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“Well, Tippy,” I said, standing back to admire my handiwork, “it’s small, but it’ll do. What do you think?”

Tippy looked from me to the Christmas tree and back again. Then he gave a snort and went to curl up in the corner by the grate. Clearly he wasn’t impressed.

“I think it’s nice,” I protested. 

Tippy wasn’t listening. His eyes were closed, but I was pretty sure he was faking it.

Tippy, a Pembrokeshire corgi, had belonged to my great-great-aunt, Euphegenia Graves, and had been inherited by me. Neither of us was very excited about it, but we’d managed to get along so far. More or less.

I’d also inherited Aunt Euphegenia’s cottage in the English village of Meres Reach which sat on the seashore in Devon. To be more precise, Tippy had inherited it, but I was allowed to live there so I could take care of him. It was quaint and cute and about five thousand miles from home. 

My mother had begged me to come home for Christmas, but seeing as how flights from London to Portland, Oregon were extremely expensive, that wasn’t going to happen. So I’d decided to make my own little cheer right in the cottage, starting with a tree which I’d bought from the enterprising Mrs. Johnson down at the Post Office.

I eyed it as objectively as I could. Okay, so it was only about two feet tall and it wasn’t exactly lush. I hadn’t been able to afford anything else. The ornaments I’d unearthed from the attic dwarfed it—the shiny balls and handblown glass imported from Germany bending the limbs to their breaking point—but it was sparkly and fun, and that’s all that mattered. 

The mantelpiece was lined with holly my neighbor Mrs. Druthers had let me cut from her back garden, and my greeting cards were strung above it. There were two. One from my mother and one from my friend, Toni, who lived in Endmere, the big manor house overlooking Meres Reach. I tried not to focus on the sad fact only two people had felt it worth their time to send me a greeting card, and one was my mother. 

To be fair, I hadn’t sent any out myself, but that was because things were tight, money-wise. I’d been doing all right working as a sort of detective for my aunt’s solicitor, Mr. James Woodward, but the work was sporadic, and there hadn’t been anything in a month. It was starting to pinch. Perhaps I should make Toni a card. I wasn’t very crafty, but it was the thought that counted, right? Would she find that too passé? Maybe I should make one for Penny, my other friend and Toni’s maid. She would love it and not look down her nose because it was handmade.

Of course the problem with that was that I didn’t have anything to make cards with. Apparently my aunt hadn’t been one for arts and crafts, and there was nothing much in the house. Not even any glue.

The phone rang with its persistent brrbrr that always set my heart pounding. It was far more strident than American telephones. I answered and was surprised to hear my boss’s voice.

“Sugar, I need you to come into the office,” he barked without preamble. He wasn’t one for small talk, although he’d always been pleasant.

My first instinct was a little thrill. Maybe I’d see Jack again. My second instinct was to glance at the round mahogany kitchen clock. It was just past eleven. Far too late in the day for a trip to London. I told him so.

“It’s urgent,” he insisted. “I can’t... I can’t explain properly over the phone.”

Now that was intriguing. My mind swirled with possibilities. Perhaps the crown jewels had gone missing and I would be sent to find them! Or a duchess had been kidnapped and I was her only hope!

Unaware of my nonsense, Mr. Woodward was still speaking. “I’ve already reserved a place for you at the St. Sebastian Hotel. They’re expecting you and Tippy.”

The St. Sebastian was the same hotel where I’d stayed when I first arrived in London. 

I mentally counted my meagre savings. A train ticket would dig into it a little deeper than I’d like. Baked beans for Christmas dinner didn’t sound very exciting.

“A ticket for the 1:15 train is waiting for you at the station. Get a move on.” And he hung up.

I stared at the phone for a moment before returning the receiver to the cradle. “I guess we’re going to London, Tippy.”

Tippy didn’t care one way or the other, as long as he got his supper.

The thrill was back, and I couldn’t repress it, even as I cautioned myself not to get overexcited. Jack Chambers was Mr. Woodward’s nephew and employee, and part of Jack’s job was to check in on Tippy and me from time to time. He even helped me on some of my assignments. We’d gotten close, Jack and I, to the point where we’d shared a kiss. One kiss, but it had been... thrilling was the only word for it. 

Problem was, that had been three months ago at one of Toni’s parties, and there’d been nothing since. I was hoping that was because we simply hadn’t seen each other. Almost immediately after, Mr. Woodward had sent Jack off to New York in search of the heir to a barony. He’d sent me a postcard, which had been exciting. He’d finally got home, and we’d planned to meet, only he was sent off again—this time to Greece. He’d sent a postcard from there, too. I wasn’t even sure he was back in London yet.

Since we would only be gone one night, I wouldn’t need much. I quickly packed my little green train case with the necessities before changing from my comfortable house dress into a red plaid long-sleeved wool dress with a flared circle skirt and velveteen trim. My mother had bought it from the Montgomery Ward’s winter catalogue and mailed it over thinking it would look smart on me. I also donned a matching cap and brown low-heeled oxfords. Much more appropriate for a visit to the city and my employer.

Once that was done, I made a cheese sandwich, wrapped it in waxed paper, and tucked it into my handbag. Not having to buy lunch on the train or at the station would save money.

I decided to save even more money on a taxi—there was only one anyway, a rust bucket of a truck driven by Old Tom—and walk to the station. It wasn’t far, though it was uphill. I clipped on Tippy’s lead, hoisted my case, locked the door behind us, and set out.

The air was brisk but dry. A nice change from the weeklong bout of rain we’d just had. The sky above was a hard, cold blue that almost hurt the eyes to look at it. Smoke streamed from chimneys up and down Sea Breeze Lane, and I imagined the inhabitants gathering around their kitchen tables, enjoying their luncheons, their toes toasty warm thanks to thick socks and cheerful fires. Mine, on the other hand, were on the frosty side. I was starting to wish I’d worn my thick, wool-lined boots. Only they didn’t look elegant.

It was two weeks ‘til Christmas, and most of my neighbors had hung wreaths on their doors or swags of evergreens from their window frames. Lush green branches lashed together with bright red ribbons. Through front windows, I caught sight of trees covered in shiny baubles and paper snowflakes. One windowsill held a colorful plaster nativity surrounded by cotton wool snow. 

“Sugar Martin! Where are you off to this fine afternoon?”

I turned and spotted Mrs. Johnson who ran the Post Office. I hardly recognized her out and about instead of behind her counter. She’d removed her usual voluminous green apron and wore a red wool trench coat with a brooch shaped like holly leaves and berries pinned to it.

“Day off, Mrs. Johnson?”

“Don’t I wish. I threatened Mr. Johnson with tinned beans for Christmas dinner if he didn’t let me out for some shopping this afternoon.” She chortled, her round cheeks pink in the cold. Mrs. Johnson was at least sixty and one of the best people I knew. Kind to a fault and always with a treat for Tippy.

“I’m off to London,” I told her. “Just overnight, but Mr. Woodward needed me in the office.”

She reached down to pat Tippy and slip him something from her pocket. “That ought to be a fun adventure.”

“I suppose so, yes.” I did enjoy London, but I’d been often enough at this point I didn’t consider it an adventure necessarily. Although usually I knew why I was going. This time it was very mysterious. Forget the crown jewels. What if the queen herself was in danger!

“Well, I won’t keep you. You’ve got a train to catch.”

Just then, the whistle blew. I checked my watch. It was just past one. “I better get a move on. I’ve got to get the one fifteen.”

“I’ll see you when you get back then. Happy Christmas!”

“Happy Christmas, Mrs. Johnson.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to saying “happy Christmas” instead of “merry Christmas,” but I did my best.

Tippy and I picked up the pace, practically running the last few steps to the station. Only once I was seated with my bag stowed overhead and Tippy curled up at my feet did I have time to wonder what the rush was. Mr. Woodward had assured me after my last job that December would be a quiet month, and I was unlikely to hear from him. Now here he was demanding my presence in London. Apprehension clawed at my insides.

“Whatever it is, Tippy, we’ll handle it.”

For once, Tippy was in full agreement.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2
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Woodward and Woodward Solicitors was located in a posh district of London known as Belgravia. Gorgeous, creamy 19th century buildings lined the streets, the only difference between some of them the colors of their doors or the elaborateness of their doorknockers. 

I’d taken a cab straight from the rail station, even though it meant dipping into my meager savings. Perhaps Mr. Woodward would pay me back, seeing as how this was, technically, a business expense.

At some point we passed a sign advertising Cinderella, the new ballet to premier two days before Christmas, December 23, 1948. 

“Imagine that, Tippy,” I whispered. “I bet it’ll be amazing. I wish I could be there.”

Tippy reminded me I was dead broke and could in no way afford a trip to the ballet. He was right. Still, a girl could dream.

The cab stopped in front of a familiar imposing white stone building with a solid red door and a doorknocker in the shape of a lion. The driver kindly handed me my train case before zipping off into the night.

Inside was an impressive lobby with a marble floor and a front desk manned by a young gentleman with dark hair pomaded into elegant waves. A crystal vase which usually held tulips or gladiolus overflowed with red roses and white lilies, and an eight-foot Christmas tree decorated in red and gold sat against the back wall. 

“Hello, Henry,” I said as Tippy’s nails clicked against the marble. “Happy Christmas. Mr. Woodward is expecting me.”

“Happy Christmas, Miss Martin, Tippy. I’ll take your case for you. Go on up. He’s waiting.”

I ascended the staircase, which wound upward around the oval wall to the first floor, stopping in front of an unmarked door. I’d visited Mr. Woodward’s office many times, but I was unaccountably more nervous than usual. Taking a deep breath, I rapped on the door.

“Come in.” The voice was deep and masculine and a bit hoarse, as if the owner had smoked too many cigarettes.

Mr. Woodward sat behind a massive oak desk. A window took up nearly the whole back wall and overlooked a park, though currently all I could see was the streetlamp illuminating a bench. By the time the train arrived in London, night had already fallen. In fact, it was near to my bedtime—although I often stayed up late reading, so could hardly say I had a proper bedtime.

Tippy wandered over to greet his friend.

Mr. Woodward looked the same as ever. Fit, handsome for an older gentleman, with a shock of white hair, dressed in a tailored dark gray suit. He was precisely the sort of sophisticated person one expected in a lawyer. Or, in this case, solicitor. As far as I could tell, barristers tried cases, solicitors did paperwork. It was like they’d taken the American lawyer and split his job in half. Or rather it was like we Americans had taken two jobs and smooshed them into one. It was, after all, the American way. 

“Sugar, good to see you. Please have a seat.”

I sat in the comfy leather chair across from him and looked around. The only sign of Christmas was a little silver Santa figurine on his desk. 

“Jack’s not here?” It was out of my mouth before I could reel it back in.

Mr. Woodward had the kindness not to point out my idiocy. “Afraid Jack’s been called away again.”

“Another investigation?”

“Something like that.” He cleared his throat. “The reason I asked you here today is that I have something for you.”

“For me? Really?” Mr. Woodward had never given me anything that wasn’t required for my job.

“From your great-great-Aunt Euphegenia.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “How’d she manage that?” It was a joke, but Mr. Woodward wasn’t laughing.

“She arranged for three gifts to be delivered this, the first Christmas after her death.” He placed a small wrapped parcel on the desk. “This is, of course, for Tippy.”

Tippy’s ears perked up.

A second, slightly larger parcel joined the first. “This one is for you. Both of these are to be opened on Christmas day.”

“Thank you. It’ll be hard to wait, but we’ll manage.” I reached out, but he stopped me.

“And this,” he laid a manila envelope on the desk, “is for Mr. Croswell.”

“Mr. Who?” Tippy and I exchanged confused glances.

“That,” Mr. Woodward said, “is a very good question.”

––––––––
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MR. F. CROSWELL

No. 9 Church Street

Upper Snow Falls, Devon, England

The name and address were written in my aunt’s spidery handwriting across the front of the manila envelope. I’d sorted through enough of her correspondence and paperwork at the cottage to recognize it immediately.

“Who are you, Mr. F. Croswell? And who were you to Aunt Euphegenia?”

Tippy gave me a look that clearly said, “Woman, you have lost your mind.” 

No doubt he was right. Talking to oneself was the first sign one had gone doolally. The second, as my mother often said, was answering yourself. Fortunately, I hadn’t gotten to that point. Yet.

Whoever this Mr. Croswell was, it was my duty to see he got this envelope. It was annoying, my aunt still bossing me around from the grave. As if she hadn’t made a big enough ruckus in my life already.

“We’re going to have to make a trip to this Upper Snow Falls, Tippy. We have no choice.”

Tippy made it clear he didn’t care. He was more interested in the scenery flying by the train window.

After my visit with Mr. Woodward, I’d gone straight to the hotel where George, the sweet bellboy from my previous visit, showed me to my room and offered to take Tippy for a walk in the park before feeding him his dinner. That gave me the opportunity to grab a quick bite at a nearby sandwich shop before they closed and then speak to the front desk clerk, Mr. Dix. He’d looked up Upper Snow Falls for me and discovered it was a village not far from Plymouth in Devon. 

After a restful sleep and a breakfast of eggs and toast, Tippy and I caught the early train home.

“We could go straight there, I suppose,” I told Tippy as I stuffed the envelope back in my train case with the other gifts, “but I don’t want to haul everything all over creation. Better to drop it off at home, don’t you think so?”

Tippy didn’t care one way or the other.

I’d been relieved when Henry, Mr. Woodward’s receptionist, slipped me a bit of petty cash “for expenses.” It was enough that I hadn’t had to worry about the expense of taxis or sandwich shops while in London. It also meant I could afford a trip down the hill with Old Tom when he caught me at the station. 

“Hullo, Miss. Need a lift?” His “lift” was a rusty green truck that had seen better days. I supposed it must have once had shocks, but they were long worn out. 

“That’d be great, Tom,” I said, allowing him to manhandle both my train case and Tippy into the vehicle. I managed to climb up into the cab on my own steam. I’m sure he’d have helped if I’d have asked but, based on how quickly my case had been tossed, I was a little afraid to have him try.

As we lumbered over the cobbled streets, conversation topics ranged from the nice weather we were having (it was sprinkling) to the latest menu item (plum charlotte—a dessert made of fruit, sugar, butter, and breadcrumbs, not unlike a bread pudding; it sounded delicious) at the Sullen Oyster (the local—in fact, the only—pub in Meres Reach). By the time he set Tippy and me down at the front door of the cottage, we were all caught up on the day’s village gossip.

It only took a short time to unpack my train case, place the presents from Aunt Euphegenia under the tree, and fix lunch for me and Tippy. While munching on my cheese and pickle sandwich—a tasty if bizarre English invention which involved slices of Cheddar cheese slathered with a sweet, vinegary chutney nestled between two slices of bread—I inspected the manila envelope for any clues. I even held it up to the light, but there was nothing to see. Just the last name and address. Not even a full first name.

“Well, I suppose we better get it over with,” I told Tippy. “Let me freshen up, and we can catch the next train to Plymouth. We’ll figure out how to get to Upper Snow Falls from there.”

Tippy did not appear pleased about having to leave the house again so soon, but he hunkered down near the front door and waited patiently while I changed dresses, patted my hair into place, and swiped on fresh lipstick. 

“Now,” I said as we braced ourselves for another journey, “let’s find out who this Mr. Croswell is, shall we?”

Tippy figured we might as well give it a try.
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It was a forty-five-minute train ride from Meres Reach to Plymouth, and I spent the time trying to read the latest Josephine Tey detective novel which I’d picked up at the Post Office. It was a used copy, so Mr. Johnson had let me borrow it for free. I found it difficult to focus on the fictional adventure when I had such questions swirling in my mind.

At last the train arrived in Plymouth, and Tippy and I alighted and made our way to the ticket office. When I asked the middle-aged man behind the counter how to get to Upper Snow Falls, he gave me a once over through thick lensed glasses.

“Can’t get there by train.”

“Oh, well, that’s fine,” I said. “Is there a bus?”

“American?”

“Yes, I am.” At least I assumed he meant me and not the bus.

“Don’t get many of those. Not since the war.”

I wasn’t sure whether to apologize or what. Instead I offered a smile and repeated my query. “Is there a bus that goes to Upper Snow Falls?”

“Sure. Right out there.” He nodded toward the road that ran in front of the station. “But you better hurry. It’s about to leave.”

Tossing a thank you over my shoulder, I ran for it, dragging Tippy behind me. I caught sight of the bus, an ancient, lumbering, dark green monstrosity. It was just pulling away from the curb as I exited the station. I hollered at the top of my lungs, dashing toward it, Tippy yapping at my heels. Heads turned to watch the brash American making a spectacle.

Spectacle or not, it worked. The bus slowed and lurched to a stop and the door opened. The uniformed driver, a stout man with a flourishing red beard, stared at me. I stared back.

“You want this bus or not?” he said.

“Are you going to Upper Snow Falls?”

“Pass right through there, sure.”

I nodded and climbed aboard, handing him the necessary coins for the fare. “Will you tell me when we get there?”

“Sure thing, Miss.”

Before I took a seat I asked, “How long will it take?”

He shrugged. “Twenty minutes. Half hour. Depends.”

He did not say what it depended on, so I took an aisle seat. And since the bus was nearly empty, I let Tippy up on the window seat. He immediately pressed his nose against the window and stared out at the world, tongue lolling from his mouth.

The scenery was breathtaking with sheer drops into rolling blue waters on one side and rolling green hills on the other. Here and there were dotted small farm houses, fields of sheep, and villages so small they made Meres Reach seem like a thriving metropolis. 

The bus bounced and wobbled over potholes and around corners, doing its best to induce a feeling of seasickness. I was starting to think I would need the driver to pull over when he lurched to a sudden stop and shouted, “Upper Snow Falls.”

Upper Snow Falls was one of those little villages that had sprung up around a crossroads. Well, not so much a crossroad as a “y” in the road where the main road split, one fork heading off downhill toward the sea and the other continuing along the bluff. There were a lot of adorable thatched cottages with whitewashed or cream-painted walls, and nearly every garden was awash in palm trees. Palms weren’t something I’d expected to find in Devon, but Mrs. Johnson had told me that it was due to the Victorians and their love of holidaying along the coast. Apparently they also liked palm trees.

In addition to the cottages were a number of equally cute and quaint shops, a tearoom, pub, and even a guest house. Of course they had their own Post Office, a war memorial, a small church with a cemetery, and, as every village in England seemed to have, a fancy manor house overlooking it all.

Even though we’d only just eaten, I felt a cup of tea would be in order. It was the English thing to do, and it might get me the information I was looking for. Besides, the bus had stopped practically out front. What was a girl to do?

The tearoom was in a lovely cream-washed cottage with a tile roof and trim painted green. An A-frame sign out front read “CREAM TEAS” in all capital letters and below that in smaller letters “Upper Snow Falls Tearoom.” Which wasn’t very creative if you ask me, but no one did.

Inside, the ceilings were low, and the stone walls had been whitewashed. Garlands of evergreen branches wound together with gold cording were strung from one beam to the next. The wood floors were a bit scuffed and well worn, but clean, and lace curtains framed the diamond-paned windows.

Along the back wall was a fireplace with a thick oak mantle covered in swags of evergreen and holly. Red and Green candles sat along it, and a Christmas wreath hung above. On the opposite wall sat a heavy, antique sideboard, dark with age. The top shelves were filled with colorful teacups and teapots, while the serving surface held three white-milk-glass cake plates with clear glass domes. Inside each was a fancy layer cake. I recognized one as being Victoria sponge—layers of jam and cream sandwiched between two buttery vanilla sponge cakes—and another looked like walnut. The third I wasn’t sure as it hadn’t been sliced into yet. In any case, they all looked delicious.

There were four rectangular tables covered in rose chintz tablecloths, just large enough to squeeze four people around. There was a small, clear-cut glass vase on each with a dried red rose and a bunch of baby’s breath. 

Unsure what to do, I hovered near the door, Tippy at my feet. I cleared my throat a couple times, hoping there would be someone close enough to hear me. Finally, annoyed with the whole thing, Tippy let out a “Woof.” Almost immediately a woman bustled out from the kitchen. 

She was at least a head shorter than I was and on the comfortably plump side. She wore a Christmas red shirtwaist dress with puffed sleeves, a round white collar, and white buttons and piping. Over it was a white apron with red piping and little holly leaves and berries embroidered on the pockets. Her fluffy white hair was done up in and old-fashioned chignon, and her baby blue eyes twinkled brightly at me from behind round wire-rimmed glasses.

“Hello, dear, I’m Mrs. Snow. How can I help?”

“Mrs. Snow? Like the town?” 

She laughed. “Just a happy coincidence. Did you want something, dear?”

I suddenly realized my mouth was hanging open and snapped it shut. “Oh, um, my name is Sugar Martin. From Meres Reach. I was looking for tea. Maybe a scone to go with it?”

Tippy whined, clearly trying to impart that he was starving away into nothing.

“And something for my dog. He’d probably like a scone, too.”

She smiled broadly. “But of course. Have a seat anywhere you like. I recommend close to the fire where it’s toasty warm. I’ll be right back.” And she bustled away.

“But there isn’t a fire—” I turned to find there was indeed a fire burning away. One that I could have sworn wasn’t lit just a moment before. “Well, Tippy, if that isn’t the strangest thing.”

Tippy didn’t care one way or the other. He curled up happily next to the cheerfully dancing flames, letting out a gusty sigh.

I took a seat at the nearby table, trying to remember if the fireplace had even had wood in it when I arrived. My memory was a bit fuzzy on that, so I finally gave up and stared out the window. Every once in a while, a car would pass through the village on its way somewhere else, but other than that, it was quiet. 

At last the proprietress returned carrying a large tray. Setting it on a nearby table, she unloaded its contents in front of me. There was first a cute little red, white, and gold teapot steaming away. Next came a teacup and saucer with a holly motif. After that cream, sugar, pots of clotted cream and jam, and finally a plate with a scone. A second plate with a broken-up scone was set in front of Tippy who immediately scarfed it down.

I took a nibble of the scone. “Oh, my, this is the best scone I’ve ever tasted!” It was both flaky and moist, warm and buttery. 

“Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Snow beamed. “Meres Reach is a bit of a trek. What brings you to Upper Snow Falls?”

A perfect segue. “I’m looking for someone. A Mr. Croswell. Do you know him?”

“I believe he has an office in the center of the village.” She pointed. “May I ask why you’re looking for him?”

I have no idea why, but I found myself telling her the story of my aunt, her bizarre will, my inheriting Tippy, and her new posthumous request. “So you see, now I have to deliver this envelope to Mr. Croswell before Christmas.”

“Sounds like quite the adventure,” Mrs. Snow said. 

“I suppose.” It was actually a pain in the backside, but she seemed so enthralled with my tale I didn’t want to disabuse her of the notion.

“Well, I am sure things will all turn out as they should.”

I frowned at her odd phrasing as I polished off my scone. “I guess. How much do I owe you?”

She waved me off. “Consider it a Christmas gift.”

I felt a little embarrassed, but also sort of warm and fuzzy. “Thank you, Mrs. Snow.”

“You’re most welcome, dear. And you, too, Tippy.” She patted his head and he went into ecstasy. He didn’t usually take to strangers so quickly, but she had given him food.

As I shrugged into my coat and opened the door, she said, “Don’t forget, outside the cottage, turn right and walk until you come to the pub, then it’s a left and you’re on Church Street. Can’t miss it!”

I turned around to thank her again, but she was gone. Completely vanished. Probably gone back into the kitchen, but very peculiar nonetheless. With a shrug, I stepped out into the chill air.
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I found Mr. Croswell’s office in the middle of the village, just as Mrs. Snow had said I would. It was, in fact, located on the second floor—first floor if you’re English—of one of those half-timbered buildings that had been around since the time of Shakespeare. 

The building sat on the edge of a town square in the middle of which was perched a twenty-foot Christmas tree, fully decorated with large, glittering balls and long strands of sparkly tinsel. The square was surrounded by other half-timbered buildings, and every single shop window was hung with boughs of holly and swags of fir and little plastic Santas—called Father Christmas in England—with heavy sacks of toys slung over their shoulders. Quaint little window boxes were stuffed with Christmas roses, and large round planters overflowed with poinsettias. 

A woman in a red coat holding the hand of a small boy in green hurried up the street, clearly on a mission to get somewhere important. Two middle-aged women clutching their shopping baskets chatted next to a second tearoom. A post man swooped by on his blue bicycle, ringing his bell merrily and shouting out greetings.

I crossed the square and eyed the building carefully. There was a hand-painted sign on the ground floor of Number 9 Church Street that read “Croswell & Morley” with an arrow pointing to an alley that ran between the buildings into a courtyard where a grim black car was parked. I would have mistaken it for a hearse if not for the fact it wasn’t quite long enough. A second sign pointed up a set of stairs that ran up the outside of the building. Finally, Tippy and I came to a thick oak door with another Croswell & Morley sign hanging from it. There wasn’t a bit of holiday decor to be seen.

Fingering the manila envelope, I double checked the address. “Well, Tippy, I suppose this is it.”

Tippy snuffled at the lintel then sat back, unimpressed. I could hardly blame him. They could have at least put a wreath on the door.

I wasn’t sure whether to knock or just walk in. It was a place of business which meant walking in would be fine, except this was England—there seemed to be a lot of rules about politeness, many of which I hadn’t yet figured out. Plus it looked more like a house or apartment. What if Mr. Croswell worked out of his bedroom?

Tippy shot me a look and a whine that told me to get on with it and stop being daft.

I glared down at him. “You’re one to talk about being daft.”

As I spoke, the door opened, and a creaky old man who barely came to my chin stared blearily at me. “Pardon?”

“Oh, not you. I was talking to the dog.”

He muttered something about insanity and Americans, which I chose to ignore. “Can I help you?”

I wasn’t sure. He looked about a thousand years old and was dressed like something out of a Dickens novel in a gloomy, worn, black suit, He had enormous sideburns and fingerless black knit gloves and a nose that looked more like a beak.

“Perhaps,” I said slowly. “Are you Mr. Croswell?”

He made a rude snorting sound. “Hardly. I’m his partner, Mr. Morley.”

Yep. Just like the Dickens novel. Or close enough anyway.

“You’d better come in.” He stood back, allowing Tippy and me to pass. 

The door opened onto a narrow hall with two doors to the left and one door straight ahead at the end. The first door on the left was open, and that’s where Mr. Morley ushered me. 

I found myself in a large room with a low, timbered ceiling, small diamond-paned windows that let in little light, and a distinct chill in the air. There was a wood burner, but no one had lit it. Every square inch of space seemed crammed with heavy, antique furniture that felt like it had been there for decades. Even the smell of the place was oppressive, musty and dank as if mushrooms might spring from the woodwork at any moment. 

“Is Mr. Croswell here? It’s very important I speak to him.”

“May I ask what this is about?” He inched his way over to one of the two Victorian mahogany desks and lowered himself into an armchair that had seen better days. The leather on the arms had cracked, showing bits of yellowed stuffing beneath.

“It’s... personal.” I wasn’t sure how else to describe my quest.

“Perhaps you’d better sit down.” He indicated a straight-backed chair that looked uncomfortable.

I gingerly sat. It was even more uncomfortable than it looked. Tippy hunkered down at my feet, looking suspicious.

“Please,” I begged, “this is really important. I need to speak to Mr. Croswell.”

“I’m afraid that’s quite impossible.” Mr. Morley steepled his fingers together. “For you see, Frederick Croswell is dead.”
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I stared at Mr. Morley. Had I come all this way for nothing?

Finally I managed, “He’s dead? When? How?”

“I’m not sure what business that is of yours, young lady.” His tone was tart, dismissive, as he picked up a sheet of paper and perused it.

My spine stiffened instantly. “As I told you, I have business with Mr. Croswell. Personal business. He—He was a friend of the family.” That was, of course, a wild guess on my part, but it figured that if my aunt had left him something on the Christmas following her death, then they were probably pretty close. Or had been at one time.

He cleared his throat. “Ah, well, that is different, of course. I hadn’t realized Frederick had anyone left who was close. Other than myself, of course.”

“Well, I never met Mr. Croswell, obviously,” I admitted. “But he knew my aunt.”

“And your aunt is?”

“Was. Miss Euphegenia Graves of Meres Reach, Devon. She passed earlier this year.”

If he knew my aunt, he didn’t let on. His expression was impassive as ever. He merely said, “My sympathies, Miss—?”

“Martin. Sugar Martin.”

Again, he showed no surprise or distaste at my name. Gold star for him. “My sympathies, Miss Martin. As I said, Frederick passed, so he can’t help you.”

“Oh, I don’t need his help. You see, my aunt left him something.” I frowned. “What happened? To Mr. Croswell, I mean.”

“Bad ticker.” He patted his chest. “For some time now. Finally got the better of him just last week.”

So recently? I’d just missed him. Now what? “I’m not sure what to do now,” I admitted. “My aunt wanted me to give something to Mr. Croswell, but now...” I shrugged. 

“Afraid I can’t help you there, Miss Martin. The most I could offer is to take whatever it is and include it in his estate. That would be the usual way of handling things, unless of course she made other provisions. I’m his executor, you see.”

I found myself suddenly reluctant to hand over the envelope to this complete stranger. Yes, my aunt had left whatever it was to Mr. Croswell, and yes, it probably should go to his estate, whatever it was, but it hadn’t technically been part of my aunt’s will. It had been a personal, private thing she’d asked me to do. Now that Mr. Croswell was dead, well, I felt I had to figure it out on my own. Leaving it with Mr. Morley seemed too easy.

“What happens to his estate?”

A tight smile curved his lips, and he reminded me of a turkey vulture I’d once seen while visiting my grandparents in the high desert of Central Oregon. “I’m afraid I can’t say.”

I’d hit a dead end there. “What do you do here?” I asked, glancing around, trying to buy myself time and not wanting to be rude.

“Bookkeepers. For over five decades now.”

“Goodness, shouldn’t you retire?” I blurted. 

He gave me a creaky smile. “Perhaps. But I enjoy the work.”

“Ah, well, that makes sense. My father retired. Said the boredom nearly killed him. So he started working on cars to keep busy.”

“Very sensible. The item, Miss Martin?”

“Oh, well, I don’t have it with me.” I wasn’t sure why I was lying, only that I didn’t want him to have that envelope. “Does he have any relatives I could talk to? I would love to meet them.”

“Afraid not. He never married. Never had children.” He tapped his chin which was clean shaven except for one spot where he’d missed a couple whiskers. “However there is a nephew, I believe. Although they’ve been estranged for many years.”

“Oh, great! I could talk to him.”

“I have his particulars here somewhere, I’m sure.” He rummaged around in his desk and came up with a small black book. There was a whole lot of throat clearing, finger licking, and page turning before he finally found what he wanted. He scratched out something on a sheet of note paper and handed it to me. “Here you are, Miss. Good luck. It’s been many years, so I’ve no idea if he still lives here. Remember, I should include the item with the estate.”

I gave him my ditsiest smile as I stood, hoping it disarmed him. “Of course. On my next trip to the village I’ll bring it along. Thank you, Mr. Morley.”

“Of course. Good day, Miss Martin.”

I didn’t like the way his gaze followed me out the door. If Tippy’s attitude was anything to go by, he didn’t like it either.

––––––––
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ACCORDING TO THE ADDRESS Mr. Morley had given me, Frederick Croswell’s nephew, Nigel Bailey, lived right there in Upper Snow Falls, just a few streets from the office. Tippy and I found it easily enough, a cute Victorian red brick nestled between two Georgian cottages. Like every other house along the street, barren wisteria vines trailed up and around the pale blue front door. A Christmas wreath hung neatly around the cast iron Greenman doorknocker.

Squaring my shoulders, I lifted the knocker and gave a few swift raps. Tippy sank down on his hindquarters and waited expectantly. He was taking our mission very seriously.

It seemed like forever—though it was probably only a couple of minutes—before the door creaked open, revealing a small, bird-like woman swathed in a green and white gingham apron. Her hair was tied up in a pink scarf, and she was carrying a feather duster in one hand. Based on the fine lines of her face and the crepey skin of her hands, I was putting her in her late fifties or early sixties.

“Hello?” She peered at me a bit myopically. “Can I help you?”

“Hello,” I said brightly. “I’m Sugar Martin, and I’m looking for Mr. Nigel Bailey.”

“He’s not at home at the moment,” she said. “I’m Mrs. Bailey. May I help?”

“Maybe.” I beamed at her, trying to exude as much good cheer as possible. “My aunt was friends with Mr. Bailey’s uncle.”

“Oh?” She brightened. “Which one?”

“Euphegenia Graves.”

She laughed, and it was a nice, hearty laugh at odds with her small stature. “No dear, which uncle? Nigel has several.”

“Oh,” I said, blushing at my mistake. “Mr. Frederick Croswell.”

Her face fell. “Oh, dear.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

She leaned forward and whispered, “Nigel and his uncle didn’t get along very well. I’m afraid he won’t want to see you. Not if it’s anything to do with crotchety old Uncle Frederick.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I’m not sure what to do. You see, my aunt passed away earlier this year—”

“I’m sorry dear.”

“Thank you. Anyway, she left something to Mr. Croswell. I was supposed to deliver it, but, well, his partner Mr. Morley told me he passed recently.”

“Yes, dear, that’s right. About a week ago, I believe. Mr. Morley stopped by to deliver the news, but Nigel practically threw him out on his ear.”

“Oh, my. They really didn’t get along, did they? Your husband and Mr. Croswell, I mean.”

“Not at all.” She sighed. “They never could be in each other’s presence without getting into a row. They had a falling out, you see, many years ago.”

“What about?” I asked.

“No idea, dear. It was before my time. All Nigel ever said was that his uncle was a greedy bas—well, it wasn’t a very polite word, but I’m sure you can surmise what he meant.” Her eyes sparkled and her lips twitched with repressed laughter.

Boy, could I. “I’m guessing Mr. Croswell’s sister was your husband’s mother.”

“Yes, dear. That’s it exactly. She passed when Nigel was a teenager. I always assumed that perhaps their falling out had something to do with that. She was ill a long time, and Uncle Frederick never came to see her. Although who knows? He was well known for being an intolerable skinflint. Nobody liked him much.”

“Ah, well, I’m sorry for that,” I said rather lamely.

“Nothing to be done, dear. Too late now, isn’t it.”

Yes, it was. Curious, I said, “I suppose at least your husband will inherit Mr. Croswell’s estate. His half of the business. His things.”

“You’d think so, but no. It all goes to his business partner, according to the will. Nigel was furious when he heard.”

My eyes widened. “Mr. Morley gets it?”

“Yes.”

“Everything.”

She pursed her lips. “Every last penny. And after the promises Frederick made, too.” 

No wonder Mr. Bailey had thrown Morley out on his ear. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘promises’?”

“Not long before he died, Frederick showed up out of the blue and told Nigel he’d turned over a new leaf. Nigel didn’t buy it for a minute, but Frederick promised he’d prove it by changing his will to favor Nigel. Obviously, that never happened since Morley gets it.”

“Maybe it was a mistake?” I suggested.

“Not a bit,” she assured me. “Saw the will myself. Morley gets everything.”

“Well, that puts me in a bit of a pickle. You see, I have this thing my aunt left—” I reached into my bag, but Mrs. Bailey stopped me.

“No, dear. You keep it. Nigel won’t want it.” And with that she closed the door in my face.

“How do you like that, Tippy?” I stared at the closed door.

Tippy didn’t care. He wanted another scone.
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As Tippy and I made our slow way back to the bus stop, I mulled over the state of affairs. Without thinking about it, I found myself talking out loud, as if the dog might suddenly come up with a bright idea to toss my way.

“What do you think?” I asked. “Should I go ahead and open the letter? I think I’ve done my due diligence. The recipient is dead, and his only living relative doesn’t want anything to do with him or the letter. I could give it to Mr. Morley.”

Tippy growled.

“No, you’re right. I felt the same.”

A woman passing with a stroller gave me a funny look. I simply smiled politely and continued on.

The sky had turned overcast and a chill wind had picked up, flipping the hems of my skirt and coat and chilling my legs. The thought of Mrs. Snow’s tearoom and brightly burning fire was attractive, but when we reached the building, the door was locked, the windows dark, and there was no sign it would be open again any time soon.

“Too bad. I would have loved another scone.”

Tippy agreed wholeheartedly.

The bus bench was under a large oak tree, now bare of its leaves. Someone had wrapped a string of lights around the trunk. They weren’t on as it was still light out, but I was betting it was really pretty come nightfall.

Overhead, the sky opened up and rain pelted down. Tippy crawled under my legs while I opened up my folding umbrella, glad I’d brought it. We huddled there in a vain attempt to keep dry until the bus finally lumbered into view.

We clambered aboard, equally relieved to get out of the cold and rain. By the time we arrived at the train station in St. Cyres, it was nearly dark, and full dark had fallen by the time we reached home. I’d never been so glad to start a fire in the grate and curl up with a cup of hot tea and a plate of biscuits.

“Now,” I said, “I think it’s time we discover what’s in this envelope.”

Tippy was in agreement, so I gently pried opened the flap. Inside was a single sheet of paper covered in Aunt Euphegenia’s spidery hand. There was also a faded photograph which I set aside for the moment.

I read the letter aloud.

“’Dearest Freddy.’ Huh. That’s awfully familiar. She must have known him pretty well. ‘I shouldn’t have put off writing this letter for so long, but that’s how these things go. You think you have all the time in the world, and then one day you don’t, and you realize it’s been too long and there’s too much water under the bridge. So, you see, I thought that this Christmas would be a good time to tell you I forgive you and to remind you that it’s never too late to do something good in the world. Love, Genie.’ A nice sentiment, except it is too late for poor Mr. Croswell.” 

Tippy and I exchanged glances. I don’t know what I’d expected, but this wasn’t it. Why on Earth had Aunt Euphegenia sent me to deliver such a letter? What had Frederick Croswell done that needed forgiving? And why did my aunt feel the need to remind him, on her death bed, that it wasn’t too late? Was she referring to his miserly ways, or something else?

I picked up the photograph. The old black and white was a little fuzzy, but it had clearly been shot in Upper Snow Falls outside the building that now held the offices of Croswell and Morley. In front of the building stood a man and a woman side by side. Behind them and a little to the left was a second man, his hat partially shading his face. The one clear thing you could see was his class ring which stood out gaudily on his pinky. All three looked to be in their twenties and, from the looks of the clothes, it was probably around 1890, give or take a couple years.

Flipping the photo over, I checked the back. “1888. Me and the boys.” That was it. The faded handwriting looked a little like my aunt’s, though not as spidery as it was in later years. 

I flipped it back over and studied the faces carefully. The woman looked very much like my mother in the pictures I’d seen of her as a young woman, which meant that this woman had to be Aunt Euphegenia. I was betting one of the men was Mr. Croswell. Why else would she send it to him? But who was the other? And why was this image so important she’d sent me out two weeks before Christmas to deliver it?

I nibbled on a gingernut biscuit, enjoying the spicy ginger taste as it crumbled on my tongue. The photo had to be important, I just didn’t know why, and for some strange reason, I felt compelled to find out.

What I needed to do was learn more about Mr. Frederick Croswell. I set aside the photograph and took up my notebook, quickly listing what I knew so far.

First, Mr. Croswell somehow knew my great-great aunt. Question was, how?

Second, Mr. Croswell hadn’t been liked by his only family. What had happened?

Third, Mr. Croswell was, apparently, a miser and greedy to boot. The worst combination, if you ask me. Did that have anything to do with what my aunt had written in her letter?

And finally, Mr. Croswell was dead. Had been for a week. Had he really died of a bad heart as his partner, Morley, claimed? And why had Croswell promised his nephew he’d change his will and then not actually done so?

Tippy glowered at me, and I fed him a biscuit.

“There’s no use getting bent out of shape,” I told him. “You know I can’t help myself. It’s probably nothing, but I need to know more.”

Tippy sniffed and went to lay down. Clearly, he didn’t consider Mr. Croswell or the letter any business of his. Unfortunately, I couldn’t set it aside quite so easily. I would have to return to Upper Snow Falls.
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I couldn’t resist popping into the tearoom again. Mrs. Snow was on hand to serve both me and Tippy her delicious scones.

“I’m trying to find out more about Mr. Croswell,” I told her. “His business partner, Mr. Morley, told me he died a week ago.”

“Did he?” Her baby blue eyes looked innocent as anything. “Oh, yes, I do recall that he passed. Poor man.”

“It was natural causes then?” I asked, wondering why she hadn’t mentioned it when I was looking for him before.

“I wouldn’t say that, dear.”

I blinked. “What are you saying? Was he... murdered?”

“I wouldn’t say that either.”

“Then what would you say?” My tone was a little tart.

She remained unruffled. “Things are never quite as they seem, don’t you find that to be true?”

I tried to get the conversation back on track. “What about Mr. Morley? Do you know him?”

“They say he’s the kind partner. The generous one. Not so miserly as poor Mr. Croswell.” She leaned forward. “Just between you and me, I’m not sure I buy that.”

I didn’t buy it, either. I had no idea as to his miserliness, but he certainly wasn’t a kind man. And he’d seemed a little too excited to get his hands on Croswell’s estate. “I guess he gets the business now Mr. Croswell is dead.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know the particulars of Mr. Croswell’s will,” she said. “How about another scone?”

I couldn’t resist. When she returned with it, I switch tacks. “Do you know where Mr. Croswell lived?”

“That man was so wrapped up in his work, he never had time for anything else. Never married. Never laughed. It’s a wonder he didn’t die young.” She tutted.

This conversation was completely confusing. “So you don’t know?”

“Know what, dear?”

Argh! “Where he lived?”

“I just told you. He was wrapped up in his work. That was all he ever cared about.”

A light dawned. I remembered the other door at the offices of Croswell and Morley. The one that had been closed. “You mean... he lived and worked in the same place?”

“Of course. Mr. Morley, he was smart enough to buy a nice place on the edge of town. Quiet place. Quite relaxing, I imagine. But Croswell never cared about relaxing or quiet.”

“I guess not.” I chewed the last bite of scone. “Thank you, Mrs. Snow. You’ve been very helpful.”

“Any time, dear. Here. You dropped this.” She placed an old iron key in my hand. It was a large thing, heavy and awkward.

“No, I didn’t. Someone else must have.”

Her lips curved slightly. “I’m sure it’s meant for you.”

I frowned. “Is this the key to Mr. Croswell’s apartment?”

She laughed merrily. “Of course not. Why would I have his key? I just found it lying about and thought it was yours. It certainly should be. Have a lovely day!” And with that she bustled off to disappear into the kitchen.

Tippy and I exchanged glances. “As Toni would say, that woman is a very odd duck.”

Tippy absolutely agreed.

––––––––
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I ARRIVED AT CROSWELL and Morley to find a sign on the door indicating Mr. Morley was out to lunch and would be back within the hour. Perfect. That would give me free reign to poke around and see if I could find anything useful.

The door was locked. 

“Now what?”

Tippy snuffled at my handbag where I’d stowed the key. It seemed farfetched that the key Mrs. Snow had given me would open the lock, and it didn’t. Not at first. But with a bit of jiggling it popped right open. 

“Isn’t that something,” I muttered to Tippy.

Tippy gave me the side-eye.

I ignored the door which I knew led to the office. I was far more interested in Mr. Croswell’s personal space. Fortunately, the key did just as well in that lock, and the door creaked open on hinges badly in need of oiling.

I found it very curious that Mr. Morley had inherited everything, especially after promising to change his will. Not a single penny went to Mr. Croswell’s nephew. Granted, they were estranged, but still. Something about Mr. Morley made me not trust him.

Closing the door behind me, I snapped on the overhead light. The bulb struggled valiantly against the gloom, but only made what was already a depressing room even more so. 

The room was wallpapered in a grim ash gray and black paisley. Heavy brocade curtains were drawn over the windows. The furniture was of the heavy, ornate Victorian variety, far too large and dark for the small room. A single bed jutted from one wall with tables on either side. A wardrobe sat opposite, along with a chest of drawers. Beneath the windows was a kidney-shaped writing desk with a velvet armchair. 

“Stand guard, Tippy,” I hissed.

Tippy let out a huff and curled up near the door, falling promptly to sleep.

Meanwhile, I went through the bedside tables first. I figured if there was anything personal, like photos or a diary, that’s where it would be. Instead I found a bottle of sleeping tablets, a pocket Bible, and a clean men’s handkerchief that smelled faintly of bay rum. Nothing else. 

I went through the wardrobe and drawers next, saving the desk for last. There was a lot of black clothing, most of it well made but out of date, two pairs of shoes—black and brown—and several hats and gloves. Tie tacks, of course, and cufflinks, most of which probably had some nominal value. But nothing else. No secret will. No gold pocket watch worth thousands. Nothing. It was impossible to tell if Morley had already taken anything of value, or if there simply hadn’t been anything to begin with.

At last I sank into the armchair and riffled through the desk. Besides the usual writing accoutrements, there were a few impersonal letters to various businesspeople—lawyers and the like—a few receipts, and a leather book filled with addresses. 

“I wonder if there’s a secret compartment. Aren’t there always on these things?” I poked and prodded but came up with nothing. “Tarnation. This means I’m going to have to sneak into the office.”

Which was something I hadn’t wanted to do. It was far more likely I’d get caught. I checked my wristwatch. Lunch break was nearly over.

“Come, Tippy. We’d better get out of here before that nasty Morley gets back and catches us.”

Collecting the end of Tippy’s leash, I slowly opened the door and peered out. All clear.

Tippy and I had just stepped into the hall and I’d closed the bedroom door behind us when Tippy let out a low growl. Before I could ask him what was wrong, I heard a key rattling in the front door lock.

I cast about for any means of escape. Too late! We were about to be caught!
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There was only one place to go—the only other door, the one at the end of the hall. I twisted the knob, and it opened easily. Unlocked!

I dashed inside, dragging Tippy along with me, only to find myself in the powder room. I pulled the door to, leaving just a crack so I could see the hall, and prayed fervently that Mr. Morley wouldn’t notice. Or need to use the loo.

The old man shuffled inside and divested himself of his coat, which he hung on the coat rack next to the door. Pulling out a set of keys, he slowly inserted one into the lock of the office door. Mentally I urged him to hurry it up.

Tippy let out another soft growl, and I nudged him, pressing my finger to my lips as if he would understand. Maybe he did, because he fell quiet. Fortunately, Morley must be hard of hearing, for at last he swung open the door and shuffled inside the office as if nothing were amiss.

Unfortunately, he left the door standing wide open. It would be something of a miracle to get past him without being seen.

I glanced down at Tippy and whispered, “Ready?”

I swear he nodded.

Slipping out of the powder room, we tiptoed up to the open doorway. I took a deep breath and edged my way over to peer around the doorjamb. Morley had just sunk into his chair and was fussing with a pile of papers, muttering to himself about where he’d put his glasses. He found them and slid them onto his nose, only to frown at the papers, mutter some more, then get up and totter over to a filing cabinet.

It was now or never.

Tippy and I dashed across the hall like the Hounds of Hell were on our heels. We rushed out the door and down the stairs and didn’t stop until we were standing out on the street with our sides heaving.

I glanced back, but Morley was nowhere to be seen, nor had there been any shouts or any other sign he’d noticed our presence. I almost wilted with relief.

“Now what do we do?”

“Pardon me, Miss?”

Startled, I turned around to find the postman on his bike, staring at me like I’d lost my ever-loving mind. Which maybe I had.

I laughed. “I was just wondering what sights to see here in Upper Snow Falls. I’ve already been to the marvelous tearoom.”

He brightened. “They have the best scones, don’t they? Gretchen certainly knows her way around the kitchen.”

“Indeed, they do.” I assumed Gretchen was Mrs. Snow’s first name.

“Have you tried the bookstore? They’ve got a nice selection if you like books.”

“Oh, I do, especially detective stories,” I assured him.

“Then Bluestocking Books is the place for you, Miss.”

“Excellent. Thank you.”

As he peddled off, Tippy and I exchanged glances. He was clearly unsure about the wisdom of spending an afternoon in a bookstore.

“It can’t be helped,” I assured him. “We can’t go back in until Morley leaves for the evening.”

He whined. 

“I don’t know when the last bus is. I guess we’d better ask. And what better place than the bookstore!”

He had no argument for that, so we wandered down the street, enjoying the festive decorations and cute shops along the way. 

Two buildings down was a brick building painted Mediterranean blue with a wide plate glass window where the name Blue Dragonfly Bakery had been painted in white letters. And as if to drive home the point, there were little blue dragonflies dancing along the letters. Inside, a display case was filled with Devon apple cakes, brandy snaps, custard tarts, and treacle tarts. The air around was redolent with butter and cinnamon and everything sweet and delicious. I couldn’t resist the lure of all things sweet, regardless of the shrinking size of my wallet, and went inside for a treacle tart. They were fresh and warm, the gooey, molasses-y treacle filling a delightful tangy-sweet contrast to the buttery pastry. 

Tippy eyed me askance, clearly offended I hadn’t bought him a tart. 

“You don’t need one,” I told him. “You already had a scone, and you’re getting a bit chubby.”

He shot me a dirty look that told me very clearly that I was the pot calling the kettle black. Maybe he had a point, but frankly, I didn’t care. That tart was divine.

We passed a general store, its window filled with a train set which whirled round and round a track, its little cars overflowing with tiny wrapped parcels while a dolly in a red dress looked on. Paper snowflakes, hand cut, dangled above it all, reminding the world that Christmas was nearly upon us and this was a good time for gift shopping.

The chemists had a pretty little wreath on the door, but otherwise maintained its decorum, while the candy shop next door was playing Christmas songs on a record player near the door.

At last we came to Bluestocking Books which, like the bakery, was a brick building painted blue, only instead of bright Mediterranean blue, it was pale sky blue. The door and trim were navy, and the large glass window showed a display of winter themed books such as the children’s book Babar and Father Christmas and the American book Little Women. I dithered about bringing Tippy inside. While he was welcome nearly everywhere in Meres Reach, I wasn’t sure what the denizens of Upper Snow Falls would think.

Just then, the door swung open and a man beckoned me in. “Come along and bring the dog. It’s too cold to stand outside. Tea?” He blinked at me expectantly.

He was a little taller than me, but not much, with a bit of a paunch around the middle. He looked to be middle-aged with thick, curly hair going gray at the temples, glasses that kept sliding down his narrow nose, and an unfortunate taste in sweater vests. The one he was wearing was an eye-searing combination of cream, yellow, green, red, orange, and brown stripes and snowflakes. It was hard not to stare in horror.

“I’d love some tea, thank you,” I said, stepping past him.

The moment I was inside with the door shutting off the cold air, it was like my entire body breathed a sigh of relief. Rows upon rows of shelves were crammed with books from floor to ceiling. The air was filled with the musty, papery scent of old books and leather. There was a record player here, too, but it was playing strictly classical pieces—Beethoven I believe—and very quietly so as not to disturb the expectant hush of stories waiting to be read, adventures waiting to be lived, treasures waiting to be found.

Off to the side of the counter was a small alcove with two plump chairs covered in worn burgundy brocade. Between them was a small, round table where a lamp glowed warmly.

“I’m Berty,” the man said, hurrying behind the counter where he flipped the switch on an electric kettle. “Berty Relish. Welcome to my shop.”

“It’s wonderful,” I told him and meant it. “The postman assured me you have a good selection of detective fiction.”

“Do I!” Berty beamed. “I’ve got the new Margery Allingham.”

“Do you?” I nearly bounced on my toes. “I’m dying to read it!” 

He showed me to the detective fiction section and turned me loose while he went back to making tea. Tippy curled up at the end of the aisle with a long-suffering sigh.

If it had been up to me, I’d have bought out the entire section, but my pocketbook had other ideas. So, in addition to the Allingham, I chose two other books that looked interesting and carried them all to the counter. “I’ll take these.”

“Excellent. Tea’s ready. I’ll ring you up after we’ve had a cuppa. Have a seat.”

Once we were settled in with our cups of tea, Berty launched into a soliloquy about the weather—not too bad for this time of year, though a bit cold—detective fiction—enjoyable, though he preferred the grittier American stories—and tea—nothing like it, especially when properly brewed. 

Once we’d exhausted those inane topics, he eyed me rather shrewdly and said, “What brings you to our humble town?”

I wouldn’t have considered it that humble. It had a bookstore, after all, which was more than could be said for Meres Reach. The only thing close was a rack at the Post Office where Mrs. Johnson kept a few paperbacks. It was more like an informal lending library than anything.

“I came here in search of Mr. Frederick Croswell,” I said, deciding that I might as well be honest. “Unfortunately, I was informed that he’d... passed on.”

“Yes, indeed he did. A little over a week ago now.”

“You knew him?” 

“Of course. In a town like this, everyone knows everyone. Mr. Croswell was a bit of an institution. Lived here his whole life, which was quite long. Made an impression on folks, let me tell you.”

“Yes, I’ve heard,” I admitted. “None of it good, from what I can tell.”

He gave me a long look over his teacup. “Perhaps that was true once.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes people change.”

I eyed him carefully. “People like Mr. Croswell, you mean?”

He smiled and sipped his tea. “Indeed. Just like Mr. Croswell.”

Astonished I asked, “What do you know that no one else seems to?”

His smile widened. “Let me tell you a story.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9


[image: image]


I settled back, wishing we had biscuits to go with our tea. Although between the scones and treacle tarts, I really didn’t need them. “Go on.”

Berty settled in. “I first met Mr. Croswell when I was a young boy. It was right here in this very shop.”

“Really?” I glanced around as if Croswell might suddenly pop out of the woodwork.

“Indeed, yes. I was a great lover of books back then, as now, and was looking for something exciting to read. Mr. Croswell was here and said, ‘Boy, if you want adventure, you can’t beat Kipling.’ Naturally I was scared witless. Mr. Croswell had a reputation even then, but I got the book.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “You loved it.”

“Of course I did! And I decided then and there that one day I would own this place, and so I do.”

Which was nice, but I didn’t see what that had to do with Mr. Croswell other than that he’d a decent moment forty some years ago and been kind to a little boy. I said so. Or words to that effect anyway.

“I figure a man who would do something like that can’t be all bad,” he said.

“Oh.” I’d been hoping for something more. 

As if he intuited my feelings, he laughed. “There’s more of course. About a year ago, I was going through a hard time. Business was slow, and I worried I’d have to shut my doors. Then Mr. Croswell wandered in and bought out my entire children’s section which he turned around and donated to the school.”

“My goodness. That must have cost a pretty penny!”

“It did. He insisted on paying full price. It was almost as if he knew how hard things had been. Let me tell you, that purchase kept me going through some lean times. Things are much better now.”

“I wonder why he did it,” I mused. 

“I don’t know,” Berty admitted. “But it was as if something in him had changed for the better. Why are you interested in our Mr. Croswell?”

“My aunt knew him, you see. Or rather my great-great aunt. She wanted me to give him a letter and a photograph, but I found he was gone and, well, I didn’t like his partner very much,” I said apologetically.

“No one does,” Berty assured me. “Terrible man. If Croswell was a miser, Morley is a greedy, grasping... well, I won’t use such words in front of ladies, but trust me, no one in this village would cry a single tear over him.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.”

I felt somewhat better about that. “I don’t suppose you knew my aunt. Euphegenia Graves? I saw a picture of her with Mr. Croswell, I think. It looked like it was from a long time ago. Maybe the end of last century. They were out in front of the building where Mr. Croswell’s office is.”

“Well before my time,” he teased. “But no. I never knew any ladies to spend time with him, and he certainly never mentioned any. Not that I spoke to him after that day he purchased the children’s books.”

“Perhaps someone else in town will remember.”

“Perhaps. You should come to the funeral tomorrow. There may be someone there you can ask. Now drink your tea. It’s going to snow.”

I didn’t know how he knew that, but I dutifully drank my tea. 

––––––––
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THE SERVICES FOR MR. Croswell were held in the cemetery at St. Mary Magdalene in Upper Snow Falls. The architecture was medieval, the conditions frigid—it had snowed during the night just as Berty said it would—and the flowers sparse. The attendance, however, caught me by surprise.

“I thought you said the old goat had no friends,” Toni hissed accusingly. She’d volunteered to accompany me to the funeral as she had a new pair of black pumps to break in. I had a feeling it was more about the scones I’d promised her.

“I’m as surprised as you are. I didn’t expect anyone to be here. Except maybe his partner and the bookstore owner. Berty was the only one who had anything nice to say about him.”

“Maybe they just want to make sure he’s dead and gone,” she whispered.

“That’s... grim.”

She shrugged. “Keeps one from being unpleasantly surprised.”

She had a point. Still, I was surprised. For in addition to Morley, Berty, and the priest, Mr. Croswell’s nephew and his wife were in attendance. No doubt out of family obligation. Mrs. Snow was also there, hovering at the back of the crowd, as were several other people clustered around the grave. It was a bigger turnout than I’d expected.

The priest droned on for some time about the second coming. Or I think it was the second coming, but I couldn’t swear to it as the man had clearly been hitting the sacramental wine and was not only tipsy, but forgot his place in the sermon and ended up with reindeer in the manger with St. Nicholas, which was very confusing, especially when “snowflake to snowflake” was added to the part about ashes and dust.

At last, it was over, and we wended our way between the gravestones to the main street. Some of the attendees—including the priest and Mr. Croswell’s nephew—headed straight to the pub. Mr. Morley made his way directly back to work, which I found a bit cold-hearted. Everyone else joined us on the walk to Berty’s bookstore. He’d offered everyone attending free tea and scones. 

“Miss Martin, nice to see you again.” Berty joined Toni and me on our walk. His gaze shifted to my stunning friend, and a blush bloomed in his pale cheeks. “Wish it were under better circumstances.”

“It’s nice to see you again, too, Berty. And I told you, it’s Sugar. This is my friend—”

“Toni.” She thrust her hand at him. Apparently she wasn’t lady of the manor today.

He introduced the young woman walking alongside him. “This is Maisie Williams. She and her husband own the bakery.”

“You knew Mr. Croswell?” I asked.

“Indeed I did.” She gave me a wide smile which flashed dimples in her plump cheeks. She tucked a lock of ash blonde hair behind one ear. “He’s the one that talked my Jimmy into proposing last winter. Jimmy’s shy, you see. Couldn’t quite get up the courage. Mr. Crowell, he talked him ‘round. Next thing you know, we’re married with a little one on the way.” She patted her stomach and arched her neck proudly. 

Last winter. That was around the time Aunt Euphgenia passed. Could that have had something to do with Mr. Croswell’s change of heart?

“So he was good to you, this Mr. Croswell?” Toni prodded.

“Oh, very. When he heard we’d a bun in the oven, he knocked a bit off the rent.”

“He was your landlord?” I asked, surprised.

“He owned a lot of the buildings around the town square.” She bit her lower lip. “Wonder what will happen to them. We can’t afford to pay any more than we’re paying now.”

“Is that a possibility?” Toni asked.

“Will be if Morley gets his mitts on it,” Berty said grimly. “He’s been trying to get Mr. Croswell to raise rents for ages, but Mr. Croswell wouldn’t hear of it. Said there was no use charging people more than they could rightfully afford, or you’d end up with a stagnant economy and a crumbling infrastructure. Don’t know about that, but I do know Morley would try and get blood from a stone if he could.”

Toni and I exchanged glances. A new picture was beginning to take shape. One of a more kind and generous Mr. Croswell. Nothing at all like Morley or the nephew had portrayed him. 

Yet the point remained, what did Croswell have to do with my aunt?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 10


[image: image]


After retrieving Tippy from Penny’s tender care up at Endmere, the two of us strolled slowly through the village of Meres Reach, enjoying the last of the weak winter sun. While it hadn’t snowed nearly as much down here by the sea, there was a light dusting of white coating everything in a layer of magic. The cold numbed my nose and made my ears ache, but I wasn’t ready to go inside.

“It’s a conundrum, Tippy. Who was the real Mr. Croswell? And how did my aunt know him? I can’t imagine Aunt Euphegenia being friends with the miser he was first painted to be, but this new, generous person?” I shook my head, confused.

Tippy whined, clearly of the mind that walking in the cold evening air was a ridiculous idea when we could be curled up near the fire. He had a point, so I headed toward home.

We were passing the Post Office when the door was flung open and Mrs. Johnson appeared. “What are you doing out in this weather? You two will catch your death. Come on in. I’ve mulled wine on the hob.”

Since it was dry as a bone, I doubted either Tippy or myself were in danger of catching anything, but mulled wine sounded amazing, so we followed her inside. Paper snowflakes had been hung from the rafters and a record player hummed along playing cheery Christmas music. 

Mrs. Johnson disappeared through a door in the back while I leaned against the long counter along which had been set out a nativity scene. Tippy heaved himself to the floor with a contented sigh only to lift his head when Mrs. Johnson reappeared with a bulging apron pocket and two steaming mugs. 

“Here you are. My best mulled wine. Perfect for the season. And for you, young sir, a treat or two.”

Two was more like twelve, but Tippy wolfed up the biscuits like I’d been starving him. He wagged his tail, hoping for more, but Mrs. Johnson tutted, and he lay back down with a groan.

I took a tentative sip of mulled wine. It was delicious. Spicy and jammy, it sent a warm tingle all the way down to my toes. I took another, bigger sip.

“Mrs. J, have you ever been to the village of Upper Snow Falls?”

“Can’t say as I have. Your aunt, though, that’s where she hailed from.”

“She did?” This was the first I’d heard of it.

“Didn’t you know?”

I shook my head. “I assumed she was from Meres Reach.”

“No indeed.” She swallowed a mouthful of wine. “She only moved here in her forties.”

I recalled the image I’d seen of her as a young woman. That had definitely been taken in Upper Snow Falls. “Do you know why? Or when?”

“When is easy. It was during the Great War. I remember she came from London. She was a secretary there, though she told me she was originally from Upper Snow Falls. She bought her cottage and moved right in. Started the local Women’s Institute. Threw herself into village life like she was born to it. As to the why, that’s hard to say.” She leaned against the counter and gave me a knowing look. “If you ask me, she was running from something. And back then what women were generally running from was a man.”

That caught me by surprise. From what little I knew of my great-great-aunt, she’d been an independent woman until the day she died. In fact, the letter to Mr. Croswell was the first indication she’d had a man in her life at all, and it certainly couldn’t be called romantic by any stretch. Had she moved to Meres Reach to get away from Mr. Croswell? Or was there another reason?

“I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of a Mr. Croswell who lived in Upper Snow Falls until recently.”

Mrs. Johnson mulled that over. “Can’t say that I have.”

I sighed. “It was worth a shot.”

“No wait... do you know his first name?”

“Frederick.”

Her mouth rounded. “Well, blow me over.”

“You know him?”

“Not at all. But I recall years ago your aunt mentioned someone named Freddy. I think she was supposed to marry him.”

––––––––
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THE NEWS THAT MY AUNT had once been possibly engaged to Mr. Frederick Croswell came as something of a shock. Which was why I spent the rest of the day digging through her belongings, trying to find some clue as to what exactly their relationship had been and what he’d done that needed forgiving. 

I finally found what I was looking for in the very bottom of a steamer trunk in the attic. It was tucked under a moth-eaten winter coat and several lace shawls that had seen better days. The black leather binding was cracked and worn, and the handwriting faded, but I could still read it.

Returning to the sitting room with it and a cup of tea, I made myself comfortable. Along the top of the first page was the date: December 25th, 1890. That would have been two years after the photograph had been taken. For some reason, I decided to read the entry aloud.

“’Freddy asked me to marry him today.’ Goodness, Tippy, she was engaged. Did you know that?”

Tippy either didn’t know or didn’t care. He snoozed on, cozy by the fire.

“’I said yes, of course. I do love him, but I have to admit there is some hesitation on my part. He isn’t the same man I once knew. These past two years he’s been consumed by thoughts of money. I suppose that’s to be expected with a new business and a war going on, but it has become all-consuming, and I find myself ill at ease with this new side of him.’”

That was interesting. Something about starting a business with Morley had sent Freddy down the path of greed. Unfortunate, but it happened. I kept reading. 

For the next couple of months, there were short entries about daily happenings in Upper Snow Falls, increasing frustration with Freddy’s greediness, and concerns about Morley’s influence. Then at the end of February I found my answer. Or at least part of it.

“’I have ended it.’” I blinked. It was the only sentence on the entire page. I could only assume it meant she’d ended things with Freddy, but there was nothing to clarify that. In fact, the next entry was dated several months later. “’London is such an interesting city.’ Well, isn’t that interesting. Why did she move to London, I wonder? Was it just to get away from Freddy? Or was there some other reason?”

Nothing in the diary clarified the matter. Every few weeks or months—sometimes there was even a gap of years—there’d be a brief entry regarding her work, friends, or some adventure she’d been on, such as a weeklong trip to Paris. And then, over twenty years after the first entry, I found mention of the village.

“’I have purchased a cottage in Meres Reach. Both it and the village are quite cozy. I think I shall like it here.’”

From then on, all the entries involved her settling into life in Meres Reach, starting the Women’s Institute, and making friends with the locals. There was no further mention of either Freddy or Upper Snow Falls or London, for that matter. The diary ended on December 24, 1915 with a quickly dashed off note that she was spending the Christmas holidays with a friend in Portsmouth. There was nothing after that. No indication of what had happened between her and Freddy. Nothing.

“Well, this is frustrating,” I told Tippy. “She wasn’t very forthcoming, was she?”

Tippy had no opinion one way or the other. 

“We’ve got to go back to Upper Snow Falls, Tippy. We must find out what happened.”
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As had become our custom, Tippy and I first paid a visit to Mrs. Snow’s tearoom for scones. I don’t know what came over me, but halfway through my scone I blurted, “Did you know Euphegenia Graves?”

“Of course, dear. I know everyone in the village. I didn’t know her personally, of course. She was much older than me, but I remember her quite fondly. She used to give me sweets when I visited her father’s shop. He was the local chemist, you see. And she spoke to me kindly, asked me about my day. She was a lovely woman. I was heartbroken when she left Upper Snow Falls for London.”

My heart leapt. “So you remember when she left. Do you know why?”

“Of course. Everyone does. It was all over the village.”

“It was? Was it about Freddy Croswell?”

She sat down across from me. “Oh, yes. You see, it was that business he started with Morley. Before, he was a sweet, generous man, but after, he became so focused on the money, nothing else mattered, not even your aunt. She decided she couldn’t live like that, and so she gave back the ring he’d given her. Once she did that, he and Morley began spreading lies about her all over the village. Telling everyone she was... well, that she was easy. If you know what I mean.”

I did. Back then it would have destroyed a woman’s life. Even now, such rumors could turn one’s life into a nightmare. “That’s horrible.”

“It was. And worse, everyone believed him. It’s like that in a small village. A whiff of scandal, and your reputation is ruined. In any case, it got so bad, and he got so nasty, that she packed up and left never to return. She got a job in London, I believe.”

“Yes, she lived there over twenty years. Do you have any idea why she moved to Meres Reach?”

Her eyes took on a faraway look. “If I recall, at some point Morley discovered where she was living and he did something... I’m not sure what, but he was crowing about how he’d cost her a job.”

“He got her fired?” The idea was outrageous!

“I believe so, yes!”

“What a horrible man! And Mr. Croswell didn’t stop him?”

“Indeed not.”

I gritted my teeth. “He’s as bad as Morely.”

“It would seem so,” Mrs. Snow agreed. “It was a terrible thing Mr. Croswell did, allowing his friend to destroy her life. As if once wasn’t bad enough.”

“But at some point, he changed.”

She gave me a shrewd look. “What makes you think that?”

“Berty,” I said. “Mr. Croswell helped him when he needed it. Maisie Williams, too. And if there are two, there will be others.”

“Right you are. After Euphegenia left London and disappeared again, Mr. Croswell sank into a depression. He got worse and worse and meaner and meaner, and then one day, everything was different. He started helping people. He was quiet about it. Didn’t want that Morley finding out, but he was changed none-the-less.”

“What happened to change him?” I asked, recalling that the change seemed to coincide with my aunt’s death.

She shrugged. “No telling. But he had an epiphany of some sort.” She gave me a look. “Some say he met an angel who showed him his future.”

“Sounds like they’d been reading too much Dickens,” I said.

She smiled. “Perhaps.”

“Why did he feel the need to hide his good deeds from Morley?”

Her expression turned grim. “If you ask me, it was Morley that turned him to greed in the first place. Always been a miser, that one. And he hated Euphegenia. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s the one helped throw a wedge between them. Of course, Croswell chose his own path, but Morley made it easy.”

“But what about Croswell’s nephew? He didn’t like the poor man much.”

“No doubt because Croswell promised to make sure he and his wife were taken care of, but,” she lowered her voice, “but when they found the will, the nephew had been deliberately cut out.”

“Well, that’s not very nice.” There was mention of that will again.

“Indeed not, except the will was an old one, and I know for a fact Mr. Croswell had redrawn the will recently. Unfortunately, the new one couldn’t be found anywhere. Even the copy in the solicitor’s office had disappeared.”

My heart thumped wildly. “I bet Morley hid it.”

“You are probably right. Or more likely he destroyed it.”

I remembered the stacks of papers in the office. I doubted Morley had thrown anything away in forty years. Right then and there I decided that Tippy and I would have to break in and find that will, because I’d bet anything it was still there.

––––––––
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BY THE TIME WE LEFT the tearoom, it had started raining. Not a proper downpour, but more an annoying drizzle that misted around turning one’s hair limp. I tied a scarf over my locks and hoped for the best. Tippy struggled on manfully.

We found a bench under a tree that was mostly dry and gave us a good view of Mr. Morley’s office. It was also half hidden behind the village Christmas tree so that it wasn’t obvious what we were up to. Although no doubt we stood out like a couple of sore thumbs. 

The rainfall grew heavier and the wind picked up, swirling in off the sea and chilling me to the bone. Still Mr. Morley did not appear. This was getting ridiculous. If it took much longer, I’d have to come back another day.

I was on the brink of giving up when Mr. Morley finally appeared, his bent frame huddled under an umbrella. He limped slowly up the street, never once looking back. Nor did he notice Tippy and me creep across the street and slip into the close.

Naturally the door was locked, but a quick rummage around revealed a key tucked above the doorframe. I replaced it after unlocking the door, not wanting anyone to realize there’d been a break in.

As before, the office was gloomy and overstuffed with furniture and paperwork. I contemplated where to start. The reality was that Mr. Morley was the person in the best position to discover Mr. Croswell’s new will. If there had been a new one, which I was betting there had been. And what would a skinflint like Morley do if his inheritance was threatened? He’d either destroy the will or hide it. And based on the ridiculous amount of paperwork stacked everywhere and the fact there hadn’t been a fire in the grate in ages—there were literal spider webs—I was betting he hadn’t destroyed it. 

Question was, where would he hide the will? No doubt he’d want to keep it close. Desk first.

I carefully searched through each of Morley’s desk drawers. There was a lot of paperwork, but it mostly appeared to be accounts he was working on. No will to be found. The bookshelves and files behind his desk revealed more of the same. 

I paced back and forth, talking aloud, either to myself or Tippy. Not sure I could have said which. “Where else would he keep it?”

Tippy cocked his head.

“He’d want it close. Do you think he’d keep it at home?”

Tippy sniffed.

“No, you’re right. He spends far more time here. So this is where it has to be. It’s the place that matters most to him. But where? We’ve looked everywhere.”

Tippy huffed, clearly disagreeing with me.

I crossed my arms. “Fine then. You tell me where it is.”

Tippy quite literally rolled his eyes and heaved himself to his feet. Pattering around the room, he sniffed here and there before finally planting is backside on a particularly wiggly floorboard and giving me a haughty look.

I rolled my eyes back. “Fine. Move.”

He moved and I crouched next to the board, testing it. It was definitely loose, but I couldn’t get a good enough grip on it, so I dug around in my handbag and came up with a nail file. Sticking it between the boards, I used it as a lever. The loose board heaved up easily. Beneath it lay a rolled-up bit of heavy vellum. 

“You win.”

Tippy raised an eyebrow. Or as near as a dog could do.

I sat back, unrolling the vellum. Sure enough, it was a will dated a year ago, just a few days after my aunt died. 

“Well, I’ll be. Tippy, let’s get out of here.”

“That, my dear, is a very good idea.”

I whirled, nearly toppling over, to find Mr. Morley standing in the doorway looking grim as death. I swear my heart stopped. My mouth opened, but nothing came out.

Mr. Morley stepped closer and the light flashed on his pinky ring. I recognized it instantly as the ring in the photograph. So Morley had been the second man.

Morley pointed at the will still clutched in my hand. “And leave that. I should have burned it long ago.”

“Yes.” I found my tongue. “You should have. But you’re too cheap to buy the coal, aren’t you? Too cheap to waste a match. And so it’s sat here, waiting.” A thought struck me. “Did you kill Mr. Croswell?”

He snorted. “Don’t be daft, girl. I’m not a murderer. Frederick died because he was old as dirt.”

“So are you,” I pointed out bluntly. “What’s the point in keeping this all to yourself? He meant for his nephew to have it. It says so right here.”

“That nephew of his is a wastrel. Can’t keep a job. Isn’t worth the price of paper. He doesn’t deserve the company we worked so hard to build.”

“Well, you certainly can’t take it with you.”

“You’re a sharp-tongued shrew, aren’t you, girl? Just like that aunt of yours.”

My heart thudded. How dare he disparage Aunt Euphegenia after all he’d done to her! “I’m just being honest. Now why don’t you just let everyone know about the new will?”

“Over my dead body. That Nigel Bailey will never get his hands on this company. Now give me that will!” He lunged for me, but Tippy stepped in front of me and bared his teeth.

Not able to get past the old man and out the door, I dashed to the window, threw it open, and shouted into the night. “Help! Help!”

Berty suddenly appeared in the courtyard below. “Miss Sugar, are you all right?”

“Help me, Berty! Mr. Morley has Mr. Croswell’s real will and he’s trying to destroy it.”

“Hold on! I’ll get the constable!”

And so it was that within minutes, half the village was swarming the offices of Croswell and Morley. The real will was revealed to all and sundry, and Mr. Morley was off to spend the night in lockup until the constable could figure out what to do with him.

As for me... well, I got arrested, too. Breaking and entering. Well, entering anyway. It figures. With my luck, I’d end up spending Christmas in in the klink.
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The rattling of a key in the lock woke me from a half slumber. I was lying on a rickety cot in the janitor’s closet since there was only one cell in the Upper Snow Falls Police Station, and it was currently occupied by Morley.

Tippy lifted his head, eagerly sniffing in the direction of the door. The constable had locked the poor mutt up with me since he had nowhere else to put him, and he’d growled when the constable tried to separate us. For a dog who didn’t care much for me, he sure was protective.

I sat up, patting my hair into place and surreptitiously scrubbing at my teeth just in case I’d gotten lipstick on them or something. I wished I had my handbag with me so I could look in the mirror, but I’d have probably been shocked anyway.

The cell door swung open, and the constable appeared, backlit. I could still make out his shame-faced expression. Mr. Woodward must have read him the riot act. That had been my one phone call. After all, not only was I on semi-official business, but what was the point of working for a solicitor if you couldn’t use him when needed.

But it wasn’t Mr. Woodward who was waiting for me. It was Jack, looking rather scrumptious in a neatly tailored brown suit with his sandy hair perfectly coiffed.

Tippy trotted over to demand ear scratching while I stood dumbfounded for a minute. Finally, I sputtered, “Jack, what are you doing here?”

He gave me a slight half-grin. “I was in the office when you rang. I told Uncle I’d take care of you. Er, I’d help you.”

I gave him a relieved smile. “Thank you.”

I also thanked the constable when he returned my belongings. “By the way, what’s going to happen now that the real will has been found?”

He scratched his head. “That’ll be up to probate, I reckon, but it looks like it’ll mostly go to the nephew as Mr. Croswell wanted.”

“What about Mr. Morley?” I asked. “Surely he must pay for his crime.”

“He will,” Jack assured me. “It’s called spoliation of evidence, and it’s a crime. He could go to prison for it. We’ll just have to see what the judge says. Now come along, Sugar. Let’s get you home.”

“All right, but first I want to stop and thank Mrs. Snow and maybe grab a few scones to go. You haven’t tasted anything until you’ve tasted her scones.”

Only the tearoom was dark, the chairs stacked in a corner and the tables tipped one on top of the other and shoved up against the walls. The fireplace was bare and cold, and there wasn’t a Christmas decoration to be seen. In fact, it looked as if there had never been a tearoom there at all. Certainly not any time in recent history.

“Are you sure this is the address?” Jack asked.

“Positive. Tippy and I stopped in here several times.” I frowned as I peered in the window again, wondering what was going on. I was definitely in the right place.

“Can I help?” a male voice called from behind us.

I straightened up and turned, recognizing the man immediately. “Berty! Do you know what’s happened to Mrs. Snow’s tearoom?”

He frowned. “Sorry, who?”

“Mrs. Snow. She ran the tearoom here.”

“The only tearoom in town is two doors down from my bookstore and closed in the winter. Miss Gretchen Higgins runs it. I don’t know a Mrs. Snow.”

“But she was here just yesterday,” I assured him. “I had scones with her. Surely you know her.” The village wasn’t that big. “She grew up here in the village. She told me all about it.”

He gave me a funny look. “Sorry, Sugar, but there’s never been anyone by the name of Snow in this village and that shop has been closed for years.”

“Are you sure? She was at the funeral. She was standing at the back under a tree. She wore a red coat. Surely you saw her.”

Berty frowned. “I’d have noticed a red coat amidst all that black. Are you feeling quite the thing, Miss Martin?” The inference being I’d lost my marbles.

“Oh.” There wasn’t anything else to say. It was all so... confusing. I couldn’t possibly have dreamt up Mrs. Snow and the tearoom. Tippy and I had been in there and eaten those marvelous scones.

Berty tipped his hat. “I’m off. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. Happy Christmas to you both.” And he strode off toward his store.

“Come on, Sugar, let’s get you home. There’s just enough time to get ready and get to London.”

“Get ready for what?” I was still confused about the whole tearoom situation. What was going on? I knew I knew it hadn’t been a hallucination.

“Didn’t you get my note?”

“No. What note?” I’d been so busy with my investigation I hadn’t checked the post in the last couple of days.

“I’ve got two tickets to opening night of the new Cinderella ballet. I invited you to join me.” His cheeks turned a little pink. “As my date. Will you go?”

––––––––
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TO SAY THE BALLET WAS magical was, perhaps, an understatement. The costumes were stunning, the dancers magnificent, and the music enthralling. I was so wrapped up in it all, the time flew by.

I asked Jack how he’d known I’d been dying to see that ballet, but he just shrugged and said a little bird told him. I couldn’t imagine who that could have been. I hadn’t told a soul. Not even Toni or Penny. The only one who might have known was Tippy, and he wasn’t talking.

Afterward, Jack insisted on driving me home despite the late hour. It was the wee morning hours when he finally walked me to my door. The moon glowed bright overhead and the magic of his kiss blew everything else right out of the water.

Ballet? What ballet?
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Chapter 13
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I had been told that it snowed in England about as often as it snowed in Portland. That is to say, not often at all. However, when I woke on Christmas morning, it was to find a winter wonderland outside my window.

When I let Tippy out to do his business, he made his distaste of the white stuff clear. There was a lot of huffing and puffing and groaning and eye rolling as only a corgi can do.

At last we were armed with tea and ready for presents and cards. The dress my mother had sent counted as the present from them, but Toni had dropped off a small package containing a pretty little charm bracelet, and Penny had brought a tin of homemade cookies. My grandparents had sent a card with a five-dollar bill enclosed. It was a generous gift and much appreciated, only I’d have to figure out how to get it exchanged into pounds. Perhaps Mrs. Johnson could help me. 

The note from Jack regarding the ballet had come in a lovely little card which I would treasure always. There was also a card from Mr. Woodward with a note that a bonus had been deposited into my banking account. There was also a card from Mrs. Johnson and one each from my brothers, although I was well aware my sisters-in-law were responsible for those. 

But what really surprised me was the other card. The one at the bottom of the pile in a crisp white envelope. The front of the card showed a teapot with a poinsettia on it. Inside the note read:

Dear Sugar,


I have so enjoyed our visits. Thank you for being kind to an old lady. May St. Nicholas bring you exactly what you need.


Happy Christmas, 

Mrs. Snow.

“So she was real,” I whispered. 

Tippy shot me a look as if to say, “Of course she was, you lunatic. Did you think I imagined eating those scones?”

Still it was mind boggling. If she did exist, how did Berty not know about her? Or about the tearoom? And why had the place looked deserted? 

I inspected the envelope. The stamp was blurred, but I was almost certain it read, “North Pole.”

I laughed, suddenly feeling a bit lightheaded. “That’s impossible.”

But for a moment, I could have sworn I smelled vanilla scones.

Setting the cards aside, I picked up the package from Aunt Euphegenia to Tippy. He perked up his ears as if he knew it was for him.

“Let’s see what you’ve got, boy.”

I opened the gift to reveal a handsome leather collar with a silver tag bearing his name. 

“This is rather smart. You’ll look quite dashing.”

He allowed me to remove his increasingly ratty looking old collar and replace it with the new one. He did indeed look quite dashing and he knew it. In fact, he out and out preened.

The only thing left was my package. I felt oddly nervous all of a sudden. Carefully I peeled open the wrapping to reveal a wooden box. The lid had been carved with an Art Deco stylized Egyptian design and polished to a glossy rich sheen. Inside, nestled in a bed of black velvet, was an enamel brooch of the same design. From the weight of it, the enamel was inset into real gold. 

Tucked into the lid was a note. I unfolded it.

“Dearest Euphegenia,” I read, “I know you prefer Sugar, but you can’t imagine my delight when your mother decided to name you after me. We never met, but I have watched you from afar, pleased with the woman you have grown up to become. You remind me of myself sometimes.

“By the time you read this, I will be long gone, but I cannot begin to express my gratitude for handling some unfinished business for me. Hopefully the end results were satisfactory.”

I shook my head. “Honestly, aunt, I’m not sure about that. I think you brought on those changes yourself. You didn’t need my help at all.”

Tippy woofed softly as if to remind me to finish the letter.

I continued as commanded. “This little brooch was a gift from a dear friend I once knew in Paris. Her name was Butty and she was an Original, rather like you will be if you allow yourself. I hope you will wear it in remembrance of me.

Your loving aunt,

Euphegenia Graves.”

I sat there for a long time, staring at the brooch. It was gorgeous, though perhaps a bit ostentatious for me, but I found myself pinning it to my robe anyway.

“Well, Tippy, it’s been quite an adventure, hasn’t it?”

Tippy agreed.

Just then there was a pounding on the door. Baffled as to who would be calling on Christmas morning, I went to open it. Penny stood there, bundled against the cold and grinning from ear to ear. 

“Come on! Get dressed! You’re coming with me.”

I stood back to let her in. “Coming where?”

“To Endmere, of course. Toni is throwing a huge dinner. There’s going to be a roast turkey. Have you ever had one? I never have.”

“Well—” Before I could mention it was standard at Thanksgiving tables in America, she had moved on.

“And there’ll be crackers!”

“Crackers?” I couldn’t imagine what was so special about crackers. Unless maybe they were served with fancy cheese or something.

“Don’t you have them in the States? They’re fun! They’re these pretty paper tubes,” she explained. “You pull them, and they sort of pop and there’s prizes inside. Jokes, too. Everyone has to read their joke out loud.”

“That does sound fun,” I admitted, “but I don’t want to intrude on Toni’s holiday.”

“You won’t be. The dinner is for all the staff and our families and she says you’re to join. You’re not spending the holiday alone. Now get going. And bring an overnight bag. If this weather keeps up, we’ll be snowed in. Good thing Cook made so many Christmas puddings!” 

“But I’m not staff,” I protested, wondering what a Christmas pudding was.

“No,” Penny said, “but you are family.”

And for the first time since moving to England, I felt like I truly belonged.

The End

Coming in 2020
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Thank you for reading. If you enjoyed this book, I'd appreciate it if you'd help others find it so they can enjoy it too.

	Lend it: Feel free to share this book with your friends!







	Review it: Let other potential readers know what you liked or didn't like about the story.







	Sign Up: Join in on the fun on Shéa’s email list: https://www.subscribepage.com/cozymystery


Book updates can be found at www.sheamacleod.com
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