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Ellen Lambert held up a small bundle of evergreens, turning it this way and that, making sure everyone at the table could see it. “The secret to making the perfect bundle is the layering,” she said. “If you get the layering right, you get the bundles right. And if you get the bundles right, you get the Christmas wreath right.” 
Ellen’s bundle was rightness itself, I had to admit. Dense and fleshy, with three distinct shades of green. “I love the smell of the cedar,” I said, holding my limp bundle to my nose. It was smaller than Ellen’s, and more than half cedar, making it flip-floppy. 
“The bundles should be the size of a man’s hand,” Ellen went on, “with spruce on the bottom, a smaller sprig of pine in the middle, and an even smaller sprig of cedar on top. Hold them together and then wrap them tightly with wire, leaving at least four inches of wire to attach the bundle to the frame. When we’re done, we’ll add berry clusters to some of the wreaths.”
Few people could issue such precise instructions without veering into bossiness, but Ellen’s perfectionism was softened by her eager smile and her purpose: to make the best wreaths possible to take to nursing homes, hospices, and hospitals tomorrow, the day before Christmas Eve.
Deciding my bundle would droop pathetically on a metal wreath frame, I began to unwind the wire that held the twigs together.
“Rachel, save that,” Ellen said, sticking out her hand. “It’s just right. We always need small ones to fill in bare spots.”
And few people could make it sound like my bundle’s fault was its strength. “You have an eye for these crafty things,” I told her.
“So will you after your first wreath.” She grinned broadly, her full cheeks making apples beneath her brown eyes.
“I hope so. Right now I’m all fumble fingers.” I glanced about the dining room, wishing I’d brought my neighbor Julia with me. Although I’d met Ellen in downtown Juniper Grove—which is where she’d corralled me into helping with her wreath project—I didn’t know the other women at the table. But this was the new me. Not just getting involved in charity work, which I’d always wanted to do, but meeting people while doing it. I loved writing mystery novels, and writing them paid my bills, but I needed to get out of the house more often. And now that I had a man in my life—thinking of James Gilroy, I had to squelch a grin—I was ready to start fresh. To leave every rusted bit of the past behind.
A ding sounded from the kitchen, and Ellen pushed back her chair and stood, announcing that her snowball cookies were ready.
“More cookies?” said Bonnie Eskew, holding her hand to her stomach and puffing out her cheeks.
Ellen had already set a tray mounded with six different kinds of cookies smack in the middle of the table, and I’d indulged in all six.
“This is your recipe for the Four Santas, so no complaints,” Ellen called over her shoulder as she went to the kitchen, her home’s old floorboards creaking under her feet.
“You asked for it,” Bonnie called back. “Ask and ye shall receive.”
“Who are the Four Santas?” I said.
“Carolers,” Bonnie replied. She laughed and patted her tightly permed gray hair. “Four men in their sixties who dress up as Santa Claus and sing Christmas carols like they’re in a barbershop quartet. My Craig is one of them.”
“I love carolers,” I said. “For some reason I never saw them in Boston.” Though I was a native Coloradoan, I’d spent seven lonely years in Boston, working as an editor for a high-powered publishing company, and now, seven months after leaving Massachusetts for Juniper Grove, I was still getting used to the sweet and slower ways of my new Colorado town.
Amber de Witte laughed and glanced from Bonnie to me. “I’ll tell you something frightening, Rachel. With every year that goes by, those four guys look more and more like Santa Claus, and that’s without the suits. All they have to do is add the fake beards.” Amber had been the last to arrive, and her face was still pink from the cold, a skin tone accentuated by her cherry-colored lips, red sweater, and long auburn hair. “They don’t even need padding anymore, do they, Bonnie?” she added.
“Not so much these days,” Bonnie said with a giggle. “Craig’s padding is all natural.”
Carrying a large platter filled with cookies, Ellen entered the dining room and pushed aside a stack of spruce twigs to make room at the table. “Snowballs with chocolate filling. I decided to add walnuts. They’re still warm and gooey. Try them and tell me what you think.”
Once was all she needed to ask. I reached out for my seventh cookie. Anyway, I wasn’t the only one indulging. Ellen and I shared a need to lose twenty-five or so pounds—a fact that immediately, if irrationally, made me like her—and Sonya Quinn, sitting next to me, had unashamedly devoured at least a dozen cookies. I was in good company.
“Craig adores all your cookies, but especially ones with chocolate,” Bonnie said, taking one and modestly placing it on a napkin in front of her, waiting for just the right time to nibble at it. The rest of us were scarfers, but not Bonnie. She was the oldest wreath maker at the table, in her mid-sixties, and her thin and able fingers could layer and wrap a bundle in twenty seconds flat, I’d noticed. On the other end of the age scale, there was Amber, in her mid-thirties and almost as slow as I was.
“Awesome,” Sonya said, quickly polishing off her cookie and wiping her hands on her jeans. “I love your new cookies, and I like walnuts.”
“So will the Four Santas,” I said.
Bonnie leaned back in her chair and jammed her hands into the pockets of her dark green cardigan. “Soon to be three, I think.”
Sonya froze, her fourteenth cookie midway to her mouth. “What does that mean?”
“Craig is leaving?” Ellen asked.
Bonnie bit her lip and nodded.
“But why?” Amber asked.
“He thinks it’s time.” Bonnie reached up to pat her tight cap of hair again, a habit that seemed to soothe her.
I glanced at the solemn faces around me, wondering if I’d missed something. So Craig wasn’t going to sing with the Four Santas anymore. Was that so tragic? If he was in his mid-sixties like Bonnie, or older, going from door to door in the bitter December cold had to be losing its appeal.
“The end of an era,” Ellen said, a wistful tone in her voice.
“But Craig isn’t any older than the others,” Amber said. “Micah Schultz is older.”
Sonya’s head jerked.
“Micah is sixty-seven,” Ellen said.
Amber frowned. “Like I said, he’s older.”
“By one year, for heaven’s sake,” Bonnie said.
“I don’t want to talk about this,” Sonya said. “I don’t like endings.”
“Get used to endings,” Bonnie said. “That’s what life is all about.”
“I agree with Sonya,” Ellen said. “Let’s talk about Christmas. Rachel, have you bought your tree yet?”
The sudden shift in the conversation left me speechless for a moment. “Um . . . no, not yet. I usually have my tree up the day after Thanksgiving, but not this year. I was going to buy one this afternoon.” After working like mad to meet my publisher’s deadline on my new book, and with less than three days until Christmas, I was woefully behind on my decorating.
“There’s a place on Main Street,” Sonya said, eagerly participating in the conversational shift. “You go east of downtown, I think. They have the best trees.”
“Thanks, I’ll try it.”
Ellen smiled with relief. The subject of Craig Eskew leaving the Four Santas had disturbed her for some reason, but we had safely navigated our way to Christmas trees.
“I love your tree, Ellen,” I said. “And the wreaths on your gate and front door. As soon as I get the hang of this wreath thing, I’m going to make one for my front door.”
Ellen grinned, pleased I’d noticed her lush but simple wreaths, both of them tied with big red bows. But I was an unabashed lover of Christmas trees, wreaths, garlands, and lights, and nothing Christmasy escaped my notice.
“Listen,” Bonnie commanded, holding up a hand. “They’re next door.”
“I can’t hear anything,” Amber said. “Oh wait, yes I can.”
“Why carol on a Wednesday?” I asked. “And at ten o’clock in the morning?”
“They’ll come through the gate any minute now,” Bonnie said, paying no attention to my question. She stood and pushed her chair out from the table, scraping it along the floor. “Ellen, can I open your door?”
“Of course.” Ellen reached for her platter of cookies, but before she could lay hands on it, Bonnie seized it and made for the front door.
“Wow,” Amber said.
“It’s Craig’s last year with the Santas,” Ellen said, shoving back a lock of her salt-and-pepper hair. “It makes sense she wants to hand out the cookies.”
“But you made them,” Amber said.
“It’s fine, Amber. Come on, everyone.”
Ellen led us through her kitchen and into her living room, a cheerful Christmas carol growing louder in our ears the closer we drew to her open front door. A sudden gust sent a blast of frigid air inside, and I hugged myself to stay warm. Amber had been right about the caroling Santas. The four men standing on the Lamberts’ porch, dressed in full Santa gear, looked shockingly alike, though their suits—and details like their uniformly rouged cheeks—were largely responsible for the effect. Three impatient Santas were chewing cookies while they sang, and one had to keep adjusting his ill-fitting hat.
Ten seconds later, the carol was over and Bonnie was thrusting the cookie platter at the carolers. Four black-mittened Santa hands reached out, grabbing three and four cookies each. Sonya of the Fourteenth Cookie had nothing on these guys. They were ravenous. One of the Santas even lifted his ponderous white mustache to clear a smoother path to his mouth. They grinned and chewed, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing.
“You all look so cold,” Ellen said, ushering the carolers inside. “Come on, take a break. There are more cookies inside, and plenty of hot coffee.”
They stomped the snow from their black boots and stepped inside, two of them still reaching for the platter in Bonnie’s hands.
“It’s freezing out there,” one of the Santas said.
“It’s warm in the kitchen,” Ellen said, gesturing for them to follow her.
Sonya greeted one of the Santas with a hug and then wrapped her arms around his ample waist and led him toward the kitchen. Another Santa pressed his hand to Bonnie’s back, gently propelling her forward.
Ellen’s kitchen was large, with cream-colored walls and rich walnut cabinets, and it smelled of sugar, coffee, and pine-scented candles. Sunlight streamed through a skylight overhead and a pair of French doors overlooking the backyard, reflecting off the center island’s white quartz top. I stood by the doors, soaking in the light and warmth.
“It’s toasty in here,” Amber said appreciatively.
Bonnie laid the cookie platter on the island, Ellen and Sonya set about pouring the coffee and serving it, and all but one of the Santas dug once more into the cookies. The fourth Santa, the one Sonya had hugged, was silently watching me as he removed his mittens to take a mug from Ellen. It seemed to me he was calculating whether to approach. I smiled.
He set down his mug, walked to the French doors, and took my hand in both of his. “You’re the only one here I don’t recognize. You must be Rachel Stowe. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“You have?” Feeling uncomfortable, I pulled my hand from his.
“Most people in Juniper Grove have by now.”
“And you are?” I said.
“Micah Schultz, the original Santa of the Four Santas. And how old are you, Rachel?”
I’d decided in my thirties not to be coy about my age, so despite being taken aback by his question, I answered him. “Forty-three. And how old are you, Micah?” I’d just learned how old he was, but his somewhat tactless question deserved a somewhat tactless response.
“My niece is forty-four. A year older than you.” He slipped off his Santa hat and let it fall to the floor.
“Why do you ask?”
“Sonya’s her name. She’s over by the coffeemaker.”
Micah, it seemed, was adept at avoiding questions. “Yes, I see her. I met her today for the first time.”
“She’s kind. And she’s younger than her years.”
“She seems very nice.”
“I’m asking you to find out who’s threatening her.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Both her parents are gone, she’s not married, and she doesn’t have sisters or brothers. I’m her only family.” He shot a glance at the coffeemaker. “Answer me quickly, before she comes over here.”
“Micah, I don’t understand what you’re asking me.”
“Find out who’s threatening her. You’re good at working these things out. I’m afraid for her.”
“Have you talked to the police?”
He slowly shook his head. He looked drained, and sweat beaded his brow. I told him to sit, that we could finish talking in the dining room, but he pressed on, glancing now and then at Sonya and smiling at her when she looked back at him.
“To answer your question, Rachel, I feel ninety.”
From the corner of my eye I saw Amber staring at us and two of the other Santas, less bold in their nosiness, taking surreptitious glances as they stocked up on more cookies. “How is Sonya being threatened?”
“Phone calls to her house late at night, to her job—telling her boss she’s done all kinds of things she hasn’t. Someone stuck a knife into her apartment door while she was gone.” He sidestepped to the one of the doors and sagged against it, running his eyes over the room and everyone in it, glaring at them as if warning them to keep their distance. “Don’t trust anyone in this kitchen. You might not be safe because I’m talking to you. And if that’s true, Rachel, I’m sorry.” He looked me square in the eyes. “Just find out. I need fresh air.”
“You should sit,” I said. I had a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Micah, you don’t look well.”
“I felt fine a minute ago. If I can get some air.”
“But then let’s talk, all right? I can’t understand what you’re saying.”
“I’m sorry. It’s hard to think straight.” He opened one of the French doors, stepped outside, and turned back. “Find out. Please.”
I pulled the door shut behind him to keep the wind out and watched as he walked off the patio into Ellen’s backyard, his black boots shuffling, cutting a trail in the pristine layer of snow.
Sonya stepped to the doors and knocked on one of the glass panes. “What’s he doing, Rachel?”
Hearing the knock, Micah halted and turned back to the doors, smiling. An instant later he clutched his chest and dropped to his knees.
Sonya screamed and grabbed at the door, her hand slipping on the knob. “Uncle Micah!”
Still holding his chest, Micah fell backward in the snow just as Sonya reached him.
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After the ambulance left, leaving Micah’s body behind, Chief James Gilroy, Officer Derek Underhill, and the county coroner took over the scene, roping it off with yellow crime tape despite Ellen’s protestations that Micah had clearly died of a heart attack. And despite her protests, Underhill began to bag an assortment of her cookies for later examination. 
“Can you close the drapes, please?” Bonnie said, nodding at the French doors. She and Amber had their arms around Sonya and were trying to keep her from watching the police and coroner carry out their unpleasant tasks.
Ellen pulled the drapes shut and set about making even more coffee. Something to busy her hands, I thought. I didn’t know Sonya well enough to join Bonnie and Amber, so I helped in the only way I knew how, by clearing the used mugs from the island.
When I picked up the first two mugs, Underhill stopped me. “Don’t touch them, Rachel. I need samples of coffee from each mug and the coffeepot."
“Of course. Sorry.” Poison, I thought. They think it might be poison.
“Mrs. Lambert, no one touches these mugs or the coffeepot,” Underhill said. “I’ll be right back.” He pulled one of the drapes aside, knocked on the glass, and then strode into the living room. A moment later I heard the front door open and shut.
“Can I help with anything?” I asked Ellen.
Ellen gave up trying to separate the coffee filters in her hands and leaned close, her voice low. “I need to talk to you.”
“Sure.”
“Not now. After everyone leaves. Can you stay behind?” Her face was drawn with worry, and she tugged nervously at a lock of her hair.
“All right.”
“Thanks.” She resumed her battle with the filters. After a few seconds, I took them from her shaking hands, pried one loose, and handed it to her. “Can I ask you how Micah knew I was going to be here? I was the one face he didn’t recognize, but he knew my name.”
“That was my doing. After we met downtown and you agreed to come, I told him you’d be here, and that’s when he told me he had to talk to you.”
The French doors popped open and Gilroy, after doing his best to scrape snow from his cowboy boots, stepped into the kitchen.
“Don’t worry about the snow, Chief,” Ellen said. “It’s all tile in here. Coffee?”
“No, thank you, Mrs. Lambert. I think it’s best if no one drinks the coffee for now.”
Ellen stared down at the filter in her hand as though it were now quite useless. “And I was going to make a fresh pot.”
“Do you have tea bags? I’m sure Officer Underhill would like a cup of tea.”
“Coming right up,” Ellen said. She seemed relieved to have a job to do. Perhaps her passion for crafts, especially making Christmas ornaments for two downtown shops—a year-round undertaking—had made busywork a necessity for her. She couldn’t possibly do nothing.
“Is Mr. Lambert at home?” Gilroy asked.
“I don’t expect him until five thirty,” Ellen said.
“You haven’t called him?”
“I will when you’re finished.”
One of the Santas propped his elbows on the island and sighed petulantly. “Can we leave now, Chief? I think I can speak for everybody when I say we’re exhausted and want to go home.”
“I need to take a brief statement from everyone first.”
“Then start with me.”
“Oh, Farley,” Amber said, her cherry lips pursed in a thin, angry line.
“When you’re my age, you can go first,” Farley replied.
“Ladies first, old man,” another Santa said. “Particularly Sonya.”
“Names?” Gilroy said, looking from Santa to Santa.
“I’m Farley Brewer, and the chivalrous Santa Claus to my right is Oliver Morris. You don’t know the Four Santas? How long have you been police chief in Juniper Grove?”
“I’ve heard of your caroling group, Mr. Brewer, but I don’t know your names.”
Farley scratched his substantial beard. “Fair point.”
He and the other Santas had taken off their hats and mittens, but they all still wore their snow-white Santa beards and wigs. I was beginning to wonder if the beards had been glued to their faces and the wigs taped on, making their removal tricky or time-consuming.
“Do you mind if we move to the living room?” Gilroy asked Ellen. He’d been watching Sonya, who was perched uncomfortably on the edge of a buffet and looking a little pale.
“By all means,” she answered as she poured hot water into a mug.
Ellen shot me a look and mouthed “Stay here” while Gilroy shepherded Sonya into the living room. The others followed him, Farley muttering something about at last being able to sit down.
“I just realized my husband may hear what happened and come home early,” Ellen said, setting the mug on the island. “Not that I keep secrets from him, but I promised Micah.”
“What’s this about?” I asked. “All Micah said was Sonya was receiving threatening phone calls and someone had stuck a knife in her front door.” I decided to omit his warning that I shouldn’t trust any of the people who had been standing in the kitchen. After all, that included Ellen.
“I figured he didn’t have enough time to talk to you. The thing is, he didn’t tell me very much. He didn’t want me to worry.”
When a noise from the backyard drew our attention, Ellen parted the drapes. We watched as two men struggled to wheel Micah body on a gurney through the snow, supervised by a frowning Underhill holding what looked like a small black suitcase. I was certain he was supposed to be watching the coffee samples, not the gurney. “I’m glad Sonya is in the living room,” I whispered.
“Oh, Micah.” Ellen let the drapes fall. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”
“Before Underhill comes in, tell me what you know about the knife in Sonya’s apartment door.”
“She came home and found a knife—just an ordinary kitchen knife—in her door, right under her apartment number. Micah says she’s scared to sleep there now. Last night she stayed at his house, but now she’ll be afraid to do that, too.”
The French doors opened, the drapes billowed in the wind, and a grim-faced Officer Underhill stepped inside, though unlike Gilroy he made no attempt to scrape the snow from his shoes.
“Tea, Officer?” Ellen said, handing him the mug.
“Just what I need,” he answered, setting his black case on the island and snapping it open. “Where is everyone?”
“Your chief is conducting interviews in the living room,” she said, nodding in that direction.
Underhill paused to take a long sip of tea and then began to take coffee samples from each mug and the pot, transferring them to glass bottles in the case. To justify our continued presence in the kitchen while the others were in the living room, Ellen asked me to help her make more tea. Underhill didn’t seem to notice. A couple minutes later he trudged off, leaving wet boot prints in his wake.
Ellen’s eyes followed him until he disappeared into the living room. “One more thing,” she said softly. “Micah seemed to think it was someone Sonya knew well. He was convinced of that.”
“A man or woman?”
“That he didn’t know.”
“Sonya must have been able to tell if it was a man’s or woman’s voice on the phone.”
“Micah said the phone calls were made with an electronic voice. Sonya described it as sounding like a robot.”
That sent a shiver up my spine. No mere prankster went to the trouble of disguising his voice. This was serious. “Why didn’t Sonya go to the police?”
“The police can’t do anything about phone calls.”
“They can do something about a knife in her door. So can her apartment manager. Did she take a photo or keep the knife?”
“I don’t know, Rachel. Micah didn’t go into a lot of detail, even when I asked.” The tension in her face exaggerated every fifty-something line in her face: the crow’s feet around her hazel eyes, the furrows bracketing her small mouth. “To be honest, I don’t think he trusted me. I wish he had.”
“The first thing Sonya has to do is report the knife incident. Get it on record.”
“You’re going to tell Chief Gilroy, aren’t you?”
“Of course I am.”
“What about helping Sonya?”
“I will if I can. If she wants me to.”
A voice calling Ellen’s name sounded from the living room.
“That’s my husband,” she said, laying a hand on my arm. “Keep this between us, and the
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