






’TIS THE SEASON … TO DIE



Lucy felt a surge of anger as she replaced the receiver. It was bad enough the murderer had taken Tucker’s life, but whoever it was had done more than that. So many people would be affected: the little children in the day-care center who had come to trust and love Tucker; Sue would not only have to cope with her own grief, but she would have to find a new assistant; the police officers would have to struggle with their own emotions as they investigated the case.

Everyone in town would be touched by this violent death in some way. Women who had walked alone at night would now look uneasily over their shoulders. At home, they would be extra careful to make sure the windows and doors were locked at night. Children would be warned not to talk to strangers. No one would be able to rest easy, Lucy realized, until the strangler was caught.

She refilled Tucker’s emergency folder and snapped the cabinet shut, making a little vow to herself. Tucker’s murderer would be found and punished.
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28 days ’til Xmas

“I’d rather die.”

Judging by her determined expression and her firm tone of voice, Lucy Stone was pretty sure that her best friend, Sue Finch, had made up her mind. Still, ever the optimist, she couldn’t resist trying one last time.

“Oh, come on,” pleaded Lucy. “It won’t seem like Christmas without it.”

“Nope.” Sue shook her head and shoved a piece of overpriced lettuce around her plate with a fork. “No cookie exchange this year.”

The two friends were having lunch at the Chandlery, the toney bistro in the Ropewalk, the newest mall in Tinker’s Cove. The Ropewalk had once been exactly that, a nineteenth-century workshop complete with a long, narrow alley used for twisting hemp fibers into rope for the clipper ships that once sailed all over the globe from their home port in Tinker’s Cove, Maine.

Long a ramshackle eyesore on the waterfront, it had recently been restored, and local craftsmen had moved in, creating what the developer called “an exciting retail adventure with a seafaring ambiance.”

Today, the day after Thanksgiving, the Ropewalk was packed with Christmas shoppers and Lucy and Sue had had to wait thirty minutes for a table. When their salads finally came they were definitely on the skimpy side—the kitchen was obviously running low on supplies. The two friends hadn’t minded; the demands of juggling homes and careers made it difficult for them to spend time together, and they were enjoying each other’s company.

“It’s not like it was, well, even a few years ago,” said Sue. “Then we were all in the same boat. We all had little kids and plenty of time on our hands. People snapped up the invitations and brought wonderful cookies.” A dreamy expression came over her face. “Remember Helen’s baklava?”

“Do I ever,” said Lucy, who had a round face and a shining cap of hair cut in a practical style. She was casually dressed, wearing a plaid shirt-jacket and a pair of well-worn jeans. “It was like biting into a little piece of heaven.” She paused and sipped her coffee. “Whatever happened to her?”

“She moved away, to North Carolina, I think,” said Sue, who provided an elegant contrast to her friend in her hand-knit designer sweater and tailored flannel slacks. “And that’s exactly my point. A lot of the old regulars have moved away. And things have changed. Getting together to compare recipes and swap cookies isn’t as appealing as it used to be.”

“It is to me,” said Lucy. “I’ve still got a family to feed, and they don’t think it’s Christmas without cookies. Lots of different kinds. I don’t have time to bake five or six batches. And to be honest, I don’t want to have that many cookies around the house.” She bit her lip. “Too much temptation. Too many calories.”

“I know,” Sue said with a sigh. “With the exchange you just had to bake one double batch.”

“But you ended up with twelve different kinds, a half dozen of each.” Lucy started counting them off on her fingers. “Your pecan meltaways, my Santa’s thumbprints, spritz, gingerbread men, Franny’s Chinese-noodle cookies, shortbread, and Marge’s little pink-and-white candy canes….”

“Marge probably can’t come this year,” said Sue, with a sad shake of her head. “The lumpectomy wasn’t enough, and they’ve started her on chemotherapy. She feels lousy.”

“I hadn’t heard,” said Lucy, furrowing her brow. “That’s too bad.”

“I thought you newspaper reporters thrived on local gossip,” teased Sue, referring to Lucy’s part-time job writing for the weekly Pennysaver.

“Actually, I’m so busy covering historic commission hearings and stuff like that, I never have time to call my friends.” She smiled at Sue and glanced around at the restaurant, which was festively decorated with artificial pine garlands, ribbons, and gold balls. “This is fun—we don’t get together enough. So what else is new? Fill me in.”

“Have you heard about Lee?”

“Lee Cummings? No. What?”

“Well,” began Sue, leaning across the table toward Lucy, “she and Steve have separated.”

“You’re kidding.” Lucy was astonished. Lee and her husband, dentist Steve Cummings, had seemed a rock-solid couple. They went to church together every Sunday, and Steve had coached his daughter’s T-ball team.

“No.” Sue’s eyebrows shot up. “Apparently Steve is finding marriage too confining. At least that’s what Lee says.”

“She tells you all this?”

“Oh, yes. And more. Every morning when she drops Hillary off at the center.” Sue directed the town’s day-care center, located in the basement of the recreation building. “It’s all she can talk about. Steve did this. Steve did that. His lawyer says this. My lawyer says that. The latest is who’s going to get the stove.”

“They’re arguing over the stove?”

“I think it’s a Viking,” explained Sue, with a knowing nod. “But that’s just the beginning. They’re also fighting over the books and the CDs and the china and the stupid jelly glasses with cartoon characters.”

“So you think they’re going to get a divorce?”

“It sure looks that way.”

“And that’s all she talks about?”

“Yeah. And if I have the cookie exchange, I’ll have to invite her, and if she comes, she’ll turn the whole evening into a group-therapy session. Trust me on this.”

“I can see that’s a problem,” admitted Lucy, picking up the check. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. When the going gets tough, the tough go shopping.”

 

Leaving the restaurant and entering the shopping area, the two friends joined the throng that was flowing past the gaily decorated craftsmen’s booths. It was crowded, but people were in good humor, aided by the Christmas carols playing on the sound system.


“Tra la la la la, la la la la!” warbled Lucy, unable to resist singing along. “Isn’t it nice to hear the carols? They always take me back to my childhood.”

“You’ll be sick of them soon enough,” grumbled Sue. “You know which one I hate? That one about the little drummer boy. Talk about insipid!”

“You’re really having an attack of Grinchitis, aren’t you?” asked Lucy, stepping into a booth filled with baskets of potpourri. “Look at these,” she said, picking up a package of three padded hangers. “And they smell so good. Do you think Bill’s mom would like them?”

“Sure.”

“Are they enough? It’s kind of skimpy for a Christmas present.”

“Add some drawer paper, or sachets,” suggested Sue, as a smiling salesclerk approached.

“They’re handmade, and filled with our unique blend of potpourri,” said the clerk, with an encouraging nod.

Lucy examined the price tag, and her eyes grew large.

“I don’t know,” she said, hesitating. “What if the scent clashes with her perfume?”

“You wouldn’t want that,” agreed Sue, who loved to shop but rarely paid full price, preferring to keep an eye out for sales. She could spot a markdown a mile away.

Lucy gave the clerk an apologetic little smile, and the two left the stall. In the walkway outside, Lucy grabbed Sue’s arm.

“Did you see the price?” sputtered Lucy. “Thirty-five dollars for three hangers. I can’t afford that.”

“You’re not the only one,” said Sue glumly. “I don’t think this is going to be a very happy Christmas season. Money’s too tight.”


“Isn’t it always this time of year?”

“This year’s worse,” said Sue, pausing to examine some hand-crafted wooden picture frames. “I’ve never seen it so bad. I’ve already gotten a restraining order, and it’s only Thanksgiving.”

“Restraining order?”

“Yeah. The moms at the center get them when the dads and boyfriends start acting up. There’s always one or two during the holidays, but I’ve never had one quite so early.”

“But the economy’s supposed to be booming.”

“Not for some of the families using the day-care center. I keep hearing about the lobster quota.”

“The state had to do that, or there won’t be any lobsters left,” said Lucy. “They have to protect the breeding population. I wrote a story about it for the paper.”

“I know,” agreed Sue, replacing the frame and moving on to the next booth. “But a lot of people in this town depend on lobsters for a living. They’re really taking a hit.”

“Hi, Franny!” exclaimed Lucy, waving to the woman in the next booth. “I didn’t know you’d gone into business.”

Franny Small, a fiftyish woman with tightly permed hair, beamed at them proudly from behind a display of jewelry.

“Well, you know, the hardware store finally closed—couldn’t compete with that new Home Depot. I was cleaning out the place, and I didn’t know what to do with all the bits and pieces—you know nuts and bolts and stuff like that—and then I had this idea to make jewelry. And well, here I am.”

“This is hardware?” Lucy looked more closely at a pair of earrings.

“See—that’s a hex nut. But these are my favorites—they’re dragonflies made from wing nuts. The wings are copper screening.”

“Look at that, Sue. Aren’t they great?”


“They’re wonderful,” exclaimed Sue, “and only ten dollars. I’m going to buy a pair to put in Sidra’s stocking.”

Sidra was Sue’s daughter, recently graduated from college and now working as an assistant producer at a TV station in New York.

“That’s a good idea,” said Lucy, thinking of her own teenage daughter. “I’ll get a pair for Elizabeth. She’ll love them.”

“Do you want them gift-wrapped? I use the old brown paper and string from the store—it kind of completes the look.”

“Sure,” said Lucy. “Thanks.”

“So, Sue, when is the cookie exchange?” asked Franny, as she tore a sheet of paper from the antique roller salvaged from the hardware store. “I want to be sure to mark my calendar.”

Sue groaned and Lucy explained. “She says she isn’t having it this year.”

“That’s too bad,” said Franny, neatly folding the paper so she didn’t have to use tape, and tying the whole thing together with a length of red-and-white string. “Why not?”

“It just didn’t seem like such a good idea—I didn’t really know who to invite. So many of the old regulars have moved away, and Marge is sick, and…”

“Can’t you invite some new people?” asked Franny brightly.

“Yeah, Sue,” said Lucy, pulling out her wallet. “How about inviting some new people? You must know a lot of nice young moms from the day-care center.”

“I’d love to make some new friends,” said Franny, giving them their change and receipts. “I don’t have much time for myself, what with making the jewelry and running the shop here. I’ve really been too busy to socialize. I’ve been looking forward to the cookie exchange for months.”

“I knew this was coming,” protested Sue. “New people! You don’t understand. These young moms aren’t like we were. They don’t cook! They buy takeout and frozen stuff. Remember when I invited Krissy, the girl who owns that gym? She brought rice cakes! Somehow she didn’t get the idea of a cookie exchange at all.”

“They were chocolate-chip rice cakes,” said Lucy, grinning at the memory.

“Put yourself in their shoes,” said Franny, earnestly. “It must be very hard to raise a family and keep a job—I don’t know how these young girls do it all.”

“With a lot of help from me,” muttered Sue. “It isn’t just day care, you know. It’s advice, and giving them a shoulder to cry on, and collecting toys and clothes and passing them on to the ones who need them.”

“You do a fantastic job,” said Lucy.

“You do,” agreed Franny, turning to help another customer. “But I hope you won’t give up the cookie exchange. I’d really miss it.”

Lucy gave her a little wave, and they turned to investigate the pottery in the next booth. Lucy picked up a mug, running her fingers over the smooth shape. Then she looked at Sue, who was examining an apple-baker.

“There’s no way around it. You have to have the cookie exchange. People are counting on you. It wouldn’t be Christmas without it.”

Sue’s dark hair fell across her face at an angle, and Lucy couldn’t see her expression. She hoped she hadn’t been too persistent, that she hadn’t pushed Sue too hard. She really valued their friendship and didn’t want to jeopardize it. When Sue flicked the hair out of her eyes, Lucy was relieved to see that she was smiling.

“You’re right, Lucy. It wouldn’t be Christmas without the cookie exchange. But it doesn’t have to be at my house. Why don’t you be the hostess for a change?”

“Me?” Lucy’s eyebrows shot up.

“Yup.” Sue pointed a perfectly manicured finger at Lucy. “You.”
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16 days ’til Xmas

Sue had been right, thought Lucy, pushing open the kitchen door and surveying the mess. Agreeing to host the cookie exchange had been a big mistake. It was almost five o’clock, the guests were due at seven, and she hadn’t had a chance to do a thing with the house.

She’d been tied up at The Pennysaver all day; she’d spent the morning writing up an interview with Santa, instead of eating lunch she’d dashed out to the Coast Guard station to photograph the guardsmen hanging a huge wreath on the lighthouse and then had gone to the weekly meeting of the Tinker’s Cove board of selectmen. The selectmen had been unusually argumentative, which made for good copy, but she wouldn’t have a chance to write it up until tomorrow morning, just before the Wednesday noon deadline.

Congratulating herself on her foresight for baking the Dee-Liteful Wine Cake ahead of time, she shrugged off her coat and dropped her notebook on the pile of papers covering the round, golden oak kitchen table. It consisted mostly of financial-aid applications for her oldest child, Toby. He was a high school senior and was applying to several high-priced liberal arts colleges.

He wouldn’t be able to go unless he got financial aid, and she had to fill out the complicated forms before January 1, the date recommended by the school guidance office. The thought of the forms was enough to make her feel overwhelmed—how was she supposed to know what their household income would be next year? Bill was a self-employed restoration carpenter, and his earnings varied drastically from year to year. So did hers, for that matter. Ted, the publisher of The Pennysaver, only called her when he needed her. She usually worked quite a lot in December, and in the summer months, but things were pretty quiet in coastal Maine in January and February.

First things first, thought Lucy, scooping all the papers into a shopping bag and stuffing it in the pantry. She had to come up with something for dinner, and the sink and counter were covered with dirty dishes.

She opened the door to the family room, and spotted her sixteen-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, stretched out on the couch with her ear to the telephone.

“Elizabeth!” she yelled. “Say good-bye and get in here.”

Then she pulled a big stockpot out of the cupboard and filled it with water. She was setting it on the stove when Elizabeth floated in.


“I wish you wouldn’t yell when I’m talking to my friends,” she complained. “It sounds so low-class.”

Lucy gave her a sideways glance. This was something new, she thought. In the past, Elizabeth had concentrated on outraging her parents, insisting on cutting her dark hair into short spikes and threatening to get her nose pierced. Now, Lucy noticed, the black oversize sweater and Doc Martens were gone, replaced by a shiny spandex top with a racing stripe down the side and a pair of sneakers with blue stripes. Her hair was combed into a smooth bob.

“What’s with the new look?” asked Lucy.

“Styles change,” said Elizabeth, with a shrug. “So what did you want me for?”

“Would you please do something with those dirty dishes? That’s supposed to be your responsibility. It’s not fair for me to work all day and come home to a messy kitchen.”

“It’s not my fault,” said Elizabeth, demurely folding her hands in front of her. “Toby didn’t clean out the dishwasher. It’s full, so I had no place to put the dirty dishes.”

“Elizabeth, I don’t have time for this.” Lucy bent down and pulled a can of dusting spray and a rag out from under the sink. “The cookie exchange is tonight; I have a dozen friends coming at seven. So do whatever you have to do, but get this mess cleaned up.”

“Okay,” said Elizabeth, in a resigned voice. “But it’s not fair.”

Lucy sighed and charged into the dining room, intending to give the table a quick wipe with the dustcloth. Unfortunately, it was covered with Toby’s college applications.

“Toby!” she hollered, aiming her voice in the direction of the hall staircase. “Get down here!”


“He can’t hear you. He’s got his earphones on,” advised eleven-year-old Sara, who was doing homework in the adjacent living room. “What’s for dinner?”

“Spaghetti,” said Lucy, gathering up the applications and stuffing them in the sideboard. “Be a sweetie and make the salad?”

“Do I have to?” groaned Sara. “I don’t feel very good. I think I might be getting my period.”

“Really?” asked Lucy, with a surge of interest. “Do you have cramps?”

“No,” admitted Sara, who was anxiously awaiting the day when she would join her friends who had already begun menstruating. “I just feel bloated.”

“Well, that’s probably the stuff you’ve been eating all afternoon. There’s enough dirty dishes in the kitchen to have fed an army. Now scoot and get started on that salad. I’ve got company coming tonight.”

“All I had was yogurt,” sniffed Sara, pushing open the door to the kitchen.

“And cereal, and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and about a gallon of milk,” added Elizabeth, whose head was stuck in the dishwasher. “You’re going to get fat if you don’t watch it.”

“Well, that’s better than…” began Sara, but the door shut before Lucy could hear the end of the sentence.

Finishing up in the dining room, Lucy flicked her dust cloth around the living room, plumped the couch cushions, and headed for the family room. There she found her youngest child, Zoe, deeply absorbed in a coloring book.

“What’cha doing?” asked Lucy, giving her a little pat on the head.

“Homework.”


“I didn’t know they had homework in kindergarten, even all-day kindergarten.”

Lucy sent up a quick prayer of thanks for the all-day kindergarten program, which had just begun that year. It made it possible for her to work because Zoe now came home on the school bus with her older brother and sisters.

“Let me see that,” said Lucy, taking the book. She was amused to see that Zoe had neatly written her name in the upper left-hand corner of the picture, just as she had been taught in school. “Very nice letters.”

“The z is hard,” said Zoe, very seriously.

“You got it perfect,” said Lucy. “Now, would you do me a big favor and set the table for supper?”

“Sure, Mommy.”

Lucy sighed. If only they would stay this sweet and agreeable throughout adolescence.

“Thank you, honey,” she said, watching fondly as Zoe trotted into the kitchen.

She quickly straightened up the untidy newspapers and magazines, and scooped up a few stray glasses and dishes and carried them into the kitchen.

“How’s the salad coming?”

“All done.”

“Great. You can help Zoe set the table, okay? Elizabeth, here’s some more stuff for the dishwasher and…” Lucy stopped in the middle of the room and slapped her hand to her head. “What am I doing?”

“Dinner,” reminded Elizabeth.

“Right. Dinner. Did I defrost the hamburger?” She peered in the refrigerator. “No. Of course not.” She pulled a package out of the freezer, unwrapped it, and dropped it in the frying pan with a clunk.

“What? No meatballs?” It was Bill, home from work.

“Not tonight.” She tilted her cheek up for a kiss and smiled at the tickly feeling from his beard. “I’m kind of frantic, actually,” she explained, pushing the meat around with a spatula. “I had to work all day, and the cookie exchange is tonight.”

“I thought Sue did that,” said Bill, hanging up his coat on the hook by the door.

“I got drafted this year.”

“Well, it’s a worthy cause—Christmas cookies!” Bill was settling down at the half-set kitchen table, with a cold beer in his hand.

“Since you feel that way, do you mind finishing up this sauce?” Lucy glanced nervously at the clock on the wall above the stove. “I’d like to set out the party refreshments in the dining room.”

“Sure thing.” Bill took the spatula from her, and Lucy scurried into the pantry, pulling out the ladder and climbing up to take the cake box off the top shelf. She carried it into the dining room and lifted off the top, expecting to see the festively decorated Dee-Liteful Wine Cake she had stored there.

Instead, she saw that only three-quarters of the cake was left.

Clenching her fists, she marched up the kitchen stairs and threw open the door to Toby’s room.

“How could you?” she demanded, pulling off his earphones.

Startled, Toby looked up.

“How could I what?”

“You know what! Eat my cake!”


“What cake?” muttered Toby, grabbing for the earphones.

“The one with sprigs of holly and red candied cherries that was on the top shelf of the pantry.” Lucy’s arms were akimbo, and she was drumming her fingers against her hips.

“Oh, that one,” said Toby, biting his lower lip. Then his face brightened as he turned on the charm. “It’s pretty good, Mom.”

“Flattery isn’t going to get you out of this, buddy,” said Lucy, implacably. “What were you thinking? I made a cake and decorated it for you to enjoy all by yourself?”

He lowered his head. “I’m sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have done it. But I was so hungry. It’s all this pressure with the college applications and everything.”

“Give me a break,” muttered Lucy, disgusted. “I’m gonna get you for this—I don’t know exactly how, but you’ll pay.”

She thumped down the front stairs to the dining room and got a knife out of a drawer, cutting the cake into neat slices and arranging them on a plate. She opened a package of holiday napkins, unfolding one and laying it over the sliced cake and arranging the rest on the sideboard, along with her sterling-silver dessert forks and teaspoons, her best china plates and cups and saucers.

Stepping back, she glanced around the room. It wasn’t as lavishly decorated as Sue’s house, but it was festive. A bowl of holly sat on the sideboard, little electric candles stood on the windowsills, and there was a crystal bowl filled with silver and gold Christmas balls in the middle of the now gleaming mahogany table. She took a deep breath and went from window to window flicking on the candles. She dimmed the overhead chandelier and went into the kitchen to see how dinner was coming.


 

Bill was just setting a big pot filled with noodles and sauce on the table when Lucy pushed open the kitchen door and slipped into her seat next to Zoe. With impeccable timing, Toby thundered down the back stairs and thumped into his chair.

“Hey, did you hear?” he began, in an effort to deflect her attention from himself. “Richie got into Harvard.”

“He did?” Lucy stopped, serving spoon in midair. “How does he know already?”

“Early decision,” said Toby, passing the salad bowl.

“Bob and Rachel must be so pleased,” said Lucy, wishing that she felt a little more pleased with her own son.

“I bet it costs a pretty penny to go there,” said Bill, taking a piece of Italian bread and passing the basket to Lucy.

“I think they’re all about the same,” said Lucy, busy buttering her bread. “Thirty thousand.”

“I just don’t get it,” complained Bill. “When I went to college it was fifteen hundred a year, and that was everything. Tuition, room and board, the whole shebang. I had a five-hundred-dollar scholarship, and Mom got a part-time job to pay the rest.”

“Well, I’ve got a part-time job,” said Lucy. “But I sure don’t make thirty thousand dollars. Most people around here don’t even make that with a full-time job.”

“What’s the matter with the state college? That’s what I want to know,” demanded Bill, turning toward Toby.

“I’m applying there, too,” said Toby, shoveling a big forkful of spaghetti into his mouth. “But my guidance counselor says I should try some of these other schools, too.”


“I think we’ll qualify for financial aid,” said Lucy, hoping to ease the tension that was building up between father and son.

“Well, frankly, before I break my butt trying to pay for a fancy education for the young prince here, I’d like to see a little more initiative, if you know what I mean.” Bill gestured angrily with his fork. “His room’s a mess, if you let him he’ll sleep until two or three in the afternoon, and when he borrows my truck he always brings it back with an empty gas tank.”

Toby didn’t respond, but kept his head down, steadily scooping up his spaghetti.

“You know what I did today?” said Lucy brightly, changing the subject. “I interviewed Santa Claus!”

“The real Santa Claus?” Zoe was skeptical.

“I think so. It was the Santa at the Ropewalk. It didn’t seem polite to ask for his credentials.”

“I don’t suppose you need a driver’s license for a sleigh and reindeer, anyway,” observed Elizabeth, who was the proud possessor of a learner’s permit.

“What did he say?” asked Zoe.

“Well, he said it’s very warm here, compared with the North Pole.”

Bill chuckled. “The North Pole is probably the only place colder than here.”

“That’s exactly why I don’t want to go to the state college! I want to get out of this freezing cold place where there’s nothing to do,” exploded Toby, who had been on a slow simmer. He threw down his napkin and marched out of the room.

“I wish you wouldn’t be quite so hard on him,” said Lucy.

“I wouldn’t have to if you didn’t spoil him, now would I?” said Bill.


“So, Sara, how was your day?” asked Lucy, determined to get through the meal with some semblance of civility.

“We had an assembly. A man came who used to be a drug addict. He told us how he ate food from garbage cans and…”

“Drugs are terrible,” said Lucy. “What made him decide to give them up?”

“Well, he had really hit bottom. He was lying with his face in a pool of vomit…”

“Do you mind? We’re having dinner,” complained Elizabeth.

“Well, Mom asked. I’m only telling what he said.”

“I think we get the idea,” said Lucy, glancing at the old Regulator clock that hung on the wall. It was almost six-thirty, she had to get a move on. “You girls can clean up and have some frozen yogurt for dessert. I’ve got to change my clothes.”

Hauling herself up the steep back stairway took every bit of energy that Lucy had. She had to concentrate to lift her feet from one step to the next. It had been a long day, she thought, but she wasn’t usually this tired. No, it wasn’t tiredness, she realized; it was depression.

She pushed open the door to the room she shared with Bill and flicked on a lamp. It was peaceful up here; she could just barely hear the girls’ voices in the kitchen downstairs as they squabbled their way through the dishes.

The dormered room was spacious and uncluttered. The dresser tops were neatly organized, a rocking chair in the corner held only a needlepoint cushion and the wood grain of the blanket chest gleamed in the lamplight. The bed was neatly made, covered with a white woven bedspread.

It looked so inviting, thought Lucy. It wouldn’t hurt to stretch out for a minute or two, just to put her feet up and rest her eyes.


Falling back on the pillows, Lucy stretched her arms and legs and made a conscious effort to relax. She tried to push the dark clouds from her mind and to think of the enjoyable evening ahead. But instead, she kept replaying Bill’s voice. His tone had been so antagonistic, calling Toby “the young prince.” What was that all about?

Sure, Toby was lazy and liked to sleep late on weekends. And he was messy, but no more so than his friends. But, to give him credit, he was a pretty good kid. He got all As and Bs in school, he had been captain of the soccer team this fall and he’d scored an impressive 1450 on his SATs.

With that package and any luck at all, thought Lucy, feeling her spirits brightening a little, he would get into a really good college. Oh, probably not Ivy League like Richie, but he could certainly get into one of the top twenty liberal arts colleges. Which would it be? He had shown interest in Amherst and Williams, and of course there were Bates and Bowdoin and Colby right here in Maine.

Wasn’t it lucky, she thought, that she had a new car. A fire had totaled her old Subaru wagon, and she had a spiffy new model. It would look great with a classy college decal on the back window. Of course, she thought, with a little pang of jealousy, her sticker wouldn’t be quite as prestigious as Rachel’s Harvard sticker. But then, Rachel had to put her sticker on a very elderly, rusty Volvo.

She suddenly felt much better, she realized, hopping off the bed. She’d talk to Bill and find out what was bothering him. But down deep, she knew, he wanted the best for Toby just as much as she did.

Lucy opened a drawer and took out a bright red sweatshirt with a huge Santa printed on the front. Just looking at the ridiculous thing made her smile; it had been a gift from Zoe last Christmas. There weren’t too many occasions that it was suitable for, but it would be perfect for the cookie exchange. She took off the plain blue sweater she’d been wearing and pulled on the sweatshirt, added a pair of Christmas ball earrings and gave her hair a quick brush. She was ready.

She bounced down the front stairs, sending up a quick plea to the Spirit of Christmas Present: Please let my cookie exchange be a success.
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Still 16 days ’til Xmas

Of course it would be a success, she thought, smoothing her sweatshirt nervously as she checked the living room and dining room one last time. The holiday decorations were festive, and Bill had even laid a fire for her in the living room fireplace. She took one of the long fireplace matches out of its box and lit it, bending down to set the fire alight. Then she lit the candles on the mantelpiece and on the sideboard, and switched off the brightest lamps. Studying the effect, she nodded in satisfaction. In candlelight, the odd stains and worn spots disappeared, and the rooms looked quite lovely.

She only saw two storm clouds on the horizon: Lee Cummings’s separation and Richie’s acceptance at Harvard. But thanks to Sue, she knew all about Lee’s tendency to monopolize the conversation with her separation. If that happened, resolved Lucy, she would just have to change the subject, firmly. The cookie exchange wasn’t a group-therapy session, no matter what Lee might think. And Sue would help out, too. In fact, she’d promised to come early.

As for the matter of Richie, well, Lucy suspected that his early acceptance at Harvard might have put quite a few maternal noses out of joint. Andrea Rogers was particularly competitive; she had been ever since Toby and Richie and the other boys had all been on the same Little League team. Thank goodness Marge had said she was coming, having completed her first round of chemotherapy. She was so down-to-earth and unpretentious, and could be counted on to express her genuine happiness for Richie’s success to his mother, Rachel. With Marge on hand the natural competitiveness of the group would be kept in check.

Pushing open the kitchen door, Lucy saw that Sara was almost finished wiping the counters.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” she said. “You did a really good job.”

“No problem, Mom. Oh, Elizabeth said to tell you that the upstairs toilet is clogged up again.”

“Oh, no. That’s all I need tonight.”

“Want me to tell Dad to fix it?”

“No. Not now.” Lucy knew that Bill’s plumbing projects tended to get very messy indeed. “He’ll have to take it apart, and that means turning off the water. Listen, just do me a favor and ask everybody to use the downstairs toilet, okay?”

“Do we have to? I hate having to be polite and talking to your friends. Mrs. Orenstein always wants to know what books I’ve been reading and Ms. Small pinches my cheeks.”

“Use the back stairs. You won’t have to talk to them then.”

“Okay, Mom.”


The doorbell rang just as Sara disappeared up the stairs and Lucy looked at her watch. Only six-fifty. It was probably Sue, keeping her promise to come early to help out. But when Lucy opened the door she recognized Stephanie Scott, one of the young mothers from the day-care center Sue had suggested inviting.

“Hi, Steffie. You’re the first. Come on in.”

“I hope you don’t mind that I came a little early,” said Steffie, carefully maneuvering her tray of cookies through the door. “Tom—that’s my husband—he asked me to bring some MADD pamphlets. But I wanted to make sure it was OK with you, so I thought I’d better get here before everybody else.”

“Mad pamphlets?” asked a puzzled Lucy, taking the cookies and leading the way to the dining room. She lifted the foil and peeked, nodding with satisfaction at what looked like old-fashioned mincemeat cookies.

“Right,” said Steffie, with a nod that made her perky short blond hair bounce. “Mothers Against Drunk Driving. They have a campaign this time every year to cut down on holiday accidents.”

“These look yummy,” said Lucy, setting the cookies down on the table.

“Just an old family recipe, they’re quick and easy,” said Steffie, slipping out of her coat and handing it to Lucy. She began digging in her enormous leather shoulder bag. “Now, about the pamphlets—I thought we could just put them out next to the cookies.”

Lucy regarded the handful of brochures doubtfully. “I don’t think…”

“Oh, but nobody could object, could they?” asked Steffie earnestly. “After all, we’re all mothers, and this is from Mothers Against Drunk Driving. And Tom, that’s my husband, tells me they are doing an absolutely fabulous job. He’s a police lieutenant, and he has the utmost respect for MADD. He says they’re one organization that is really making a difference.”

Steffie’s blue eyes were blazing and she was speaking with all the zeal of a true convert. Lucy felt a little prickle of resentment. This was her party, after all. Steffie had no business promoting her agenda in Lucy’s house.

“It’s certainly a worthy cause…” began Lucy, intending to firmly reject Steffie’s offer, but realizing in mid-sentence that there was no way she could decently refuse. She could hardly argue in favor of drunk driving. What was she going to say that wouldn’t sound irresponsible? She realized she was trapped, and began to think she really didn’t like Steffie all that much.

The phone rang just then, and Lucy seized on the opportunity to avoid the issue. “Fine,” she said, with a dismissive wave of the hand, reaching for the receiver.

“Lucy, this is Marge.”

Oh, no, thought Lucy, watching as Steffie began arranging her pamphlets on the table. She can’t come.

“Hi. How are you doing?”

“Not so good—that’s why I’m calling.” Marge spoke slowly, as if even talking on the phone was an effort. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t make it tonight.”

Lucy had known this might happen, but she was still disappointed.

“That’s too bad…” she began, passing the coat back to Steffie and pointing her to the coat closet.

“I know. I was really hoping I could come. I got the candy-cane cookies all made, and Sue’s going to pick ’em up and bring ’em. But I guess making the cookies used up all my energy. I’m beat now.”

Lucy hoped it was the effects of the chemotherapy that was making Marge feel bad, and not the cancer, but she didn’t know how to ask.

“I heard you’re having a rough time with the chemo.”

“You can say that again. If I can just survive the treatment, I’ll have this thing licked,” she said, with a weak chuckle. “At least, that’s what they tell me.”

“You hang in there,” said Lucy. She thought of Marge’s husband, Police Officer Barney Culpepper, and her son, Eddie, who was Toby’s age. “Barney and Eddie need you.”

“I know they do,” replied Marge, with a little catch in her voice. “They’ve been terrific, you know. Hardly let me do a thing in the house. They keep saying I’ve got to save my energy to fight the cancer.”

“They’re right. You concentrate on getting well. I’ll make sure you get your cookies. I’ll bring them over one day this week.”

“That’ll be great. Thanks, Lucy.”

What rotten luck, thought Lucy, slowly replacing the receiver. Marge was barely forty and the rumors around town were that her prognosis wasn’t good, but she was fighting with every ounce of strength she had.

That’s all you can do, thought Lucy, who feared every month when she examined her breasts that she’d find a lump.

“That was Marge Culpepper,” Lucy told Steffie by way of explanation. “Her husband is on the police force, too.”

“I think I’ve heard Tom mention his name.”

“Well, Marge can’t come tonight. She’s been having chemotherapy and doesn’t feel very well.”

“Cancer?”

Lucy nodded. “I have a few things to do in the kitchen, so why don’t you make yourself comfortable? I’ll be right back.”

She hurried into the kitchen, where she set up the coffeepot and filled the kettle with water for tea. Then she filled the sugar bowl and creamer and carried them out to the dining room, setting them on the sideboard along with the cake. Turning toward the living room, where Steffie was perched on the couch and leafing through a coffee-table book, Lucy thought it was about time for Sue to show up. After all, Steffie was her friend.

As if by magic, the doorbell rang just then.

“Come on in,” cried Lucy, welcoming reinforcements in the form of Juanita Orenstein and Rachel Goodman. Juanita’s little girl, Sadie, was Zoe’s best friend.

“Before I forget—congratulations, Rachel. Toby told me all about Richie.”

“Thanks, Lucy,” said Rachel, glowing with maternal pride. “I can still hardly believe it myself, and I was the one who encouraged him to give Harvard a try.”

“You never know unless you try,” added Juanita, sagely.

“What? What’s happened?” asked Steffie, joining the group in the hallway.

“Oh, where are my manners?” Lucy rolled her eyes. “Let me introduce Steffie Scott. This is Rachel Goodman—her son was just accepted at Harvard—and…”

“Harvard!” shrieked Steffie, sounding like one of the hysterical winners in a Publishers Clearinghouse commercial. “That’s fantastic!”

Lucy and Juanita’s eyes met. Lucy raised her eyebrows, and Juanita gave a little smirk.

“Actually,” said Rachel, whose glow of pride had been replaced with a blush of embarrassment, “the best part is having the whole application process over with. I’m so glad he decided to try for early decision—now he doesn’t have to worry and can enjoy his senior year.”


“Well, I’ve been reading up on this,” said Steffie. “My son, Will, is only three, but it’s never too early to start planning. And the experts say that early decision definitely increases your chances at the top schools.”

“Does it really? I didn’t know that,” said Rachel. “Actually, Richie’s grandfather went to Harvard, and I think that had more to do with his admission than anything else.”

“Really?” asked Steffie, her eyes round in surprise. “I didn’t know they took Jews way back then.”

For a moment the women stood in shocked silence. Then Rachel spoke. “You’re probably right, though I’m sure it’s nothing they’re proud of today. And anyway, it was my dad who went, and he’s not Jewish. My maiden name is Webster. For the record, Bob’s folks are Jewish, but I have to confess we don’t really practice any religion at all.” She chuckled. “On Sunday mornings we walk the dog and read the paper.”

“I didn’t mean to give the wrong impression,” said Steffie, realizing she’d made a blunder. “It doesn’t matter to me what religion you are. Can I help you with those cookies?”

Hearing a knock, Lucy opened the door. As she suspected, it was Franny, who preferred a quiet rap to the gong of the doorbell.

“It’s just me and Lydia,” she said, with a nod toward her friend, kindergarten teacher Lydia Volpe. “I hope I parked OK. I didn’t want to block anybody in.” She was looking anxiously over her shoulder.

“She’s parked fine,” said Lydia, with a shrug. “I kept telling her.”

“I’m sure it’s fine. Let me take that,” said Lucy, reaching for the cookie tin Franny was clutching to her bosom.

“Just the same old Chinese noodle cookies—I’m not much of a cook and you don’t have to bake them. You just melt the chocolate and add the noodles and peanuts and drop them on waxed paper. I could never make pizzelles like Lydia—I don’t know how she does it. They seem so difficult.”

“Not really,” said Lydia. “Trust me. I’m not really a good cook—not like my mother.”

“Well, I’m sure they’re both delicious. As always. My kids love them. It wouldn’t be Christmas without them.”

“You’re sweet to say so, Lucy,” said Franny, idly picking up one of the pamphlets.

“If we brought mudpies, Lucy would find something nice to say,” joked Lydia.

“Don’t the cookies look good this year? Don’t tell me you made this cake, Lucy. It looks delicious,” said Franny.

“Mmm, it does,” agreed Lydia. “Now what can we do to help?”

Lucy looked up as the door flew open and Pam Stillings and Andrea Rogers sailed in.

“Would you be dears and bring in the coffee? The pot’s in the kitchen. And the tea water ought to be ready, too.”

“Be glad to,” said Lydia, as she and Franny headed for the kitchen.

Lucy went to greet the new arrivals.

“We didn’t ring the bell—we figured you’d have your hands full,” announced Pam, who was married to Lucy’s boss at The Pennysaver, Ted Stillings.

“Well, come on in and make yourselves at home. You know where everything is.”

“I made my usual decorated sugar cookies,” said Andrea, handing a basket to Lucy. Her eyes were bright, and her color was high. Lucy wondered if she had a fever.


“Are you feeling OK?” she asked in a concerned voice.

“Who me? I’m fine,” said Andrea, avoiding Lucy’s eyes and looking around the hallway to the rooms beyond. “Doesn’t everything look wonderful? I’m so glad you decided to continue the cookie exchange. It’s such a wonderful tradition.”

“How many years, Lucy?” inquired Pam.

“It must be sixteen, anyway,” guessed Lucy.

“That’s right. I think Adam was still in diapers when I came for the first time.”

“And Tim hadn’t even begun playing baseball, yet,” said Andrea, who always thought of her son’s growth in terms of his progress in the sport. “Remember Little League? Wasn’t that fun?”

“It sure was,” said Lucy, winking at Pam. Their sons hadn’t shown much talent for baseball, and they mostly remembered the games as opportunities for the boys to make humiliating mistakes. Andrea, however, had afforded everyone a great deal of amusement as a one-woman cheering section for Tim.

“I always knew baseball would pay off for Tim,” continued Andrea. “And it has. You know quite a few scouts were interested in him last season, and we got a call from the athletic director at Maine Christian University this afternoon.” Andrea’s voice was rising and had become quite loud. “He got a full scholarship—tuition, room and board, even a little spending money. Isn’t that fantastic?”

“Congratulations! That’s great news,” said Lydia, appearing in the doorway with the pot of coffee. “My little kindergarten grads are doing well. Did you hear about Richie?”

“What about Richie?” asked Andrea, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.

Here we go, thought Lucy.

“He’s going to Harvard. Early decision,” announced Lydia.


“No! That’s great,” said Pam, hurrying off to congratulate Rachel. “Good news for a change! Local boy does good!”

Andrea, of course, hadn’t taken the news quite as well. To her way of thinking, Tim was tops. She didn’t mind other kids being successful, she just didn’t like them to outdo Tim. And while Maine Christian University was undoubtedly a fine school, it couldn’t compare with Harvard.

“My that coffee smells good,” said Andrea, with a little sniff. “I’d love a cup.”

“You must be so proud of Tim,” said Lucy, steering the conversation back to Andrea’s favorite subject. “He was on the All-State team last year, wasn’t he?”

“And he won the batting title last year and was voted MVP by his teammates,” recited Andrea, looking a little happier.

“He was always a little firecracker,” said Lydia, who had long ago trained herself to remember only her students’ positive attributes.

Confident she was leaving Andrea in good hands, Lucy left the group in the dining room and went into the living room to invite the women gathered there to take some refreshments.

“There’s cake and coffee in the dining room—and I wouldn’t dilly-dally,” she said. “There’s a pretty hungry crowd in there.”

“I’m so glad you did this, Lucy. It’s such a nice Christmas tradition,” said Rachel, who was leaning back in a wing chair with her feet propped on a footstool. “But I can sure understand why Sue thought it was time to take a break. Is she coming?”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” said Lucy. “She’s supposed to, and she’s bringing her new assistant at the center, Tucker.”

“Tucker’s wonderful,” said Steffie, rising to her feet and joining the general drift toward the dining room. “Will just adores her.”

As they passed through the hallway the doorbell rang and Lucy stopped to open it, expecting to see an apologetic Sue standing on the other side. Instead, she saw Lee Cummings.

“Just what I need,” she muttered to herself. “The woman scorned, the soon-to-be divorcée from hell.” She pasted a bright smile on her face. “Hi, Lee. I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Me too, Lucy. For a while I didn’t think I was going to be able to come. I was waiting for Steve, that weasel. I mean, to hear him talk he absolutely adores the girls, and I’m the evil witch who keeps him from them. But when it comes to taking care of them for one single evening, where is he? He forgot all about it. I had to call all over town, and I finally tracked him down at the donut shop.” She paused for breath and shook her head. “I hope he chokes on them. I hope the cholesterol clogs up his blood vessels and he has a stroke and lies there paralyzed for days and nobody finds him until he rots. And when they find him the rats will have been chewing on him…”

“These cookies look really good,” said Lucy, taking a platter covered with plastic wrap from her.

“It’s the most wonderful recipe,” said Lee, hanging up her jacket on the hall coat tree. “They taste great and believe it or not, they’re low fat and have hardly any sugar. They’re actually good for you.”

Lucy raised a skeptical eyebrow. Lee took her role as the wife of a dentist very seriously, and was known for using recipes that were good for you but didn’t necessarily taste very good.

“Sounds like a miracle.”

“It really is—oh, Lucy, do you mind if I just run upstairs to use the loo?”


“Of course not,” said Lucy, mentally crossing her fingers. So far, the plumbing seemed to be holding up but she didn’t want to risk any disasters. “Please use the downstairs powder room instead. Do you know where it is?”

“Sure thing.”

Lee dashed off through the kitchen, while Lucy added her platter of cookies to the others on the table. It was filling up, Lucy saw with satisfaction, surveying the array of homemade baked goods. The women had packed the cookies in sandwich bags, each holding six cookies, and a few had decorated them with bright holiday ribbons and stickers. The table was so crowded, in fact, that Steffie’s little brochures had disappeared from sight.

“So, what’s it like to be the proud mother of a genius?” asked Lydia, striking up a conversation with Rachel. “You must be so proud of Richie.”

“I am,” admitted Rachel. “But I was proud of him before we got the letter, too.”

“You don’t have to be modest,” said Lydia. “Harvard is the top American college, after all.”

“There are plenty of other good schools, too,” said Pam, who was growing tired of hearing about other people’s kids. “Adam wants to go to Boston University, or maybe Northeastern.”

“MCU’s awfully good, too,” said Andrea. “Especially if you have a full scholarship like Tim does.”

“And a lot of kids can’t take the pressure at a place like Harvard,” continued Pam. “They crash and burn.”

“That’s right,” added Steffie. “There’s a lot of alcohol abuse at those fraternities. Was it Harvard? Maybe it was MIT. I’m not sure which, but I remember reading that a freshman died from alcohol poisoning.”


“That was MIT,” said Lee, joining the group. “But I don’t think Harvard’s much better. It certainly didn’t do much for Steve, I can tell you that.”

There was a sudden commotion as Rachel dropped her coffee cup, shattering the cup and saucer and spilling the coffee on the rug. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Lucy,” she said, dropping to her knees and attempting to clean up the mess with a holiday napkin.

“Here, let me take care of that,” said Lucy. As she knelt beside Rachel, she saw that tears were filling her eyes. “It’s nothing…” began Lucy, reaching for more napkins. “We spill stuff all the time—why do you think I’m having this little do by candlelight?”

Rachel giggled, and Lucy gave her a quick hug. She didn’t think for a minute that Rachel was crying over spilt coffee; she had been upset by her friends’ meanness.

“Don’t pay any mind,” whispered Lucy, taking the sponge Franny was offering her. “They’re just jealous.”

“Oh, I know. But I’ve really had to bite my tongue tonight, let me tell you. Especially with Andrea,” hissed Rachel, picking up the broken pieces of china and handing them to Franny. “To listen to her, you’d never know Tim isn’t quite the paragon she wants everyone to think he is.”

“He isn’t?” Lucy was definitely interested.

“No. He was arrested last week for driving under the influence. He’s in big trouble.”

“My goodness,” said Franny.

“How do you know?” asked Lucy.

“They hired Bob to defend him.” Bob, Rachel’s husband, was a lawyer.

Rachel’s hand flew to her mouth as she rose to her feet. “Don’t tell anybody, okay? I’m not supposed to know about this—client confidentiality and all that.”

“Your secret’s safe with me,” said Lucy, now standing and scanning the table for the brochures. She finally found them under Franny’s Chinese noodle cookies. Making sure no one was watching, she lifted the plate and scooped up the brochures, wadding them into a ball along with the sodden napkins. Then she turned, intending to throw the whole mess into the kitchen garbage.

“Oh my goodness, Lucy,” said Lee, suddenly appearing at her elbow. “Who brought those awful Chinese noodle cookies? Can you imagine making something as unhealthy as that in this day and age? What could she have been thinking? Those things are full of saturated fat and all sorts of preservatives. Talk about empty calories!”

Lucy looked across the table toward the sideboard, where Franny was refilling the teapot, and saw her hurt expression.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Lucy, catching Franny’s eye. “I can’t resist them myself—and it’s only once a year.”

That’s right, she told herself. Christmas only comes once a year, thank goodness. And with any luck, she’d never have to have this blasted cookie exchange again. How could she have forgotten? It was the same thing every year. Somebody always went home with hurt feelings. Of course, this year looked to be something of a record in the hurt-feelings department. It was all Sue’s fault, she decided. If she’d gotten to the party on time, she could have helped keep the combatants apart. As it was, if she didn’t arrive soon, thought Lucy, blood would probably be shed.

In the kitchen, Lucy tossed the pamphlets into the bin under the kitchen sink. The last thing she wanted was for Andrea to see them; remembering her swollen eyes when she arrived, Lucy was sure she was enormously upset about Tim’s arrest. All that bragging about the MCU scholarship was her way of putting on a brave front.

Of course, nobody was more competitive than Andrea when it came to kids. As much as Lucy sympathized with her, and dreaded finding herself in the same situation, she couldn’t help feeling just the teeniest bit that Andrea was getting her just desserts.

Lucy was far too superstitious ever to brag about her children; the most she would do was modestly accept a compliment on their behalf. That wasn’t Andrea’s way. Ever since Tim caught his first Wiffle ball, gently lobbed by his father, she had hailed him as a superb athlete. Her friends had listened patiently through the years as she had provided a play-by-play narration of his achievements. In his mother’s eyes, Tim could do no wrong. He was perfect. He was, thought Lucy, too good to be true.

Returning to the dining room, Lucy poured herself a cup of coffee and propped a slice of cake on the saucer. Then she followed the group into the living room, where they had settled to enjoy their refreshments. Lee was making the most of this opportunity to reap her friends’ sympathy by making sure they all knew the details of Steve’s latest transgressions.

“He told his lawyer that there’s no reason for me to get the stove because I never lifted a hand to cook a home-cooked meal in the entire seven years we’ve been married—can you believe it?”

Receiving clucks and murmurs of sympathy from the group, she continued. “I mean, we entertained at least once a week and I thought nothing of whipping up beef Stroganoff or coq au vin for his dental-society colleagues and their incredibly boring wives, not to mention chicken wings and homemade pizza—with sundried tomatoes, I might add—for his annual Super Bowl bash. This stuff didn’t all just appear, you know. I spent hours cutting and chopping and stirring and sweating over a hot stove—the very stove he says I never touched. Can you believe it?”

“It’s funny. If people don’t do something themselves, they don’t understand how much work it is,” said Pam. “Ted doesn’t have a clue about housework. I’m sure he thinks the rugs vacuum themselves while I lie on the couch all day watching soap operas.”

The women chuckled and nodded in agreement.

“Don’t even mention rugs,” moaned Lee. “You know my beautiful Kirman, the one my parents gave us for a wedding present?”

“He wants that?” asked Lydia.

Lee nodded, and the women sighed and shook their heads in dismay.

“That’s terrible,” said Juanita.

“I’d tell him exactly what he could do with it,” said Pam.

“Well, he’s not going to get it,” said Lee. “I’m going to make sure of that. That’s why I went with the Boston lawyer. He says he always goes right for the jugular!”

“And I bet he charges Boston prices, too,” said Rachel, who was standing next to Lucy.

“Like the hair-dye commercial says, ‘I’m worth it,’” said Lee, defending her choice. “Besides, I have my girls’ futures to think of, too.”

This was received with another murmur of approval, and Lee paused to take a bite of cake.

Rachel turned to Lucy. “She’s making a big mistake,” she whispered. “A local lawyer like Bob would try to get them to reconcile, or at least work out an amicable agreement. That would be a lot better for the kids, believe me.”


Lucy nodded in agreement. She tended to think people were often too quick to opt for divorce and didn’t consider the consequences, especially for the children. “I don’t know—even if she gets everything she wants, she isn’t going to be able to keep the same lifestyle. Whatever he makes, now it’s got to support two households instead of one.”

“That’s right,” said Rachel. “Except for a handful of very wealthy people, divorce is a one-way road to poverty.”

“Yoo-hoo,” halloed Sue, sailing through the front door. “Sorry I’m late…”

“It’s about time you got here,” complained Lucy, who had been wondering if Sue had abandoned her.

“Nice shirt—and so subtle, too,” joked Sue, blinking at Lucy’s bright Santa sweatshirt. “I would have been here hours ago except my battery died. So, how’s it going?”

“Touch and go,” said Lucy, with a little shrug. “No fatalities—yet.”

“I’d say you’re doing great,” said Sue. Then, raising her voice, she announced, “Now, listen everybody. I know you can’t wait to start grabbing cookies but I want you to meet someone. This is Tucker Whitney, my new assistant at the center.”

Tucker, Lucy saw, could be trouble. She was a strikingly attractive twentysomething. Tall and slender, she had long, naturally blond hair.

“Hi, Tucker,” chorused the group, without much enthusiasm. Realizing she was no longer the center of attention, Lee decided to pour herself a second cup of coffee.

“Hi, everybody,” said Tucker, smiling broadly. Although she was the youngest person there and didn’t know most of the others, she was one of those rare people who are comfortable wherever they go.


She turned to Lucy and indicated the stack of platters and tins in her arms. “What should I do with these? I hope I made enough. Sue didn’t tell me how many to bring so I have these twelve dozen but if you need more, I’ve got another six dozen in the car.”

“Oh, my goodness. You didn’t need to do all that,” said Lucy. “You only needed to bring six dozen.”

“Oh, well, you can keep the extras,” said Tucker. “Sue told me you’ve got four kids.” She looked around at the house, obviously impressed. “You’re so lucky. Someday I want to have a big family and a house just like this.”

Lucy started to protest politely, but changed her mind. “You’re right. I am lucky. Thanks for reminding me. Sometimes I take too much for granted.”

“Don’t we all,” said Tucker. “Now, I hope everyone likes these cookies. It’s a new recipe I got from a magazine, and it sounded too good to be true. They’re supposed to be low in fat and sugar…”

“That can’t be!” exclaimed Lee, glaring at Tucker from the other side of the table.

“Well, that’s what it said,” insisted Tucker.

“They’re the same as my cookies!” Lee pointed an accusing finger at Tucker. “You stole my recipe!”

Tucker didn’t reply, she just shrugged her shoulder apologetically.

Lucy felt a little bit like a firefighter, rushing to put out yet another flare of temper.

“It just goes to show that good recipes get around,” she said. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Toby heading upstairs, looking like a young man with a mission, but before she could remind him to use the downstairs bathroom she was distracted by Tucker’s request to borrow something to put her cookies in.

“I didn’t think to bring an extra container,” she confessed.

“Not a problem,” said Lucy, pulling a bread basket out of the sideboard and giving it to her. “Don’t mind Lee,” she added. “She’s involved in a messy divorce.”

“I know. Her little girl, Hillary, comes to the day-care center. She talks about it a lot. She’s pretty upset about Daddy leaving home.”

“That’s too bad,” responded Lucy automatically, her attention drawn to the living room.

There, as if in slow motion, she saw Franny approaching Andrea, holding out something. Oh my God, she thought, realizing that Franny, dear, well-meaning Franny, had saved one of the MADD pamphlets and was intending to give it to Andrea. No doubt expecting her to be grateful for this show of concern.

Lucy immediately started across the room, hoping to intercept Franny before the exchange could take place. In her haste, her foot slipped out of her loafer and she began to fall. She caught herself by grabbing the doorjamb and quickly shoved her foot back into the shoe.

“What is this? A joke?” exclaimed Andrea, glaring at Franny.

Lucy hurried to explain. “Steffie brought these pamphlets. Her husband is…”

“I know exactly who her husband is,” hissed Andrea.

“Well, if I’d known about Tim, I never would have let her put the pamphlets out. And as soon as I heard, I threw them away. I’m sure Franny was only trying to be helpful.”

“That’s right,” sniffed Franny.

To Lucy’s dismay, Steffie joined their little group and placed her hand on Andrea’s arm.


“It’s very normal to feel angry about Tim’s arrest, but it’s for his own good,” she said. “My husband has seen too many terrible accidents where kids, kids like Tim, have been killed. Isn’t it better for him to learn that drinking and driving is unacceptable? I mean,” she continued with the bright certainty of the mother of a blameless three-year-old, “I would much rather spend a morning in court with Will than a night in the emergency room.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be so confident, if I were you,” said Andrea, pulling her arm free of Steffie’s grasp. Her voice rang out shrilly, and the other women dropped their conversations and turned toward her.

“I know what you’re thinking, all of you,” continued Andrea, her eyes flashing with anger. “You’re all positive that something like this will never happen to you because you’re good mothers. It’s only bad mothers whose kids get in trouble. And you’ve done everything right. You’ve cooked dinner every night. OK, so once in a while you order pizza, but that’s as bad as it gets. Right?”

Pam and Juanita chuckled nervously.

“You don’t let the kids watch too much TV—it’s not good for them. And you don’t let them eat too many sweets because you want them to have strong teeth. You go to church every Sunday, and you make sure the kids go to Sunday School.”

Franny dabbed at her eyes, which were filling with tears.

“Most of all, you’ve been good examples. You don’t drink and drive, and your kids would never dream of doing it. Oh, no. You’ve spoken with them and told them that if they need a ride home, they should call you. No matter what the time. You’ll get them, no questions asked. Right?”

A few heads around the room nodded, including Lucy’s. She and Bill had had that very talk with Toby just a few weeks ago.


“Well, you know what?” demanded Andrea, who was shaking with rage and shame. “I am a good mother. I’ve done all those things. And my son was arrested. The lawyer tells me he’ll have a criminal record for the rest of his life. So don’t be so sure it can’t happen to you.”

Stunned, the women were silent, staring at Andrea, who was wiping tears from her face. Nobody seemed to know what to say. Realizing she had a social disaster on her hands, Lucy hurried to Andrea, proffering a napkin printed with holly. She gave her a little hug and turned to face the group.

“Come on, everybody. It’s time to swap those cookies. Remember, you can only take a half dozen of each kind. Okay?”

The women picked up the empty baskets and cookie tins they had brought and formed a loose line that wrapped around the table. Only Andrea remained in the living room, being consoled by Tucker.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” cooed Juanita. “The cookies this year are better than ever.”

“They’re absolutely wonderful,” agreed Pam.

“I don’t know how I’m going to keep them hidden until Christmas Eve,” confessed Lucy. From upstairs, she thought she heard the sound of the toilet flushing. Then she remembered Toby, hurrying upstairs with an especially purposeful expression. She held her breath, willing the aged pipes to cooperate, just this once.

“We have ours on Christmas Day with hot cocoa,” said Pam, counting six Chinese noodle cookies into a sandwich bag.

“I take mine to my folks’ house,” said Lee. “We always have Christmas with them.”

Lucy reached across the table to take some of Tucker’s cookies when she felt a drop of water on her hand. She looked up and, horrified, saw the dining-room ceiling beginning to sag, the plaster bulging with water.

“I felt a drop,” said Lee. “Lucy, I think you have a leak…”

Lucy was standing openmouthed, transfixed by the sight of the bulging plaster bubble growing even larger.

“Quick! Pick up the table!” ordered Sue, taking in the situation. “We can carry it…”

The women hurried to obey, struggling to lift the solid mahogany table Bill and Lucy had bought at an estate sale. But as Lucy watched, the drops of water began coming faster and faster, rapidly forming a trickle that in only a few moments more became a stream. Finally, just as the women were beginning to shift the heavy table, the plaster let go. It fell on the cookie-covered table with a thump, followed by a deluge of water that poured onto the table and then cascaded onto the floor, splashing everyone.

“Wow,” said Sue, wrapping an arm around Lucy’s shoulder and giving her a squeeze. “You sure know how to give one heck of a party.”
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