaning staff did and those nostalgic decorations that Elspeth and Renata always add, it looks festive and green and beautiful!!” She was so effusive that I expected her to twirl around. She had done it before.

	“It does look wonderful. I feel very Christmasy, even though it’s too early.”

	“It’s never too early,” she chided. “Let’s get some lunch.”

	She tugged on my arm in her imperious Connie way, and we traveled to the dining room.

	Zana, Derek’s chef, had made little holiday-themed Christmas meal calendars for the month of December, which she had placed on the sideboard. The list also included the last week of November, so we were able to read, in a cute little snow-lined text box, that today’s lunch was bean and ham soup with crusty bread and homemade pecan pie for dessert. “Mmm, it smells so good, Zana,” Connie yelled toward the kitchen.

	Zana’s face appeared in the doorway. “Come on over and grab your bowls, and I’ll put out the bread and butter.”

	We did as she instructed; Zana had spooned steaming soup into several pumpkin-colored ceramic bowls, and Connie and I claimed two of them before moving to the adjoining dining room, thanking Zana profusely. She nodded and called after us, “Take a copy of that monthly menu to your rooms. Then you’ll always know what’s cooking.”

	We agreed, and Connie joked that she would get Zana a T-shirt that said, “I know what’s cooking.” Zana laughed and looked pleased.

	We sat down at the dining room table with great care, not wanting to spill our over-filled bowls. “I said I’d save seats for Paul and Dash,” I told Connie as we settled in.

	Connie grabbed a couple of glasses from the sideboard and set them across from us. “There. Reserved. What would you like to drink?”

	“Can I just have a cold Diet Coke?”

	She nodded and bent toward a little fridge that sat beneath the sideboard, pulling out my drink and a root beer for herself. “Ah. I know we’re not doing hard labor, but rehearsing always makes me hungry. And tired.”

	“Performance is hard work, Con. It requires physical stamina, but it also takes a psychic toll.” I dipped my spoon into the soup and tasted. “Oh, wow. That is just what I needed.”

	Connie nodded. “It’s not even that cold out. I wonder if it even will get cold. Thanks to Global Warming, we barely had snow last year.” She pouted briefly before perking up again. “Derek said that if we don’t have snow on Christmas Eve, he might pay to have some blown onto the lawn. Just like the last scene in White Christmas.”

	“Do you think Derek might be—overspending a bit?” I asked. Derek and Paul had come into a great deal of money a month earlier—a legacy from their great-uncle.

	“Yes, he is,” said Paul loudly, marching in behind Dash as they both carried in their bowls of soup. Zana followed them with the promised bread and butter. Connie pointed to the “reserved” spots, and the two men found their way to their seats. “But his brother and CFO is keeping him in line. We will not be paying for fake snow, magical as it might look.”

	I grinned at him, and he shook his head. “My brother,” he mused, “I love his vision, but I don’t love his expense reports. I might have to put him in a holiday straitjacket.”

	We laughed. Dash picked up a piece of bread, buttering it as he smiled a greeting at me. “I might have some police equipment I can bring. We could handcuff him to his desk.”

	“That’s where he pays bills,” Paul noted.

	Connie pointed at Paul. “I thought you paid the bills.”

	He offered a wry smile. “Derek pays the ones he doesn’t want me to know about.”

	I pondered with a faux-serious expression. “Hmm. Maybe we should handcuff him to Connie.”

	Connie’s eyes grew wide with pleasure at this idea. “Yes, please!”

	Derek strode in then, holding his own pumpkin-colored bowl. “I heard the whole conversation, and you will not be cuffing me to anything. Paul gave me a limit, and I’m staying within it.”

	“That was a holiday limit,” Paul warned. “It’s only the end of November.”

	Derek shrugged, annoyed, but still good-natured. “Yes, yes.” His eyes moved to Connie’s face and stayed there, admiring.

	“I still think they should handcuff you to me,” she observed with cat-like contentment. “Then I could have you all day and night.”

	Dash pointed at her with his butter knife. “What did Nora tell you about the gushy love talk?”

	Connie shrugged again; her wide blue eyes expressed innocence. “That’s not love talk. Just practicalities.”

	We laughed, and Derek’s face colored slightly. Soon he would come up with a reason why he needed to see her in his apartment, and they would both hustle out of the room. That was the status quo, and we were all amused by its predictability.

	I was more sympathetic to them since I’d begun dating Dash in July. We had survived a couple of bumps in the road to love, but now we were solid, and we too tried to find frequent opportunities to be alone together. I had been listening to the others talk, wolfing my soup in a rather unladylike way.

	“Good?” Dash asked, his eyes creased with amusement.

	“It’s delicious.” I took my own slice of bread and observed him. Despite his heavy lifting, he looked cool, fresh. “Do you have some time to visit the Brontës? They haven’t seen you in a while.”

	They had actually seen him the night before, when he’d surprised me with a late-night visit and a bottle of wine.

	“Sure,” he said. He smiled a secret smile. “I can go see them right after lunch.”

	Some other actors had bustled in, and the table was almost full. Vivi burst in a few seconds after the others, looking, in her enthusiasm, like a firecracker about to explode. Her energy was intense. She plopped down at the head of the table and spooned up some of Zana’s creation. “Wow, this soup smells amazing!” she said. She took a few more bites, then looked up to see all of us watching her. She tended to demand attention without realizing it.

	“Derek,” she enthused, “I have to thank you again for hiring me. My friend Grace insisted that Castle Dark was a creepy place, but it’s so happy around here! And festive. I love all the shows. Oh, and I had an idea.” She looked around the table with her lively dark eyes. “At the end of the children’s show, when we sing the Christmas carols, why don’t we step down on the floor and hold hands with them, so we can move in a circle while we sing? It’s more interactive, and it would make for some great PR photos.”

	Paul perked up. He had always been in charge of our PR, although Derek farmed some of it out now to a firm in town. “I like that idea! Forty-seven percent of visitors say they came here because of what they saw on the website, and that number is growing. I’m all for it.”

	Derek nodded. “Yes, that will work. We’ll have to leave a large space to the side of the audience seats.”

	“Or we could just dance around them!” she said.

	Derek and Paul exchanged an amused glance. Derek said, “We like to see that kind of enthusiasm. Thanks, Vivi.”

	Vivi grinned and put a fist in the air, her black curls bobbing. I tried to think who she reminded me of, and the answer came to me quickly: Connie. She was like a dark-haired Connie, always exuberant and happy.

	I smiled at her. “Vivi, is your name short for “vivacious?””

	She laughed. “No—I’m named Vivian after my grandma.” She made a face. “I’ve never felt like a Vivian. It sounds old-fashioned. I’ve always been Vivi, since I was a toddler.”

	Mike and Emory had been chatting with Elspeth and Renata at Vivi’s end of the table. Now Mike put a fatherly hand over hers. “Of course you are not a Vivian. You are closer to a high “Vee-locity” sort of person.

	Emory jumped on the joke, saying, “I Vee-hemently agree.”

	Vivi giggled. “I think everyone at the castle has a cool name.” She looked at the older men. “Well, except you two. Your names are kind of old fashioned, too.”

	Mike and Emory immediately feigned sadness, acting the part of the rejected friends. Vivi laughed again. She and the comedy duo had been teasing each other from Day One, and enjoying it greatly. “Words hurt, Vivian,” Emory said in a hoarse voice, as though he were near tears.

	Now we were all laughing. Mike took his hand from Vivi’s and pointedly put it in his lap. “We know we’re not as cool as the other kids, Viv, but a public ousting is extreme.”

	Vivi shrugged, grinning, and continued to eat her soup.

	Renata, amused, said, “I need both of you gentleman to help with stuffing stockings in the next couple of days. Let me know your availability. I know everyone has a life outside this castle, but the holiday time will be busy.”

	Mike nodded. “I’ll let Mitzi know. She’ll be willing to help stuff stockings, too.”

	Renata thanked him and looked at Emory. “And what about your significant other?”

	Emory colored slightly. “She’s fine with it. She’s very busy herself.” None of us knew anything about Emory’s girlfriend. He had let it slip once in conversation, and he’d been inundated with questions about her. He had merely shrugged and said that they were “keeping things discreet” for the time being. This drove Connie mad with curiosity, and she’d asked me more than once if I had any more information. As if I, the recluse in love with her own apartment (and the man she often shared it with) would be the recipient of castle gossip.

	Renata stood up with her empty bowl, looking brisk. “Fine, then. Text me, everyone, with your time windows, so that I can set up a stocking schedule.”

	Elspeth, who wore a sort of tinsel crown on her reddish-brown hair, said, “I also need to squeeze in a couple more costume fittings. Emory, I have altered the breeches for your Tiny Tim outfit, and Nora, I shortened your Madrigal dress for the choir. Connie, I’m adding the lace to yours tonight.” She said this as simply as if she’d told us that she’d folded a napkin. Elspeth was eminently capable and multi-tasked so continually that she probably didn’t notice how much work she was doing. I looked at her with admiration, noting the way the tinsel accentuated the one silver streak in her long hair.

	Derek said, “Don’t overwork yourselves. If it would be easier to buy something for the costumes, let me know the price.”

	“And me,” Paul said.

	Dash pointed at Derek. “Remember the handcuffs.”

	We laughed again, a big happy group ready for the holiday events.

	 

	After lunch, Dash and I walked down the main hall with Connie and Derek. Paul had turned right to find his office and his bills. We four strolled, enjoying the break time. I was about to make our excuses to the other couple so that I could whisk Dash upstairs, but in that instant the front doorbell rang, a resounding kong vibrating on the air waves. The main entrance bell was a rarity, and I jumped at the sound. Few people came to the front entrance of the castle unless they were attending an event, and on those occasions the door was propped open and someone would be stationed there to accept tickets. Other than the mail carrier, no one really took the main entrance route. Service people and friends tended to go to the back door, located right by the castle office. Previously Derek had worked in the office sporadically, in between his other jobs, but he had hired a young man with a crisp new business degree, and “The boy,” as Derek called him, had been tasked with a variety of jobs including ticket sales, castle tours, ushering shows, and whatever else Derek or Paul required. So far, Derek was thrilled with young Cole Porter. Yes, he had assured us when he was hired, that was his real name, and he did know about the famous Cole Porter. He had shown a remarkably good humor when Connie and I insisted on singing songs from Anything Goes whenever he appeared, or tap danced around him when we were on the way to rehearsal and happened to see him taking a stretch break in the hall. He would eye us patiently and smile his lovely smile, his white teeth an attractive contrast to his brown skin. “Almost got it out of your system?” he had asked the last time.

	Connie sighed. “Probably never,” she said apologetically. “They’re such good songs!”

	“At some point you might want to get to know this Cole,” he countered, pointing at his thin chest.

	I felt bad then, and invited him to a board game night that I traditionally hosted in my room. The next one was scheduled for Friday, after our evening choir performance. He had accepted with a charming bow, and Connie and I managed to move away without dancing. Baby steps.

	In any case, it was Cole who had the job of answering the back entrance door these days. Now, at the ringing of the front bell, Derek opened the door, and the rest of us lingered, curious. On the giant stone stairway stood two small people who looked almost comically out of place. The taller was a girl of about eight or nine, sweet-faced as a doll, with curly brown hair and a freckled nose. The smaller was a little boy with sandy hair and a shy expression. He stood close to the girl, holding her hand. He, too, was adorable, and I thought I could see a resemblance between them. I wished that Renata was here; she loved children, and she would want to whisk these two off to some castle room and start telling them folk tales and teaching them German songs.

	“What can I do for you, Sir and Madam?” Derek asked in his most charming voice.

	The children exchanged a laughing glance at the way they’d been addressed. Then the girl remembered her errand. “I’m here from Wood Glen Grade School. We’re selling chocolate to help us go on a trip to Springfield to see the Lincoln Museum.”

	That was nice. But I wondered why they needed to raise money; Springfield was only about four hours away. Wouldn’t they all just climb on a bus that the school rented?

	Derek said, “Well, do you see this beautiful lady behind me?” Connie stepped forward.

	The little boy’s mouth fell open at the sight of her. “I know that castle ladies are beautiful and have lots of jewels,” he said, solemn and almost reverent.

	“Are you a princess?” the girl asked. Not in awe, like her brother, but seemingly just curious.

	“Some days I feel like one, because I live in this castle and am in love with this handsome prince,” Connie said.

	“And she loves chocolate,” Derek said. “So, what have you got?”

	The girl lifted a plastic grocery bag. Ah, little girl! Ah, Environment, I thought, imperfectly channeling Melville. In the sack were a variety of candy bars—Three Musketeers, Snickers, Kit-Kat, Milky Way, Chunky. Not the large size that school fundraisers usually offered, but the regular store size that the little ones might have purchased (or taken) themselves.

	“That’s a great variety there,” Derek said. “I won’t be able to make up my mind. How much are they?”

	The girl lifted her chin and looked him in the eye. “Five dollars each.”

	“Ooh. That’s steep,” he said. “But when you have a chocoholic in the family . . . ” He took out his wallet, and the children exchanged another glance, this one of barely-concealed glee. “All right, so that’s five candy bars at five dollars, which is—”

	“Twenty-five dollars,” said the bold little businesswoman, prompt as Monday.

	Derek handed her a twenty and a ten. “I don’t have the right change, so just keep the extra as a Christmas present.”

	The visitors also had manners. “Thank you, Sir,” said the sweet doll girl with the entrepreneurial spirit. The boy said, “Thank—” but was suddenly confronted by Hamlet, Derek’s giant black Lab, whose head rose higher than the boy’s and happened to be massive.

	The boy whispered, “Can I pet him?”

	Derek smiled. “He insists that you do so.”

	Connie knelt down. “His name is Hamlet. He’s very friendly. He can’t help it he’s monstrously big.”

	The girl had tucked the money in her pocket; now she thrust the bag of chocolate at Derek and knelt next to Connie to get her hand on Hamlet’s mighty flank.

	Connie said, “Since you were kind enough to bring chocolate just when I needed it, we should be introduced, shouldn’t we? I’m Connie.” She stuck out her hand, and the girl shook it, grinning.

	“I’m Wendy. That’s Sebastian.”

	“Nice to meet you, Wendy and Sebastian. That’s Derek, and those two are Nora and Dash.” Dash and I waved. I had already sent a text to Renata that said, “Cute kiddie alert, front entrance.”

	The children were still petting Hamlet when Renata appeared, slightly out of breath. Derek introduced her to the children, and vice versa. Renata beamed, and I knew she was already thinking of things she could knit for them.

	Derek said, ‘You two seem like ambitious young business people. Are you looking for any other paying jobs?”

	Little Sebastian chuckled at the idea of them as ‘business people.’ He actually held his little belly while he laughed, which rang a tiny bell at the top of my adorable meter. I realized that Sebastian looked a bit like a Teddy Bear. He must have had the same effect on Renata, because a little “oh,” escaped her—the kind of ‘oh’ that is usually followed by the phrase ‘how precious,’ or ‘isn’t he sweet?’

	Wendy’s eyes grew shrewd. “Like what?”

	Now Sebastian looked very close to sliding a little digit into Hamlet’s nose, but his sister reached out and pulled his hand away.

	“Well, Renata here, and her colleague Elspeth, have been putting up Christmas decorations, despite all of their other jobs. I’m sure they could use a bit of help decorating the castle. I don’t know if—”

	“We can do that,” Wendy said. “Should we do it now?”

	Derek smiled. “Renata has practice for one of our shows soon. But why don’t you sit down with her in our lounge, and you can work out a schedule. Obviously, it can’t be during school hours, and she has many obligations, so you’ll have to find out what works best for everyone. And, of course, you’ll have to ask your mom and dad. I’ll offer an hourly rate of, let’s say, fifteen dollars? For each of you, of course.”

	Wendy nodded. “That sounds good.” She was clearly the boss in this organization, but I thought that she was awfully small to be taking on work. I gazed at her pretty little face. Was she just a girl who liked money? Or did she and her brother need money for some reason? Or had they just wanted to see the castle and therefore made up the candy selling idea to get close?

	Moments later the children were following Renata, still accompanied by Hamlet, who had enjoyed the attention. Sebastian kept a careful hand on the dog’s back as they walked; I wasn’t sure if the boy was being Hamlet’s guardian, or if he saw Hamlet as his animal guide. Either way, they seemed to have formed a bond.

	Dash spoke into my ear. “Upstairs?” I nodded fervently, and with quick farewells to Derek and Connie, we whisked into the elevator and took it to the third floor.

	The Christmas elves had already visited our floor, and every door of an occupied room was trimmed with white lights and adorned by a small wreath with a sparkling red bow. In the dim hallway, the glowing doors looked festive, even hopeful.

	I opened up with my key, and Dash, familiar with this routine now, took goalie position for any cats that might dart out. None of the three appeared, so we moved in and shut the door. The Brontës were there, Emily, Anne, and Charlotte, lounging together on my bed and looking adorable. They were mid-sized cats now, though they were only six months old and still acted like kittens. Right now, they all seemed to feel the exhaustion of thousand-year-old felines, and they barely opened their eyes to regard our entrance.

	“There are my beauties.” Dash said, leaping onto the elevated platform to scratch each gray head. I looked at my watch.

	“I was hoping I could rest on that bed for a while, preferably while kissing my boyfriend.”

	Dash said, “Time to go, girls.” He lifted two of them and marched into my adjoining room, once the “small library” of the castle and now my private reading room. He set them both on the long table, and they resumed reclining with slightly disgruntled expressions. I followed with Annie, but I set her on the windowsill in the little hallway between the two rooms. The window was new, a gift from Derek and Paul, and it brought increased light into both rooms.

	I turned to Dash and said, “I thought they’d never leave.”

	He laughed, then dove onto the bed. “Come to me, my dark-haired beauty.”

	I did so, with alacrity. My room was really our room now, and we occupied it together as often as our schedules would allow. Various items that belonged to Dash had managed to migrate to my apartment, and they fit quite naturally there.

	 I snuggled in Dash’s arms, but I giggled when I heard Annie making little clicking sounds at the window. “That’s her huntress sound. She must see birds.”

	Dash laughed. “She’s the tiniest, cutest huntress I can imagine.”

	I agreed, and Annie was briefly forgotten.

	Later, though, I wondered if she had seen something else out there in the November dusk, and if she would have warned us about what lay in the moss and leaves, sheltered by the trees, if she could only have summoned the voice to do so.

	 

	


Chapter Two

	DECEMBER 1

	Performance and Pathos

	 

	Our performances began the following morning, the first day of December. At 8:55 a.m. we assembled in the chapel hallway in our Christmas finery. There was limited seating in the modest room, and the event had sold out. We filed in and lined up in front of the altar. Paul had us starting with “Oh, Come, All Ye Faithful,” a beautiful multi-part arrangement in which Connie sang soprano, I sang alto, and Vivi floated above us in a descant slightly higher than Connie’s melodic line. Paul had drafted Cole, as well, and the young man surprised us all with a lovely tenor, while Emory rounded us out with a dependable bass. Dash, looking lovely in his Victorian-vibe (Elspeth’s words) velvet jacket, sang baritone with Derek.

	The chapel possessed powerful acoustics, and our song filled the room in a way that clearly pleased the audience. Some people closed their eyes appreciatively, while others stared raptly at us. One woman cried; music had that effect on people sometimes. We moved through our repertoire, Paul starting us off with his pitchpipe for each song, providing a well-curated blend of religious and secular, old and new, traditional and avant-garde. When we finished, the applause was thunderous, especially considering there were fewer than fifty people in the room.

	Paul moved to the front and thanked everyone for attending, wishing them a happy first day of December and extending our wishes for a beautiful and contemplative Christmas season. “If we’re lucky, this month’s events will become a December tradition that we can share with you.” The people clapped, and we sang our encore, “Oh, Tannenbaum.” I loved the German lyrics and the gorgeous harmonies that took us into a minor key at the penultimate line. We sang two verses, well-trained by Renata on the German pronunciations, and I knew that I would be walking on air for the whole month, doing what I loved best—singing, performing, and making people happy.

	When we finished, the audience clapped heartily; eventually they filed out, and Paul congratulated us. “Beautiful. Couldn’t have been a better debut.” He smiled at us all, clearly proud. Connie began high-fiving everyone. “Having said that—” Paul began.

	We laughed. When the other Corby brother, Derek, directed us in a play, he always had notes. Apparently this Corby, the choir director, was going to have them, too. “Emory, you’re doing a fantastic job, and normally I need you at top volume since you’re our only bass. But during the quieter songs, you can tone it down. The balance is thrown off otherwise.”

	“Got it,” Emory said, bowing his head toward Paul.

	“Ladies, I think I’d like to try out solos in some of the songs. We’ll start tonight with ‘I Saw Three Ships.’ I’ll mark the lines that I want you to sing alone—so we’ll do Vivi, verse one, Renata, verse two, Nora, verse three, Connie, verse four.”

	We nodded, making notes on our sheet music.

	Paul gave a few more directives, and we headed for our next location and a costume change. Paul and I were the last to leave, and I gave him a sudden hug. “That was enchanting, and so fun. You did a great job selecting the music. Everyone loved it.”

	He dipped his head in thanks; I knew he felt it, too—the euphoria that singing choral music could bring—the deep satisfaction of voices blended into beautiful harmonies. Ever the PR man, he said, “We’re going to ask people to fill out a little exit slip if they’re willing to give a quote for our website. Then we’ll put the nicest ones up to lure others to the event.”

	“You’re a champ.” I had stopped hugging him, but now I hugged him again. “This castle is my favorite place in the world.”

	He grinned. “Mine, too. By the way, your brothers have been practicing all the music. They’re very excited about joining the choir in two weeks.”

	My brothers were experienced vocalists. The gift of song seemed to be a part of the Blake family DNA. Paul had invited them to sing with us, but only if they learned the music. He had Zoomed with them several times, going over their parts with them. “They’re a quick study,” Paul said. “I’m impressed that they can sight read. I knew Gen could.” He meant my sister, Genevieve, with whom he was carrying on a long-distance relationship while she lived in New York.

	“They learned it in choir; they have the same choral director that Gen and I did when we were in high school—a terrific teacher and musician.”

	Paul’s face looked suddenly dreamy. “And of course Gen will join us when she comes before Christmas.” I smiled. At one point, Paul and Gen had decided that it just wouldn’t work, and they determined to stay apart (and miserable). During that time, I had found a wayward paper in the castle hallway one which was scrawled a poem called “Fair Genevieve.” It had captured all the lovesick pathos of Paul’s existence, and the strength of his feelings for her. I wondered if he had ever shown it to her, or if I was the only one who had seen it.

	“She will absolutely love that. She was a superstar second soprano at our high school. Remember, we grew up singing together.”

	Paul brightened. “Oh yes, the singing babies! You showed me the video. That was so cute. I still remember seeing that commercial when I was a kid. You know what’s funny? Even then, I think I had kind of a crush on Gen. That pretty red-gold hair, and the gentle way she taught you the song. I thought she was beautiful.”

	Months earlier Paul had challenged Connie and me to share something no one knew about us. I told them that I was one of the “singing babies” from a years-old television commercial, a local Chicago thing. Paul and Connie had both remembered it and thought there was a touch of glamor in my childhood accomplishment. And now Paul knew both of the singing babies, and was in love with one of them.

	“Yeah, yeah. Tell that story at the wedding,” I joked.

