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Chapter One
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Beatrice decided it couldn’t get any cozier than this. She and Wyatt were together on their sofa, hot chocolates in hand, a corgi napping across their laps, Christmas music playing, and a fire crackling in the fireplace. Their Christmas tree was a Frasier fir from a local tree farm. Its fresh pine scent mingled with the woodsmoke from the fireplace. If you added in the snow flurries that were dancing across the windows, it made everything practically perfect. 

The only problem, reflected Beatrice, was that so often when things seemed practically perfect, they took a dramatic turn in the wrong direction. This is precisely what happened when there was a peremptory knock at their front door. Noo-noo, the formerly-dozing corgi, woke with a start, barking frantically and looking quite embarrassed to be caught napping.

Wyatt put his hot chocolate down on the coffee table and made his way to the front door. “I hope everything’s okay,” he said. 

Wyatt was the minister at the Presbyterian church just down the road from them. In his profession, it wasn’t too unusual for unexpected phone calls or knocks on the door. Beatrice reluctantly stood to greet whoever was there. 

It turned out it was Meadow from next door, and she was decidedly not facing any sort of genuine emergency whatsoever. Although she seemed to think she was.

“Beatrice!” she said. “I’m in a tizzy. My head is spinning with all the Christmas craft show details.”

Wyatt was always kind and welcoming. Beatrice’s patience was a work-in-progress. Perhaps she would make it a priority with a New Year resolution. So, while Beatrice was giving Meadow a tight smile, Wyatt was offering her hot chocolate and a place in front of the fire. 

Meadow beamed at Wyatt. “You’re the best! Yes, some hot chocolate would be wonderful. I can’t remember the last time we saw snow flurries in mid-December. They’re rather pretty, but I’m starting to feel like I was trapped in a snow globe.”

“You walked over here?” asked Beatrice. She joined Meadow on the sofa. 

“I sure did. I thought a short walk would help me clear my head. Boy, that was a mistake.”

Beatrice said, “That’s too bad. When I walk, it usually helps me get clarity on whatever is on my mind.” 

Meadow snorted. “Apparently, I have so much on my mind that my brain was overloaded and just crashed. But seriously, Beatrice, you should hear what I’ve got going on.”

Beatrice had a fair idea what Meadow was grappling with. That’s because it had been a topic on the agenda of the last several Village Quilter guild meetings she’d attended. It was, in fact, the precise reason she wasn’t involved in planning the event. Now it appeared she might be a sounding board for Meadow, which practically made her a planner by proxy. 

“I thought the town of Dappled Hills was primarily responsible for organizing and putting on the craft fair,” said Beatrice.

“They are. But somehow, I got dragged deeper and deeper into the crux of it all. The quilting displays and sales, the bake sale, the dog booth . . . it’s all so very complex.”

Wyatt returned with Meadow’s hot chocolate. Meadow glanced around her and had the grace to look very slightly embarrassed. “Uh-oh. It looks like I just inserted myself in the middle of your nice, romantic evening.”

Wyatt gave her a smile. “Not romantic, just quiet.”

But it could have become romantic, thought Beatrice, suppressing a sigh. If someone hadn’t arrived at the door. 

Meadow said, “Anyway, I was hoping to settle myself down by telling you all about the craft show. A brain dump! Isn’t that what they call it? Then I can be sedate when we go to the Christmas party tonight. You’re both still going, aren’t you?” 

Beatrice thought, rather uncharitably, that the only way Meadow would become sedate is if she were given a sedative. “I’m going, yes. Wyatt is going to stay home tonight. He’s had a busy week at the church, and he’ll need to be up early for the Sunday service.”

Wyatt’s brow furrowed. “I could go, though. If you needed me there.”

Meadow waved her hand dismissively. “No, no. You should stay here and relax. All of Beatrice’s friends will be there. It’s not like she’ll be a wallflower. Now, where was I? Oh yes, the craft show.”

Wyatt, bless him, was in full pastoral mode. “Is everything going all right with the show? Has taking it on been stressful?” 

“Yes! It has been too stressful. So the next time I offer to be on any sort of committee, you two should stop me right away. Immediately.”

Which was impossible in itself. Trying to stop Meadow from doing something was like trying to stop the tide with a broom. 

“What kinds of things have you been up against?” asked Wyatt sympathetically. 

Beatrice winced. Now they’d be in for it.

Sure enough, Meadow launched into a monologue involving vendor coordination, the curation of quilting displays, bake sale logistics, Santa’s schedule for the dog booth, weather contingencies, and parking. Wyatt nodded sympathetically, while Beatrice gave Meadow a tight smile.

Finally, Meadow finished her soliloquy. “Whew!” she said. “Boy, do I feel better. It’s nice getting all that stuff off my chest. When I try to tell Ramsay about the craft show madness, it’s almost as if he’s not really listening to me.”

“Glad you feel better,” said Beatrice. Although she suddenly felt rather stressed out herself.

Meadow stood up. “Now I’d better scramble back home. I’ve got to get Ramsay’s supper together before the party or else he’ll make himself sugary cereal and mess up all the good progress we’ve been making on his weight-loss.” She looked at her watch. “I’ll pick you up for the party, Beatrice. We’re right next door to each other, after all, and I’m picking Miss Sissy up, too.”

Miss Sissy was an elderly, irascible quilter. A woman of few words, but the few words were invariably spoken with a sharp tongue. Beatrice didn’t feel like capping off her fairly relaxing day by a dark mountain drive with a poor driver and a cranky passenger.

“Thanks, but I’ll drive myself,” said Beatrice hurriedly. 

Meadow frowned. “You want to pick me up, then?”

“To be honest, Meadow, I don’t know how long I want to stay at Arabella’s party. I wouldn’t want to drag you out of there before you’re ready. It’s better if I just meet you there.”

Meadow shrugged. “Okey-doke. See you later, then.”

With that, Meadow made her farewell and hurried out the door.

Wyatt chuckled as he locked the door behind her. “Something like being caught in a hurricane, isn’t it?” 

“Something like that,” said Beatrice with a sigh. “We were having such a nice, quiet time together, too. During your busy season.”

Wyatt’s eyes crinkled. “I think Christmas qualifies as most people’s busy season. We can pick right up where we left off, you know. Hot chocolate, Christmas music, the fire, the corgi.”

Noo-noo tilted her head to one side, smiling.

“Honestly, it’s pitiful, but that brief visit absolutely wore me out. I might need to have a nap so I’ll make it to the party later.”

Wyatt said, “That’s probably a good idea. Are you sure you can’t skip it, though? Call the hostess and give a late RSVP?”

Beatrice shook her head. “I probably need to go. I promised Posy that I’d make it there. Meadow will be there, of course, but you know how Meadow is at a party. She’s like a bee flying from one flower to another. Posy can be a little shy at parties and would like me there at first, at least.”

“You’re a good friend,” said Wyatt, meaning it.

“Sometimes,” said Beatrice. “Although I could probably handle Meadow a little better than I do. I was thinking while she was here that I should make a New Year resolution to work on my patience.”

It turned out Noo-noo was just as delighted to accompany Beatrice to her nap as she had been at the idea of more quiet time by the fireplace. She snuggled up to Beatrice’s side and was quickly making little doggy snores. Beatrice found herself drifting off to sleep. 

It seemed like just a couple of minutes later when Wyatt gently shook her awake. “I can’t remember exactly when the party starts, but I’m guessing you might need to wake up.”

Noo-noo blearily sat up in bed as Beatrice jolted awake. “Heavens,” she groaned, looking at her watch. “I should have been there fifteen minutes ago.” She fumbled for her phone and typed out a text for Posy. Then she swung her legs off the bed and headed over to the closet. Fortunately, she’d already planned what she was wearing, so she could just pull on the black slacks and the festive red blouse. She dressed them up a little with a gold locket and earrings. 

“You look great,” said Wyatt when she walked out of the bedroom a few minutes later. “I can’t even tell that you just woke up.”

“Thanks,” said Beatrice ruefully. “I had to splash my face and put on more makeup than I usually do. And thanks for waking me up.”

“I really hated doing it because you were sleeping so soundly. But I knew you wanted to go to the party.”

As Beatrice drove over, she reflected that wanting to go to the party was really the wrong word. She felt more obligated to go to the party. Although she had to admit that she had the feeling the party would prove interesting. Arabella Chamberlain was giving it at her home, which was a mansion on the top of a mountain. Although Arabella had grown up in Dappled Hills, she’d moved away decades earlier, only moving into her new home a few months ago. Beatrice had never been inside, but was interested in finding out what it looked like in there. She’d heard that the catering was supposed to be excellent and had the feeling there’d be plenty of good food to be had. Plus, some of her friends from the quilt guild were going to be there, which would also make it fun.

Having jollied herself into a good mood for the party, she felt much peppier as she approached the mansion. It looked rather majestic perched on the snow-covered mountain. The home itself was a blend of Southern elegance and modern luxury, with stucco walls and huge arched windows that sparkled in the moonlight. There were topiaries dusted with snow and twinkling yellow lights outlining the roof and windows. There was a wide, circular driveway with an illuminated fountain at its center. A valet walked up to her, which made her sigh with relief because she had absolutely no idea where she should park.

Beatrice hurried through the front door and into a grand foyer with a sweeping staircase draped with garlands and red velvet ribbons. A large crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling, the light reflecting off the marble floor. From what Beatrice could see, every room was decorated to the hilt with poinsettias, Christmas trees, and evergreen wreaths. She spotted Posy, who gave her a big grin and wave, in the living room, which featured a massive stone fireplace, a roaring fire, and plush sofas in clusters.

“Sorry I’m late,” said Beatrice. “I took a nap that didn’t want to stop.”

Posy’s eyes twinkled. “A ‘long winter’s nap,’ just like the poem. That sounds lovely. And I’ve been just fine. I didn’t think I’d know many people here, but quite a few of my customers have chatted with me.”

Posy owned the Patchwork Cottage quilt shop in downtown Dappled Hills. The little mountain shop was a popular spot for crafty folks, and Posy hosted a good number of workshops there. Beatrice wasn’t surprised that she knew people at Arabella’s party.

Posy confided in a quiet voice, “I still sort of feel out of place here, though.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Beatrice thought of the cozy cottage she shared with Wyatt. The mansion was elegant and beautiful, but didn’t seem like a warm and inviting space to her. 

“Did Wyatt come with you?” asked Posy. 

“No, he’s staying back at the house tonight. You know how busy life is for ministers this time of year. And he’ll have to be up early tomorrow for church.”

Posy’s eyes twinkled again. “You won’t be up early to go with him?” 

“Not this time. This time the minister’s wife will be sleeping in. Considering how hard I slept during that nap, I’m guessing I need to get a couple of extra hours. I have the feeling you do, too, right? I know your shop gets crazy near Christmas.”

Posy nodded, looking happy. “It’s been a blur, a wonderful blur. Naturally, I had some really organized quilters who decided on their Christmas projects early and started making them in July.”

“I’m hoping you’re going to say the vast majority waited until after Thanksgiving,” said Beatrice with a grin. “That will make me feel better about my own quilting procrastination.”

“Right! Yes, most of them realized Christmas was practically upon us sometime last month. They’ve been rushing in to get materials for wall hangings, stuffed animals, or clothing. And they’re usually in a tizzy because they have to allow for shipping times for some things they’re making, if they’re gifts for family they’re not seeing during the holiday. And this past week, I saw lots of husbands coming in getting gift cards for their wives.”

There was a blur of color out of the corner of Beatrice’s eye and suddenly Meadow was upon them, looking as if she was fresh as a daisy, despite her busy Saturday preparing for the craft show. She was wearing an eclectic collection of garments, a skirt, a top, a scarf, a belt, that were all in different colors, but seemed to work well on Meadow.

“Why are the two of you hiding out in here?” Meadow demanded. 
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Chapter Two
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Posy and Beatrice looked at each other. Beatrice said, “I think we were just relaxing and catching up. It’s nice to take a breather every now and then.” The last might have been said a bit pointedly. 

“But there’s so much to do and see! You both have fireplaces at home. Come on, let’s take a lap around the place. You’re at a party.” 

Beatrice and Posy dutifully followed Meadow. The first stop was a lavish buffet of food, with caterers hovering nearby to make sure everything was refreshed as soon as they ran out. There was also another table set up close to the buffet. Beatrice looked at it curiously.

“It’s a caviar bar. A caviar bar! Can you believe it?” asked Meadow.

Beatrice wasn’t at all sure that she liked caviar, but she was very impressed. She had the feeling it was the first time that Dappled Hills had had anything like a caviar bar. In fact, she wasn’t at all sure where Arabella would have sourced the food. It certainly didn’t come from Bub’s Grocery, which sold a limited amount of fairly pedestrian stock. 

“There’s also a sushi station,” bubbled Meadow. “It has fresh sashimi, hand rolls, and all sorts of exotic sauces.” 

Posy and Beatrice looked at each other again. Beatrice hadn’t had such exotic food since she’d moved away from Atlanta and retired from her art museum and the gala fundraisers it held. She had the feeling her tummy might go on strike unless she had something more familiar to eat.

Posy leaned closer to Meadow as if worried someone might overhear. “Do you think there’s more basic food? What’s in the buffet?” 

Meadow led them back over to it and made a sweeping hand gesture. And suddenly, Beatrice found herself hungry. It looked as if it was simpler fare with a twist. There were sausage rolls in puff pastry, but with truffle-infused mustard. There was a little sign pointing out vol-au-vents, pastry shells filled with a mix of wild mushrooms, Greek yogurt, garnished with fresh herbs. There were also shepherd’s pie and vegetable lasagna served in small, elegant portions. 

Beatrice and Posy didn’t need more persuading as they filled their plates with food. Meadow waited impatiently, practically hopping with energy. “I still haven’t shown you all the other stuff.”

Beatrice said in a reasonable tone, “Posy and I are going to refuel first. Unless we can see everything while eating at the same time.”

Posy’s brow furrowed. “You know, I haven’t seen Miss Sissy. Didn’t you say you were bringing her to the party, Meadow?” 

Meadow grinned at her. “She’s one of the things I need you two to see.”

Beatrice’s curiosity was finally piqued. She couldn’t imagine what could tear Miss Sissy away from a bounteous buffet like this one. The old woman’s appetite was unrelenting. Beatrice wasn’t sure where all the food went, considering the fact she was likely a hundred pounds soaking wet. 

They followed Meadow down a festively lit corridor lined with more Christmas trees. Each tree had its own theme. One looked straight out of a fairy tale, perhaps Hansel and Gretel minus the witch and oven. Or maybe from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. It was covered with candy cane stripes, lollipop ornaments, gingerbread men, and multicolored gumdrops. The topper was a giant, swirling peppermint candy. 

Another tree’s theme was a peacock. Beatrice decided it should look quite odd and out of place since it wasn’t Christmas themed, but it was unexpectedly spectacular. Covered with teal, emerald, and gold ornaments, it had peacock feathers gracefully interspersed among the branches. The lights were rich purple and blue, and it was topped by a stunning peacock plume arrangement, which was fanned out majestically. 

Meadow was delivering a chatty monologue about everything around her. The feathers, the colors, the themes, the music playing from a couple of different areas. Then she asked Beatrice and Posy, “How’s your food?” 

“Delicious,” Posy and Beatrice chorused, as if they’d rehearsed it.

“Have you two seen Arabella at all?” Beatrice asked Posy and Meadow.

They shook their heads. “I was on the sofa the whole time,” admitted Posy.

Meadow said, “Well, I’ve been all around, but I haven’t seen Arabella. I’m sure she’s just flitting from one room to another, making sure everything is perfect. Which, of course, it is.”

They finally reached another large room where carolers dressed in Victorian attire were singing O, Holy Night. The carolers appeared completely authentic with the men in frock coats, high-waisted trousers, and top hats. Beatrice had the feeling the poor women were corseted and hoop-skirted. Bonnets with ribbons framed their faces. The only odd thing was a discordant sound. A terrible, croaking, persistently discordant sound that seriously detracted from the carolers. 

“Oh dear,” said Posy.

It was indeed Miss Sissy. The remains of several plates of food perched precariously on the table next to her. The old woman had apparently also made at least two visits to the nearby champagne tower, judging from the empty glasses next to her. She was enthusiastically singing along. It was surprising, since Miss Sissy was usually so taciturn, sparing few words for anyone. 

“It would be better if she weren’t singing so loudly,” pointed out Meadow helpfully. 

“Do you think we should do something about it?” asked Posy, looking concerned. “Maybe we should just scoop her up and walk her back to the buffet.”

Beatrice smiled. Miss Sissy looked so happy with her drink, her food, and her carols. “I don’t think she’s doing any harm. Aside from Miss Sissy, no one else is really listening to the carolers; they’re just background music to people’s conversations. And it doesn’t look like they mind.”

Indeed, the carolers were hiding smiles of their own, practically encouraging the old woman to join them. So Beatrice, Meadow, and Posy continued on their voyage of exploration around the tremendous house.

“There’s also a hot chocolate bar farther down,” offered Meadow. “That might be kind of fun.”

Posy said, “I’ve never heard of a hot chocolate bar. What does it have?” 

“Oh, different types of gourmet hot chocolate.”

“There are different types of hot chocolate?” Posy sounded rather stunned to hear this. 

“Sure, there are,” said Meadow. “And none of them are the powdered stuff we can pick up at Bub’s Grocery. The signs said ‘classic hot chocolate,’ ‘decadent hot chocolate,’ ‘creamy white chocolate,’ and ‘spiced Mexican chocolate.’ You can top it with whipped cream, crushed candy canes, chocolate shavings, toffee bits, caramel drizzle, and cinnamon sticks. Oh, and you can add espresso shots or Irish cream.”

Beatrice had the feeling she would need to take Noo-noo on lots of brisk walks after this party. But she wasn’t wanting to escape just yet. It was definitely an interesting experience. The kind of party where anything could happen.

To prove her point, Meadow said, “There are supposed to be fireworks soon. They should look really spectacular against the mountain backdrop.”

Beatrice spotted a cluster of empty armchairs along a wide corridor where they could sit and watch people. “Why don’t we have a seat here? Posy and I haven’t finished our food yet.”

Posy chuckled. “We’ve been too busy talking and gaping at everything to eat.”

“And still no sign of Arabella,” said Beatrice. 

They sat in the plush armchairs upholstered in a rich, velvety fabric. A small, ornate table sat between the chairs, holding a vintage lamp. Luxurious throw pillows and blankets were draped over the armchairs.

Meadow chatted excitedly while Posy and Beatrice made good progress with their food. “There’s never been a Christmas party like this in Dappled Hills. Never! Right, Posy?” 

Posy was also a long-time resident and shook her head in agreement. 

Meadow said, “Of course, not everybody in town is here to see it, but I did see a reporter from the paper and a photographer taking pictures. People will be amazed when they see the pictures in the newspaper.”

“Are there many people here we know?” asked Beatrice, polishing off the food remaining on her plate.

“I’ve seen probably thirty people we know. June Bug is here, helping with the cakes. We haven’t even come across the pastries and cakes yet,” said Meadow, a bit pointedly. 

June Bug was another member of the Village Quilters. She was both an excellent quilter, and an accomplished baker. She owned a bakery in downtown Dappled Hills. 

“Did June Bug make all the desserts for the party?” Beatrice frowned. “That would be a tremendous job. There must be over a hundred people here.”

“No, there’s some bigwig pastry chef who’s doing a lot of it. But Arabella apparently wanted to ‘shop local’ and hire June Bug,” said Meadow.

Beatrice said, “That’s hardly a sacrifice, considering how good June Bug’s cakes are.” 

Posy’s eyes widened. “Isn’t that Arabella now?” 

They looked over at a beautiful woman in her mid-40s, wearing an emerald dress and stiletto heels. Her dark hair was pulled into an up-do. Meadow called out to her, but she didn’t hear and continued setting off with determination toward the back of the house.

“I wonder if she’s making sure the fireworks are ready to go,” said Posy.

Meadow snorted. “At a party like this? I bet she has a party planner in charge of all that stuff.” 

Beatrice frowned. “Doesn’t Arabella have something to do with parties? Or events? She owns her own business, doesn’t she?” 

“If she does, it can’t be based here. We don’t even have reliable internet some days,” pointed out Meadow. 

Posy squinted as if trying to dredge the information about Arabella’s occupation out of her brain. “It’s got to be something that does really, really well. Maybe she’s a day trader?” 

“Or a hedge fund manager,” suggested Meadow. 

Posy’s eyes opened wide. “You don’t think she’s a drug dealer? Or doing something else illegal?” 

Beatrice grinned at them. “I think your imaginations are running away with you. It’s probably something totally prosaic. Maybe she inherited the money.” She pulled out her phone from her purse. “I just happen to have a miniature computer right here that can tell me what she does.”

Meadow looked delighted. “The internet! Why don’t I ever think about the internet?” 

Beatrice did a quick search for Arabella Chamberlain. “Okay, it looks like she owns an event planning and design company.”

Meadow raised her eyebrows. “If this party is an example of what she can do, no wonder she’s making money.”

Beatrice scrolled on her phone. “The business covers everything from upscale weddings to galas, to large corporate events.”

“Weddings? I can’t even imagine having a huge wedding like this party,” said Posy. “Cork and I had our wedding and reception in the courtyard of the church. There weren’t more than twenty people there. I wore just a basic tea-length dress with a veil I made.”

Beatrice nodded. “Exactly. But some people apparently go all the way with them.” She looked down at her phone again. “Arabella’s company turns barns and other outdoor spaces into these amazing venues. The wedding gowns are all bespoke. And the receptions look out of this world.”   

Meadow spread out her hands in supplication. “So how did we end up on the guest list? I mean, seriously.”

Beatrice said wryly, “I hate to say it, but I have the feeling it has more to do with who our husbands are than who we are.”

Meadow said, “Ah! I think you’ve hit on it, Beatrice. So I’m married to the chief of police of Dappled Hills.”

Beatrice said, “And technically, Arabella is a member of Wyatt’s congregation, although I haven’t seen her there but once.”

Posy’s brow furrowed. “I’m a little confused about why Cork would have gotten an invite.” Cork owned the wine store downtown.

Beatrice said, “Okay, I think you’re the only one who was probably invited on her own recognizance. Or at least equally with your husband. You’re both business owners.” She glanced around her. “Most of the folks I’ve seen here have probably flown into Asheville, rented a car, and driven here to Dappled Hills. They’ve got to be business acquaintances of Arabella’s.”

Posy pushed her glasses up her nose. “Have either of you met Arabella?” 

Beatrice said, “Just once, after a church service. She introduced herself to Wyatt and me.”

Meadow said, “I haven’t actually met her at all. I tried my best to catch up with her at the grocery store one time, but she was charging around so fast that I couldn’t.”

Posy nodded. “I haven’t met her, either. That’s one reason I felt a little funny attending the party tonight.”

“Well, we’ll make sure we speak to her,” said Beatrice with determination. She felt there was no way she could leave the party without at least thanking the hostess.

“Is Arabella married?” asked Meadow. “Did the internet say anything about that?” 

Beatrice said, “Her social media didn’t mention a husband, and
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