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Dedicated to my agent, Diana Beaumont – always on the Nice List






Puzzles and Games


Game 1 – PRIZE TIME!

At the top of each chapter, including the prologue and epilogue, is one letter from the title of a festive film – rearrange the letters and tag me on Bluesky @alexandrakbenedict.bsky.social or Instagram @a.k.benedict with the answer. The first person to give the correct answer from 12.01am, UK time, on the day of publication will win a prize hand chosen by me. Good luck!




Game 2

Find ten of Edie’s (and my) favourite punk songs hidden in the text of the prologue and chapters 2, 4, 8, 12, 21 and 25.

(Hint: they’re by X-Ray Spex, Buzzcocks, The Slits, Gang of Four, the Sex Pistols, The Damned, The Clash, Patti Smith, Siouxsie and the Banshees and Television.)





Game 3

Find anagrams of the following Christmas films nestled like baubles in chapters 2, 3, 7, 10, 12, 23, 28, 29 and 33:


	It’s a Wonderful Life

	Arthur Christmas

	Santa Claus: The Movie

	White Christmas

	Scrooged

	Violent Night

	Last Christmas

	The Holdovers

	Bad Santa

	The Polar Express






Game 4

Ten of my favourite books and films set in hotels are resident in this book – can you find them in chapters 1, 3, 9, 13, 15, 17, 27 and the epilogue?





Game 5

Ten ‘Ghost Stories for Christmas’, from both the Seventies and the 2005–present television runs, haunt the text, lurking within the words. Can you bust them in chapters 3, 5, 9, 11, 14, 20, 22, 23 and 25?

The answers to Games 2 to 5 can be found at the back of the book!








Silent Night! Holy Night!

All is calm, all is bright

Round yon virgin mother and child!

Holy infant, so tender and mild,

Sleep in heavenly peace!

Sleep in heavenly peace!

From ‘Silent Night’, John Freeman Young’s 1859 translation of ‘Stille Nacht, heilige Nacht’

No man is an Iland, intire of itself; every man is a peece of the Continent, a part of the maine, if a Clod be washed away by the Sea, Europe is the lesse, as well as if a Promontorie were, as well as if a Mannor of thy friends or of thine owne were; any mans death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde; And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.

From ‘Devotions upon Emergent Occasions’, John Donne, 1624
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Prologue

December 21st

No nights were truly silent. Listen carefully and sound was always found. Right then, at three in the morning in a remote location, the killer could make out a far-off siren, a mourning owl, the keen of someone weeping. Loudest of all was the insistent tick of their grandmother’s alarm clock. Each time the big hand stuttered past twelve, the brass bell at the top shivered, reminding them that time, like the lives they were about to take, was short.

The killer made a pot of strong tea and sat at the table by the window. It was the darkest day of the year, so dark that the window was a mirror reflecting what seemed a merry scene: homemade Christmas crackers in the process of being filled. Carefully chosen tiny gifts were added alongside the usual paper hats and snaps. Next to go in were the riddles, brimming with hints and significance.

Wrapping a blanket around their shoulders, the killer leafed through their notes, checking the details for the second time. Each guest had a dossier, for and against. The crimes they’d committed, the lies they’d told; the good they’d done, the souls they’d consoled. Time to decide who went on which list.

The killer placed their riddles inside the cracker tubes. Each was for a specific guest, but they wouldn’t get that – not to start with. The fortune fish were the last to go in, ready to flex and twist on the guests’ palms. At first glance, they looked exactly like the usual ones, but the instructions differed:


	Moving Tail – INNOCENT

	Moving Head – GUILTY

	Moving Head and Tail – HUNG JURY

	Curling Sides – SCALES ARE BALANCED

	Turns Over – IN DENIAL

	Motionless – PASSIVE GUILT

	Curling into a Ball – SENSIBLE UNDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES



The killer placed a fortune fish on their open hand. Both head and tail moved. At least they weren’t in denial, unlike most of those due at Aster Castle Hotel. Unless they confessed, before Boxing Day was unboxed at least four would be dead, others doxxed. The killer would have fled, leaving nothing behind but truth and coal dust.

Unless they were stopped.

Their heart tolled in their ears and shivered in their chest at the thought of being caught. Bringing her to Holly Island was the biggest risk the killer had ever taken, and could bring about their downfall. But it had to be done. She was a liar. The old woman must face her past, or potential death: her fortune was in her hands.

The killer had seen to that.
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One

December 24th – Christmas Eve

Edie O’Sullivan rested her head against the train window. Everything seemed idyllic, the start to a perfect Christmas. She’d slept surprisingly well in her Caledonian Sleeper cabin; was on a once-in-a-lifetime holiday with two of her favourite people; and had a stunning club lounge view of dawn-lit lochs and heather-faced mountains. Everything was idyllic, bar one thing: bruise-grey clouds were blooming on the skin of the sky.

‘It’s going to snow,’ Edie said, in a tone that would more easily fit a death sentence.

‘I hope so,’ the waiter said as he placed their breakfast plates on the table. ‘I’ve got a twenty-to-one bet on a white Christmas.’

‘Well, I hope I’m wrong, and that the nimbostratus clouds nip off without shedding crystalline water.’ Edie placed a napkin on her lap and nodded with approval at her smoked salmon and scrambled eggs. ‘But I’m rarely mistaken.’

‘Mum’s not keen on snow,’ Sean explained from the seat opposite as he tucked into pancakes. His usual breakfast before a shift as Detective Inspector involved protein powder and acai berries. Carbs were a rare treat.

The waiter’s eyebrows raised the question before he asked it, looking from Edie to Sean: ‘She’s your Mum? But she’s—’ He wisely stopped right there, though it was clear what he meant. At eighty-something, Edie was statistically unlikely to be mother to Sean, in his thirties.

‘It’s a long story,’ Sean said. ‘Biologically, Mum’s my great-aunt, but she adopted me when I was young.’ He paused. ‘My parents died in a car crash.’

‘Oh,’ the waiter said, glancing towards the bar, probably wondering when he could get back to work and out of the conversation. Or when he could have a drink to forget it.

Ninety-two-year-old Riga speared a sausage from her plate and presented it to her pug, Nicholas, who was snuffling under the table. ‘That, and other traumatic events, took place over a stormy Christmas. Which is why my Edie loathes snow. Although she’s less suspicious of Christmas these days.’ Riga turned to Edie and kissed her on the lips.

‘It’s a love story,’ Edie explained to the wide-eyed waiter, taking Riga’s hand. ‘We’ve been together two years.’

The waiter grinned, perhaps with relief at the swerve from death to devotion. ‘There’s hope for my gran, then. She’s been a widow for twenty years.’

‘Love is like losing the remote control,’ Riga said, picking at the black pudding. ‘Keep hunting and eventually you’ll find the one whose buttons you press.’

‘She’s making it sound like she found me down the back of the sofa!’ Edie said to the waiter. ‘We live next door. I’d advise your grandmother to check out her neighbours to see if any of them are hot. Saves on petrol.’

‘I’ll tell Gran that,’ he replied, ‘though I might wait till she’s merry on sherry after Christmas dinner.’ The waiter was still smiling as he headed back to the bar.

Riga was partially right about Edie’s feelings for snow. It did have bad associations, but there was something else, too. Like glitter, snow made her wonder what was hidden beneath; just like Tippex, nothing really vanished. And though Edie’s enmity for the festive season may have diminished, she remained suspicious.

Still, it was Christmas Eve. If the world couldn’t be dressed like her, in Vivienne Westwood, Edie supposed it could be clothed in snow. Briefly.

As the train neared their stop, Sean went to fetch the luggage from their cabins.

‘We made it without being murdered!’ Riga was referring to last night’s excited club lounge chatter about the infamous sleeper train murder on this very track a few Christmases ago.

‘Ever the optimist,’ Edie replied. ‘Say that again when we’re off the train.’

Sean appeared at the door just as the train approached Crianlarich station. He and Edie helped Riga into the vestibule where he’d placed all their luggage and Riga’s wheelchair.

As they stepped onto the platform, snow started to fall.

‘You were right,’ Riga said as Nicholas bit at snowflakes. ‘As usual.’

Edie was going to say that being correct didn’t bring her any satisfaction, but it did, so she didn’t.

‘I hope our taxi shows up soon,’ Sean said, dragging the cases into the little covered area. ‘We don’t want to be late for the ferryman.’

‘Could you rephrase that?’ Edie asked. ‘Makes it sound like we’re waiting for death.’

Riga gazed with serenity at the cloud-hatted mountains. ‘We’re always waiting for death,’ she said.



In Oban, Edie, Sean and Riga sat in a café, looking out over the harbour through windows framed by red tinsel. Ship masts jostled and jousted. Not far across the wind-whipped sound, the Isle of Kerrera was being whited-out by snow.

Bruce Springsteen’s take on ‘Santa Claus is Coming to Town’ rasped through the speakers.

‘I hate this song,’ Edie said, shuddering.

‘I love it,’ Sean replied.

‘You know how I feel about Bruce.’ Riga sighed as if recalling a secret Springsteen tryst which, given Riga’s rich history, was entirely possible.

‘It’s not Springsteen I’ve got an issue with, it’s Santa. Listen to him in this song, laughing like a maniac, the smug, beardy cu—’ Edie caught Sean’s raised eyebrows and eye gestures towards the approaching server, indicating that her vernacular wasn’t workplace appropriate. ‘Smug beardy carbuncle that he is. Why does Santa get to determine who’s naughty and who’s nice? What makes him the arbiter of our souls?’

The server stared at her, eyes shock-wide, making Edie realise that she may have been misunderstood.

‘Our souls,’ she enunciated. ‘Although the other homophone works too. Anyway, I’ll have a hot chocolate, please.’

‘Same for me,’ said Sean. ‘All the trimmings, please, and a slice of that Dundee cake.’

‘Cappuccino for me, please.’ Riga turned from the server to Edie. ‘And he creeps into kids’ bedrooms at night,’ Riga backed Edie up, ‘but instead of popping him on a wanted list, we celebrate him. The only saint around is right next to me.’

‘Thank you,’ Edie said.

‘I meant Nicholas, and you know it,’ Riga replied with a smile.

On the adjacent seat, Nicholas the pug blinked as if to acknowledge the compliment.

‘Father Christmas is harmless,’ Sean said. ‘A heart-warming legend.’

‘You put a very positive spin on the world for a police detective,’ Edie replied.

Sean grinned. ‘My cynicism has been locked in the station till next week. Until then, I’ve got a free, posh holiday with my wonderful family, and not one crime in sight. Thanks to Riga.’

‘I’m just glad my competition obsession has paid off at last,’ Riga replied.

Each month, Riga entered dozens of contests – some online, but mainly in magazines. She’d won various prizes: an air fryer before they were The One Show fodder; a frisbee; a year’s supply of Chewitts – but none compared with this two-night stay over Christmas at the only hotel, the only residence, on Holly Island. Originally, the prize had been for a couple and two children, but Riga had worked her considerable charm and snagged a huge two-bedroom suite: Edie and Riga in one room; Sean and his husband, Liam – who would be joining them on Christmas morning, along with their adopted children, Juniper and Rose – in the other.

As Edie looked towards the loaded sky, worries flurried. Snow was falling like down from a slashed pillow. The harbour was already iced in white.

‘Maybe you should tell Liam to bring the kids tonight?’ she suggested to Sean. ‘In case it’s too dangerous to travel tomorrow.’ Edie pictured the kids opening their stockings in the suite with her on Christmas morning. For someone who’d loathed the festive season for so long, she was beginning to love its rituals. Some of them, anyway.

‘They can’t, I’ve told you,’ Sean replied. ‘Liam is staying at his parents’ house in Glasgow overnight so they can see the kids on Christmas Day, too. The hotel owner agreed to send the boat to pick them up from here tomorrow morning and bring them to the island.’

‘What if we get snowed in without them? What if they get snowed out?’ Edie’s heart was thumping too fast. Being separated from the kids for any length of time triggered old traumas.

‘What if we stop worrying about things we can’t affect?’ Riga countered.

‘I’m sure everything will be fine,’ Sean added.

‘Don’t be too sure,’ the server said, breezily, as she brought over a wodge of cake. ‘This is only a skifter, the heavy stuff’s coming later on. Latest weather report has got the snowstorm coming to the islands instead of inland, arriving late tonight.’

Panic surged. ‘We could go to Liam’s parents’ for Christmas? Just in case we get cut off from the kids.’ Life could change so quickly. Just under two years ago, after a long and heart-rending process, Liam and Sean had adopted Juniper, and then, six months later, her baby sister Rose. Now, Edie’s grandchildren were essential to her life. She’d give up crosswords – her obsession as well as her vocation – jigsaws, tea, even, for those kids. Christmas without them was not an option.

‘Please, love,’ Riga said. ‘It’s my present to all of you. Besides, I’ve always wanted to come back here. My mum was working in a hotel in the Hebrides when she met my dad, then they moved to Poland, had me and came back in the Thirties. Some of my earliest memories are of Scotland. And, let’s be honest, I’m marvellously old. I may never get up here again.’

Edie stroked the petal-thin skin of Riga’s hand. ‘Sorry. You know me, a lifetime of hyper-vigilance doesn’t relent easily.’

‘Don’t forget that Christmas has been an ordeal for you,’ Sean added, his voice soft. ‘It’s hard to let that go, but maybe see it for what is – part of the past.’

‘I wish it were that easy,’ Edie replied. ‘I know logically that those events aren’t intrinsically linked to Christmas, but it’s as if my body goes into brace position as soon as tinsel slinks into Sainsbury’s.’

‘Juniper’s counsellor told me about intergenerational trauma, especially in adoptive families. If not addressed, our reactions to adverse experiences can be passed down, and up, generations.’

Guilt pinned Edie to her seat. ‘You think I could make things worse for Juniper by the way I act?’

Sean took Edie’s hand. ‘Mum, I’m just saying that we should all be aware of what we carry with us. Christmas is a time capsule that we open each year, like bringing heirlooms down from the attic. The past collides with the present, preventing us from looking to the future with clarity and openness.’

Edie thought of the Victorian glass baubles she’d inherited from her own grandmother. Kept in an egg box, they were beautiful and delicate. Most were now broken, with slivers that sliced at her skin. She couldn’t discard them, yet she wouldn’t want Juniper and Rose to be hurt by them.

She looked at Riga, her wonderful partner. Looking to the future was also part of Christmas. ‘You’re right, Sean. I’ll do all I can to unpack the capsule carefully. For now, I intend to have a wonderful Christmas.’ She was smiling but, whether from PTSD, habit or intuition, she still couldn’t bury the conviction that something was about to go very, very wrong.
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Two

Mara Morecombe-Clark was afraid of many things. Blood. The dark. Failure. Bad omens. Bananas. Lifts, though, were the worst. Lifts combined her fear of mirrors, Muzak and human intimacy in one confined space. You’re going to have to use it at some point, Mara told herself, heartbeat ascending as she pressed for the elevator of the Aster Castle Hotel. You’re the manager, what if a guest has an emergency?

As the lift came for her, lit numbers decreasing beneath a real holly wreath, something screeched from within its workings. She added ‘WD40 lift’ to her list of things to sort before the guests were due for the special Christmas opening in, she checked her watch, seventy-three minutes. While it was a ‘soft launch’, with only six suites occupied and no paying customers, when guests included local dignitaries, travel critics and influencers, the stakes were high. If she got this wrong, then the hotel’s launch could have a very hard landing. And as her parents, Ivan and Felicity Morecombe-Clark, had put every penny of their retirement savings into buying the hotel, they were the ones who’d suffer.

But all would go well. It had to. Besides, she’d seen a peacock butterfly in the dining room that morning. A good omen if ever there was one.

The lift’s doors scraped open. Made in the nineteen twenties, it resembled an ornate brass birdcage surrounded by mirrors. Tchaikovsky’s ‘The Nutcracker’ plinked from Bose speakers. Mara imagined being trapped inside, turning like a ballerina in a music box. Or, worse still, being stuck with other people, their eyeballs on her. Like being sealed in a tin of lychees.

Mara gripped her chest, reaching for breath as she turned away. She would learn to use the lift, just not today. And if she had to use the staircase, at least it was magnificent. Starting in the lobby, it corkscrewed around the twenty-five-foot Christmas tree, through the centre of the hotel, up to the top floor. The shallow, barely noticeable slow coil of an ascent left her feeling sick and yet always surprised to have reached the top. Some staircases swept; this one crept.

As she got to the top floor, she replayed the irate voice message from Ryan Dreith, Aster Castle’s executive chef: ‘Mara, mate, I’m in the gym and two spotlights above me are literally on the blink. They’re fucking annoying. Sort it, would you? They’re flashing like an Eighties entertainer.’

Always two tweets from cancellation, Ryan had been sacked from almost more restaurants than he’d cooked hot dinners in. When hiring, she’d had to weigh the PR benefits of having a controversial, Michelin-awarded chef against the likelihood of him storming out during a service. She’d decided against taking him on, but then the chef she had chosen pulled out with only a month to go to the launch. After being assured by Celine Allard – industry insider, friend and guest this week – that Dreith had calmed down, Mara had given him a temporary contract for this event, on the understanding that, if he behaved himself and performed well, he’d have a permanent role. He’d only been in the hotel for five days, though, and while she adored his food, she hated the man. No way was he was getting another contract.

Ryan was lying on the bench press when Mara approached the new glass wall of the gym. Arms shaking, face Santa-red, he strained to lift the barbell back onto the rack.

‘That looked heavy,’ Mara said when she joined him. ‘Should you be doing that by yourself? Isn’t there anyone who can spot you?’ She knew, of course, that everyone else was frantically getting the hotel ready for the festive VIPs. Ryan, it seemed, was prioritising his pecs over their guests. Maybe he’d get the hint from classic passive aggression. ‘Or perhaps they’re all busy.’

‘I’m ready. If they’re not, that’s on them.’ Ryan swiped a towel right across his sweaty chest. ‘It’s not like there’s a surplus of people here. I asked Owain if he wanted to join me, but he said he had to go on the boat with Swindon.’

Mara felt a shiver of panic and a stab of concern at the lack of staff. As a yet-to-become established business, it’d been hard to get temps over Christmas. They’d already been understaffed, and then this morning two housekeepers, a kitchen porter and a server had pulled out, citing illness. She was heading into the most important period of her career unprepared.

‘I told him,’ Ryan continued, ‘that Swindon could cope without him, and my safety was at stake, but he wouldn’t listen. Then I asked Kimberley, but she’s busy getting the afternoon teas ready.’ He shrugged. ‘What can you do? You try to help people, and they throw your advice back in your face. And not just the younger ones. Tarn just rolled her eyes when I told her she’d be perfect as a spotter since she’s as strong as me. I mean, she’s not. Obvs. I was just being nice.’

The man was oblivious. Perhaps aggressive aggression was the only way to get through to him, but that wasn’t very Mara. ‘When you’ve finished here,’ she said, ‘we need your expertise. It’s all hands on deck to get ready for the guests’ arrival.’

‘I know, which is why I told you about the electrics.’ Ryan pointed to the ceiling. As if on cue, the lights flickered across the gym, as though the escalating wind outside was trying to blow out the bulbs.

Something shifted in Mara’s peripheral vision. Izzie from housekeeping was in the corridor, staring with intensity through the glass at Ryan. Mara couldn’t tell whether it was with passion or malevolence.

Just then, her phone rang, and Izzie scampered away, her head lowered towards the stack of pillows she was carrying.

‘Everything all right, Swindon?’ Mara answered the call. Swindon Marr was the hotel caretaker, and the only staff member insured to sail the hotel’s small cruiser. He’d said he’d phone when he reached Oban.

‘Depends on what you mean by all right. It was choppy getting here, Miss Morecombe-Clark, I’m not gonna lie to you. Storm’s come in early. The journey back could get tricky.’

Swindon had once rung in sick, apologising profusely for having ‘a dicky tummy’. Mara had later found out that he’d been in hospital with severe gastritis, vomiting blood and passing out. If Swindon, a former fisherman and lifeboat volunteer, was describing the sea as ‘choppy’, things were serious.

Mara hurried down the corridor to the picture window that overlooked the island’s tiny marina. The sky was storm grey. Waves crashed against the harbour wall. The holly bushes that had once covered the whole island and now formed a curtain wall to the castle were draped in snow. The pine trees on the castle lawns bent in the wind, bowing towards the sea.

‘You’re right,’ Mara said. ‘I’ve been too busy inside to realise what was going on outside.’ She’d have to do better, be better. A good hotel manager should be able to see everything, be the overseer. The one beyond the storm clouds.

‘Don’t beat yourself up, Miss,’ Swindon said. ‘No harm done.’

It was a shame, though. She’d wanted guests to have a luxury trip to the island – room to relax, enjoying drinks, nibbles and stunning views of Lismore, Western Ardnamurchan and the Isles of Mull and Coll but, in this weather, drinks would be spilled, nibble bowls toppled and sights obscured.

‘Right, Miss Morecombe-Clark. Better go, someone’s coming over,’ Swindon continued. ‘Looks like we’ve got our first guests. And one of them has a dog.’ He hung up, leaving Mara’s heart beating as fast as a puppy’s. She didn’t know what was making her more afraid, the incoming dog or the guests accompanying it to judge the hotel.

Time to pop to her room to get ready and bring down her big surprise. Mara looked towards the lift, then hurried back to the stairs. Above, the lights in the huge chandelier flickered. The storm was probably the cause, and it would soon pass, leaving the hotel in a winter wonderland – Insta ready. She hoped so, anyway.

Mara’s room was in the staff quarters, in the basement. She’d chosen the smallest, dingiest room to show she was a team player, albeit the only one of the team who could hire and fire the others.

Turning on the big light, she sat cross-legged on her single bed, dabbing concealer on her rosacea and redoing her lipstick. Her face was ready to meet the public, even if she wasn’t. Through the compact mirror she could see behind her to the wheelie bins outside her slit of a window. The bin lids were capped with two inches of snow, with the top layer constantly wind-whipped away.

The view in front of her was better: a dolls’ house replica of the hotel. She’d commissioned it from a local craftsperson, and they’d ensured it was identical, right down to the annoying crack in the white plaster above the entrance that kept coming back no matter how many times they tried to cover it. Of course, the real castle was now smothered in snow. She’d have to take some of the fake snow scattered at the base of the real Christmas tree and add it to the dolls’ house roof.

The interior was even more impressive. The staircase, the suspended clock in the lobby, the Art Deco reception desk, the rounded glass bay windows of the tower rooms… everything had been perfectly miniaturised, including the humans. Mara had commissioned doll versions of all the staff, and she loved placing her own mini-me in different situations – helping prep in the kitchen, standing at reception, lying in her bed when the real Mara hadn’t had time for sleep.

Going over, Mara opened the front of the dolls’ house. She blinked, pulse rising. The doll of her father should’ve been sitting in the bar where she’d left it reading a newspaper, a very large Scotch on the table next to it. Instead, he was lying on the floor of her parents’ miniaturised bedroom. Her mother sat on the bed, wooden hands covering wooden face. A new doll in blue scrubs loomed above Dad with pretty vacant eyes. Its hands rested on a teeny gurney with an empty body bag on top. Dad’s doll eyes were fixed on the ceiling.

Mara’s own hand shook as she detached the tiny clipboard from the trolley. Fear squalled through her as she read what was printed on a small rectangular piece of paper:


Mr Ivan Morecombe-Clark, 66. Pronounced dead: 5.45pm, 25th December. Cause of death: unknown poison. No antidote was given.
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Three

Below deck on the hotel’s cruiser, Edie settled into a plush window seat between Riga and Sean. The lobster pots on the harbour wall bobbed in and out of view.

‘This is amazing.’ Sean was looking around the cabin in awe. He’d always liked boats. As a child, he’d sit all day with Edie on Weymouth beach and, instead of building sandcastles, he’d count the ferries and ships as they sailed by. And this was a very fancy boat. Mahogany-panelled walls, a corner bar of polished marble, optics that reflected the crystals on the chandelier – ‘It’s the coolest place I’ve ever been.’

‘A little too cool,’ Riga said, rubbing her arms. ‘It’s freezing.’

As she spoke, Swindon Marr was walking down the steps from the deck. With his yellow-smoked beard, skin the tinge of brown rockfish, Glasgow accent chaining words together like fish on a stringer and black waterproof cape down to his wellies, he so much embodied the Platonic ideal of an old-school fisherman that he could’ve been hired from an extras’ agency. Less Batman, more Boatman.

He pressed one of the panels next to the bar, and a hidden cupboard opened. ‘Sorry, my fault. I love the cold. I think I’m part fish.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘I’ll turn up the heating but till it warms up, try these.’ Taking several folded blankets out, he brought them over and gave one each to Riga, Edie and Sean.

Edie flounced her blanket over Riga’s lap. It was light blue and black with a white overlay. ‘Which tartan is this?’ she asked.

‘Clark Ancient,’ Swindon replied. ‘Felicity, one of the owners, is from the Clark clan.’

‘It’s so soft,’ Riga said with surprise as she stroked the throw.

‘Mara, the manager, calls it “happy cashmere”,’ Swindon explained. ‘Handmade in the Highlands for the hotel, from Black Isle sheep’s wool. I told her guests will happily stuff them in their suitcases, but she just said I think too much about people and not enough of them. I said talk to me when you’re in your late seventies.’

‘Ha! You’re still a baby!’ Riga said.

Swindon inclined his head. ‘I suppose one is always a baby to someone, no matter how old one gets.’

‘When you get to your nineties, you’ll be thinking the best of people,’ Riga said.

‘Let’s hope they give me cause to do so,’ Swindon replied, staring intently out to sea.

Above their heads, something was dragged across the deck.

‘You all right there, laddie?’ Swindon called up.

Owain, the young man in his twenties who’d helped them onto the boat, appeared at the hatch at the top of the stairs. ‘I’m securing the luggage in the cockpit. The tarpaulin keeps billowing, and I don’t want the suitcases getting wet.’

Before Swindon could answer, slow footsteps rang on the marina’s metal walkway and then stopped by the boat. ‘If you’ll excuse me, that’s either another guest or the signalman,’ he said, jumping up and heading for the steps onto the deck.

‘I like him,’ Riga said. Nicholas the pug watched Swindon go up top and whined. ‘Nicholas likes him, too. And we all know what a good judge of character he is.’ She based this assessment on the time that Nicholas barked at a postman who turned out to be stealing parcels. The fact that he barked at most people didn’t matter.

Brown-brogued feet and cherry-red-corduroyed legs started down the ladder. The man to whom they belonged slipped on the bottom step and lurched for the coat hooks on the wall. ‘Nearly went arse over tit and I’m not even pissed!’ he said, his cheeks as flushed as his trousers.

‘Please watch your step,’ Swindon said, ticking something, presumably guest names, off a list on the wall.

‘It’s Henry Palmer,’ Riga whispered. ‘Off the telly.’

Edie didn’t recognise his face, but knew the name. Henry Palmer was a travel writer and journalist in his late sixties whose articles appeared in the same papers as her puzzles.

‘Tell them, Lucy,’ Henry said, with a broad smile that took in the whole room. Edie could see how he had a career in telly. ‘Tell them I haven’t touched a drop!’

A woman appeared at his shoulder. She was taller than him and had the look of someone who used bronzer to appear sun-kissed but never left the shade. Her dress (Monsoon, Edie thought) floated around her as if it carried the wind beneath its voluminous skirting. She took his arm in hers and patted it. ‘I can vouch that Henry, my dear husband, hasn’t so much as sipped an alcoholic beverage.’ She paused, head high, eyes twinkling. ‘Since breakfast.’

Edie hoped this blustery small talk would disperse with the storm once they’d all got to know each other. If she had to be around strangers at Christmas, or any time, let them be fascinating.

‘I’m Edie,’ she said. ‘And this is my partner, Riga, and my son, Sean. His husband and kids will be arriving tomorrow.’

‘Splendid!’ Henry said. ‘And what brings you on this trip? Are you critics, too?’

‘I won a competition,’ Riga said, with pride. ‘Oh, and I’m sorry for remaining seated. I’d stand to greet you properly, but my sea legs have yet to develop.’

Henry sat on a long, squashy sofa made of soft brown leather that was fixed to the back wall. It looked like he was being swallowed by a massive Medjool date. ‘Completely understand. As you saw, I’m not that steady myself. Interesting you mention “sea legs”. I watched a documentary on axolotls the other night. Amazing creatures. Did you know, they can share organs with each other?’

‘What’s that got to do with sea legs, darling?’ Lucy asked, with the patience of someone used to guiding their spouse back on topic.

‘Ah yes! Ta, love. I’m a scatterbrained old codger so she must keep me on track. Axolotls are aquatic creatures who aren’t born with sea legs but grow them as they mature. They can also regenerate any limbs that are bitten off by cannibalistic siblings.’

‘I thought you said we wouldn’t mention your family this Christmas, Henry, darling,’ Lucy said.

Henry barked with laughter and slapped his ham hock of a thigh.

‘I like her, too,’ Riga whispered. ‘And if he’s this pissed already, there’ll be drama before bedtime. How marvellous.’

‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Edie replied.

More footsteps outside, swift and soft this time. A long-limbed woman in her mid-thirties or so scampered down the stairs. Emerging from a long dark bob, her cheekbones were as sharp as the creases on her wide-legged trousers. She wore a black-and-white-striped turtleneck jumper, with a bow that matched her ladybird-red lipstick. She looked like a chic and quirky burglar. Or a mime who’d fallen on good times.

Lucy Palmer, though, was regarding the new arrival as if she were a bug under a microscope, before glancing at her husband, her eyes narrowed. Henry, maybe, had an eye for the ladies. Perhaps he liked to share other organs, too.

‘I’m Lucy,’ she said, striding over and shaking hands with the younger woman. ‘This is my husband, Henry; and over here we have Edie, Riga and Sean.’

‘I’m Anna,’ the other woman replied. ‘And I absolutely loathe introductions, so I’ll get this over with quickly – I’m in the travel biz. I recently sold my online agency, and now I’m setting up an aggregate of romantic destination breaks. Boutique places that are both saucy and luxurious – you know, if you’re looking for Jamaica Inn with a touch more sin, or a little death in Venice. Yes, I’m thinking of including Holly Island on my list and they’re bribing me with this free trip; yes, I’m travelling alone; and no, I’m not lonely – I find constant company exhausting and I always travel with a vibrator.’ She smiled widely and her eyes sparked with intelligence.

‘I like her,’ Edie whispered. Riga nodded vigorously.

Henry roared with laughter and clapped. ‘Quite right!’

Lucy, though, took a step back and wiped her hand on her dress.

‘Can I get anyone a thermos of tea, coffee, hot chocolate or mulled wine while we wait for the remaining guests?’ Swindon asked as he followed Anna down the stairs. ‘With or without a jolt of brandy. I was gonna serve you champagne in flutes but, in this storm, they’d be smashed on the floor before you were.’

‘Excellent plan!’ Henry said. ‘Never mind the flutes, we’re on a boat. Tankards and thermoses all the way. I’ll have coffee with two jiggers of brandy, please. Same for you, love?’

Lucy nodded, still watching Anna, who’d settled on the banquette on the other side of the cabin.

‘Nothing for me, thanks.’ Edie would have a proper cup of tea when they got to their room. She’d already sent an email to the hotel explaining that she’d bring her own tea preparations. In her suitcase she’d packed a canister of her own blend of loose-leaf, her trusted tea pot, bone china teacups and, most importantly, her own kettle. She’d heard what people did in hotel kettles.

Swindon took everyone’s order then disappeared into the tiny galley at the back of the cabin, singing Chris Rea’s ‘Driving Home for Christmas’ but replacing the mode of travel with ‘Sailing’. It made Riga smile, which was all Edie really wanted.

A set of heavy footsteps clanged down the walkway, accompanied by a low, rolling laugh. ‘Anyone on board?’ a voice boomed from the deck, somehow smuggling a chuckle in every word. ‘Is this the boat to Holly Island?’

Swindon hurried out of the galley and yelled up the steps. ‘Owain? We have another guest!’ When there was no reply, he climbed up the stairs, muttering.

After a pause in which luggage was stowed and laughs dispensed, a large, middle-aged man in a Homberg descended slowly into the cabin, gripping the banister on each side. He was still laughing, unnervingly, at nothing. As he bent to check his footing, his hat fell to the floor, revealing a hair-free head.

‘I’m George Delt,’ he announced.

‘And why are you here?’ Lucy asked.

‘Well, isn’t that a philosophical question to be asked before noon!’ he replied, in a rumbling Borders accent. ‘Why are we here indeed? I like to think it’s to bring joy and comfort to as many humans as possible.’ As his shoulders shook in causeless laughter, he could’ve been a middle-aged, bald and beardless Santa.

‘Mr Delt is Provost of Kintyre and the Islands,’ Swindon said, halfway down the steps. ‘He’s been invited to view Holly Island being inhabited for the first time in many years.’

‘And very grateful I am, too.’ Delt laughed again.

Another, older, man started down the stairs. Tall and as slender as the banister he didn’t seem to need, his tailored pale-yellow-and-black pinstriped suit made him look like a pencil. An expensive one, judging by what Edie suspected was a genuine Hermès tie, and the gold watch glinting under a linked cuff. A Montblanc pencil of a man.

His poise, however, slipped, along with his feet. He slammed into the wall and then righted himself, if not his composure. ‘Not my most dignified entrance,’ he said, in a voice as posh as Fortnum’s plum pudding.

‘I don’t think anyone noticed, Mr Cole-Mortelli,’ George said quietly.

Cole-Mortelli swivelled to face the provost. His pale face reddened; his long fingers curled into fists. ‘Provost Delt,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know you’d be here.’ A sallow undertone to his words suggested he wouldn’t have come if he’d been furnished with the knowledge.

‘How do you two know each other?’ Anna asked as she pretzelled her legs on the banquette.

‘We worked together, if you can call it that, on a housing project,’ Cole-Mortelli said. ‘I’m a financier.’

Edie couldn’t help picturing him as the French patisserie rather than the profession. He had a similar tan and crisp eggshell exterior. She bet he wasn’t, however, as fluffy inside.

‘It was a long time ago now, Robert.’ George’s jaw was clenched, his chuckle muted. ‘The proposed development never came to pass.’

An awkward silence docked between them. Robert tacked away and rubbed his shoulder where he’d fallen into the wall.

‘You could’ve hurt yourself,’ Lucy said to him, showing an urge to smooth any ruffles in the social pond. ‘There really should be grit everywhere in this weather, not just on deck. The hotel could end up with a lawsuit before it even opens. Not from me, I hasten to add.’ She raised her hands in the air as if innocent of all things. ‘I just know what people are like.’

‘Are you a lawyer?’ George asked, a flicker of feeling crossing his face too quickly for Edie to interpret.

Lucy shook her head. ‘God, no. I dealt with claims when I was in the civil service: potholes, paving slabs and wonky cobbles make the public very angry.’

‘When someone says they were once in the civil service,’ Anna said, voice mischief-spiked, ‘I like to imagine them as spies.’

‘I assure you I’m not a spy.’ Lucy’s reply was as thin and barbed as her smile.

‘An agent would say that, wouldn’t they?’ her husband added, grinning at Anna. Lucy jabbed his side with her elbow. ‘Anyway, Lucy left duty behind her and made her fortune, or should I say “our” fortune, as an investor.’

Swindon came back down into the cabin, frowning at his phone. ‘Is everything okay?’ Edie asked him.
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