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CHAPTER ONE
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AUTUMN, 1999

––––––––
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Two hours after sundown on the first of December, I glanced out the window to the west as I was folding laundry on the bed, and noticed a glow in the sky.  This, despite the fact that, in addition to the fact that it had been dark for quite a while already, it was also pouring rain.  No, it wasn't some bizarre astronomical phenomenon.  It was Bill Mitchum's Christmas display, donated to the Coopers Crossing Arts Center despite my protests and those of Mavis Wilton, my former high school English teacher and the Arts Center's Culture Coordinator.  It was one of the few times Mavis and I had ever agreed on anything, but even this earthshaking event hadn't been enough to stop Bill Mitchum.

But wait – you might be wondering why we would want to stop anyone from donating a Christmas display to the Arts Center anyway.  After all, if it was donated, we wouldn't have to pay for decorating it ourselves.  True enough.  But Bill wasn't donating a Christmas display that would fit the character of an Arts Center.  No, Bill Mitchum, in a ghastly display of civic-mindedness, decided to donate his very own Christmas display for the betterment of Coopers Crossing's cultural existence.  Now, Bill is as cheerful and friendly a fellow as you're ever likely to meet, but he has considerably less grasp of the concepts of “Art” and “Culture” than I do of quantum physics.  Bill was the sort who figured that when you remodeled your bathroom, you put the old sanitary fixtures in your front yard where they'd make dandy planters for the geraniums.  He was also inordinately fond of garden gnomes.  He had a whole tribe of them, which he rearranged from time to time to form a tableau of Bible stories.  One particularly memorable one – Moses parting the Red Sea (in this case a bird bath) was photographed by a news service and appeared in newspapers across the country.  Maybe you saw it – the gnomes had Biblical robes stitched by Mrs. Mitchum.

Anyway, you get the idea. And now Bill's Christmas display was to grace the lawn in front of the Arts Center.  I knew what it looked like – everybody knew what it looked like – and it was enough to keep me away from the Arts Center for the entire month of December.  If it wasn't for the Christmas market - but I'll get to that later.  For now, you need to know about the Christmas display.

I will admit right off the bat that I prefer what some would term a minimalist approach to Christmas decorating.  I think a few strings of white, non-blinking lights and some candles look perfect – like starlight.  I don't even like the colored blinking lights that most people seem to prefer.  But Bill Mitchum's Christmas display went way beyond that.  For one month out of the year the gnomes went into retirement, and Bill's front yard was packed from porch to street with every Christmas character ever invented – Santa and all eight reindeer, plus Rudolph; Frosty the Snowman; the Little Drummer Boy; Ebenezer Scrooge, Bob Cratchit, and Tiny Tim; and, naturally, a manger scene with “lifelike” plastic figures and an illuminated Baby Jesus.  As Bill's yard was a bit on the small side, everything was sort of crammed together, with the result that Frosty appeared to be worshiping at the manger, and the Little Drummer Boy threatened Tiny Tim with his drumsticks.  But the crowning glory was Santa and his sleigh – it was a motorized display, and, due to lack of space, Bill had mounted it on the roof of the stable housing the manger scene.  All through the month of December, Santa and his reindeer circled the manger like the Strategic  Air Command on patrol, Rudolph's nose blinking brightly.  And this was what he had donated to the Arts Center.  At the town council meeting back in early November.  In front of everybody.

As I said, Bill was likable, and nobody wanted to hurt his feelings, so Mavis and I tried dissuading him as gently as possible.

“Oh, Bill,” Mavis cooed, “that's so thoughtful of you, to offer to donate your Christmas display to the Arts Center.  It's just the sort of generous gesture you would make.  But we can't allow you to do it; why, your front yard is a legend in Coopers Crossing; people come from all over the state to see it.”

“No problem, Mavis,” said Bill breezily.  “It'll just be a couple blocks away, so folks'll still find it.  And Millie and me, we decided to do something different this year – like Libby and Ben got at their house.  I just made me some frames out of chicken wire that say 'Peace on Earth', and I'm gonna string white lights around them and put 'em in the front yard.  That's it.”

Mavis glared at me accusingly, as if I'd put him up to this.  I shrugged helplessly.  My lights don't spell anything, let alone in chicken wire.

I decided to give it a try myself.  “I'm sure it would be lovely, Bill. But the Arts Center is supported by taxpayers' money, and with all those lights and motors, and the price of electricity going up all the time...I don't think we can afford it.”

Bill smirked, having already anticipated this objection.  “No problem, Libby.  Millie and me have been paying for it all these years, so we decided we could pay for the Arts Center, too.  If Mavis just sends us the bill for the month of December, we'll take care of it.”

“Well, I think it's a good idea,” piped up Florence Stanwick, Bill and Millie's next door neighbor.  “Bill's house always looks so pretty at Christmastime.  And then there'll be something at that Arts Center for all of us, not just the hoity-toity culture vulture types who like that Proto-feef stuff.”

Mavis looked outraged, having gone to a great deal of trouble to arrange a concert of Prokoviev's music by a prize-winning pianist from Juilliard.  Before she could snap back a reply (or at least correct Flo's pronunciation), someone else spoke up.

“That's right,” said a man in a badly-fitting brown leisure suit.  “I think culture is great, but not all the time.  How about something for us average folks, who'd rather go bowling than play chess?”

A chorus of “Yeahs!” and “You said it, Ralphs” rose from several rows in the auditorium.  Conceding defeat, Mavis raised a hand.  “All right, I accept Bill's generous donation.  And I hope you'll all want to buy a ticket for our Christmas party.  And we're also thinking of having a bazaar one weekend.”

“What kind of a bazaar?” someone towards the back wanted to know.

Mavis waved her hands vaguely.  “Decorations, handcrafts, food – that sort of thing.”

“I went to visit my son who's stationed in Germany a few years ago,” called out a woman I couldn't see from my seat.  “He took me to the Kris Kringle Market in Nuremberg.  Will it be like that?”

“Not as big,” conceded Mavis “but it will be along those same lines.”

“It was real pretty,” the woman continued.  “Is there anybody who can make it like a German one?”

“Why, yes,” Mavis smiled, locking her eyes on me.  “Libby Cord lived in Bavaria for years and years, she knows just how it should be.  She can be in charge of it.”

A panicky feeling took hold of me right around the pancreas. I'm not the most organized person in the world; only by reminding myself that the house keys, umbrellas, and sunglasses should always go in the same place do I manage to get myself out of the house without being too late; the idea of organizing a Christmas market could put me off the holidays forever.

I stood up and smiled in what I hoped was a gracious manner.  “Thank you for considering me worthy of such a task,” I began, giving Mavis a look that let her know I wasn't the least bit grateful, “but I only visited the – uh – Christkindlesmarkts in Germany.  I really have no idea how to organize  one.  But Mavis can organize anything – just look at the wonderful job she's done with the Arts Center.”

A murmur of approval flowed through the audience as I sat down, smiling beatifically at Mavis.  She scowled, but instantly thought better of it and re-plastered the phony smile on her face.  “Why, thank you, Libby.  I try to do my best.  But I've never been to one of those charming little Christmas markets, so I have no idea how they should be set up.  For authenticity, I believe we need someone who's got experience.”

Damn it, another murmur of approval was flowing through the crowd.  “How 'bout both of you?” called out a woman from somewhere in the middle of the room.  “With someone who's actually lived in Germany and someone who likes to tell people what to do, it should be perfect!”

Mavis looked outraged at this description of her managerial talents, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing.  Several members of the audience, however, weren't so restrained.  Amid a chorus of guffaws, someone yelled, “I move that Libby and Mavis work together on this Kris Kringle thing!”

“Seconded!” bellowed someone else.

“All in favor?” shouted the first guy.

“Aye!” thundered the crowd.

And that's how I got railroaded into arranging the Coopers Crossing Christmas market.

––––––––
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I walked home in the darkness.  At the time of the fateful meeting, it was only the beginning of November, so it wasn't too cold yet, even for upstate New York, but there was enough of a chill in the air to let you know winter was on its way.  How, I wondered, were we going to pull off a Christmas market in so little time? I wouldn't have been surprised to learn that in Germany the plans for the next one started already in January.  Of course, there the markets last the whole four weeks of Advent, whereas ours would be only one weekend, but still – who would build the stands? Who would provide the food and drinks? Who would want to make and sell crafts and decorations?  And, to top it all off, I had to cooperate with Mavis on everything.  Getting the two of us to work together on a project was akin to getting the Israelis and the Palestinians to agree on boundaries.

I walked in the front door and into the living room, where Ben, my husband, was sitting in his wing chair by the fireplace, turned so he could watch “Nova” on television.  Gwen, our gray house lop, was sitting in my chair, apparently also engrossed in “Nova”.  They both looked up.

“You look better,” I said.  Ben was actually the one elected to the town council, but he had the flu and stayed home, so, as first alternate member, I'd gone instead.

“I think the fever broke,” Ben said.  “I actually felt a little bit hungry and made some soup.  How was the meeting?”

I picked up Gwen and flopped down in my chair.  “Mavis and I are organizing the 'Kris Kringle' market and Bill Mitchum is donating his old Christmas display to the Arts Center.”

“Good heavens,” Ben murmured reverently.

“I don't care if you're gasping your last breath, I'm not sitting in for you at another town council meeting,” I said.  “None of this would have happened if you'd been there.  People here respect you.  You're like Zeus.”

Ben cleared his throat.  “I hate to bring this up now, but you'll have to know sooner or later.  Michelle called.  I didn't talk to her; she called while I was still asleep and left a message on the answering machine.”

Shel.  My baby sister.  “Where is she now?”

“Italy.  She wants to come for Christmas this year.”

“Fine.”  Ben and Michelle are great friends.  No problem.  “So what's up?”

“Just go listen to the message.”

Looking at him suspiciously, I went out to the kitchen and pushed the button on the answering machine. Over the sound of honking horns, I heard my sister's voice, slightly breathless.

“Hi guys, it's me.  Is it okay if I come for Christmas this year?  I’m not on assignment for a change, and it's been ages since I've been there.  Just let me know.”  Pause.  “Oh, and no matter what you hear, I am not, repeat not engaged to Charlie Gunther!” Click.

I closed my eyes.  Mavis Wilton, revolving Rudolphs, my sister and Charlie Gunther.  It would be quite the Christmas.
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CHAPTER TWO
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You've almost certainly seen my sister's, Michelle Chandler's, work, even if you don't bother to read bylines.  She's one of the best (I'd say the best) photojournalists in the world.  She's done work for National Geographic, Time, Smithsonian, BBC Wildlife, Travel and Leisure, and Outside, to name just a few.  She's won the Photographer of the Year award.  Twice.  She's gone to Jordan, Iraq, Egypt, Antarctica, Peru, and Australia, among others.  And now – not for the first time - Italy.  Charlie Gunther, the movie actor, though, was a first, I was pretty sure.  I actually thought they'd suit each other perfectly – for one thing, they were both serial daters who'd never settled down.  Like Charlie, Shel had gone out for varying periods of time with devastatingly attractive members of the opposite sex, only to part amicably after a few months or a couple years.

Of course, having your sister be connected with a man with movie-star good looks is not the same as having your sister be connected with an actual movie star, as I found out the next time I was standing in line at the supermarket checkout and suddenly had a copy of People magazine waved in my face.

“Finally going to get a brother-in-law, Libby?” shrieked Laurie J. Kipling, Coopers Crossing's resident real estate tycoon (in her own mind, at least.)  Dressed to the nines as always, Laurie J. Kipling was waving the magazine around like a tour guide signaling with her umbrella to catch her charges' attention.  I snatched it out of her hand and glared at the cover.

“'Charlie’s New Love?'” inquired the magazine coyly.  Beneath it was one of the usual photographs of a suntanned and genial Charlie Gunther; next to it a smaller photo of Michelle, the one from the jacket of her book of nature photography.

“They're not even together,” I said, shoving it back at her.

“Not here, no, but look at the article,” Laurie J. Kipling insisted, flipping through the pages until she found the right one, while I tried to pay for my groceries as quickly as possible so I could escape.  “See, here,” she shoved the magazine back under my nose and pointed at a grainy photograph obviously taken from some distance away.  As poor quality as it was, it was undeniably Himself and Michelle, leaning across a candlelit table in a restaurant.  I pushed the magazine away.

“It's nothing,” I said, picking up my purchases.  “Shel called a couple days ago and said it's nothing.”

“It doesn't look like nothing,” Laurie J. Kipling insisted, throwing down some money for the magazine and pursuing me out the door.  “What is it, then?”

“I don't know, she didn't give any details. You know Shel, she's always in a hurry.  She just said it was nothing and hung up.  But she'll be here for Christmas, so you can quiz her then.”

Laurie J. Kipling's eyes lit up.  I suppose I should have felt guilty, flinging my poor little sister to the wolves like that, but Shel's used to being in the public eye.  Laurie J. Kipling wouldn't faze her in the slightest, especially since she'd known Laurie J. as long as I had.

“Michelle's coming for Christmas?  Great!  Do you think she'll bring you-know-who?”

Honestly, hadn't the silly twit listened to a word I'd said?  “No, Laurie J., she's not bringing 'you-know-who', because, as I just finished telling you, there's nothing -”  

The hissing stopped me.  Formerly intent on getting away from her, I now stopped and looked Laurie J. Kipling full in the face.  Yes, eyes narrowed, fists clenched at her sides, she was hissing.  I turned to see what she was hissing at.

And saw Lyle Thayer, who thought he was as attractive as Charlie Gunther, but lacked the charm, personality, sense of humor, talent, and virtually everything else Mr. Gunther possessed.  Even though it was a rainy day in early November, Lyle cruised through the parking lot of the supermarket jacketless, shirt unbuttoned two-thirds of the way down, the better to display the gold chains swinging against his hairy chest.  He gave a curt wave to Laurie J. Kipling, which she didn't return, and entered the store.

“I could kill him,” she seethed.  “Do you know what he did?”

“No, what?”  I didn't care, but at least it got her off the subject of Charlie and Michelle.

“He stole my client!” 

“Really?” I quirked an eyebrow at her.  “How'd he do that?”

“Well, you know the Smithsons are moving?”  I nodded.  The Smithsons were as close to aristocracy as Coopers Crossing was likely to get.  Some distant relation of the man who long ago had donated the money to found The Smithsonian Institution in Washington, the Smithsons had lived here for about ten years when the husband took over as manager of Campbell Research. Now he and his wife were moving on to a new posting, in India.  “Well, hands down, they've got the most beautiful house in town.  It's practically a castle.”  I nodded again.  It was indeed.  A bit too Gothic-looking for my taste – I always expected to see knights jousting on the front lawn – but gorgeous nonetheless, complete with six acres of grounds.  “Well, of course when they decided to sell they came to me first.” Laurie J. Kipling smiled conceitedly, as she always took on the prime properties. “And they said they wanted one million dollars for it.”  My jaw dropped.  A mil?  In Coopers Crossing?  Laurie J. Kipling nodded.  “Yup, exactly.  Nobody around here has money like that.  And we're too far from the City for all those rich people who want a second home in the country.  So I persuaded them to come down a bit, just so there'd be a chance of somebody actually going to view it.  They said okay, but then somehow Lyle found out about it and told them if they listed the house with him he would take a lower commission, so they could get a lower asking price and still get the same amount for themselves.  And they decided to list with him instead.”

I shook my head.  “Is that legal?  Didn't they have to abide by the terms of the contract?"

Laurie J. Kipling shook her head.  “We hadn't actually signed it yet, so they were free to go wherever they wanted.  But they didn't even mention it to me.  They just called up and announced they'd decided to list with Lyle instead."

"Even so, I doubt anybody will buy it.  Nobody around here has that much money."

"I could live with that, if they eventually realized I was right.  But Lyle sold the house, the bastard!”

My eyes popped.  “To who?" I asked, grammar disappearing out the window in my astonishment.

Laurie J. Kipling leaned closer.  “Not anyone from here.  Lyle sold it to someone in the City. Just a few days ago, actually.”  Her eyes narrowed.  “Probably a drug dealer.  Who else would have that much money and want to live way out here?  Probably a hide-out.”

“Mmh,” I said, wanting to say something reassuring, but unable to think of anything because I thought she was probably right.  Coopers Crossing was too far from the City to make it feasible as a weekend getaway, and the reason real estate prices had remained relatively low is because a large portion of the local population was farmers.  Ever see a rich farmer?  Me neither.

Laurie J. Kipling sighed. “Well, it's too late to do anything about it now.  I sure would have liked the commission for the Smithsons' house, though.”

“Maybe the new owners won't be as bad as you think,” I suggested.  She just shrugged listlessly and flapped a hand in farewell, People magazine dangling from her other hand.  At least she'd forgotten about Charlie.

“I guess she's pretty mad at me, huh?” said a voice behind me.  I turned to see Jimmy French, Lyle's assistant.

“She's not mad at you, she's mad at Lyle,” I assured him.  I couldn't imagine anyone, even Laurie J. Kipling in one of her biggest snits, being mad at Jimmy.  He was only twenty, had lived in Coopers Crossing all his life, and had always been the kid you could call on to help you mow your lawn, shovel snow out of your driveway, paint your back porch, or whatever else you needed help with. Jimmy was a good kid.

“You don't think it'll spill over onto me?”

“Nah.”  I grinned at him.  “If dislike spilled over from employers onto employees, everybody'd hate Greg Rose, but they don't.  They only hate Cletus.”  Cletus Robertson was the chief of police in Coopers Crossing, and Greg, my best friend since first grade, was his second in command.

Jimmy laughed.  “You can't hate Greg, where else would you go to buy bread?"  When he wasn't on duty, Greg helped his wife, Mary, run the bakery she'd inherited from her parents.  "The stuff they sell here,” he jerked a thumb toward the supermarket, “works better as a sponge than as something to eat.”  He motioned toward my shopping bags.  “Want me to help you carry those, Libby?  I'm going your way.”

“You don't have to wait for Lyle?” I asked, letting him take a bag from my hand.

“Nah, he's done with me for the day,” Jimmy said, as we headed across the parking lot to the footpath that used to hold the railroad tracks, cutting Coopers Crossing in half.  

“What do you do for Lyle, anyway?” I asked.

He shrugged.  “Not much, really.  Sometimes he lets me go view houses with him; I got to see the Smithsons', that was awesome!  But mostly I do the clerical stuff that he doesn't want to do:  writing up the ads for the paper, making sure all the paperwork's in order, stuff like that.”  He sounded resigned.  “I'd hoped to be able to do more with the actual houses, because that's why I wanted to go into real estate in the first place – I love old houses.”  I nodded.  Jimmy had been a lifesaver when Ben and I were fixing up our place.  Since Ben was gone most days teaching at Cornell University, most of the work fell to me.  If Jimmy hadn't been around to help out during summer vacations...well, for one thing, our house would have no shutters.  And a lot more besides.

“I tried to get Laurie J. Kipling or Harvey to hire me,” Jimmy went on.  Harvey Krumbacher was the other real estate agent in town.  “But Harvey can't afford an assistant, and Laurie J. Kipling said she works alone.  So I was glad when Lyle came to town and opened up an office, because I finally had a chance.  But I'm not really any closer to old houses than I was before.”

We turned the corner onto Old Post Road, where Ben and I live. It was lined with beautiful, ornate nineteenth-century houses of varying styles. Italianate, Queen Anne, Carpenter Gothic – they were all there.  Our house was at the end of the street, so Jimmy had ample opportunity to look wistfully at the facades, which would have been tree-shaded if it hadn't been November.  He sighed.

I ran through the to-do list in my head and finally came up with something.  “I know you're busy now with a full-time job and aren't looking for something to do during the summer, but if you could spare a couple of Saturdays, the tower could use painting again.”  Our house lacked a full third floor, but did possess a dandy tower, connected to the second floor by a spiral staircase complete with an ornately-carved banister and windows on all sides.  It was a bit chilly in the winter, but the rest of the year the breeze blowing through the windows from any direction kept it from becoming too hot.  The tower was the main reason I had had my heart set on buying the house when Ben and I first moved back to Coopers Crossing.  “Ben's too busy to do more than half a wall at a time, and the thought of painting around all those window frames makes me want to scream.  So, want a temporary job?”

Jimmy's eyes gleamed, not fooled for a moment about why I was asking.  “Sure, Libby.  But can it wait until spring?  Frozen paint doesn't stick to the brush.”

I laughed.  “Sure.  Just let me know when you want to tackle it, and I'll go buy the paint.”

We'd reached my front porch, and Jimmy handed me the shopping bag.  With a quick “See you later,” I headed up the front steps, and Jimmy kept going.

I dumped the bags on the floor in the kitchen and said hello to Gwen, who was sitting in her favorite spot, the disused fireplace in the living room, munching hay out of her wicker basket.  I noticed the light on the answering machine blinking.  Three messages.  With any luck, they'd all be from telemarketers who hung up as soon as they realized they'd gotten a machine instead of a victim – er, customer.  But I'm never that lucky.

The first message was from Mavis Wilton.  “Hello, Libby, I just had the most wonderful  idea!”  I cringed instantly, knowing it would be horrendous.  “I thought we could do a living nativity scene outside the Arts Center, and we could use the animals from the rescue center.  I know you don't have any cows there, but maybe we could get Frank Bantry to loan us one of his.  But you've got the goats, and they're almost the same as sheep, and we could fill in with the rest.  Give me a call!”

I hit the pause button, needing a moment to digest this noteworthy idea before I heard the other messages.  I knew for a fact – because the animal rescue center was located in the old carriage house on our property and I myself fed the animals and cleaned out their quarters every day – that besides Mickey and Minnie the goats, I currently had one un-aerodynamic flying squirrel, an opossum, a snapping turtle, a litter of orphaned baby raccoons, and an extremely noisy gander named Klaxon.  I enjoyed the mental picture of the Baby Jesus in his manger, bemusedly observing the odd collection of fauna in the stable.  But of course it wouldn't do at all.  For one thing, it was a rescue center, and all the animals were recovering from some sort of illness or injury, and I wasn't about to let them out to be part of Mavis's circus.  Second, with the exception of Klaxon and the goats, all the animals were wild and needed to not get used to humans, so they could be released into the wild again.  But still...I liked the image of Klaxon honking the news of the birth.  God could have saved the heavenly host an awful lot of work if he'd had Klaxon.
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