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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 break. I’ll be down in a sec.”
“Is someone else up there too? I thought I heard you talking.”
The woman had the hearing of a bat. “Nope, just a podcast.”
“That’s weird. It sounded like your voice.”
Yikes.
I padded downstairs and headed through the yet-to-be-renovated dining room and into the combination kitchen/family room area that Penne called a great room when she was wearing her overstated, exuberant real estate hat.
I loved this space. A wall of enormous windows opened onto the highlight of my property—a glorious view of Lake Applewood. Lately, I hadn’t had much time to sit and enjoy it, but the sight gave me a lift every time I did.
To my right, a huge stone fireplace flanked with bookcases took up the far wall. Comfortable leather armchairs faced a long, overstuffed couch perfect for napping.
On my left was a kitchen outfitted with gorgeous countertops, a large island, and new appliances. With one exception.
I found Penne standing in front of the minifridge, shaking her head. “This is pitiful.”
“It’s not that bad.”
“It is. You’re the only adult I know who can get through Christmas with no refrigerator.”
“I do have one. It’s fun-size,” I said. Bea’s old dorm fridge was serving the purpose while I waited for the compressor to make its way here from Timbuktu or wherever it was currently living its best life.
“This freezer is miniscule. And that’s the tiniest ice cube tray I’ve ever seen. If you filled it with gerbil pellets, the poor creature would starve.”
“I use the big box freezer in the basement. It’s been gathering dust down there since the 1800s, or whenever the previous owners bought it. Way more space than I need, actually.”
Penne shook her head. “How long is this going to continue?”
I shrugged. “The appliance guy promised the regular fridge would be up and running by the time Bea gets here. And that’s all that matters to me.” My daughter would be flying home in February, and I wanted everything to be perfect for her. Or at least perfect enough to fill a normal-size fridge with her favorite foods.
“Anyway. Moving on,” I said, having caught sight of the new addition to my backyard. A term as pedestrian as snowman really didn’t do it justice. “That's … incredible.” I walked closer to the bank of windows, studying the fellow now standing sentry.
“It’s a start, anyway,” Penne said.
“A start?” My friend had somehow crafted a pile of frozen water bits into an incredibly detailed piece of art, from its snowy top hat, to its snowy vest and buttons, to its snowy expression of wry amusement. “I can’t believe you threw that together in, what? An hour?”
“Something like that.” 
Once again, I was amazed by how casually Penne wielded her talents.
“Love all the scarves out there, by the way,” she said. “They give the stone statues a nice pop of color against the snow.”
“Thanks. Dad’s learning to knit.” A few weeks ago, my parents had sent me a box filled with tiny handmade scarves. Some were red and green, some were blue and silver, and some were rainbow colored. Dad had knitted them for the small cat-on-a-bike statues that were scattered throughout my yard, thanks to a late-night online shopping misadventure.
“Your dad has some serious skills.”
“Yep. Says he can knit anything, as long as it’s a square or rectangle.” I turned back to the kitchen. “Want some hot chocolate?”
“Sure. Got a play set with teacups? To go with the minifridge?”

      [image: ]That night, as I was considering whether to eat a slightly squishy potato or slightly stale cereal for dinner, a text arrived from Lou. She had called the marina as soon as we hung up and learned that the common room was spoken for through January third. So she’d tried the other locations we had brainstormed, but each one either refused to rent out space or was already booked.
Then the marina called back to say they’d had a cancellation. Lou had grabbed it and put down a deposit on the spot.
That was the good news.
The bad news: the available date was next Wednesday afternoon. Not a Friday or Saturday, and not an evening. Would anyone be able to make it at such an odd time? 
I told myself that lots of folks probably already had full weekends, so this could work out perfectly. 
But also: that was one week from today. Two and a half weeks earlier than planned. And on top of that, it was the day before Winterfest; lots of us would be scrambling to prepare. 
Still, we were out of choices. I emailed the guests about the change of plans. Then I reached out to Penne’s sister Janice, hoping for a positive response. Or any response, for that matter. I tried not to read too much into the fact that she hadn’t replied to any of my earlier emails asking if she and her boys would come to the party; I knew how busy she could get. Heck, she might not even be in the country, though I suspected I would have heard from Penne if she was on another trip.
I called Kat too; we needed a ruse to lure Penne to her own party. Kat agreed to request her babysitting services, using the excuse that she and Seth needed time to shop for Christmas. Penne would have no trouble believing that, she assured me, as I heard a high-pitched wail set off a chorus of barks in the background.
By bedtime, my shoulder muscles had finally started to relax. Maybe everything would work out.






  
  Chapter 4


The next day I launched out of bed, determined to move forward on the plan I had sketched out before I fell asleep: decorate the tiny house in the morning, finalize the details of Penne’s birthday party in the afternoon. Simple, straightforward. Done and done. 
I hadn’t expected that finding the remaining Christmas boxes would take so long. I rummaged through about a dozen cartons of assorted elementary school projects, glassware, pillows, platters, and old tax records before I found what I needed.
Finally, I spread all the decorations across the floor of the room I considered Bea’s, smiled, and settled in. I loved having an excuse to hang out in here, and not only because it was the sunniest room in the house.
Bea had already graduated college and moved out when I bought this house, but she stayed in this room whenever she was home. The space was filled with her stuff—her bed, dresser, childhood books, posters, and various knickknacks.
I looked at the pile of gifts on the floor by her closet, brightly wrapped in shiny paper covered with candy canes and penguins and Christmas trees. Next week I’d mail her a few of the presents to open on December 25; the rest I’d keep for our in-person celebration.
My whole body warmed at the thought. I couldn’t wait to hear her voice and wrap her in a bear hug.
It had taken me at least a week to move past the disappointment that she couldn’t get enough time off work for either of us to make the long trip at Christmas. I consoled myself with the knowledge that she would spend the day with her Uncle Arlo and his boys, who lived just a short drive away from her in Spain. And we would make up for it when we were together in February; that would be the true Christmas, as far as I was concerned.
Still, I hadn’t yet figured out how I would survive the holiday. I knew I was welcome at my friends’ homes, and I loved them for that. But it wouldn’t be the same, and I’d still need to come back to my empty house at the end of the day.
If I had no guests booked in the cottage, I might fly to New Hampshire for a few days and spend the time with my mom and dad. After their epic cross-country road trip last spring, even my travel bug parents wanted to stay in one place for a while; they wouldn’t be coming to Wisconsin for Christmas.
Anyway. No use dwelling on that right now. I would focus on that glorious week in February. That, and everything I had to do right now.
I untangled the lights and replaced the batteries in the candles I would prop on the windowsills. I stretched out the garland, remembering that there hadn’t been quite enough to extend all the way around the doorway last year. And I considered the box of Christmas-themed tchotchkes—a glass Santa holding his pack, a ceramic tree with multicolored pegs that represented ornaments, a snow globe with a small winter village inside, and of course the nativity scene Bea had made of toilet paper rolls when she attended the Lutheran preschool downtown.
This wasn’t going to cut it if I were going to impress Mr. and Mrs. Lewis—or any other guests, for that matter. There weren’t nearly enough decorations for the cottage, much less the cottage plus the main house. I needed to shop. I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. Not even lunchtime and already my day was out of control.
Well, if I was making a trip to the store, I’d better snag two peas with one fork and pick up the decorations for Penne’s party at the same time. The problem was, I didn’t know what to buy; I had only a vague recollection of the space Lou had managed to snag for us.
So. Change of plans. I’d swing by the marina to check out the room, then go to the big-box store outside of town, then decorate tonight. No problem. Simple and straightforward.






  
  Chapter 5


Unless it was tourist season, finding a parking spot downtown was usually as easy as store-bought pie. But today nearly every space was occupied by a car bursting with shopping bags. I finally found an uncomfortably tight spot about five blocks outside of town as a sporty convertible zipped out of it. 
Christmas carols rang from the speakers mounted on the lampposts, and I hummed along with the songs as I walked, my boots crunching in the snow. The marina sat between the lake and the town green, and as I passed the snow sculptures, I could see they were starting to take on vaguely recognizable shapes. Excellent. 
Even better, I discovered that Toasties—a food truck converted into a hot chocolate bar for the winter—had been stationed near the sculpting area.
“Phoenix! It’s been too long. Nice to see you!” said Grace when I stepped up to order my first hot cocoa of the day.
“You too! How’s the new gig?”
She grinned. “Love it. This is even more fun than I expected,” she said, patting the counter with a proprietary air. “I love this little space, seeing all the people, watching the sculptors. Plus I feel like I’m keeping Lottie’s legacy alive, in a way.”
Lottie Garbanzi had been an Applewood institution, the much-loved driver of the town’s ice cream truck … and my aunt, though I hadn’t known that until after she’d died earlier this year.
“She’d be thrilled,” I said. “Theo says she missed seeing the kids in the winter, when the truck was garaged.”
“I’m sure she would have loved this. Kids pop by all day long. Parents too. Everyone, really.”
Of course they did. Who wouldn’t love a mug of steaming hot chocolate in the middle of a winter wonderland?
Grace stirred a peppermint stick into my cup and passed it over the counter. “So what brings you down here? Checking on the sculptures?”
“Actually, I’m here to see Penne’s party space. Did you get my email? We had to move things around.”
Grace nodded. “Works for me. And that reminds me.” She stepped to the side and pulled an index card from her backpack, which was hanging on a hook by the side door. She handed it to me. “My recipe.”
I read the heading—Best German Chocolate Cake Ever—and thanked her.
“No problem. Like I said the other day, leave plenty of time for it. That frosting is delicious, practically a dessert all by itself. But it takes forever. Don’t rush.”
“Got it. I’ll block out Tuesday night.”
“And let me know if you need help. You know I love doing anything in the kitchen.”
Normally, I’d take her up on the offer in a heartbeat; Grace was a brilliant cook. “I really want to do this myself, but thanks for asking.”
“I get it. There’s nothing quite like baking something wonderful for someone wonderful.”
That was exactly it. As far as I was concerned, it was tragic that Penne didn’t expect people to celebrate the day she was born. Topping her surprise party with her favorite dessert would be the icing on the cake, so to speak.
A couple of older men took their place in line behind me, arguing about football. I thanked Grace and turned toward the marina.
The brick building had been built early in the twentieth century as a place for boaters to moor their crafts and grab a bite to eat. Over the years, it had evolved into a hub for the town’s water activities, where swimmers and the public at large could use the facilities, pick up some souvenirs, and find a snack. A handful of small stores lined the hall downstairs, but they were all closed for the winter.
I pulled open the heavy wooden doors. My boots squeaked as I made my way down the tiled hall and up the winding staircase to the common room.
The door was locked, so I wandered the second floor until I found a woman working behind a desk in a windowless office. Earbuds poked from her ears, and her eyes focused on the screen in front of her. 
“Hi,” I said.
I waited for her to finish typing and look up. She didn’t. The name plate on her desk informed me she was Lydia Banks, Applewood Marina’s Senior Vice President for Administration, Finance, and Public Relations. Well, that covered just about every eventuality. To my knowledge, only a few people worked at the marina, and most of them took care of the docks, boat lifts, and physical plant. I wondered if Lydia was also the Senior Vice President for Boats and Watercraft, and possibly the Senior Vice President for Eating and Shopping.
I checked my watch. Yes, time continued to fly. With Lydia’s attention so fixed on whatever she was doing, maybe I should be a bit more obvious. I knocked gently on the doorframe.
She sighed explosively. “Just a moment. I need to finish what I started.”
I stepped in and scanned the room. Not a bench or a chair to be found. I leaned against the wall behind me and felt something give. Bolting upright and turning around, I saw I had knocked against a framed picture of what appeared to be the Titanic. That couldn’t be. I bent to peer more closely at it. I was right.
Why would a Senior Vice President for Administration, Finance, and Public Relations, of all people, display that particular image in their marina office?
I straightened again to find that Lydia had stopped typing and was now staring at me, her lips pursed and her hands folded on the desk in front of her.
“Yes?”
Wow. She definitely needed more Christmas cookies in her life. I pasted on my best hospitality smile. “Hi! My name is Phoenix Olafsson. We’ve reserved the common room for a party on Wednesday afternoon, and I was wondering if I could check out the space.”
She continued to stare at me. When was she going to blink?
“Briefly,” I said. “To see what kind of decorations we might want to bring. For the party. On Wednesday.” I forced myself to stop talking.
“Name?”
“Phoenix Olafsson.”
“Date?”
“Wednesday.”
She banged on a few keys. “I don’t see your name here,” she said without taking her eyes from the screen.
“Oh, right. Lou made the reservation for me. Check under Louisa Mooney.”
She turned her chair to direct the full force of her personality on me again. “You are not Louisa. You have already stated that.”
I forced myself to keep what I hoped was a pleasant expression on my face. “Right, Lou and I are planning the party together. She made the reservation, and now I’m here to look over the space so we can get ready for it.”
“I cannot let just anyone into the common room. I will allow only this Louisa to enter, assuming she has the appropriate identification on her person. She will be responsible for any damage done to the facility, so she must be present at all times.”
It didn’t sound like much of a common room to me, but I kept my mouth shut.
“White tablecloths are available for a fee, as are up to fifty place settings,” Lydia continued. “If you must serve food at this event, this party, I will permit it. However, you will need to provide any and all supplies, including serving utensils. And you will be charged a fee for cleanup.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “That’s fine. I assume we can bring centerpieces and other decorations?”
“No nails, no tape, no glue. Removable adhesive strips are acceptable. Absolutely no candles.”
That was too bad; institutional lighting left a lot to be desired. I wondered if we could get away with smaller candles for the cake.
Lydia must have read my thoughts. “No exceptions.” She let out a small huff of air. “You have the Outdoors Club to thank for that. Those individuals brought in a portable firepit last month, and the marshmallow roasting got out of hand. Nearly burned the place to the ground.”
I shuddered. No candles. Check.
I left her office, feeling Lydia’s eyes burn into my back, and walked to the common room. Fortunately, the door had a glass window in it, and I cupped my eyes and peered inside. My spirits fell. It was going to take a lot of work to make this sterile space feel warm and cozy, the kind of place where Penne would choose to spend any time at all.
A row of utilitarian banquet tables and several stacks of chairs were pushed up against one wall. A green plastic wreath that had seen better decades hung on another wall, in a spot about three feet from the ground that appeared entirely random. Apart from that, there were no decorations. I needed to expand my shopping list. At least the windows sparkled in the light and showed off the lake to perfection.
I pulled out my phone to snap a few reference pictures. It was still powered down; this morning I’d been so set on my apparently nonsensical plan for the day that I forgot to turn it on. I waited while it booted up, then quickly took my shots through the glass, eager to escape Lydia’s force field as soon as possible. 
As I headed down the stairs, a series of pings alerted me to the messages I had missed. A few calls and voicemails, several texts from Kat, and some others from the Kat/Penne/Lou group chat. I scanned through them. Kat had requested that we meet in the library’s Atwood Room in—I checked the time—five minutes.
I really didn’t want to cut another chunk of time from my already tight schedule, but this caught my attention—and not only because Penne had offered to bring lunch for everyone. Kat was always busy, between her demanding job and her energetic kids. She rarely asked to get together on such short notice, and never in the middle of the day.
Taking the rest of the stairs two at a time, I pushed through the marina doors, waved to Grace, and half-jogged toward the library.
I was almost to my destination when a voice





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
“
|

TINY HOUSE MYSTERIES

gl
y

A 14
) In 2V






OEBPS/images/b33ed8ff-3b6b-4cc4-abbd-fda7beddfa32.png
c000000 000





OEBPS/images/5410ebd1-50e0-4238-8019-f6983f5d7ffa.png
WITT&
GRACL

PUBLISHERS







