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  Chapter 1


“It looks like a pudgy camel balancing on a dumpster,” said Penne. 
I tipped my head and studied the snow sculpture. “The sign says it’s the Applewood Observatory.”
“Phoenix. That will never look like an observatory.”
I silently agreed with my friend. But as a member of the town’s Winterfest planning committee—and as the person who’d fought hardest to bring snow sculpting to this year’s festivities—I didn’t want to dwell on it. Particularly while Penne and I were standing on the green in the middle of downtown Applewood, surrounded by a bustling crowd of locals and residents. “The judging is more than a week away. A lot can happen in eight days.”
“Well, this team better get here on the double. Everyone else is already here.”
She was right. The alleged observatory was unattended. But elsewhere, groups of hearty artists were cutting, chopping, and shaping the enormous blocks of snow that had sprouted on the town square last night. At each station, team members scaled yellow ladders and scaffolds and wielded brutal saws and augers.
I was thrilled to see so much enthusiastic activity at seven o’clock in the morning. Next week’s judging would mark Winterfest’s official launch, and I hoped it would raise the profile of our small town. So far it seemed to be working, with local news stations promising to cover the event and a somewhat famous travel reporter booking two nights at my guesthouse so he could attend the judging.
“I have to say, this looks like fun,” Penne said as we watched the sculptors clamber around the icy mounds. “Maybe I’ll take it up myself.”
I glanced at my elegant friend standing tall and regal as she maintained a safe distance from flying bits of snow and ice. Today she wore a long cashmere coat, knee-high boots with three-inch heels, and a hat trimmed with faux fur that probably cost more than a mink farm. Rowing every morning kept her incredibly strong, but she wouldn’t strike most people as particularly rugged as she delicately removed an errant bit of lint from her sleeve.
By contrast, most of the artists were dressed like me: down parkas, knit hats, thick gloves caked with snow, chunky boots that had seen a lot of life.
I coughed gently. “Sure. You could do that,” I said. “But for now, let’s check out the rest of these displays so we can get breakfast.”
We made our way around the green. Despite the frigid cold, people swarmed the path, chattering happily as their boots crunched on the snow. The sound of chopping ice picks melded with the good-natured banter flying among the teams.
But I barely registered the cheerful sounds. I couldn’t help feeling responsible for ensuring that everything was perfect. After all, the town, its businesses, and even my own B&B depended on the success of this event—and of Winterfest—to attract tourists from far and wide. A December spike in sales could help countless small shops and restaurants close the year in the black.
“Can you see the sign for this one?” asked Penne as we came upon another sculpture. “If it’s called T. Rex Vomiting a Small Recliner, then they’ve nailed it.”
I peered at the laminated information sheet hanging on the low orange fence that circled the workspace, intended to prevent overeager observers from wandering too close and damaging either the sculptures or themselves. “It’s the mailboat.” I sighed.
One thing was becoming abundantly clear. “None of these come close to resembling an Applewood landmark,” said Penne.
“Maybe that’s normal at this stage of the game.”
“Possibly.”
When would these carvings become breathtaking? Would they ever achieve the miracles of artistry, the soaring wonders I had seen online at Breckenridge? The sculptors had promised to amaze and delight us. And I hoped they would. But right now, the snow was … not very amazing. Or delightful.
We moved on.
I straightened a fallen barrier in front of the high school team, which was supervised by a teacher who appeared surprisingly relaxed. I tossed the empty water bottles that were collecting near—but not in—a recycling bin. And I crossed my fingers that the event would remain G-rated when I saw an electrician working on the lighting scaffolds, his jeans hanging dangerously low on his hips.
A few minutes later, Penne and I approached the last station. Nominally the town hall, people of all ages had gathered there—parents with babies and toddlers, older couples hand in hand, professionals dressed for office jobs. The size of the crowd surprised me, since this station would be easy to miss. It was tucked into a corner, set apart from the others due to a slight miscalculation on the part of the organizers. When you’re moving chunks of snow weighing several tons each, you need a very good reason to relocate them.
I didn’t want to deal with the jostling crowd, especially on an empty stomach; I could almost hear Suzanne’s breakfast sandwiches calling to me from her cafe. But Penne had already stridden ahead of me, weaving between clusters of people and twisting her head this way and that, trying to see what the fuss was about.
I wondered if these were the artists who squashed mohawked helmets on top of their winter hats and pulled old-timey WWII flying ace goggles over their eyes. I craned my neck, hoping for a better look.
What I saw made my heart drop. A police car drove slowly across the snow, headed straight for the display.
This couldn’t be good. I scanned the area for Penne, but I had lost her.
Chief Damico stepped out of the car, his expression set in stone. My stomach dropped as I watched the crowd part so he could make his way to the block, then disappear behind it.
“What’s going on?” I asked the woman standing next to me. She wore a pink parka and held a matching pink leash attached to a fluffball that probably wasn’t a squirrel.
“Accident, I guess,” she said. “A heart attack, maybe. This cold takes its toll.” She pulled her hat down over her ears and shivered dramatically.
“That’s awful.” I heard a siren in the distance. “Do you know who it is?”
“Woman from the school, they said. I don't know who. Someone said the sculptors covered her with their jackets. Won't let anyone near.”
The siren grew louder, and a moment later an ambulance pulled up, lights flashing. I sent up a silent prayer that it had arrived in time.
The crowd hushed as EMTs pulled out a stretcher and jogged around the corner of the sculpture. Within a few moments, they had loaded someone wrapped in a silver blanket into the back of the vehicle. They raced away, lights flashing and sirens wailing.
Penne appeared at my side. “I got close, but I couldn’t see anything,” she said. “The area is totally blocked off.” 
“Whatever happened, the EMTs didn’t waste any time,” I said.
She nodded. “We’ll hope for the best.”
The sad scene had temporarily taken the edge off my hunger, but now my stomach grumbled angrily.
We turned to the sidewalk. I knew I had a reputation for attracting disasters, but even I couldn’t be held responsible for causing a heart attack.






  
  Chapter 2


“I’m starving,” I said as we didn’t quite sprint toward Blue Moon. 
Penne snorted. “Of course you are.”
I ignored the taunt and smiled as I took in the downtown streets. I loved Applewood at Christmastime, when holiday spirit sparkled from every corner. Shop owners were in various stages of preparations for Winterfest. They had strung their windows with colorful lights and hung holly and wreaths on their doors. Garland crisscrossed the roads. Soon Santa’s Village would appear in front of the town hall, complete with a photo station and—on the weekends—a real reindeer.
“I just don’t get it. How can you stand having no food in the house?” Penne persisted.
I tried to assume an offended expression. “I do have food in the house!”
Penne raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow at me, but I didn’t take the bait. I knew for a fact that I had tomato sauce and at least half a bag of rice in the pantry.
But neither appealed for breakfast this morning.
We pushed through Blue Moon’s glass door, and my body instantly morphed from chilled to sweltering. I pulled off my hat and gloves and unzipped my coat as we took our place in line. Despite the early hour, lively chatter and the clatter of silverware bounced off the walls. The scent of freshly baked cinnamon rolls gave me a sugar high within seconds.
We placed our orders and grabbed our drinks, then found a seat at a quietish table in the back corner. “Well. You should be proud. The sculptures will be a fantastic addition to Winterfest,” Penne said. “I never thought I’d say this, but I hope the weather stays cold.”
“Me too.” I added half a pack of sweetener to my coffee. “I tried to limit the contest to three days, but the mayor wouldn’t listen. Said a week gave us more time to attract tourists.”
“Unless it all turns to mush.” Penne chuckled, then saw my face and stopped. “It will be fine. They’re going to be great.”
I stirred my coffee. “Maybe. But they sure don’t look like much yet. Even I have to admit it’s a pretty motley collection of snow piles right now.”
“They’ll get better. Well, not the observatory. But the others. And even if they don’t, so what?” Penne motioned around the packed room. “It’s never this busy. I bet most of these people are here for the sculptures. So it’s already a win for downtown.”
“That’s for sure,” said a young woman who had appeared at our table. The server set two enormous plates of deliciousness in front of us and wiped her hands on her apron. “Suzanne says she’s never seen anything like it, not since she opened this place. Not even in tourist season. I’ve already made more tips than I usually get in a whole shift.”
“You have this lady to thank for it,” said Penne, tipping her head at me as she spread a napkin on her lap. “Snow sculpting was her idea.”
“Wow! You’re Phoenix Olafsson?” said the girl. “You’re like a celebrity around here. Suzanne says you should get a medal.” She lowered her voice and leaned forward. “Especially after last year. And the year before.”
Penne and I nodded. Some things were best left unspoken. Last winter, Rudolph’s Photo Shoppe caught fire when Santa, striving for authenticity, lit the stump of a pipe he held tight in his teeth. The smoke did in fact encircle his head like a wreath … but only because the jolly old elf had failed to notice that a stray ash had ignited the cotton “snow” around him. The moment of ignition was caught on film, and a photo of an unharmed but screaming four-year-old sitting on the lap of a panic-stricken Santa—all against a dramatic backdrop of several flames a-leaping—made the six o’clock news that night.
The previous winter’s crisis had been less photogenic but equally alarming; it centered on the Candy Cane Cottage’s peanut butter fudge, which had sent eleven customers to the hospital with salmonella poisoning. Again, no permanent damage was done. But still. Not a great look for Applewood.
We desperately needed an uneventful festival this year. No fires. No food poisoning. Just good clean family fun.
“Thanks,” I told our server. “But a lot of people worked hard to make the competition happen. I only helped get the ball rolling.” To be fair, my original idea had been much simpler and more homespun: a snowman contest. But it had quickly taken on a life of its own and become a much larger production than I had anticipated.
The young woman smiled and hustled back to the kitchen as our phones buzzed simultaneously. Penne got to hers first. “It’s Kat.” She scanned the message. “Wow, she’s fast. It was Violet Underton.”
“What was?”
“At the sculptures. That last station. It was Violet. She died.”
We exchanged a glance. We knew all about Principal Underton; Penne had listened to me gripe about her all through Bea’s high school years. I usually managed to bite my tongue in front of my daughter, but when she was out of hearing range I regularly let loose to my friends about the woman’s inflexible rules and appalling intolerance.
I had heard lots of stories from other parents over the years, and I had plenty of my own. One from Bea’s senior year involved a girl whose family was frequently unhoused. They didn’t have regular access to a washer and dryer, and one day Underton marched into the student’s English class, called her to the front of the room, and decried her “slovenly” appearance in front of everyone. She then demanded the girl change into a too-small T-shirt and too-tight sweatpants from the school’s lost and found box.
Bea told me the student was mortified, naturally. And despite a history of straight As, she failed all but two classes that semester. Frankly, it was a miracle she came back to school at all, in my opinion.
“The end of an era,” said Penne. “Making young lives miserable for generations.” She popped a bite of bacon into her mouth.
“I wonder what happened. A heart attack or a stroke or what.”
“A silver bullet, maybe, or a wooden stake through the heart.”
“I’m sure Kat will find out.” Our friend was a reporter-turned-blogger who could sniff out a story from a thousand yards, even if there was no story to tell.
We each took a few more bites. I wondered if Penne had kayaked this morning, despite the arctic temperature. The contents of her Belly Buster Platter—three eggs, three pieces of bacon, and three pancakes with a side of mixed berries—were quickly disappearing. I tried to pace myself with my breakfast panini, which was as delicious as always but contained significantly less volume.
“So?” asked Penne a few minutes later, leaning back and cradling a steaming mug of tea in her hands.
“So? What, so?”
“Are you going to look into it?”
“Look into what?”
“You know what. The wicked witch of Applewood. Underton.”
“Why would I?”
“Come on, Phoenix.”
“It’s none of my business.”
“So? You know you’re curious.”
“I feel bad for her, I guess, but this cold is an accident waiting to happen.”
“What if it wasn’t an accident?”
“I’m sure it was. But even if she was trampled to death by eight tiny reindeer, it’s got nothing to do with me.”
Over the past few years, I’d found myself caught up in several suspicious deaths around town, through no fault of my own. I now had something of a reputation for attracting trouble—even asking for trouble, according to the chief of police. As far as I was concerned, there was no reason to add fuel to that particular fire, no matter how cold it was outside. 
“Plus, I already have too much to do," I continued. "I shouldn’t even be taking time to eat breakfast."
“Of course you should. Everyone should eat breakfast. But what do you need to do?”
“Get Lark’s Nest ready, for one thing.”
“Ready for what?”
“My next guests. A couple from Minnesota. The Lewises.”
“But you cleaned the cottage the other day, right after the last family left. What’s to do?”
“I need to make it perfect. Mr. Lewis is a travel blogger, and he wants to see Winterfest. The snow sculptures, especially, so they better be great.”
“I’m sure he’ll be impressed.”
“He better be. His story could be good for the whole town.” Or bad for it.
“You can’t control what he chooses to write.”
“I know, but I can try to put him in a holiday frame of mind,” I said. “Put up some twinkle lights. Garland. Lights. Wreaths. More lights. Mistletoe. You know, the works. I’ll get the stuff out today, and hang it tomorrow.”
“You did all that in a few hours last year. Remember? You squeezed it in between some appointment and our card night. It looked fabulous.”
“That was then. This is now. I need to do more.”
“More? You rent out a tiny house; you don’t run the Evergreen Resort.”
“Don’t I know it. But after last month’s trashing, I can’t afford to be anything less than dazzling.”
Penne set down her mug and stared at me. “Phoenix. That was one review. Out of hundreds. Most of which are five-star love fests.”
“Maybe. But still.”
“Look, you’re doing great. Lark’s Nest is amazing. That guy was just being an ass—teroid.”
“Nice catch.”
“Don’t let one bad review get to you.”
“I can and I will, thank you very much.” I made a face. I knew she was right, but I also knew that lots of businesses lived and died on their reviews.
And I had no intention of dying.






  
  Chapter 3


“She’s snow sculpting. Or snow piling. Something. In my backyard.” I peered out the attic window at Penne, who was toting a shovelful of snow from my driveway. Clearly, the Belly Buster had done its job and fueled her well. 
I turned away and continued searching the storage area for Christmas decorations. I thought I had organized them pretty well last season, but apparently I thought wrong.
Lou’s voice came through my earbuds again. “Sorry, I think you cut out for a minute. What’s she doing?”
“You heard right. Snow sculpting.”
There was a pause while my friend considered this. “Well, if anyone can do it, she can,” she said. “But why not do it at her own house?”
“I don’t know. She wanted to come over. I think she’s bored. Even the best real estate agent in the state can’t make a housing market pick up when it grinds to a standstill.”
“She’s like a husky. If she doesn’t have work to do, she makes it up for herself.”
“Right,” I said, scanning the row of boxes in front of me. “Of course, she’s always more than welcome. Just like you and Kat.”
“I know. But if she hangs around more than usual, it’s going to complicate things.”
“Exactly.” I pulled out a box labeled lights, peeked inside, and frowned at the neatly folded baby clothes filling the carton. “Anyway, I’m calling because we need to figure out a new place to host her party. The Gardenia canceled our reservation.”
“What? Why? What happened?”
“An incident with a drone at a gender reveal party, apparently. I got an email saying their private room is closed until further notice.”
“Wow. They’re going to lose a lot of money. That’s everyone’s favorite place for holiday parties. Or anything else really special.”
“I know; that’s why it was perfect.” I sighed. “It’s Penne’s favorite restaurant, by far. She loves the food and the ambiance. And you know how hard it is to find a place like that.” Penne’s standards ran to twenty-year-old scotch, while mine ran to clean tap water. “So the question is, where else can we go?” I had reserved the room at the Gardenia months ago. Now we had only a few weeks until Christmas Eve, also known as Penne’s birthday, and I doubted much was still available.
“Open Water Bistro is nice,” suggested Lou.
“That was my first thought too. But they have no openings until the new year.”
“We could push the party later, past her actual birthday. Into January.”
I had considered that too, but only for a fraction of a second. “No. She’s spent her whole life having her birthday overshadowed by Christmas celebrations.” And as a kid, often forgotten entirely. “I don’t want her to think it happened again.” 
Even today, her sister Janice regularly forgot her birthday until well into summer, even though Penne was painfully diligent about sending cards and gifts to her family on their big days. My friend brushed it off, pointing out that Jesus’s birthday was far more significant than hers. But I knew it hurt.
I peeked out the window again. Penne stood, hands on hips, regarding the mound of snow she had collected. She wore my clunky, thick-soled snow boots with her own slim, elegant coat, and she resembled a heron perched in two garbage cans.
“Let’s get Kat on the line. She’ll have some ideas,” said Lou.
“I tried. She’s not picking up. ARGH!” Percy had appeared out of nowhere, sailed onto a box of candles balanced on a chair, then leaped off again, sending the candles crashing to the floor and plumes of dust shooting through the air.
“Phoenix? You okay? What’s going on?”
I watched as my furball scampered down the stairs at top speed, having startled himself even more than he’d startled me. “I’m fine. Just your favorite cat causing trouble again.”
Lou chuckled fondly. She adored Percy, despite her insistence that she disliked animals. That hackneyed claim was demonstrably false, and she had recently adopted the habit of tucking bags of treats into her pockets in case of an unanticipated encounter with a hungry pet. “He’s such a funny little pest.”
After I stopped coughing up dust, I rounded up the candles. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s think this through. Assuming all the usual places are booked, what other options do we have?”
“I’d offer my place, but we wouldn’t have enough room.”
“And we could have it here, but the latest ETA on the compressor is sometime between yesterday and mid-February.”
“Oof. The fabled supply chain problems strike the refrigerator repair business.”
“Yeah.” I plunked myself down on a battered ladderback chair. “Maybe Kat could host.” Then I realized what I had said. “No, no, never mind. I forgot about Seth’s parents.”
Kat would be thrilled to help, but it felt inhumane to let her. Her household’s usual level of chaos—a joyful byproduct of three kids, two cats, and three dogs—had been immeasurably elevated by the recent addition of her demanding in-laws, who had ensconced themselves into the new year.
I traced the scuffs on the unfinished floor planks and waited for brilliance to strike.
And waited.
Lou finally huffed out a breath. “This is ridiculous. We’re two smart women,” she said. “There has to be a way to do this.”
I nodded, imagining my friend brushing her hands together in a businesslike fashion, as I had seen her do behind her desk at the library.
“Let’s brainstorm a bit,” she said. “Which other places could hold about fifty people? I’ll start.” Lou cleared her throat. “Library. Church basement. Parking lot.”
“Grocery store. Gym.”
“Playground. Swimming pool.”
“School cafeteria. Marina. Movie theater.”
“Wait,” said Lou. “Hold on. That could work.”
“The movie theater?” I thought about the space again. “The lobby might be cool, I guess. I don’t know if they’d let us rent it, though. Or bring in our own food.”
“No, the marina. What about that common room upstairs?”
The common room. Maybe? Penne did love the water, and as I recalled, that room was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows on the lake side. “It’s certainly big enough,” I said slowly.
I stood and looked outside. No sign of Penne in the yard. I stepped closer to the window and peered as far as I could to the left and right, but I still couldn’t see her.
“Let’s try it,” I whispered to Lou. “But I need to go. I think Penne came inside, and I don’t want her to hear us talking.” My friend was almost impossible to hide things from, and it wouldn’t take much for her to suspect we were up to something. Plus, I didn’t trust myself to come up with a reasonable explanation for whispering in the attic.
“Okay. I’ll call the marina and let you know what I find out,” said Lou.
We hung up, and I hoisted one of the boxes claiming to hold books but actually containing garland. I carried it down to the second floor and dropped it in the hallway.
Penne called up the stairs. “Phoenix! It’s too cold outside. You ready for some help?”
“No, I’m going to take a
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