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Introduction

Can you solve the puzzles and unlock the final mystery?

At the end of each of the stories in this book, you will find a puzzle. The puzzles take several forms, including ciphers, anagrams, tests of logic and general knowledge. Each of the first eleven puzzles provides a single word clue. All these clues are needed to solve the final puzzle at the end of the book.

To add to the festive fun, some of the stories also have mini puzzles and ‘goose eggs’ – conundrums hidden within the stories themselves – for you to solve.

You may wish to have paper and a pen to hand.

Download all the puzzles and discover more by going to 12murdersofchristmas.co.uk.






BRACESTONE HOUSE

It looks like the scene of a murder, ironically, thought Judy, putting her suitcase down on the gravel and stepping back to get a fuller view of the façade of Bracestone House. Behind it no doubt lay the full complement of library, ballroom, study and billiard room, with numerous candlesticks and pieces of lead piping to hand.

The low December sun cast harsh shadows across the grey gritstone, giving a rugged edge to a building that was trying hard to look imposing. A short flight of wide steps led to a doorway built for giants. Its portico, etched with the Luddenham family crest, was supported on either side by barrelled columns. The door itself was a very dark wood, with elaborate ironwork hinges, the knocker held in the teeth of a grinning lion. Judy grasped it and rapped sharply three times. She was a tall woman with smooth dark skin that often had her mistaken for late forties rather than fifties. Her black hair, finely streaked with silver, was brushed back from her face in soft waves. A seasoned librarian, her finely arched eyebrows were used to good effect whenever silence or the payment of a fine was required. She was determined not to be daunted either by the house or the week that lay ahead.

On either side of the doorway, rows of multi-paned windows betrayed the house’s Jacobean origins. Although the corner turrets, she decided, glancing up at the cawing of a crow, must surely be a much later addition.

‘Second floor, upper left.’

Judy turned to see a large-framed man in an ill-fitting sports jacket and ill-conceived denim jeans approaching through the archway to the car park where she had left her Fiat Panda. He was in his mid-sixties, she guessed. A broad jowly face, florid with a slightly bulbous nose and watery hazel eyes. Grey streaks in unkempt hair that reached his shoulders. She wondered if the blond bits were tinted.

‘The room where Edward was killed,’ the man continued, hoisting his large canvas holdall onto his shoulder. ‘James Burton,’ he said holding out his hand. ‘Retired journo and, as of last week, bestselling author. You may have heard of my book Private Life of a Public Man?’

‘I could hardly have missed it,’ said Judy. ‘Weren’t you on the Today programme on Monday?’

‘Yes, and The One Show last night.’ James pushed out his chest like a proud songbird. His floral print shirt was open at the neck, revealing a tuft of hair. ‘My phone’s not stopped ringing. It’s what the public crave, isn’t it, a bit of dirt on the great and good?’

‘Apparently so,’ said Judy, ‘We’ve got a reserve list a mile long for it at the library.’ He was looking at her expectantly.

Waiting for my credentials? Judy thought. She’d prefer to leave him guessing what role a middle-aged Black woman in a smart navy trouser suit and red patent leather shoes had in Edward Luddenham’s life. But there would be more than enough speculation and assumption-making over the next few days. There seemed little point starting the games already.

‘Judy Monye,’ she said. ‘I’m the local history librarian at the Central …’

‘Judy!’ James exclaimed. ‘The Judy? Ed often mentioned you. We were on the board of the North Yorkshire Lit & Sci Society together. He called you his personal research assistant.’

‘Did he indeed?’ said Judy, well aware that her contribution to Edward’s research had gone beyond that of helping him find the books he needed.

‘He said many a time that he should have credited you on at least half of his articles,’ James continued. ‘I’m sure he would have given you a nod in Notorious Northerners if he’d only had the chance to finish writing the book. Damn shame, he was so close.’

‘That would have been nice,’ said Judy, with a small smile.

A slow creaking behind them heralded the opening of the front door. In the vast space stood a small round woman in a black dress, white apron and thick black stockings. A frilled white mobcap perched precariously on her pink-tinged silver curls.

‘What-ho Magenta! Where’s Riff-Raff?’ asked James, bounding forward. ‘Think we’ll fit a “Time-Warp” in before tea?’

‘Always the same joke, Mr Burton,’ said the woman, without smiling. She had a strong Tyneside accent, which somehow added an extra note of contempt to her voice. ‘I looked up that film after you said I should. You’re daft as a bat if you think I look like that woman. And I’d thank you not to encourage Linden to watch it. He would not be amused.’ She turned to Judy. ‘Welcome to Bracestone House, Mrs Monye. I’m Mrs Linden, housekeeper, cook and generally at your service this week.’

They stepped into a spacious entrance hall, where the air was cold enough for their breath to cloud, but held a warm, welcoming scent. The room was two storeys high, unplastered, with a grey stone staircase leading up to a mezzanine landing.

To one side of the staircase stood an enormous baubled and tinselled Christmas tree, its glittering silver star almost touching the mezzanine balcony.

James whistled. ‘Bet you had to stand on Linden’s shoulders to decorate that.’

‘Don’t be silly, Mr Burton. We got in the same company as last year – Xmas by Xander. They had the whole house done in three hours.’ She smiled again at Judy. ‘We didn’t want any of you missing out on the festive spirit while you were here.’

Judy’s hand went to the gold locket at her throat. It held photographs of her two grown-up sons. Curiosity had been her main reason for accepting the odd invitation to spend the week before Christmas among strangers, several miles from her family. It hadn’t been an easy decision and she had been intending to delay any ‘festive spirit’ until she returned home.

‘Shall I show you your rooms or would you like to meet the others first?’

‘Rooms please,’ Judy was about to say but James answered before she could. ‘Why put off the inevitable, Mrs L? Throw us to the lions! Eh, Judy?’

Judy wondered if, behind the bluster, he was as nervous about this get together as she was.

They left their bags at the bottom of the stairs on the housekeeper’s instructions. ‘Linden will see to them,’ she said and led them down a corridor to the right.

She knocked on a door and when a male voice called ‘Come in,’ opened it.

‘This was Mr Luddenham’s study,’ she said to Judy as she ushered them both through, announcing ‘Mr James Burton and Mrs Judith Monye,’ before slipping back out and closing the door behind her.

The walls of the room were panelled in a warm-coloured wood. Books filled tall shelves on two of the walls and on a third an imposing wooden desk stood before crimson velvet curtains concealing the windows. A fire blazed in a hearth below green and blue ceramic tiles and a grey marble surround. A green leather sofa and two matching armchairs were arranged in a semi-circle close to the heat.

The sofa was occupied by a man and a woman dressed almost identically in neutrally toned jumpers and canvas jeans. They looked to be in their forties and both held mugs of herbal- smelling tea while having a subdued discussion. In one chair sat a man in an olive-green herringbone tweed suit and a sombre maroon tie. He was completely bald, the overhead chandelier shining on his polished dome, and wore a white goatee beard. Judy judged him to be slightly older than James, possibly in his early seventies. His slippered feet were resting on an embroidered footstool, the flames in the hearth observed through his whisky glass apparently taking all of his attention. Opposite him sat a large woman with a mass of jet-black curls pinned up in a haphazard fashion. She was wrapped in a shawl of many colours that merged with the rainbow stripes of her long velvet skirt. Several small balls of wool nestled in her lap. In her hands she held a slender hooked needle and a flat piece of intricately knotted turquoise crochet.

She looked up at the newcomers over half-moon glasses. ‘Apologies for not getting up. I’m constructing a sea dragon and I’ll likely lose his tail if I disturb my gatherings. I’m Dinah Garnett,’ she added. ‘Owner of Crafty Sew-and-Sew, in Malton.’ She looked at Judy hopefully.

‘Sorry, I don’t know the shop,’ Judy said, although she had visited the market town many times. Handicrafts had never agreed with her. She blamed a particularly traumatic macramé project at primary school: a hanging basket that had deconstructed itself back into strands of string as soon as she’d placed a potted spider plant in it.

‘Ah, I hoped you might be a fellow crafter,’ Dinah said nodding to the embroidered silk flower pinned to the lapel of Judy’s jacket. ‘That’s lovely.’

‘It was a present from … a friend,’ Judy said. ‘Last …’ her words caught in her throat. ‘Last Christmas.’

‘A friend with very good taste,’ said Dinah, her cheeks creasing as she smiled. Judith realised that despite Dinah’s unsilvered hair, they were of a similar age.

The bald man had risen to his feet but left one hand laid possessively on top of the armchair.

‘Good to see you, James, I believe congratulations are in order. Stuart Yorke,’ he added briskly, addressing Judy. ‘With an ‘e’. Friend of Edward’s since school. Been a god-awful year. A comfort to have everyone back here again.’

‘Again?’ asked Judy.

The two people on the sofa who had so far remained seated stopped their private conversation. The man acknowledged them with a nod; the woman scowled. He had dark close-cropped hair, touched with grey at the temples, his expression calm but serious. She had a shoulder-length blonde bob, and fine features that seemed harsh even in the soft light of the study.

‘Edward’s daughter, Helena and her partner Jon Gudmundsson, who hails from Iceland,’ said James when the two failed to introduce themselves. ‘They’re Mindfulness Mentors.’ He gave the two words a taunting emphasis. ‘Be sure to ask them about the Wellness Centre they’re going to open once they’ve found the right location. Come to think of it, chaps, this place might fit the bill, eh?’ He winked at the stiff-faced couple before strolling over to a teak cabinet beside the fireplace, extracting a bottle of malt whisky and a glass and pouring himself a generous measure.

‘We were all here last year,’ Stuart explained. ‘Except for Ms Garnett, of whom I’ve not previously had the pleasure.’ He looked at Dinah with a curiosity that she ignored, her attention refocused on her crochet dragon.

James, returning with his already half-empty glass and carrying the wooden chair from the desk, was less subtle.

‘Ms Garnett, you indisputably lend a splendid vibrancy to the occasion.’ he said sitting down heavily. Was his voice already slightly slurred? wondered Judy. Had he stopped for a couple of crafty pints in a pub en route? Not that she was one to judge, being fond of a glass or two of wine herself, but even she hadn’t found the need to start on the Dutch courage quite so early.

‘I confess,’ James continued, ‘to being slightly baffled at your presence. Are you another old friend of Edward’s? I don’t recall him ever mentioning your name.’

‘Yes, Dinah,’ interjected Helena. ‘Jon and I have been wondering why you were invited. But unlike James were too polite to ask?’ She gave the former journalist a withering look.

‘To add local colour?’ Dinah suggested with a flutter of her shawl. ‘Or more likely because Edward was one of Crafty Sew-and-Sew’s best customers. Who else do you think provided the soft furnishings for this place? The lovely cushions and curtains. Not to mention keeping him supplied with socks and handknitted jumpers.’

‘Father didn’t wear handknitted …’ Helena hesitated. ‘Although now you come to mention it, he was wearing one last Christmas.’ She turned to Jon. ‘You asked him if it was an Icelandic pattern.’

‘And he replied, “No, 100 per cent Yorkshire”,’ said Jon.

‘My very own handiwork,’ said Dinah. ‘Maybe he’s put in his will that I can have it all back. I certainly don’t want any of the socks returning. But there was a rather nice Fair Isle jumper that I was particularly pleased with …’

‘Let’s not start dividing up my father’s possessions just yet,’ pleaded Helena.

I wonder if she’s already made an inventory, thought Judy. Out loud she said, ‘So except for Dinah you were all here last December?’

James nodded. ‘Edward broke with the habit of a lifetime and requested a family Christmas. Rose was here, the daughter of his son, Tristan, who died in that dreadful climbing accident when she was only a kid. Not Tristan’s widow though, Ed couldn’t stand her. Rose brought her girlfriend along. Lovely girl, Indian heritage I believe. Stuart and his son, Barney, and I joined them for drinks and Mrs Linden’s finest nibbles on the afternoon of Christmas Eve. What with Jon representing our friends in the far north and our housekeeper and manservant being natives of Geordie land, it was quite the global gathering.’ He sat with his legs spread wide, holding his glass on one knee. ‘Sheeting down with rain outside, the boiler on the blink and Edward in one of his odd moods. But a jolly gathering for the most part. Until the murder of course.’

‘Now, James,’ said Stuart. ‘Do you think you could moderate the flippancy this week, for the sake of the family at least. I’m sure … Sorry, I didn’t catch your name, dear?’

He’s looking at me so it must be me he’s calling ‘dear’, Judy thought, unsure whether that meant he was implying she was much younger or much older than him. ‘Judy,’ she said.

‘You don’t want Judy getting the wrong impression,’ said Stuart.

‘I’m not really sure what impression I’m supposed to have about all this,’ Judy said honestly. Stuart was obviously not giving up his possession of the armchair, so she located a footstool and perched on it. ‘Should we really be drinking and making merry?’ she asked. ‘It’s not even been a full year since Edward was killed. In this house.’

‘Apparently it’s exactly what we should be doing,’ said Helena, drily.

‘We found this when we got here.’ Stuart passed James an A4 piece of card. ‘It was propped up on the mantlepiece.’

‘It’s good quality card and the same font as the invites,’ said Dinah. ‘So it’s likely it’s from Edward’s solicitor too.’

James read it out loud.

Welcome All

May you all enjoy the hospitality available to you at Bracestone House.

Mr and Mrs Linden have been retained to be at your service and to fulfil your every need – within reason!

An itinerary of activities has been arranged, Mrs Linden will inform you of the details.

Relax and get into the festive spirit in the memory of and with the full blessing of Edward Luddenham.

A few house rules apply:

1. You are all invited guests, so please respect each other and try to get along

2. You have each been asked to bring and share a story. When, where and in what order you tell them is up to you. But the stories must be told!

3. If you are interested in the contents of Mr Luddenham’s will then you are required to stay until Christmas Eve

4. Qr pxughuv wklv bhdu sohdvh

Wi-Fi code: DEF123

‘What on earth was that bit at the end before the Wi-Fi code?’ asked Judy.

James passed the sheet to her.

‘Oh I see. Some sort of cipher. Have you cracked it yet?’ she asked.

‘Maybe it’s the name of Edward’s killer,’ said James with a smirk.

‘Left on the mantelpiece, rather than handed over to the police?’ said Helena, missing his sarcasm. ‘It’ll be something trivial like “Merry Christmas Folks!” Dad was fond of Dickens, maybe it’s the Tiny Tim quote from the end of A Christmas Carol, “God bless us every one.”’ She shuddered. ‘I never liked that story.’

‘Guilty conscience?’ asked James.

Helena glared at him.

‘Now, now, remember golden rule number one,’ said Stuart. ‘Be nice.’

‘It’s not anything like that,’ said Judy. She’d taken a pen and a notebook out of her handbag. ‘It’s a transposition code. Each of the letters of the alphabet have been substituted with another one. They can be quite tricky, but this one is fairly straightforward since we’ve been given the key.’

‘What key?’ asked Helena. ‘And what does it say?’

Judy slipped her notebook into her bag, slightly disconcerted that she had been right about having to play games this week. ‘I think it only fair that we each work it out for ourselves,’ she said. ‘Now as I seem to be the only one without a drink, I’m going to take Edward at his word and see what else his drinks cabinet has to offer.’

When she had returned with a large glass of Malbec, Stuart was back in the armchair, so she settled on the footstool again and stretched out her legs.

‘Lovely shoes,’ said Dinah, gesturing to Judy’s red patent leathers.

‘Thank you,’ replied Judy.

‘Although,’ said Helena with a concerned face. ‘I think for Mrs Linden’s sake outdoor shoes really should be left in the hall.’ She indicated her own sheepskin-clad feet.

‘When I’ve had a chance to unpack,’ said Judy politely, ‘I will do just that.’ She took a long drink of her wine. This was going to be quite a week, but she was oddly looking forward to it. So far her fellow guests were providing enough interest to keep her curiosity piqued.

‘Who else are we expecting?’ she asked.

‘Edward’s granddaughter, Rose, and my son, Barney, are arriving tomorrow,’ Stuart said. ‘Neither of them can get here any earlier. Barney’s off on a shoot for his latest project – a folk horror film! And Rose is a teacher. End of term bell doesn’t ring until lunchtime tomorrow. Damn young to be teaching in a high school if you ask me. And physics of all subjects. Imagine, James: fifteen-year-old boys being taught gravity and friction and whatever else they do at O level these days by a girl still in her twenties.’

James, who had been to refill his glass, did not respond. He had pulled aside one of the velvet curtains and was apparently more interested in the darkening view through the window.

‘Young woman,’ said Judy.

‘Beg your pardon,’ said Stuart.

‘If she’s in her twenties, the term you’re after is “young woman” and unless she’s teaching in a museum, she’ll be following the GCSE syllabus. O levels left school shortly after I did.’

Stuart peered at her. He said, ‘Hmm,’ and leaned back in his chair.

‘Another arrival,’ said, James, turning away from the window. ‘A taxi’s just pulled up. Looks like we’ll be seven for dinner.’

* * *

The table was set with crisp white linen, red and green place settings and highly polished silver and cut glass. Mrs Linden had just cleared away the plates on which she had served a starter of crayfish salad. Linden, a tall man with a stoop and thinning hair had appeared an hour earlier to ring the dinner bell. He had greeted each of the guests with a silent nod as they made their way into the dining room and stood sentinel by the door as they ate.

‘Well that was splendid,’ said James. As much to break the silence as to actually commend the first course which had been adequate but not quite up to Mrs Linden’s usual standard, he thought. Dinah had asked if there was a vegetarian option. ‘Not that I am one, a vegetarian that is. But shellfish …’ She gave a little shudder. Her dish had been swiftly removed and returned with the crayfish scraped off the lettuce leaves. Helena had explained to anyone who was interested that she and Jon were mainly vegan but ate seafood, ‘with Jon being Icelandic’ she added in explanation. ‘It’s a holistic diet,’ she said. ‘We eat what feels right at any given time.’

‘Same as me then,’ said James, who had pushed his salad leaves aside.

Judy had come down for dinner in a dark purple jersey dress and coordinating mule slippers. Her clothes, James noted, had an understated elegance that might make a casual observer think she was unaware of how well they suited her. He suspected she wasn’t. A small smile played on her lips now. Amused at the unsubtlety of Mrs Linden or by her fellow guests? Perhaps it was her way of coping with the pomposity of Stuart Yorke with an ‘e’, who was regaling her and Jon with a description of an extravagant seafood buffet he’d once encountered at a private London club. James had forgotten until now how unbearable the man could be. Dinah appeared distracted. At a loss perhaps without her crocheted creature in her hands. But really, he suspected, whatever everyone’s other thoughts and musings, they were all mainly waiting for the most recently arrived guest to explain why she was there.

She had gone straight up to her room when she arrived and when she came down to take her seat at the table had simply said, ‘Hi, I’m Sara Slade. I’m a private detective. Nice to meet you all.’

The crayfish had arrived, Dinah’s lettuce had been scraped and returned. Mrs Linden had bobbed in and out and her husband had waited at the door. It wasn’t until now, with the plates cleared and the staff out of the room that Stuart, predictably taking the lead, cleared his throat and asked, ‘Why exactly are you here, Miss Slade?’

Sara leaned back in her chair. She was a slim, athletic woman, with dark grey hair cut in what James believed was called a pixie crop. She wore black woollen trousers and a fitted paisley shirt. Her silver jewellery was simple, but included a stud in her nose, which James was delighted to think must be particularly irritating to Stuart.

‘I was invited,’ she said. Her voice was low and had a trace of an accent. Possibly Scottish, or just south of the border. ‘As I believe we all were, to enjoy the hospitality of the late Edward Luddenham on the anniversary of his untimely death.’

‘And to work out whodunnit?’ James asked, toying with his empty wine glass.

‘The police certainly haven’t had any luck so far,’ said Sara. ‘Plenty of suspects … or at least a houseful of people with opportunity,’ she avoided their eyes, ‘but also with alibis. No murder weapon. An open back door with a mess of footprints in the yard that only muddied the investigation. I used to be a police detective myself, I can understand their frustration.’ She spread out her hands. ‘The killer, it would seem, is still … out there. Are none of you curious to know what happened? No one worried he or she might strike again?’

‘How did you know Edward?’ asked Dinah, whose focus seemed to have returned to the room, although she chose to ignore Sara’s question.

Sara tilted her head as if choosing how much to tell. ‘He was a client. He had engaged my agency’s services in the past.’

‘I saw you last year,’ James said putting his wine glass down firmly. That was what had been niggling at him. ‘You were in the village down the road on Christmas Eve. Talking to Edward outside the Cross and Lamb. I was driving through on my way up here. I pipped my horn, but neither of you looked up. I even mentioned you to the police when they interviewed me.’

‘The police were, and continue to be, aware of my involvement with the case.’

‘Are you saying,’ said Stuart. ‘That you were investigating Edward’s murder, before he was killed?’

‘As I said, Edward, Mr Luddenham, was a client. I cannot break the confidentially of my contract.’

‘Lamb shanks, mashed potatoes and a side of winter greens,’ Mrs Linden announced as her husband held open the door and she pushed a hostess trolley towards the table. She handed round warmed plates and then set the dishes down in the centre of the table. There’s extra potato for them that don’t eat sheep.’

Helena sighed as she and Jon faced their double-potato laden plates.

While they made their way through the main course, James steered the conversation on to one of the requirements of their invitations. They had all been asked to bring a story of ‘mystery and murder’.

‘Does it have to be both?’ mused Dinah. ‘And does it have to be true?’

‘Who would ever know if it wasn’t?’ said Sara.

‘Well I’ve got one,’ said Stuart, ‘and I wouldn’t mind being first up to the crease. Get it out of the way. It’s a true story and Ned is in it.’

‘Edward was involved in a murder before he was murdered?’ asked Dinah.

‘All will be revealed after dinner,’ said Stuart.




A SLIPPERY SLOPE

They reconvened in the study with three dining chairs carried through to supplement the seating. James and Stuart helped themselves to whisky, Helena and Jon were sharing a bottle of wine they had opened during the meal, and Judy and Sara had both accepted Mrs Linden’s offer of a cup of tea. Dinah had presented the housekeeper with a crumpled sachet from the depths of her pocket, ‘Hot chocolate,’ she said. ‘All hot milk, no water if you don’t mind?’

Stuart decided to stand by the fireplace, one arm resting on the mantel. It seemed a fitting storytelling pose, but as everyone else took their time getting settled his left knee started to ache and he began to wish he’d reclaimed the comfy armchair.

‘I like to think of myself as an honest man,’ he began at last, shifting his weight onto his right knee, which responded with a niggling pain. ‘But I am aware that in the story I am about to tell, I confess to … Well, if not dishonesty, then at least the withholding of some truth.’ He eyed his audience warily.

James was watching him with a sardonic expression. Judy had raised one of her splendid eyebrows. Dinah was counting stitches and the ‘Beige Twins’, as Stuart liked to think of Jon and Helena, were snuggling up to each other in a way that he felt was a touch too intimate for such a gathering.

He cleared his throat. ‘The reason for my, let’s call it reticence, to share something that only I knew about this case – a murder investigation – will hopefully become clear. Although as the case was never fully resolved it has bothered me occasionally,’ he laughed nervously and tugged at the knot of his tie which seemed suddenly uncomfortable. ‘I do at heart believe in justice being served. However, sometimes, well, I’ll let you all be as it were, the judge …’

‘Ned and I knew each other since we were at school,’ he began. ‘Kept in touch – as you do – no matter what life threw at us. Every January without fail we went skiing together. Both loved the sport and the mountains. Gave us time to refresh our batteries away from whatever hell or paradise we left at home. A different world of which we never spoke. Sport, history, books, films, music, all eager points of discussion during our two weeks away. But just as he never expected me to talk about whom I had left at home in my then bachelor flat in Bermondsey – I was, as it were, “between wives” – so I never quizzed him on his personal or business affairs either. Although I couldn’t help but be aware of his financial success and the extent to which he was expanding his father’s small business into an empire.’ Stuart shifted from one foot to the other, and leaned for comfort against the wall. ‘And he had no doubt already some inkling that having abandoned a career in finance and switched to law, only a couple of years after passing my bar exam I was regretting my change of career.’

‘Did you stick with it?’ interrupted Dinah. ‘Law?’

‘Alas no, I found it too restricting in the end.’

‘So what did you do instead?’ she asked.

‘Bit of everything really, you know,’ said Stuart with a well-practised vagueness. ‘In business, out of business. Several businesses in fact. I could bore you with the details, but I am trying to tell a story.

‘This year’s trip promised to be slightly different,’ he continued, ‘in that there would be three of us. Ned was bringing along someone from that other world. Which to be honest I wasn’t too pleased about. Ned and I had a comfortable way of rubbing along together. Both of similar competency on the slopes, both with a fondness for good food and wine après-ski. This year he’d invited along a work colleague, although as Ned owned the business, I suppose it would be more accurate to call him an employee. A young food technologist who’d been behind Luddenham Food’s highly successful frozen desserts range the previous summer. Those concoctions of cream and custard and fruit that tasted freshly homemade even if they’d been in the freezer for six months. Inviting him along was possibly a form of reward or maybe he was testing him out to see if he was upper-management material.

‘This Ben Galip seemed a decent enough chap. Slight in build with longish dark hair that he seemed happy to hide behind. Ned warned me in advance that he wasn’t the most chatty of chaps. And he did keep himself to himself for most of the journey there. “Just get him talking about the chemical composition of synthetic cream,” Ned had said, “there’ll be no stopping him.” I decided to give that particular conversational gambit a miss.

‘Ned had booked everything as usual. I always left the details up to him. He could be guaranteed to find the best hotels and chalets. The best deals on ski passes and travel. I just packed my bags and joined him and Ben at the airport.

‘Our destination was Andermatt in the Swiss Alps. Ned, true to form, had found us a gem. The luxury Hotel Oberof on the edge of the resort with ‘boutique’ chalets in the grounds. Owned by a Midwestern American who had fulfilled his dream of returning to his family’s Germanic roots. Russell Stouber was smaller than I’d imagined and quietly spoken, which just goes to show you shouldn’t always presume. He greeted us personally on arrival and took us down to our cabin – “Chalet Gentian” – which nestled below snow-capped mountains among a cluster of evergreens. The other two cabins, at a decent distance apart were all also occupied, we were told. As guests of the hotel, we were free to take advantage of everything the hotel had to offer while being afforded the privacy of separate accommodation. The chalet was cosy for three but we each had our own bedroom and shared a large central area with a log fire, fur-blanket-draped sofas and a magnificent view of the mountains beyond. There was a small kitchen where, Mr Stouber informed us, we could if we wished make our own meals rather than acquaint ourselves with the five-star restaurant at the hotel. Or, for a small extra charge, our designated chalet girl, Hedy, could cook for us. She would be along that evening to introduce herself and to take note of any special requirements.

‘“I would recommend,” Stouber said, “that you request some of her spiced biscuits. A family recipe and not to be missed.”’

‘“Ten out of ten once again, Ned,” I said as I filled our tumblers. After unpacking, the three of us were relaxing in the lounge of the chalet with measures of the Glencormac I’d bought in Duty Free. I’m all for Apfel schnapps and what have you but there’s nothing better for making you feel at home than a decent Scotch.

‘“The off-piste is notorious round here,” Ned said. “Are you up for it, Stuart?” He was joking of course. I’m a competent skier but I know my limits. Like Ned, I planned to stay on some of the less demanding slopes. Ben, however, it turned out, was no novice. Of course he wasn’t one to blow his own trumpet, but with coaxing from Ned he admitted that he had skied for his school.

‘I refrained from asking what type of school took part in skiing championships and accepted him at his word. “What exactly does a food technologist do?” I asked instead as I nursed my second whisky.

‘“It’s basically chemistry,” said Ben, “but working with food ingredients. Exploring what can be catalysed or blended to produce specific successful results.”

‘“Such as Luddenham’s Frozen Fresh,” said Ned, raising his glass. His toast was interrupted by a knock on the door and the arrival of Hedy. A young woman with a creamy complexion and thick auburn hair, pulled back into a long plait. She carried with her a basket and asked if “die Herren” would like her to make a light supper.

‘Snow was falling steadily outside and while the delights of the hotel restaurant were only a few hundred metres away we hadn’t made a reservation, and the comparable delights of the warm chalet and the remainder of the whisky were right here.

‘Ben settled it by saying that he would very much like to have a home-cooked meal on our first night. This pleased Hedy who from her basket produced a small cardboard box. “Paprika-Plätzchen,” she said. “Cookies. Spicy and not sweet. Mein own recipe handed down from my beloved Italian grandmother. But,” she wagged her finger at us, “not to be eaten until your supper plates are empty.” She gave a cheeky smile and disappeared into the kitchen.

‘“Lovely,” said Ned. I wasn’t sure whether he meant the prospect of biscuits or the undeniable charms of the young woman.

‘We awoke the next morning to clear blue skies, glittering snow and the prospect of a full day’s skiing. Last night’s schnitzel supper had been delicious, but we still tucked in heartily to the cold platter of meats and cheeses that Hedy had left for us. There also remained just one of her biscuits, which Ned and Ben graciously allowed me to have. They were truly remarkable. Delicately spiced with a moreish cheesiness and a soft bite. I resolved to order a box for every day of our stay and perhaps a few extra to take home as gifts. Having Hedy at our service really was the cherry on the cake.’ Stuart paused and narrowed his eyes at Judy and Dinah. ‘If that’s not politically incorrect.’ He suspected from their expressions that it was at least borderline.

‘But to continue. Ben too had been impressed with the biscuits; I refuse to fall for the Americanism of “cookies”. As we made our way to the ski slope, he was in intense discussion with Ned about possibly adding biscuit dough to the Freshly Frozen range. “I’m going to ask her for the recipe,” he said. “I’m sure it can’t actually be secret. I could probably work out the ingredients myself – there’s paprika obviously but some cheese too I’m sure, maybe horseradish? I might ask her to bake some in the chalet, to see exactly how she gets that texture.” I admit I was suspicious of his interest and wondered how much Hedy’s generous smile and twinkling blue eyes were part of his desire to spend time with her.

‘All thoughts of biscuits and indeed chalet girls were forgotten in the glorious morning on the slopes. Ben had somewhat understated his prowess. Nervous and clumsy on terra firma, he was transformed on the snow into a creature of confident grace. By one o’clock we were all famished and in need of lunch. We descended on a bar that despite its cluttered decor of hunting trophies, rifles and drinking horns, was according to Ned highly recommended and rumoured to be a favourite among the minor royals.

‘The barman was darkly hirsute and grunted rather than spoke. He wore a grey T-shirt with stains under the armpits. As he slammed our plates of toasted cheese and ham baguettes on the table, I got the impression he had ambitions beyond serving sandwiches in one of Switzerland’s top ski resorts. “Do you have any black pepper,” I asked. He gave me a glare befitting of a Michelin chef who’d served foie gras and been asked for ketchup.

‘“Nein,” he spat. For a charged moment I thought he might actually spit, but he was hailed by a customer at the bar, so they instead were treated to his foul-tempered visage.

‘“A bit rude,” I said, taking a bite of my baguette.

‘“Part of the place’s charm,” said Ned with a sly grin. “Nothing like a bit of contempt from the serving classes to make their supposed social superiors feel like they’re somewhere special.” It was those sorts of comments that reminded me that despite his wealth Ned’s origins had been anything but privileged. As Ned and I tucked into our lunches, Ben prodded at his unenthusiastically.

‘“Not what you fancy?” I asked. He shrugged, then as if to change the subject, pointed up at the stuffed head of an elk gurning down at us from the wall.

‘“Wouldn’t want to come across one of them on the mountain. Though I’m pretty certain they’re not local to ...”

‘A sudden bellow of  “Stinks!” caused Ben and everyone else in the bar to fall silent. It was followed by the presence beside our table of a tall man in a loud yellow ski jacket. Designer goggles perched on his thick blond hair. Ben jumped to his feet and looked ready to flee for the door but was prevented by an enveloping half embrace from the yellow jacket and a vigorous thumping on his back. “Stinks!” the man bellowed again into Ben’s ear, as if on the off chance he hadn’t heard him the first time. “Can’t believe it, mate. It’s been too long.” Behind the man stood an equally blonde woman in matching goggles, her garish jacket sky blue rather than yellow, with gold stars at the shoulders and cuffs.

‘The man grasped Ben’s shoulders and roughly held him out at arm’s length.

‘“Where’ve you been? Locked up in a lab somewhere with your lotions and potions?” He didn’t wait for Ben to reply but thrust out a meaty hand to Ned and myself, his cuff slipping back to reveal a particularly ugly and possibly antique gold wristwatch.

‘“Charlie Sarns,” he said. “Old school friend of Stinks. This is the missus, Pip,” he gestured half-heartedly to his companion. “Keeping tabs on me as always.” He rolled his eyes in what I presume was intended as comic exasperation. The woman didn’t change her expression; she had perhaps seen and heard it all before.

‘“Order us a couple of butties from the bar will you, darling?” Charlie said. “The usual with extra gherkins. And a large glass of decent Pinot, none of that German mouthwash.”

‘He sat down at our table without waiting to be invited. Ben was back in his seat but seemed to have shrunk into himself. All the confidence he had gained from his skiing now drained away. We introduced ourselves and Ned asked some polite questions about Charlie and his wife. He was “big in futures”, Pip was a linguist, a salacious wink, “or at least until the babies start arriving. God help us.” Pip returned with his wine and a cola. Charlie took a sip from his glass and winced. “That dirty-faced barman has pulled a fast one, Pips. Take it back and this time watch him pour it from the bottle.”

‘An uncomfortable hour ensued with Ben, whom Charlie insisted on calling Stinks no matter how often we used his actual name, retreating further into himself. Charlie and Pip, it transpired, were staying in one of the other Hotel Oberof chalets.

‘“Have you met the delicious Hedy Berger yet?” asked Charlie. Pip glowered at the girl’s name. “Quite the treat, isn’t she?” he continued. He gestured to the surly barman who was wiping down the counter. “Hard to believe that’s her hubby. Still, needs must I suppose. Not much choice round here, unless you run off with one of the guests.” He winked at his wife, who studiously turned away.

‘In a blatant attempt to steer the conversation in a different direction, Pip Sarns began to discuss the delights of the hotel’s restaurant.

‘“We’ve booked for Wednesday evening,” she said. “Have you?”

‘We shook our heads and admitted ignorance about what Wednesday night might involve.

‘She pulled a regretful face. “You may have missed the boat. I imagine it will be oversubscribed. A shame as it promises to be pretty special. Beau Dascer.” she said. Then, realising that the name meant nothing to us, she added, “The internationally acclaimed, possibly Michelin-starred chef, though I can’t quite remember exactly what it said in the blurb. He’s creating one of his special ‘table d’hôte’ menus. A twelve-course tasting board, including his signature ‘Escargot en beurre flambé’.”

‘“Man’s a genius,” interrupted Charlie. “Can’t have you chaps missing out. I’ll have a word with Stouber. Knew him back when he owned a single motel in Minnesota and was looking for European investors. I’m sure he can squeeze you on our table. More’s the merrier and Stink’s never been a big eater, have you, old man?” He nudged Ben sharply with his elbow. “Be like school dinners all over again, Stinks. Always a riot.”

‘If I wasn’t much mistaken, Ben looked as though he might be about to cry.

‘On our walk back to the ski lift, having left Pip and Charlie in the bar, where the latter was unashamedly chatting up a young waitress, Ben was even quieter than usual. Suddenly as we passed a kiosk advertising snowboarding lessons, Ben kicked out viciously at a plastic penguin wearing sunglasses, sending it flying. Swearing under his breath, he retrieved it and placed it back in its place, patting its smooth black head, as if in apology.

‘“Bloody Charles Sarns,” he said slouching along with his hands in his pockets, as we continued home. “Of all the idiots to turn up and ruin everything.”

‘“He was rather … loud,” I said.

‘“Loud?” Ben came to a sudden halt. His normally placid brown eyes burning with dark fire. “That’s not the half of it. Made my life hell at school. I wasn’t the only one, but I was his favourite punch bag. Dubbed me ‘Stinks’ in the first term of first year. Said it was because I loved chemistry so much, but he knew it would catch on and would become a name to taunt me with. Soon it was all anyone called me, even the masters, who adored Charlie the golden boy. At the end of fifth form we had one of those ridiculous ‘yearbooks’. Sarns’s photo was of him in his rugger top, a smear of bloodied mud on his cheek and the caption ‘Most Likely to Win at Life’. Mine made me look about twelve and was labelled ‘Ben “Stinks” Galip, Most Likely to Blow Up the School’. Sarns got hold of my copy and crossed out the last three words. Hilarious.” Ben kicked out again, this time at thin air. “Now he’s rewritten history and we’re best buddies. He even wants us to ski together. He can’t bear to think anyone could be better than him. Well it’s not happening. I’m going out on my own tomorrow at the crack of dawn. Good luck to him if he tries to find me.”’

* * *

‘The next morning another glorious day of skiing dawned. Ben – true to his word – had left before either Ned or I awoke. We set off together, planning to try out one of the trickier slopes today but when we were almost at the lifts, I realised I’d left my gloves in the chalet. Ned said he would wait for me before heading up, so I hurried back. When I reached Chalet Gentian, Hedy was on the porch, struggling to unlock the door. When she saw me, she smiled with relief. She really was a very bonny young woman and this morning was sporting a blue neckerchief almost the same cornflower blue as her eyes. Ahem, I digress.

‘“This is the wrong key,” she exclaimed. “It is happening again. The Oberhof housekeeper, she is eine Dummkopf! She confuses the keys. She gives me the key to the restroom not the storehouse. And now this is not the key for your chalet.” She dangled a small key with a blue tag attached. “The housekeeper, she says they are each their own colour, but all the time she is changing the colours. Who is to know!” She shrugged. “But it is OK. You are here, Mr Yorker.”

‘I resisted correcting her pronunciation; it was close enough.’

Stuart paused. Had the craft-shop woman sniggered? Her face appeared serene now, no sign of mockery, so he continued.

‘I let her into the chalet and expected her to go straight to the kitchen and start on the cleaning but instead she slumped into one of the dining chairs and put her head in her hands.

‘“Come on,” I said. “It’s not that bad. We won’t mind if you just give the place a quick once-over to make up for some of the time you’ve lost.” She lifted up her face; her eyes were damp and her cheeks flushed.

‘“It is more than the key,” she said. She tilted her head. “Do you sometimes find life just a bit too hard, Mr Yorker?”

‘I hesitated. In truth, no I didn’t. At that point, even allowing for my recent divorce and my doubts about my career, life had been pretty fair to me one way and another. Even if I had any complaints, it would have seemed petty to bring them up when I was staying at a luxury ski resort. Instead I asked if her problem was with the hotel.

‘She shook her head. “Work is good. Even with the idiot housekeeper. At work I am able to spend time with lovely English men who are polite and grateful and – aha!” She rummaged in her bag and produced a familiar cardboard box. “And who appreciate my cookies.”

‘At home not so much, I suspected, remembering the ill-natured barman whom Charlie claimed was Hedy’s husband.

‘As if reading my mind, she said. “Mein Mann, er ist, he is often …” she searched for the right word, “difficult. Ja, difficult. But here I am at work and I will make your chalet sweet and clean. Also of course I will see you all later at Abendessen.”

‘“At supper?” I asked. I wasn’t certain about our plans for this evening. As ever, I had left the details to Ned.

‘“Mr Sarns in das Chalet Edelweiss. He has invited you all for dinner, nein? I am to cook a special Alpine feast for you all. It pleases me very much. Mr Sarns is a kind and charming man. Yes?”’

* * *

‘Ben was adamant that he would not be dining chez Sarns.

‘“Not tonight nor any night.” He had successfully avoided Charlie on the slopes all day and had looked horrified when Ned confirmed that we were all three invited to supper at Chalet Edelweiss.

‘“I’ll make myself a sandwich, or finish off this morning’s croissants,” said Ben. “I’ll be fine.”

‘“Hedy will be there,” I said.

‘Ben looked away.

‘“And she’s cooking a special Swiss …”

‘“No,” said Ben firmly. “Those school lunchtimes Sarns recalled so fondly?”

‘Such a riot! Sarns had said yesterday.

‘Ben shook his head, his mouth working but no words coming out. Eventually he said. “I’ve had problems, with eating, with food ever since.” He looked down at his feet in their striped socks. “Especially in social situations. It’s partly why I followed the career path I did.” He smiled ruefully. “My attempt to rationalise the whole process of eating. It’s got better over the years but I still … I can’t. I’m not going through all that again.”

‘That evening, sitting around the dining table in the Sarnses’ chalet, it was clear that Ben’s decision not to come had been wise. In his absence Charlie regaled us with tales of the many japes and pranks he and his school and later university friends had revelled in. The majority of the school years ones, involving sneezing powder, slugs and clingfilm, had Ben, or boys that sounded like him, as their victim. Ned and I had debated turning down the invitation, but Ben had insisted that we go, especially as Hedy would have put in so much effort.

‘I have to admit that I, as much as my companions, was not immune to Hedy’s charms. She was a good fifteen years my junior and I did not flatter myself, entirely, that she would find a man of my age attractive. Still, we had all seen her husband … And I should add,’ he smoothed his hands over his bald pate. ‘This was the early nineties and I was sporting a full head of hair. However it became increasingly obvious that while she was attentive to us all, there was a particular chemistry between her and our host Charlie. Not the blatant flirting in which he had engaged with the waitress at the bar. This was something altogether more serious, showing itself as much in what they didn’t say or do. There were no fluttering eyelashes or dimpled cheeks directed at him and he didn’t taunt her with double entendres that she would only half-understand. Instead there were smouldering glances and low-voiced exchanges. Late on in the evening, I emerged from the bathroom into the hallway to see him with his hand on her behind and her eyes closed in apparent ecstasy.

‘Ahem,’ Stuart cleared his throat, ‘My story appears to be wandering into a very different genre, one that I am not in the least qualified to tell.’

Judy chuckled and Dinah said, ‘You old devil! Don’t hold back on the juicy details.’ Stuart adjusted his tie again; that woman had an annoying ability to make him feel uncomfortable. He continued regardless.

‘Back at the dining table, Mrs Sarns was not oblivious to what was happening. Daggers in her eyes each time Hedy squeezed past the table with a laden dish and ice in her voice when she finally said, “Danke, Hedy. That was delicious. You may go now. I can serve up the Apfeltorte and coffee. I’m sure Herr Berger is eagerly awaiting your return.”’

* * *

‘Ben had agreed to ski with Ned and me the next day. The weather was a bit grim, so we had a leisurely breakfast and Ben and I played a game of chess, before heading out shortly after eleven. As we set off, I gave Ben a potted description of our evening and he said he wasn’t at all surprised.

‘“Sarns was always a ‘player’. Even at school. Breaking hearts and goodness knows what else. There was even a rumour about him and one of the PE teachers. Nothing ever proven of course. Poor Pip, that’s one leopard who will never change his spots.”

‘As we passed Chalet Edelweiss, we witnessed an extraordin­ary commotion. Charlie and Pip Sarns were standing on the porch with the hotel owner, Russell Stouber. Pip was shouting and gesticulating. Charlie had his hands in his pockets, looking disconsolately at his feet. Stouber was making placatory gestures, but above Pip’s shouting was the wailing of Hedy Berger, who was leaning against the railings of the porch, sobbing into her hands.

‘Ned stepped forward. It was really none of our business, but he clearly felt that someone needed to take charge of the situation and that was always Ned’s speciality. Pip stopped shouting as he approached. Hedy looked up and ran at him, flinging her arms around his waist and begging him to save her.

‘From what? I wondered, drawn to the drama despite myself.

‘“What seems to be the problem?” asked Ned, untangling the young woman from his middle. He was addressing Mr Stouber, but Pip spoke up before he could.

‘“Charlie’s watch, which belonged to his grandfather and is of extreme sentimental – not to mention monetary – value, has been stolen. He couldn’t find it this morning before we left to use the hotel spa. We were in a rush to leave, wanting to try to get the jacuzzi to ourselves. But when we came back, he looked in all the usual places: bedside cabinet; bathroom shelves. I helped him practically turn the place upside down searching. It’s nowhere to be found.” She pinned Hedy with a stare that would shame a gorgon. “This young woman was here with her mop and her biscuits when we left. No one else had access. No one else could be the thief.”

‘“I don’t understand,” said Charlie, “I’m normally so careful with it. But ...” He smiled ruefully. “I did have a skinful last night. We finished off that bottle of just-opened Chablis after you guys left. There’s a chance, I suppose, that I might have put it somewhere stupid. Maybe it’s dropped behind the sofa or something.”

‘“I’ve looked behind the sofa,” said Pip, through what sounded like gritted teeth. “And through all the pockets of all your clothes, including the ones you weren’t even wearing last night.”

‘Mr Stouber piped up that maybe they could search the chalet again before things were taken any further.

‘Pip’s eyes flashed. “That woman is not to set foot in our chalet again. Mr Stouber and I think you should seriously consider her future in your establishment. If you’re keen to carry out a search, why don’t you start with the room she shares with that ruffian husband. See what that turns up.”

‘There was a gasp from Hedy, who had flushed at the reference to her husband.

‘“Let’s just calmly assess the facts,” said Ned. “Charlie’s watch is missing. Might I suggest that I help with another search of your chalet. A second pair of eyes can be useful and Charlie, could you have a good think about whether you might have put the watch somewhere different from usual? A ‘safe place’ that’s slipped your mind perhaps?”

‘“Search my room too!” said Hedy. She was standing arms and legs wide, chin defiant. “Pat me down like a TV detective Mr Stouber, if that is what is you wish.”

‘“There’ll be no need for that,” Ned said, to the obvious disappointment of Pip, who looked as though she was about to volunteer to do the body search herself. But if it will help calm the situation. Stuart, could you perhaps go along with Mr Stouber and Hedy to the Bergers’ room and just take a look.”

‘The watch was not in Chalet Edelweiss. It was not in the Bergers’ room or among Hedy’s possessions or cleaning equipment. Charlie continued to insist that he must have mislaid it, although he looked increasingly concerned as it failed to materialise. A dark cloud of suspicion hung over Hedy and reluctantly Stouber agreed that she would no longer be allocated duties in the chalets.’

* * *

‘That evening was the Grand Menu à la Beau Dascer. True to his word, Charlie had arranged for us to be “squeezed” in. Not at his table, but on another one with an elderly German couple. Ben agreed to come along as we wouldn’t actually be sitting with the Sarnses and I suspect he wanted to demonstrate a show of bravery against Charlie’s intimidation.

‘He
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