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Chapter 1: The Last Ferry Before The Ice 
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By the third week of December, Bets had learned two things about Christmas: that it requires a great deal of ribbon, and that a ballroom can hold more holly than the human mind should be asked to contemplate.

She stood in the doorway of the old ballroom at ten o’clock on Friday morning with her clipboard and her second cup of tea, and considered the result. The Orient Express had been struck and taken back to the scene dock, in pieces, with a good deal of ceremony. In its place stood a Victorian parlor of such density and warmth that it seemed to breathe: garlands along every wall, a Christmas tree in each corner hung with paper roses and tin soldiers, and a long table beneath the gallery laid for a feast nobody could finish, with a goose in paper, a plum pudding in plaster, and a bowl of oranges polished until they were practically a threat. On the old stage, in front of a painted fire, the ghost light glowed on its black iron stand behind a wreath of holly.

“A ghost light,” said Bellamy, “is not a Christmas tree.”

He stood beside the stand with his arms folded and an expression of enormous moral injury. He had stood there since eight, glaring at the holly.

“It’s a wreath.”

“It is a wreath on the ghost light I specifically asked you to install. A theatre’s conscience, Bets. A single bare bulb left burning when the stage is dark. It is not a Christmas decoration. It has tinsel, Bets. ”

“Odette did that,” said Bets, and Bellamy said “Ah,” in the tone of a man who has found the villain, and went off in search of her.

Dev came down the ballroom in a bedsheet, with a script in one hand and a length of lightweight chain in the other. “Is this too much?” he said. “For Marley? Mr. Crowe says I should clank more.” He clanked, experimentally. It sounded like a very sad dishwasher. “I’ve got until Sunday at ten, and then I’ve got to run lines. I’d have been so sorry to miss the carols. Odette’s in the lobby, by the way. She’s doing something with a stepladder.”

Bets put down her tea.

Odette stood on the third rung of the stepladder in a bonnet and a bustle, with her arms raised above her head and a drawing pin in her mouth, and above the doorway, tied in a white satin ribbon and pinned to the lintel with a precision that would have done credit to a surgeon, hung a small, round, innocent spray of green leaves and pearly white berries.

“No,” said Bets.

“Mmf,” said Odette, around the pin.

“Odette. Take it down.”

“It’s a tradition, dear.” Odette removed the pin. “A little mistletoe at the lobby door. It’s perfectly harmless.”

“It’s toxic to the parrot.”

“Cue never goes in the lobby.”

“Cue goes everywhere. Cue has been in the chandelier.” Bets pointed at the brochure, pinned to the lobby noticeboard under a bit of holly, which said, in her own neat print, Holly, ivy, wassail and carols included. Mistletoe not included (toxic to the parrot). “I put it in the brochure. In letters.”

“Nobody reads the brochure.”

“That is exactly what Captain Dunmore said.”

“Captain Dunmore,” said Odette, with dignity, “has an excellent grasp of principle.” She climbed down the ladder. “I’ll move it when the guests have gone to bed. There’s something about a lobby, you know, at Christmas, when somebody walks through a door and things might happen.”

“Nothing is going to happen,” said Bets. “It’s a weekend in a drafty inn with four sensible adults and a vicar.”

“That,” said Odette, “is exactly when things happen.”

Bets looked at the sprig for a moment longer. Then, because it was ten past ten and she had a great many things to do, she left it where it was.

The lake had begun to freeze.

She saw it from the end of the dock at two o’clock, with her coat buttoned to her chin and her breath standing in the air. It was not yet ice, not properly. It was a thin gray skin that crept out from the shore along the shallows like a held breath, and wherever it met the open water it made a small dry crackling noise, like paper being slowly torn. Out in the middle, the Loon was coming across with her funnel smoking, and as she came she broke the skin before her, with a sound like a great deal of very distant applause.

“It’ll be shut by Monday,” said a voice at her elbow.

Bets did not jump. She had learned not to. She turned, and found that a small, bent, bundled figure in a fur-lined cap, three coats and a pair of immense rubber boots had come up the dock behind her, pulling a wooden sled. On the sled lay a stack of split logs, a long gray string of fish as stiff as pencils, and a hurricane lantern, unlit, hung from the prow like a tiny bell.

“Mr. Wickett,” she said.

“Toby.” The old man sniffed the air and nodded, with great satisfaction, at the sky. “She’ll be locked by Monday morning. Three weeks, if it’s mild. You’ll not get a boat across till January.” He had a face like a walnut that had been left in a drawer and had learned to like it. He lived in a shack in the middle of the lake in winter, Captain Aggie had told her, and was said to know the ice as other men know their own children. “I’ve brought your wood. And some perch. They’re yesterday’s, mind. Don’t tell the vicar.”

“What vicar?”

“The one coming off that boat,” said Toby, and lifted a mittened hand toward the Loon, “with the hat.”

The Loon came up to the dock at ten past two with a groan and a long, splintering shudder. Captain Aggie Dunmore leaned out of the wheelhouse in a woolen cap and an expression of grim, scientific satisfaction.

“Sunday noon,” she called, over the noise. “Last run of the year. I’ll not have it said that I didn’t warn you. If you’re on that island at five past twelve, you stay on it till the new year. Twelve dollars a head. Cash.”

“We know,” said Bets.

“You do not know. You say you know.” The gangplank came down with a clang. “Cargo, ahoy.”

The cargo came off the ferry in a straggling line, in coats and mufflers and woolly hats, with the look of people who have been told it will be festive.

First came a large, florid, vigorous man of sixty-one in a camel overcoat and a silk scarf, with a mahogany gavel in one hand and a leather catalog under his arm. “Barnaby Quill!” he boomed, as though announcing himself to a hall. “Auctioneer. Hartwell’s finest. I’m told you have a ghost.”

“You’ve been misinformed,” said Bets. “We have a parrot.”

“Splendid. I’ll find a use for it.” He swept up the dock, with the gavel under his arm like a baton.

Behind him came a brisk, rawboned woman of fifty-eight in a gray wool hat pulled down to her eyebrows, a sensible overcoat, and a clerical collar. “Agnes Thorne,” she said, shaking Bets’s hand like a woman testing a doorknob. “The Reverend. The roof of St. Hartwell’s will be eternally in your debt, and if it isn’t, it will fall on somebody.” She said it quite seriously, and went on up the dock.

Next, picking her way across the planks as though they were a minefield, came a tiny, upright, fussy woman of sixty-six in a mushroom-colored coat, with a leather music case clutched in both hands. “Cordelia Keane,” she said, in a small, prim, birdlike voice. “I play the organ. I’m only here to turn pages. I do hope there will be carols. It isn’t Christmas without a carol.”

“There will be a great many,” said Bets, and she liked her at once.

A big, sleek, silvery man of fifty-five followed, in an expensive scarf, who gave his name as Rufus Gale and added, to nobody, that he was a dealer in fine antiques and did not expect to be impressed. Mr. Quill turned round at that and said something in a low voice, and Mr. Gale answered him in a lower, and for a moment two men in handsome overcoats stood on a wooden dock in the middle of a freezing lake looking at one another like two large and very expensive cats.

“Gentlemen,” said Bets, brightly. “Wassail.”

And then, last but one, in a very large, very loud Christmas jumper, with a reindeer on the front of it whose nose was a small, red, blinking light, came a large man in a rain jacket carrying a canvas duffel bag.

“Chief Garrity,” said Bets.

“Miss Fairweather,” said Garrity.

“That is a very remarkable jumper.”

“My niece made it,” said Garrity, with great gravity. “I’m told it plays ‘Jingle Bells’ if you press its nose. I’d ask you not to.” He looked at the boat, the ice and the old inn with the long-suffering patience of a man who had been dragged to a party and had resolved to be good. “I’m here as a private citizen. I booked the weekend. I have it in writing.”

“For professional reasons.”

“For private reasons,” said Garrity, and went rather pink about the ears. “I have a great fondness for carols.”

He went up the path through the pines with his duffel on his shoulder. And at the foot of the dock, on the very last plank, with the cold wind in her face and a very large canvas tote bag over one shoulder, stood the last of the guests.

She was a woman of forty-seven with a round, kind, bustling face, a bun skewered with two pencils, and the bright, tired eyes of a woman who had never once managed to leave the house without a bag. A stack of folders slid out of the top of the tote, and she caught them, laughing, and came toward Bets with her hand out.

“I’m always the last one off. I stop to look at things
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