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An Irma Saves Christmas Novella
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Crime never goes on holiday. Why should Irma?




Retired British spy Irma Abercrombie has just finished sorting out a financial snafu involving a young friend, and she’s all set for the perfect holiday. But when a beloved local goes missing, Irma finds herself back on high alert. Has there been an accident, or are there darker forces at work? Will Irma be able to join together with Beaver Island Police Chief Mavis Pickle to help find her loved one, or will she get iced out?



Racing against the clock, Irma has to track down her friend before the elements—or something worse—claim them. One thing she knows for sure: if she and Chief Pickle can figure out how to work together, it’ll be a real Christmas miracle.



Joy to the World is a 30,000 word Irma Saves Christmas holiday novella.




















For John









Chapter One






It was probably nothing to worry about, but my next-door neighbour, Mrs. Sepp, appeared to have gone slightly mental. Christmas decorations lay everywhere around her kitchen: impish elves sat atop cupboards, a googly-eyed Grinch guarded the sugar cannister, glitter and sparkles surrounded the tiny tree she’d tucked into one corner. Even her adorable little dog, Mr. Pugglesworth, was wearing homemade reindeer antlers. The cats, most likely, had communicated to their owner that they were above all this, and appeared to be unmolested. 






For now.

Across the table from me, Mrs. Sepp was assembling Christmas crowns, a traditional Estonian holiday activity where pine boughs, ribbons, and other decorations were assembled in the shape of a wreath to bring good luck for the new year. 

She was a lovely woman with an enormous heart, and frankly had always reminded me a bit of Mrs. Claus, partly due to her festive enthusiasm, partly because she was a dead ringer for Saint Nick’s life partner. 

“Glögg?” she said with another little giggle as she offered me a cup of the warm spiced wine, a Swedish delicacy. She pronounced it gleeeuuug, adding on more vowels every time she took a sip.

“Oh, no, thank you, dear,” I said. “It’s a bit early for me. And I have to ski into town to do some errands this afternoon. I don’t want to slide off the trail and break a hip.”

“I do see your point, Irma,” she said, looking at me over her reading glasses. Her hair was a white puffball today, and her sturdy frame was encased in a Christmas sweater and bright yellow polyester slacks. Her bright blue eyes were flashing with seasonal cheer. “You are a wise woman.”

Her adorable fawn pug and life partner, Mr. P, shifted his weight on my lap as I picked up my cup of tea, and the little reindeer antler headband he was wearing wedged itself against my chest. 

Mrs. Sepp had been my neighbour on Beaver Island for many years now, so she’d known to steep my tea until it was done, then leave it on for a little longer. It was superb, a nice Lady Gray with complex undertones. 

Mr. P wagged his tail, and after I’d finished sipping, stuck his snout in my armpit. I wasn’t exactly sure what he was doing in there, but I scratched behind his ears just the way he liked anyway while trying to keep those antlers on his head. Perhaps he was tired and wanted to sleep somewhere dark? Or was it because every square inch of Mrs. Sepp’s house was covered in Christmas decorations and wrapping paper and he wanted to escape it? 

I was a Christmas aficionado myself, but at my place I could at least find a few clear square inches of counter space that weren’t dedicated to holiday cheer. Or at least I’d been able to before my annual solstice party last night, which had been a smashing success. Perhaps that was why Mrs. Sepp had gotten into the glögg so early today—to take the edge off last night’s merriment, during which she’d quite handily drunk me under the table.

“Are Violet and Camille still snowed in?” Mrs. Sepp asked.

“Yes,” I said, a little heat gathering in my chest. Violet Blackheart and my various other loved ones were a bit of a motley crew, but I’d been lucky enough to have Violet come for an extended visit last summer, and I’d so hoped to have her here for Christmas. Unfortunately, she was still at home in Toronto, and along with another dear friend, Camille Beaulieu, was suffering under one of the worst snowstorms in recent history. Violet’s beau, Julian, had decided to pop out to visit an aunt on the mainland this morning and had also gotten snowed in there.

Beaver Island was only two hours north of Toronto, but so far we’d been able to avoid the worst of the storm, although it had started snowing lightly outside Mrs. Sepp’s window about twenty minutes ago. I was happy to see it, although it wasn’t strictly needed; we were most certainly going to have a perfect Beaver Island white Christmas. Our fields were already layered with snow, except for the area in the back yard where Mr. P and I had romped around earlier this morning, playing catch, if throwing a ball that was only occasionally picked up could be described as such.

“I’m sure they will all make it in time for Christmas,” Mrs. Sepp said, looking at her latest creation with a critical eye. She was a semi-retired florist who was a genius with foliage. “Here,” she said, thrusting it at me. This particular crown included some whimsically arranged red berries and festive silver ribbon. 

“Thank you,” I said. 

“Put it on, put it on,” she said, refilling her glögg. I settled it on my head, and Mrs. Sepp burst into laughter. “Oh, Irma, I am so sorry. It is not for head wearing!”

I grinned along with her. Well, why not? It was impossible to resist my neighbour’s infectious mood. “What is it for, then?”

“To hang from the ceiling, as a decoration. They are supposed to be like chandeliers. The grandchildren love them.”

“How many grands do you have now?”

“Only seven,” she said, her eyes twinkling like the North Star. “But Eha, my youngest daughter-in-law, is pregnant, and she will have a brand-new baby very soon.” She let out a little squeal that sounded like it had come from a much younger woman. 

“What other Christmas traditions are you going to do today?” 

“Oh, there are so many,” she said, already working on a new crown. This one looked much smaller, so perhaps it was for one of the littles. “I always focus on the crowns because I never get to all of my traditions. I have to do some baking this afternoon if I want to make it to the ice show tomorrow.”

“I will be there as well,” I said. “Do you want to come to dinner at my place tonight? Stu is making his famous day-after chili right now, so that’s dinner.”

“Day after what? Your solstice party?”

“Yes, indeed,” I said with a nod. “He says it fortifies everyone after all the celebrating.”

“I will be sure to stop by later!” she said. “And I will bring some glögg!”

“That’s very kind. Are you sure there will be any left?”

“Ha!” she said. “I have only had two glasses this morning, and they are quite small. I am just very happy right now!”

Four of her cats had gathered around her while she was speaking and were now gazing lovingly up at her, although the orange tabby on the left seemed to be trying to stare me down. He did this sometimes, as he was a bit of a curmudgeon. So was my best friend, Stu, so I knew how to deal with the type. 

Mrs. Sepp pushed a piece of kringel across the table, a sweet Estonian bread that she’d made without raisins, just for me, as I had never enjoyed the squishy little things. They always got stuck in my teeth and were just all-around unpleasant. About ten years before retiring from my career in British Intelligence, I’d worked for a cranky section head who’d thought I was too old to be in the field—and I’d only been in my early sixties at the time, my goodness. He couldn’t be convinced otherwise, so every time he gave me a rotten assignment, I bribed the local coffee shop to accidentally bake some raisins into his beloved bran muffins. Seeing him pick them out during morning briefings had left me with a deep sense of satisfaction.

While Mrs. Sepp worked, I started sorting through the pile of envelopes on the table in front of me. She had Christmas cards mixed in with letters and junk mail. I had a politely worded sign on my front door requesting No Flyers Please, but Mrs. Sepp would never do such a thing. She’d worry too much about hurting someone’s feelings.

Mrs. Sepp hummed while she worked, and I watched the snow fall outside for a bit. It was a beautiful Beaver Island moment, the kind I thought about all year round. I so loved my summers here, but there was something magical about Christmas on the island. And now that I’d spent the last few days fixing a financial snafu for a young friend of mine, absolutely nothing would stop this from being a perfect holiday. 

After I’d sorted out her money woes, Bailey Marshall had come to spend Christmas at my place. And why not? My Victorian family home had been divided up into snug little apartments years ago so that my visitors could manage their own meals and the like, and I had oodles of room. Bailey was currently back at my place with my cousin Sandy and her two daughters, Heidi and Helga, who were in university, as was Bailey. Sandy’s girls had been known to set a fire or two in their spare time, so one imagined that they’d all have good fun together.

“You could open those cards and read them to me while I work,” Mrs. Sepp said, smiling as she took another sip of glögg.

“Certainly.” I patted Mr. P’s rump and picked up the first card, a red envelope with a printed label. I sliced into it with a letter opener. Inside was a card from Howard Bell, the new florist who’d arrived on the island at the end of September. “Season’s greetings from Howard Bell,” I announced, turning the card and showing it to her. It was done in a traditional style with an old-fashioned picture of Santa Claus. Howard’s brief—and dry—note had been scrawled inside in blue ink.  

“Pfft,” Mrs. Sepp said, which was the closest she ever got to speaking badly of anyone or anywhere or anything. 

“My goodness, Mrs. Sepp,” I said. “Whatever do you mean?”

“I mean that Howard Bell is a little lollpea,” she said. 

“An idiot?” I wrinkled my nose as I giggled. My goodness, she’d had a lot of glögg.

Mrs. Sepp put down her crown, her expression unusually somber. “He showed up with no warning at my house back in September, which I do not like. No invitation, no calling first, and he banged on the door so hard that he woke me up from my nap and scared the cats. My home is for private things, for my friends and loved ones.” 

“I understand completely.”

“I asked him very nicely to leave, and he was not so very nice back to me,” she said.

I felt a frown gathering on my forehead. “Oh?”

Mr. P stretched in his sleep, made a little snorty noise, then slipped back into slumber. I rested my teacup on his back, which never seemed to faze him.

“He demanded that I show him the pictures from last year when I did the Wong Thanksgiving flowers. He told me he was taking over that event from me.”

“Oh, my.”

She shot me a look over her glasses, a wry smile pulling on one side of her mouth. “That is what he thought, anyway. It turned out that he and one of the Wong daughters were doing some…hanky-panky…and she had promised him the job even though it was for a celebration that she was not in charge of. I simply called Mira Wong and told her what he’d said to me.”

“Good for you.”

“Not so good for me and Mr. Howard. He somehow thinks that I am to blame for getting him kicked off the job, one that he was never hired for in the first place. My goodness, Irma, he was very angry.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I kept myself from cracking my knuckles. Perhaps I should have a word with Howard the next time I saw him.

“I told him that if he doesn’t do something about his anger issues, his face will stay like this when he gets old.” She pulled her face into a cranky expression.

“Good for you,” I said.

Mrs. Sepp leaned forward before looking right and left, as if she was worried that we might be overheard. By the cats? I decided not to ask. “And he upsells funeral flowers.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you want a bouquet for your sweetie on a Friday night, the price will be reasonable. But for funerals? He will charge much more and talk grieving family members into expensive arrangements. I do not like this.” 

“I’ve never met him,” I said darkly, “but I do not like this either.”

“Hmph,” she said. “You can throw that card out. Or give it to the cats.”

“What will they do with it?”

“You’ll see.”

I double-checked that the card was just paper and had no sparkles or anything that might harm one of Mrs. Sepp’s beloved kitties, but it was in the clear. So I set it on the floor. 

Mrs. Sepp made a clicking noise with her tongue, and the orange tabby pounced. After sniffing the card, he tore at it with his claws. By the time he was done, there was nothing but a pile of confetti on the floor, and that cat was wearing the most satisfied expression I believe I’d ever seen on a feline. I’d once had to have a little chat with a yakuza member who’d sharpened his katana the entire time. This felt similar.

“I will use it as kindling for the fireplace,” she said.

“That makes perfect sense.”

“Next card, please,” she sing-songed.

“Of course,” I said, holding in my grin. I always found it humorous when polite people got annoyed. “This is from your grandson, Lennart. He says, ‘Merry Christmas, Ema! I love you.’” 

I did not mention that “ema” meant “mother,” not “grandmother.” Grandmother in Estonian was vanaema; literally, old mother. Nobody called her that.

Mrs. Sepp put her hand on her chest and let out a happy sigh.

“This one is from Tiiu and Mart,” I said. “They can’t wait to see you on Christmas Eve.”

“Such a nice girl.”

I readjusted Mr. P again. He let out an annoyed squeak and rolled over so his tummy was exposed. An expectant expression settled on his face.

“Irma, you should put these on,” she said as she paused her humming of what I believed was “Silent Night” but might have been “Row, Row, Row Your Boat”. After shuffling through the craft supplies on the table, she handed me a pair of white gloves. 

“Why?”

“He wants a tummy rub, but he’s been a bit sensitive lately, so it’s better to use the gloves.”

I decided not to ask if he’d been emotionally sensitive lately, or he just had some sort of rash, donned the gloves and  patted Mr. P for a moment before opening the next envelope, the schink of the letter opener making a very satisfying noise. I scanned the card, which had a handwritten letter enclosed. “This one is from your son, Arvo. There’s a letter inside for you.”

“Thank you, Irma. I will read it later.” Mrs. Sepp resumed humming again. 

Mr. P rolled himself back over, let out a sigh, and promptly fell asleep. The next envelope was made of a heavy bond with a printed label and no return address. It looked like one of those generic holiday cards that businesses sent out every year. But after slicing the end of it open and pulling the card out, I gasped in horror. 
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Vitamin SeaBlurb




A retired intelligence agent still wants to save the world. Her nerdy houseguest just wants to survive her vacation...



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.
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