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Crime never goes on holiday. Why should Irma?




Retired spy Irma Abercrombie's one weakness is her love of Christmas, but when a young friend asks for help with a financial disaster, her holiday spirit suffers a setback. Can Irma—a woman with a fondness for strong tea, cardio, and a well-oiled gun—find a thief before the festive season kicks off, or will her perfect Christmas be ruined?




Peace on Earth is a 30,000 word Irma Saves Christmas holiday novella, and is a spinoff of the Beaver Island mystery series.




















For John









Chapter One





In 1972 my mother made me promise not to kill anyone at Christmastime, and so far I’d managed to keep my word, as long as you didn’t count that unfortunate Iceland thing in ’82. It had been New Year’s Day in a lot of time zones, after all.

The holiday season was upon us again, which was a delight, but my brow was currently furrowed. I was sitting in my chair by the bay window at the front of my living room, enjoying some mid-morning tea and scanning the street for threats, as one does. That was how I knew there was a figure trudging into my cul-de-sac.

Whoever was out there was wearing a postal uniform that passed muster from this distance; the hat, the pants, and even the satchel were all regulation. There was just one problem.

That wasn’t my mailman.

My mailman was eighty-two, five eleven, and had a limp he’d picked up in a particularly mean-spirited three-legged race at the Beaver Island Harvest Festival back in ’93. The individual headed my way was short and lean, perhaps five one, and had a scarf wrapped around their face. And it wasn’t even cold out. 

Adrenaline pulsed through me.

After carefully setting down my great-grandmother’s china cup in its gold-rimmed saucer, I picked up my latest toy: a sort of mini-Taser that looked like a pen and had a clip that could attach it to your clothing. I was testing it out for an old friend who called it a maitai. I slid it up my sleeve for easy access, my gaze flitting around the room. 

My island home on Lake Ontario—where I’d practically grown up—was crammed to the rafters with decorations, and a ten-foot balsam fir stood in the entrance, decked to the nines. 

After Mother and Dad died, I’d renovated their Victorian country home into apartments, which meant that I got to have a second tree in my first floor flat. The top of tree number two was only slightly too big this year, its tip bent over, with a toy beaver-Santa trapped between tree top and ceiling, arms flung out like it was airborne. Santa Beaver’s facial expression was suitably enthusiastic. 

Red was everywhere, my very favourite colour. I did so love the holidays, the moratorium on death notwithstanding, and there was no way that this Christmas would not be absolutely perfect, as long as no one was trying to kill me.

There was a knock at the front door: the maybe-imposter was here. I sprang to my feet and headed to the vestibule—pretty quickly for seventy-one, if I did say so myself. If no one was trying to kill me, and that really was a postal carrier, hopefully they were bringing me some more Christmas cards. The thought made a warm feeling take root inside me. I had to admit that I was a sucker for sappy holiday correspondence with pictures of pets and fat babies in Santa suits, families in matching pyjamas, and couples wearing ugly Christmas sweaters. I loved it all.

I glanced at the umbrella stand in the vestibule. There was a red umbrella with a blade in the handle. Would that be enough?

The doorbell rang. 

Well, I had the umbrella-blade, the maitai, and the ability to kill someone with my thumb. My odds of still being alive an hour from now were excellent.

I opened the door, my face arranged in a pleasant expression and my weight on the balls of my feet, just in case I needed to move quickly. 

“Hello, Mrs. Abercrombie!” Our relief mailman—mailwoman—Janie Paulson stood in my doorway, and snow dusted the steps behind her. Janie’s face was flushed from the cold, and a smile dimpled her cheeks. Briefly, I felt bad for mistaking her for an assassin. She was new in town and had never delivered mail to me before, but I recognized her from the last Beaver Island newsletter. As far as I was aware, she had no plans to kill me.

“Good morning, Janie,” I said, all smiles.

“Call me Irma, please, dear.”

“Irma,” she said, handing me the mail, and my heart surged. Red envelopes! I smiled, and she smiled back even wider, her complexion rosy, her hazel eyes twinkling. Her grin took up most of her face now. It was a good sturdy smile for such a petite girl. 

“Thank you.” I took the bulky package, so much mail that there was a rubber band holding it all together. “I’m terribly sorry about the snow on the driveway. I’ll shovel it immediately.”

She laughed. “It’s no problem, Mrs… Irma. Barely any snow at all.”

I eyed my doorstep skeptically.

“You should have someone come and take care of it for you. Aren’t you retired now?” she asked.

It was my turn to laugh. Someone else to do it. My goodness, what a thought.

She looked emboldened by my laughter. “You know, I can’t quite place your accent.”

“England.” Along with a few other places. 

“And what are you retired from?” she asked in that certain way. Somebody from town had obviously been talking about me.

I tilted my head and made my lips form a smile. “Government work, dear.” Which was the truth, after all. “Just like you. Cookie?” I held out the tray that I kept at the door this time of year, nestled on the outstretched arms of a stuffed toy beaver named Mr. Butler. The holiday season was really the only time I let sugar invade the house. 

She grinned and grabbed two chocolate chunk shortbreads. “Thanks, Irma.” 

“You’re very welcome.”

She looked around the vestibule. “You have a lot of beavers.”

She wasn’t wrong. “Can you blame me, dear? Beavers are industrious, no-nonsense little critters. They’re also the island’s official mascots. Did you know that?”

“No,” she said, giggling. “But they’re very nice. And I just love your diorama.” 

The boxy structure was sitting on the table beside Mr. Butler. It was a recreation of Santa’s workshop, with stuffed beavers instead of elves. Strapped to the undercarriage of the table was my very favourite tactical baton.

“I never could resist a good diorama,” I said conspiratorially. 

She smiled with her mouth full of cookie and skipped down the walkway. I reached for a coat. Before going through all my lovely mail, I had to murder that snow.



__________________________




An hour later, the walkway was clear and I’d shovelled my next door neighbour’s driveway, too. Mrs. Sepp’s six cats had watched me from inside her house. Her geriatric tabby, Frederick, was perched on the head of Mr. Puggleworth, Mrs. Sepp’s eternally harassed fawn pug. 

The neighbourhood was blanketed in snow, crisp and white, and Mrs. Sepp—Estonian expat and cat aficionado—had covered her house in decorations, with inflated Mr. and Mrs. Santas in the front yard. Reindeer pranced beside the driveway. I so loved it when people were festively prepared. Now I felt invigorated, the blood was pumping through me, and I was just a tiny bit cold.

Time for tea. 

I whipped up a light chai I’d found when I was in Sri Lanka in the 70s, steeping the tea for as long as I could stand it. Diesel, that was what strong tea was called in prison, an island friend who’d spent sixteen years up the river had once told me. Of course, weak tea never did anyone any good, so those jailbirds had definitely been on to something. 

I poured a cup of tea, settled myself in my chair, and pulled the rubber band off my bundle with a smile. There were seven new Christmas cards, and I ripped them all open with relish. Four were from family back in England, the others from all over. 

One was from Cousin Sandy, who was bringing her two teenaged daughters here for Christmas. The last time they came for a visit, they’d snuck out the back door after setting the living room drapes on fire and had stayed out all night in the woods at a bush party. 

Lovely girls. Very spirited. 

I finished looking at the rest of the cards. There were updates and newsletters about children, promotions, travels. I worked through a pot of tea as I read. After shuffling through a few bills, I spied a letter for Bailey Marshall, one of my young friends who lived in town. 

Her stepmother, Jaydyn, was a Bentley-driving, designer-wearing twerp with a terrible tennis swing and an overbite. Bailey had approached me a year ago, asking if she could have mail delivered to my address, since her stepmother had taken to opening her mail. 

Bailey was a student at the University of Toronto, and Jaydyn had been pressuring her to go to work in the family business instead of staying in school. The Marshall family business was in shipping labels, but Bailey wanted to be a doctor, to do some good for the planet. 

With all I’d seen, protecting those who wanted to help others was a calling, and now that I was retired, I kept an eye on things here on the island my family used to spend holidays and summer vacation on. Our town swelled in the warm months with tourists from all over, including Toronto, just two hours away. 

I’d almost forgotten that Bailey had wanted to send her mail here, because up until today, she’d never actually received any, which made this letter somewhat of a mystery.

It’s a federal offense to open someone else’s mail, Irma.

All my life, there had been two Irmas—the good Irma and the bad Irma. Not that I didn’t like the bad Irma; she was my favourite, actually.

Christmastime was generally good Irma’s domain, so I definitely wasn’t going to open Bailey’s letter. I needed to put on some skis and head into town to run some last-minute errands anyway, if I was going to be ready for my annual solstice party on the twenty-first, which was only a few days away. Happily, Bailey worked at Luna’s Café on Main Street during the holidays. I’d just swing by and deliver it.

But what if it was bad news? If I knew what was in the letter, perhaps I could help soften the blow for her.

Nonsense, Good Irma whispered in my ear, and I for one was glad she’d finally shown up. Just deliver it. That’s all you need to do.

It was all settled, then. I’d drop Bailey’s letter off before running my errands. It was sunny outside and not too cold, a perfect day for some refreshing exercise, so I put my cup in the sink and went to organize my very favourite ski outfit.










Chapter Two










Snow covered the fields like a blanket and shimmered in the sun. It was a perfect, Christmas-is-almost-here ski session. Naturally, I took the long way in to town. Better for the lungs.

I turned onto Main Street. Its façade never failed to put a smile on my face: chic storefronts in a range of pastels, hand-lettered signs, boutique shops, angled parking spots. The street glowed with Christmas splendour, and thick Yuletide planters—full of pine stalks, red ribbon, and the occasional fat Santa—lined the sidewalks, which were shovelled and neat as a pin. 

I stopped in front of Luna’s Café, spotting a piece of litter on the ground. I tried to lean over to pick it up and somehow ended up with one ski pointing one way, the other facing backwards. Eventually I realized that I looked ridiculous, but it had been my experience that once one had entered the realm of ridiculousness, the only thing to do was carry on with as much dignity as one could muster.

Eventually I wrangled the litter, my skis, and my sanity, stamped the snow off my feet, and opened the door to Luna’s Café. The bell tinkled merrily, and the smell of sugar immediately hit my senses. Bailey was behind the counter, holding a pastry that looked about half the size of Rhode Island. She smiled and waved with her free hand. 

I waved back and then inspected the wares. The customers Bailey was waiting on—an older couple I hadn’t seen before—moved off, and she greeted me with, “Hey, Irma!”

I turned around as subtly as possible and scanned the couple from head to toe. No visible weapons, no suspicious mannerisms, probably no threat.

“Hello, dear,” I said, turning back around. 

Luna emerged from the back with a tray. “Hi, Irma. I’ve got some blueberry muffins for you. Reduced sugar with whey protein. On the house.” She pulled a muffin out of the glass display case and set it on a plate. “You can take your break now, Bailey,” she added with a smile. 

Luna was a child of the island. Her father had been the town postmaster, but was deceased now. Her mother, Andrea, a friend of mine, had run the café before suffering a massive stroke last year. Now she was in a respite home and Luna had taken over the business—at only eighteen, the poor thing. 

Luna handed me the plate, her grin taking over her face. She was pleasantly plump, just like her mother, with pale blue eyes. She used to have long auburn-red hair but had gotten a pixie cut after her mother’s stroke, probably because she didn’t have time to deal with all that hair now, bless her heart.

Bailey picked up the plate, grabbed a donut for herself, and led us to a table. “How are you doing, Irma? Did you break out the skis?”

I redirected her to my favourite table in the
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Vitamin SeaBlurb




See what happens when a retired British intelligence agent joins forces with a nerdy GenX couch potato...



Former spy Irma Abercrombie wasn’t looking for drama when she invited Violet Blackheart—a geeky sun-deprived acquaintance—for a visit at her island home. But after an armed robbery in town goes terribly wrong, Irma gets pulled into an island intrigue: Was it a simple snatch and grab, or are there darker forces at work?



Irma’s hands might be deadly weapons, but she’s all thumbs when it comes to computer problems. How will she convince Violet to investigate a technology puzzle masterminded by someone with a taste for murder? And if Irma’s so retired, what's up with the dead guy in her driveway?



Violet embraces a budding cupcake addiction while Irma grapples with a bomb threat and wonders how she ended up with a pug as a sidekick...and whether Violet might be hiding a few secrets of her own. They're headed for a showdown at a luxurious island estate—but they can only flush out a killer if they work together.



Irma Abercrombie wants to save the world. 

Violet Blackheart just wants to survive her vacation.
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