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  About The Book

[image: ]

Not all holiday traditions deserve to continue… 
Every early December in Silver Springs, Vermont, anonymous holiday cards arrive like clockwork: glittering envelopes hiding unkind messages.
And Laura Evans discovers her boss, coworker, and friend among the targets. There’s never a season where that behavior is acceptable, but especially at this time of year.
Together with her landlady Evelyn and friend Jasmine, they enlist the Maplewood Crafters Club to help find the culprit. Between serving peppermint hot chocolate and gingerbread cookies at the café, Laura and her friends trace writing styles, suspicious postal drops, and townspeople with a distaste for the season.
Can Laura uncover enough clues in time to solve the mystery and save the season?
Sometimes the best gift you can give isn’t just the truth. It’s what comes after it.

      [image: ]Need a cozy escape that fits into a busy day? You can savor each Silver Springs Mysteries short story in a single sitting: perfect for relaxing moments between everything else. Find more at cozycozies.com and take an enjoyable break.






  
  About The Series
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In Silver Springs, everyone knows your name. And your secrets.  In this Green Mountain State town, Laura Evans isn’t just the General Store’s café manager...she’s the town’s unofficial detective. Alongside her observant landlady Evelyn Chan, Laura discovers dangerous secrets hiding beneath the picturesque veneer. But Laura and Evelyn don’t have to do it alone. They’re members of the Maplewood Crafters Club. This seemingly innocent club are also the town’s secret helpers. Over craft projects and potluck dinners, they arrange random acts of kindness...and help solve mysteries.
What makes this series irresistible: a stunning setting, delectable culinary details, quirky characters, and ingenious mysteries with satisfying endings. If you love culinary cozies, craft cozies, Ellie Alexander, Agatha Frost, Laura Childs, Maddie Day, Diane Mott Davidson, or Jenn McKinlay…or you enjoy books with close-knit communities, amateur sleuths, found family, personal growth, secret helpers, and food as comfort and connection…you’ll love Silver Springs.

      [image: ]This short story is just a glimpse. The Silver Springs Mysteries novels give you the full experience: longer mysteries, deeper friendships, and all the culinary details and craft-night warmth you’re craving. 
It all begins with Murder At The Summer Cheese Festival, available at cozycozies.com and wherever books are sold.
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  Gifts Of Goodwill
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Laura Evans had discovered the Silver Springs festive season began with perfect timing. Overnight, the Main Street lampposts had been adorned with green and red bunting, every shop window hosted holly and reindeer, and the decoration-covered tree went up in the Village Green. 
Only one woman possessed both the dogmatic determination and surprising finesse for organizational wrangling: Kathleen ‘Kathy’ Quinn, one of Laura’s bosses. Little concerned Kathy, but where it counted: the effort she put in was nothing short of extraordinary.
That’s why everyone had come in early. Even Jesse O’Connor, Laura’s coworker, who claimed the only reason they’d arrived was a housemate had dragged them out of bed via the ankles.
The Silver Springs General Store had become the picture of holiday cheer: paper chains and snowflakes hung from the tin ceiling, solar fairy lights and evergreen arrangements wound through the displays, and every table hosted a mason jar of pine needles, cinnamon sticks, and red berries, tied with plaid ribbon.
Hanging from the front door was a wreath so intricate it’d made Laura gasp: hand-gathered old twigs, cones, seeds, and bracken, woven together with red ribbon. Created only by someone with an architect’s eye for detail and a woodworker’s patience. Somehow, Kathy hadn’t only produced theirs, but several more for other local businesses, because when had she done anything without full commitment?
They’d refreshed each menu item and retail display, begun serving tiny complimentary holly-shaped gingerbread cookies with hot drinks, and started a gift box raffle for the local medical center. As Kathy had said, no one should be without joy that season.
She’d forbidden holiday music, though. So Maggie Brook, her wife, and Laura’s other boss, had whispered about playing it whenever Kathy wasn’t listening. Laura got the first pick of her favorites.
Eli Carter, the resident barista, furrowed his eyebrows in his morning-rush expression. “They’re all in, apparently. Three of the regulars have already switched over to something new.”
He gestured to the drinks: a peppermint hot chocolate, and a gingerbread chai latte. The kitchen bell chimed, revealing a plate of buttermilk pancakes crowned with maple syrup and spiced cranberries.
“The mulled apple cider goes with that,” Eli continued, turning back to the espresso machine.
“Wonderful, thank you!” Laura flashed a smile at him and then another through the window to where Anton Reynolds, their chef, whipped up his culinary creations. He responded with a thumbs-up. It’d been the first he’d made, but not the first he’d eaten—Maggie and Kathy had surprised the staff with a ‘holiday season’ breakfast: pancakes with Maggie’s handmade jams.
Retirees from the Lakeside Service League had descended after their early morning walking meeting, requesting their usual array of coffees and pastries. Even they were getting in on the spirit: instead of maple walnut cookies, they’d ordered gingerbread ones.
Jesse helped Laura prepare the countless plates for the members, gesturing to the potted poinsettias and holiday cacti dotting the store. “I’m bracing for the gardeners’ reaction once they discover Eli is the reason the nursery’s a wasteland. Should be…spirited.”
“They brighten up the place!” Eli replied, not looking up.
Jesse rolled their eyes. “It resembles a botanical riot, but I’ll be generous and call it an ‘experimental installation.’”
Eli spluttered, halfway between indignation and laughter. “And your decorating sense is better? Today’s menu treatment is…something.”
The chalkboard mounted behind the espresso machine was framed by an intricate border of holly and pine boughs, with a snowy owl wearing a scarf perched atop the day’s specials. In the corner…was that a polar bear in a red beanie chasing a gaggle of terrified gingerbread people? Laura burst out laughing. The things Jesse produced with their chalk!
Laura continued working, the thrumming conversation settling into the background. As she restocked salt and pepper, the atmosphere around the league’s commandeered tables changed. They leaned in close, mouths moving in urgent whispers.
“…at it again already…”
“Don’t you wonder who’s going to get one this year?”
Mere conspiratorial chatter…or something to pay attention to? Worth filing away, regardless.

      [image: ]Timetables and the winter sun never cooperated. By the time the sunlight found its way past frosted glass to warm the tables by the window, most customers had disappeared.
Except those whose only schedules were self-imposed and overfilled.
Every Friday, barring catastrophe, her favorite three queens of organized busyness and brunch descended: Evelyn Chan, Martha Henderson, and Judith Yoon.
Laura was at their usual table before they’d unbuttoned their coats. “Good morning!”
“Laura!” Judith’s voice was a mischievous trill. “I see you’ve lost a bet, as that appears to me the only way to convince a person like you to wear reindeer ears.”
Laura’s cheeks flushed. Maggie had tried distributing them to the staff, to an unimpressed crowd. She couldn’t say no. And besides…the youngest customers’ reactions? Precious.
“Or,” Martha said in her chiding tone, “she’s being her lovely self and preventing Maggie from feeling the odd one out.”
Evelyn smiled at her, failing to comment, thank goodness. “Laura, wonderful to see you. We’ll take our standard, though if Anton’s in an inventive mood, we’re willing accomplices.”
Laura relayed the order. While Evelyn and Martha were measured, Judith seemed…fizzier than usual. She jiggled her foot, drummed her fingers on the ceramic sugar bowl, and darted glances at her friends.
The scones arrived hot from the warming drawer, flecked with little crimson beads of cranberry. Laura set the plate down to their enthusiasm, then cleared a nearby table. If she were subtle enough…she’d catch a fragment. Judith didn’t do delayed gratification.
Martha reached for a scone. “You looked ready to burst all the way down Main Street. Are you going to put us out of our misery?”
“I shouldn’t say. But—they’ve started again.”
Evelyn’s eyes sharpened. “Are you certain?”
“When am I ever uncertain?” Judith’s voice contained a sly grin. “But not here. It’s sensitive.”
So secretive even the town’s one-woman information network showed restraint?
By eleven, the trio had finished strategizing. The café was almost empty when the door flew open, admitting icy wind and Octavia Nightingale.
Once the store’s ‘professional curmudgeon,’ as Kathy had put it, she’d softened, but she still requested her coffee be ‘as bitter as possible, and don’t you dare sweeten it.’ Today she wore a tailored cherry-red wool coat, which she hung on a hook by the entrance, revealing a green sweater of the finest cashmere.
Jesse had the misfortune of running the counter as she stalked over and eyed the pastry display. “It seems you’re out of honey oat scones.”
Quick! Run operation interfere! Laura hurried over. “Good morning, Ms. Nightingale. We have cranberry today, if you’d like that instead.”
Octavia wrinkled her nose. “It’ll have to do. A chai latte, extra hot and spicy, no foam.”
As always, she showed her to-go preference by setting down her reusable mug with a thud, retreating to glare from a corner. Eli prepped the drink, tossing in more cinnamon than usual and adding a pinch of cayenne.
Octavia strode over again, paid, then sipped. “Acceptable.” She eyed Laura’s headgear, then the store. “I see you’ve joined the town in pretending this season is something to celebrate.”
Never mind the festive colors in Octavia’s outfit.
Laura smiled. “We like to make it cozy, especially at this time of year.”
Octavia scoffed. “It’s all a lie. Underneath the tinsel, it’s rot and old grudges. Hiding behind a posturing veneer.” Her gaze slid to Jesse. “Like that aesthetic of yours. Trying so hard to look unapproachable when you’re as fragile as the rest of them.”
Jesse froze, their jaw set.
Laura frowned. There went the streak of improving behavior. “I’m sure that wasn’t your intention, but my staff don’t deserve such treatment. Anything else, Ms. Nightingale?”
Octavia gave an unsmiling smile. “No. Good morning.” She clutched her mug, muttering, ‘that proves it then,’ and, ‘how I dislike this season,’ and, ‘I must remember Tuesday.’
The door slammed behind her. What had gotten into her? She’d been better.
Laura turned to Jesse, who faked keen interest in stacking fabric napkins. “Are you okay? She had no right to speak to you like that. That’s not how anyone should be treated.”
Jesse shrugged. “She’s impossible. Not worth getting upset over.”
“Anytime you want to step back for a bit, just let me know. I’m here to support you.”
They flinched. “I’ll be fine, thanks.”
A lie, no matter how well-intentioned. Best to keep an eye out.

      [image: ]Mail runs, even in biting weather, were a welcome change from indoors.
By three, she’d sorted the haul across the break room table: bills, informational packages, some handwritten cards, and…an envelope addressed to Kathy. It was thick, and decorated with glittery holly and prancing reindeer. Postmarked from Alpine Glen. No return address, but neat block-printing.
She dealt with some, delivered the rest to Maggie, then found Kathy in the storage cellar, converted from the root cellars from the complex’s time as an inn.
Kathy organized tins of hot cocoa mix amid the shelving. She wore a jacket over a flannel shirt, her auburn silver-streaked braid flailing as she moved.
“Pardon the interruption, but I just collected the mail, and there’s a letter for you.”
She straightened, wiping her hands, and tucked her thumbs into her toolbelt loops. Attached to one of them was something whimsical—a knitted bauble Jasmine had given her. A crocheted tree might make a nice addition.
She then took the envelope, only to guffaw. Wait…what?
Kathy grinned. “Guessing you haven’t heard. It’s a yearly tradition. Nameless holiday cards with a side of character assassination. Spam emails are too impersonal.”
How awful! Could that be what Judith had mentioned? Or what the league had been whispering about?
Kathy shrugged. “They’ve wasted good stationery. What could they say that’d bother me?”
Laura chewed her lip. “Maybe…don’t open it?”
Kathy rolled her eyes and slid a finger under the flap, extracting the card. It was gaudier than the envelope, heavy with gold embossing and a pop-up snowman. She glanced
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