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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.
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