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      It seems like the holidays should be a great time for something nice and cozy and sweet and yet none of these stories are sweet. Given my penchant for writing cozy mysteries, you’d think that there would be some level of sweetness. But in virtually all of these mysteries there is something very rotten at the heart and often in the main character. Even my cozy sleuth is rather full of herself and every bit as annoying and self-important as some of the early British detectives.

      We start with A Crafty Affair, which is set at a holiday craft fair. It opens the tale because it’s the coziest of the stories and because a craft fair is a great way to begin the holidays.

      The Leftovers Club is set the Sunday after Thanksgiving and is about a group of women who are alone during the holidays. They get together to chat and support each other through the holidays. But at least one of them has a secret they’re keeping from the others.

      The season moves right along with The Advent Calendar Deaths which pits a mob fixer against a disgruntled husband. It takes place sometime during advent though well before Christmas.

      The Best Christmas Ever starts at a company holiday party early in December and ends at a family party closer to Christmas eve. It’d be a frivolous account of company parties and intrigues if there wasn’t an unexpected death.

      Finally, as we near the holiday, we meet a lonely acupuncturist in An Unexpectedly Nice Christmas. Of course, with the crime that starts her holiday and the people she celebrates it with, it’s not exactly what she was hoping for, but then again, it was either that or spend it all alone.

      Cuddle up for your reading and enjoy your hot cocoa or perhaps a hot buttered run and give thanks that your holidays are calmer than the ones in this volume.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Crafty Affair

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Crafty Affair was first published as part of Kristine Kathryn Rusch’s First Holiday Spectacular. It starts off this volume because it happens so soon after Thanksgiving. It’s also the lightest of the crimes and like good wine, a lighter mystery should always be enjoyed before moving on to the more full-bodied ones. The narrator is annoying but the setting is fun and familiar to anyone who has done some of their holiday shopping at a local craft fair. And the crime, well, our nosey narrator is more than happy to tell you all about it.
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        * * *

      

      I wondered what the young man was doing, fondling the yarn over at Rita’s table. She always has these large rolled balls of yarn in holiday colors sitting in dishes, probably because the blankets she crochets need to be hung on quilt racks rather than folded on the tables and her booth would look lopsided and funny without something on the table itself.

      She sells a few potholders, but most people go for mine because Rita sells hers for far too much money. She says she has to pay for her time as well as her yarn. I figure crocheting is something I’d do anyway and selling it covers the cost of my hobby and a little more, so I’m happy. Rita, however, seems to find that money makes her happy, but, to each her own, I guess.

      The Arden Holiday Festival—there was quite an outcry over that naming, believe me—is when I make most of my craft money. Like Rita, I crochet. While I’m fond enough of Rita, I sort of wished our tables weren’t right across the aisle. Of course, I don’t make many blankets, preferring to make hats and scarves and shawls—although shawls don’t sell like they used to, so now I’m making tree skirts, which do. By eleven, when the young looking man was oddly intent upon the ball of yarn and stuffing something inside, I’d sold seven scarves, four hats, two sets of mittens, and six tree skirts, including an ugly red ombre design. No accounting for taste, I suppose.

      I’d listened to a dozen women shopping ooh and ahh over my stuff, two complain about Rita’s prices, and several discuss the hit and run out on Old Black Mill Road. Penny Whitesmith had been killed out there, walking home from her workplace in downtown Arden, at the Arden Building, which held the Holiday Festival. In fact, with Penny’s demise there had been talk of cancelling, but other city workers stepped up and made sure we were not without our festival.

      The Arden Building is a sprawling old thing. They’d tried to make it a mall to revitalize downtown, but that effort had failed miserably. Now they rented out smaller spaces to local businesses. There’s still a huge walkway in the middle where the place is covered, like a mall. There’s a coffee shop, which was open today, and the smell of fresh brew was so strong I didn’t even need to drink a cup to wake up.

      Long tables with bright cloths covering them were placed in two rows on either side of the walkway. Some people brought their own backdrops, but others, like me, were content to sit in front of a closed shop. Fortunately, I was in front of an accountant who had a tasteful set of brown blinds in the narrow window that looked out to the central area.

      Marci, who makes soaps was on my left. Rita was across the way. There was a jewelry maker next to her. There was a small aisle between me and Rodney who makes metal wind chimes out of old spoons and forks and such. He never sells much but he’s there every year, just like I am.

      Across from him was a new young woman selling all sorts of cat jewelry. While I’m more of a horse person—after all I do live in Central Kentucky—I was quite taken with the stuff and was considering getting a pair of earrings. I love earrings. My husband says I love earrings almost as much as I love to be nosey. I’ve always told him that without me, he’d never know what was happening in Arden.

      Whit Nelson came by in his police uniform, set to keep an eye on things. Not that there’s ever a real need. The shoplifters go elsewhere. No one wants to try and lift crafts from a bunch of folks who just made it, at least not in Arden. They particularly do not do things like that around my booth. Everyone knows I have an eagle eye.

      “How you doing, Miz Gayle?” he asked.

      “Doing great,” I said. “A little slow. Last year I’d sold more scarves by this time.”

      In fact, last year, by just after lunch, I’d sold so much, I was putting out my potholders, which I only make the last week, just in case I sell out of everything else. Last year had been particularly good, but this year was a bit slower than average, though still not too bad. I noticed Rita hadn’t sold a thing.

      “Ben’s setting up the bourbon table outside for tasting,” Whit said, smiling and nodding.

      Ben ran a bar that sold an assortment of bourbon and it was the place to go for bourbon tasting—if you had to stay in Arden, which most people don’t. I just nodded at Whit and he moved on, talking to Marci. There weren’t too many people around just then so I slipped out of my booth and hurried over to Rita’s. She was talking to a young woman with a toddler on her hip about one of the afghans. It was a large lap blanket in multiple colors with a pattern the look of a knitted fisherman’s pattern, all knotted and bumpy.

      I looked over the yarn and started pushing my fingers into the green ombre ball of yarn and felt something small and cool and hard. I grabbed it and was about to turn when Rita looked at me and nodded.

      “What can I get you, Gayle?” she asked.

      “I was just admiring that same afghan,” I said pointing to the one the woman was fingering. It was pale peach, cream, and a deep rust brown in stripes. I wasn’t keen on the stripes. I think it would have looked better in plain cream but I’m a traditionalist about my patterns.

      Rita beamed as if she’d won the lottery. “Really?”

      I nodded, smiling tightly. I was looking at it. I found it interesting. It wasn’t a pattern I was familiar with. I didn’t actually want to be familiar with that pattern.

      Rita then went on to tell me about the work and the pattern and what gave her the idea. The woman who had been admiring it wandered off. I wasn’t too surprised. A girl her age carrying a toddler probably couldn’t afford almost two hundred dollars for a glorified lap blanket.

      Two older women who looked familiar from other years paused at my booth, and I hurried back to chat with them. The chat resulted in a sale of four more scarves, two hats, a pair of mittens, and a white and silver tree skirt. I carefully marked all of that down as I took in their money. They paid with a credit card and I used my cell phone to run it through Square.

      My grandson, Tyler, who’s in sixth grade and was going to be singing carols later on with his class, had told me about taking credit cards online. He and his mother helped me set up Square on my cellphone the year before, and I think that’s one of the reasons I’d had such a good year.

      After bagging up the assorted products as directed by the women, I was able to settle down and examine what I had in my hand. It was a small card about the size of my thumb and very flat. I hadn’t noticed anything like that before so I got out my cell phone to call Tyler. He may be young but he knows technical stuff.

      Fortunately, he agreed to come by before they stated playing Santa Claus is Coming to Town far too loudly. I’ve noticed that the spiritual carols tended to be played more softly than the silly ones. I think they all should have been played more softly, except for Joy to the World which almost demands to be played at full volume.

      While waiting for Tyler, I sold another scarf. I chatted with Mark, a short little man who sells pumpkins at the farmer’s market in the late summer and early fall. He also
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