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The Woods

An engine idling on the edge of the woods at night.

A message left in a hollow tree. 

A summoning.
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A fox, browsing in the dead beech leaves for the trail of a rabbit, stops still. Raises its head, ears pricked, paw raised, before turning and fleeing. The owls halt their night-time chorus, lifting as silent pale ghosts from the branches to find another patch of woodland. A small herd of deer scatters more noisily, crashing through the undergrowth in its haste to get away. 

Something is moving through the trees now, disturbing the normal night-time harmony. Shadows with form, with substance. Rustling through the leaves, treading upon the woodland floor, snapping twig and bracken.

Deep in the woods they gather. The same clearing they have always used; and their forebears before them, since the legends began. A strange flock. Black-robed, beast-headed. Born of the unknown depths of the wood: an image from a medieval woodcut, a dark folktale to frighten badly behaved children. In the modern world, a world of busyness, of speed and connection, they make no sense. But here among the trees, hidden from moonlight and starlight, it is as if the modern world is the fairytale: other and strange.

A short distance away, the old man sits in his study in the woods: a converted cabin surrounded by ancient trees.

The door is ajar to the elements. Now that darkness has fallen there’s a chill to the air. It creeps in at the open door, it rifles through the papers on the desk.

In front of him is a single feather, its black down ruffled by the breeze.

The old man doesn’t pay it any attention.

He doesn’t pay it any attention because he is dead. 




JUNE 2025, OPENING NIGHT

BELLA

It’s opening night of The Manor, the ‘new jewel of the Dorset coastline’. The drama is all out front: soaring ocean views, emerald lawns stretching to the cliff edge, the Owen Dacre-designed infinity pool. But on this side, the landward side, there’s another world. A bristle of dense ancient forest behind the main building, which guests can access via a series of gravel paths that wind between the ‘Woodland Hutches’. One of these is mine. 

I close the door. Follow the sound of music and laughter through the purple twilight to the welcome drinks, which are taking place on the very edge of the trees. I step into a chic take on a woodland grotto. Hundreds of lanterns hang from branches. An actual harpist plays. Antique rugs and huge scatter cushions have been strewn about the forest floor with bohemian abandon. I sit down on one, gulp back a ‘Woodland Spirit’ cocktail – ‘a dash of locally harvested birch bitters and rosemary infused gin’.

My fellow guests loll around, chatty and giddy with the anticipation of a weekend in the sun beside the sea with nothing to do but eat, drink, swim and make merry. Many of them seem to know one another: wandering about shrieking as they bump into old friends, some reclining on the rugs and calling to acquaintances to join them. The vibe is relaxed, albeit spiced with a faint note of social competition.

No one needs the ultra-soft woollen blankets provided because – though the sun is setting – it’s still warm enough to wear only a single layer of linen (there’s a lot of linen). The first flare of the impending heatwave. 

In the middle of the scene, like a fairy queen – like Titania on her woodland throne – sits the owner of The Manor. Francesca Meadows. Radiant in a pale rose, off-shoulder fantasia of washed silk, hair rippling down her back, face aglow with candlelight. The culmination of a dream: that’s what she said in the article. I’m so excited to share this place with everyone. Well, everyone who can afford it, anyway. But who’s quibbling? 

I look around me. I suppose it’s all pretty idyllic if you’re part of a couple or larger group, if you’ve come here for a weekend of escaping the city. Maybe it’s just me for whom it doesn’t feel quite so mellow and chummy. 

I wait for the alcohol to hit, my gaze flitting towards the deepening shadows between the trees, to the ragged ceiling of branches uplit by the lanterns, down to my own outfit: linen, yes, but with the tell-tale creases that show it’s just been pulled from a packet. But the one place my eyes linger time and again – I can’t help it – is on the face of Francesca Meadows. She looks so zen. So very fucking content. 

Suddenly there’s a commotion, deep in the wood. Her gaze snaps in that direction. The guests fall silent and peer into the gloom. The harpist stops playing. 

Suddenly a group of newcomers burst into the grotto. Not dressed in linen. A raggle-taggle bunch in hiking boots. Mainly women, a few piercings and tats, untouched grey roots. Francesca Meadows doesn’t move, her smile doesn’t snag. But a member of the staff – a small blonde woman in a white shirt and heels, perhaps a manager – walks towards them, as if dispatched by silent command. She speaks in a discreet murmur. But the leader of the raggedy pack is having none of it.

‘I don’t give a flying fuck,’ she says. ‘There’s been a right of way through here for centuries – before that house even existed. You’re the ones trespassing. Local people have always walked among these trees … using their wood, their flora and fauna. There’s a unique convergence of ley lines here. Keeping people away from the land – from their land – like this, it’s evil. It’s a kind of murder.’ 

She looks over the woman’s head and straight at Francesca Meadows as she shouts: ‘I’m talking to you, by the way! I don’t care that you clearly paid off the council, whatever it was you did. As far as we’re concerned these woods belong to us more than they ever will to you. So you can just let us carry on through here, or we can really make a scene. What’s it gonna be?’ 

The manager takes a step back, uncertain. There’s a split-second glance towards the owner. Perhaps the tiniest inclination of Francesca Meadows’ golden head. Then the manager mutters something to the little crew. Whatever it is it seems to work because after a moment’s deliberation they carry on their way. Straight through the clearing – looking around in distaste. Beneath the force of their glares the lounging guests sit up a little straighter, rearrange their rumpled clothing. One of the trespassers tips a cocktail over with her foot and the group departs to the sound of breaking glass.

The harpist resumes her playing, the barman picks up his cocktail shaker. 

But I can feel it. Something in the air has changed. 




THE DAY AFTER THE SOLSTICE

The fishing boat goes out just before dawn, wake shining silver in the halogen lamps. The fishermen are heading for the deep water, tracking a wide berth around The Giant’s Hand, five limestone stacks that stick out beyond the line of the cliffs like four huge fingers and a thumb. It’s a little before five in the morning. This is almost the earliest the sun will rise all year: the day after midsummer, the longest day. 

Already the sky is pinkening from violet to mauve. Something strange this morning, though. A second streak of colour has appeared, like a duplicate sunrise but in the opposite direction, over the land. A paint spatter of livid scarlet.

Later, they will say they could actually feel the heat of it. Even there, all the way out to sea. The hot breath of it on the backs of their necks like the warmth of a second sun. 

‘What’s that light?’ The first to notice points it out to the guy next to him. 

‘What, mate?’ 

‘There: right there above the cliffs.’ 

Now the other guys turn to look, too. ‘That’s not a light. That’s … what is that? Oh. Shit.’ 

‘That’s a fire.’ 

‘Something’s burning. Right on the coastline.’ 

As the wind shifts they smell the smoke, too. Flecks of ash appear in the air, dancing around them, settling upon the deck, the waves. 

‘Jesus. It’s a building.’ 

‘It’s that place. The hotel that just opened … The Manor.’ 

They cut the engine. Stop and watch. All of them fall silent for a moment. Staring. Horrified. Thrilled. 

One guy takes out a pair of binoculars. Another takes out his phone. ‘Can’t feel all that bad,’ he says, snapping a few shots. ‘The shit they’ve been up to. Feels like just deserts.’ 

A third man snatches at the phone. ‘Nah – that’s not on, mate. People could be dead in there. Innocent people … members of staff … locals.’ 

All of them fall silent as this possibility sinks in. They watch the smoke, which is beginning to billow in huge ashen clouds. They can smell it now, acrid, scoring the back of the nostrils. 

One of the guys gets on the phone to the police. 

The light changes again. The smoke spreads like ink in water, spilling fast across the blue-white of early morning, blocking out the newly risen sun. It’s as though the darkness of night is returning, a shroud being drawn across the sky. It is as though whatever is happening back there on the cliffs has cancelled the dawn. 




OPENING NIGHT

EDDIE

It’s just before midnight. Nearly the end of my shift. All the guests are still at the welcome drinks so the inside bar is empty. I’m unloading glasses from a crate onto the shelves and listening to Rita Ora on my headphones. The guys on the rugby team used to give me crap for my music tastes, but ‘I’ll Be There’ has really been getting me through the mountains of dirty dishes and glasses – stacking and unloading and rinsing and doing it all again as they come down from the Seashard (the restaurant here). I saw the food when it went out: it looked amazing. But it’s like stuff you’d feed to pigs now. I’m hungry but not even tempted to steal a bite. 

It’s my first proper shift, now the hotel’s full of guests. I still haven’t got the hang of the sprayer hose thing: I’ve managed to soak my shoes twice. All the staff wear trainers here at The Manor, because the whole vibe is ‘casual’, but they’re Common Projects, which I’d never actually buy myself because they cost about three times my weekly pay. 

I jump as someone lifts one of the cans from my ear. But it’s just Ruby, my mate from reception. 

‘All right Eds? Come to grab a Coke.’ I reach into the fridge and hand her one. ‘Need some caffeine. Frigging knackered from smiling all day.’

Ruby’s moved down from London. Most front-of-house jobs were taken by non-locals, like her, with experience (she worked somewhere called Chiltern Firehouse) and the right accent. 

A guy wearing a pale pink suit and posh trainers wanders in. ‘Got any Macallan twenty-five in here?’ He peers at the shelf behind me. ‘Only eighteen? Huh.’ He huffs off, clearly unimpressed. Ruby takes a slug of her Coke. When he’s out of sight she says, ‘Do you feel like there are men whose entire personality is “rich white douche”?’ She takes another sip. ‘Think most of them are staying this weekend.’

Ruby’s one of the few members of staff here who isn’t white – her dad’s Trinidadian. When she’s not in uniform she wears a leather trench and little Matrix-style glasses and I’d find her too pretty and cool to chat to if she wasn’t also super nice and a bit geeky – she’s starting an English MA at Exeter soon. Besides, there’s no way she’s into Dorset farm boys who are miles thicker than her, so I don’t have a chance to blow in the first place. 

After Ruby’s gone I turn my music up and get into a rhythm stacking tallboys, tumblers, martini glasses, champagne coupes. There’s a little game I play when I put them into the dishwasher: trying to guess the cocktail from the smell and the colour of the liquid left behind. Maybe it sounds lame, but I think of it like practice. I feel like a good bartender would be able to work it out. The indoor bar special is ‘The Manor Mule’: grapefruit, ginger, vodka and a dash of CBD oil – that stuff seems to be in everything here.

Turns out working summers on your dad’s farm doesn’t qualify you for more than washing dishes. But everyone has to start somewhere, right? And if I ‘prove myself’ over the next couple of days the manager, Michelle, says I can help out at the feast on Saturday night, serving drinks and that. I want to be a bartender, to escape Tome and have a whole new life in London. In a way the ACL injury was a relief. I didn’t want to play rugby at that level. It wasn’t fun any more, there was too much pressure. I don’t want to go to uni, either. And I definitely don’t want my dad’s life, to take over the farm. My brother was meant to do that. 

I catch a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. Just manage not to swear when I see a dark figure approaching the bar. Where did she appear from? She moves nearer, into the light. 

‘Hi,’ she says. ‘Can I get a martini?’

She looks like London and money. Blonde, reddish lipstick, smells of smoky, expensive perfume. Kind of old. Not mum old but definitely a lot older than me. But she has a pretty face, nice normal eyebrows. Loads of scary eyebrows around these days. My ex-girlfriend Delilah went through a stage of drawing hers on with a Sharpie. 

I wipe my damp hands on my jeans and clear my throat. I’m not supposed to make drinks. If Michelle caught me …

But I can’t say it. I can’t bring myself to tell this woman that I’m just the guy who does the dishes. 

‘Er … gin or vodka?’ I ask. 

‘Which would you choose?’

Isn’t someone like her meant to know how they take their martini? I notice there’s something jumpy about her now I look more closely. She’s fiddling with the stack of cocktail napkins, tearing one into ragged little strips. I clear my throat. ‘I guess it depends what you like?’ To sound more confident, I use a line I heard Lewis, the head bartender, use: ‘But it’s gin for the win, if you ask me.’ Like I make hundreds of them a day. ‘And I can do dirty or with a twist.’ 

She smiles almost gratefully. ‘Gin it is, then. I trust you. Two gin martinis, please. What does dirty mean?’

I blush. Hopefully it’s dark enough in here that she can’t see. ‘Er … it means you add olive brine.’

‘Dirty then, please.’ 

Is she flirting? Delilah always said I was totally thick about girls coming onto me: ‘Fuckssake Eddie. They could come over, flash their tits and dry hump you and you’d be like: “Oh, that Jenny’s friendly, isn’t she?”’

‘Two dirty gin martinis coming right up,’ I say as confidently as I can. Do I sound like a knob? Like a West Country farm boy trying to be something he’s not? Well, guess that’s exactly what I am. 

‘You know what?’ She slides off the bar stool. She’s shorter than I imagined, but then I’m taller than pretty much everyone. ‘Could you bring them to my room? I’m in Woodland Hutch number …’ she fishes a key out of her bag, checks it, ‘eleven. The one nearest the woods.’ 

‘Er …’ I think. If Michelle caught me going to a guest’s room she might actually murder me. Ruby told me yesterday she thinks Michelle has ‘crazy Liz Truss eyes’ and that: ‘you don’t want to get on the wrong side of her. She’d cut you in your sleep.’ 

‘I’d be so grateful,’ the guest says, and flashes a smile. There’s something kind of needy about it. 

The guests are always right. Michelle literally told us that last week in training. Especially guests who stay somewhere like this.

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘Coming right up.’ 

I knock on the door to Woodland Hutch number 11 ten minutes later. It’s a pretty long walk to the Hutches along the lamplit gravel paths with a tray of drinks, especially while keeping an eye out for Michelle. The welcome drinks must have finished: there’s no music or voices, all I can hear are the owls and the sound of the wind in the leaves. This Hutch is the furthest away from the main building, pressed up against the trees, branches curling round it like they’re trying to claw it deeper into the woods. You couldn’t pay me to sleep here. 

These rooms are called Hutches because rich people like to pretend they’re roughing it when really they’re tucked up in super kings with their own outdoor bath and rain shower. They’re the cheapest ones, without the sea views of the Clifftop Cabins round the other side of The Manor. Cheap relative to the others, that is. The new Treehouse rooms, I suppose, will be for rich people who want the same sort of experience but also to sleep several feet off the ground.

‘Hey,’ the guest says as she opens the door. ‘You were quick.’ Somehow in her husky voice it sounds kind of dirty, like Nigella talking about sausages or melted butter (Mum and I used to watch a lot of cooking shows together; Nigella was my first major crush). Her lipstick’s a little smudged and she’s taken off her shoes. 

I want to say something cool or clever, but all I manage is: ‘Yeah, no worries.’ 

‘How about you set the drinks down in here?’ She holds open the door to the room. ‘Come in.’ 

As I shrug off my soggy shoes (I’ve been hardcore trained in this sort of thing by Mum) I sneak a look around. I haven’t been inside any guest rooms yet. I don’t know what I was expecting but it’s even posher than I’d imagined. It’s small, but there’s a big four-poster bed at one end draped in white linen and a couple of dark green velvet armchairs at its foot, a glass and gold coffee table between them. The fact that it’s a wooden cabin somehow makes all the fancy furniture look even more fancy. And it smells expensive, like the rest of The Manor. They’ve been diffusing a ‘signature scent’ through all the spaces. Ruby says it gives her a migraine. 

I set the tray down on the coffee table. I’m expecting a husband or boyfriend or the like to pop out for the second martini, but there’s no one. The guest sits down in an armchair, takes one of the glasses. The breeze must have picked up because the branches are scrabbling against the windows now. 

‘And the other drink?’ I ask. ‘Shall I just leave it here?’ Yeah, I’m hovering a bit as this could be my first chance – my only chance? – for a tip. 

‘That one’s for you,’ she says. 

‘Er—’ I’ve already crossed a line here but I reckon that would be going about several thousand miles beyond it. ‘I don’t—’

‘It’s nearly midnight. There’s no one else in the indoor bar. You’ll be fine. Keep me company?’ She pats the seat next to her. 

There’s something about the way she said that last bit. Her voice changed. She sounded suddenly – what? Lonely? Afraid? Like she doesn’t want to be left here by herself? I sit down on the very edge of the armchair, feeling seriously uncomfortable.

Another scrabbling of branches against the roof and I see her wince. 

‘This was the last room they had,’ she says. ‘I guess I just didn’t think about what it would be like being here on my own, after dark.’ 

I do get off shift pretty soon. Also, I’m not really sure how to say no. Most of the people who stay at places like this are very used to getting their own way. 

She picks up the martini glass, sloppily, and some liquid sloshes over the rim. ‘Oops!’ A nervous little laugh. She takes a sip and says, ‘You were right.’ 

I blink at her, no idea what she’s talking about. ‘Excuse me?’ 

‘Gin wins. The drink. Try yours.’

I take a sip, because again I can’t say no. Another line crossed: well done, Eddie. It tastes how I imagine lighter fluid would, like being drunk for the first time. I can’t even tell if it’s good, but she seems happy so I feel pretty proud. It looks professional too, with the olive garnish. 

‘What did you say your name was?’ 

‘Eddie.’ 

‘Hi Eddie. I’m Bella. So … you’re from around here? Your accent …’ 

‘Uh, yeah. Nearabouts.’ I’m not going to tell her I come from the farm down the road because I’ve already heard a couple of guests complain about the smell. The staff have been laughing about it too: it’s one reason I haven’t told most people I work with, either.

She’s watching me closely, like she’s trying to work something out. I can feel myself blushing again. 

‘Sorry,’ she says, realising she’s staring. She glances away, reaching for her drink. 

There’s a sound from outside. A moan. That isn’t what I think it is, is it? I can feel my blush getting worse; I’m glad it’s dimly lit in here. Many things at The Manor are state-of-the-art – but maybe not the soundproofing in the Woodland Hutches. Another sound: a squeal … then a groan. Oh God. Oh no. Somewhere pretty nearby – maybe even only a few metres away – someone has started having really loud, PornHub-style sex.

I don’t know what to do with my face. Then she laughs, which is a relief because I can copy her and pretend I’m not totally mortified. When the laughter dies away I can’t think of anything to say. Maybe she can’t either because the silence stretches until it would be really difficult to get any words into it. There are some more yelps and a rhythmic thumping. I couldn’t cringe any harder. It feels even quieter in here by comparison. 

‘I don’t really know what I’m doing here,’ she blurts out, suddenly. Almost like she’s talking to herself. 

‘What, in this room?’ That makes two of us, I guess. 

‘No … I mean here, at The Manor. I booked it on impulse, you know?’ She seems sort of anxious. Almost … afraid? ‘And now … well, now that I’m here I’m wondering whether it was such a good idea—’ She breaks off. ‘Shit, sorry. I’m rambling. It’s the martini, I guess.’ But she doesn’t sound drunk. She sounds wired. 

I don’t really see how it could ever be a bad thing, being able to afford three nights in a place like this … where all you need to think about is whether to go to the pool or beach, what to eat for breakfast. Rich people problems. Ruby says they manage to make everything into a drama because when you have no real difficulty in your life you end up creating your own. 

‘I mean … it seems like it would be a pretty nice place to stay?’ I say. 

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Yeah, I suppose it would be. If—’ she stops again and smiles. ‘I definitely think I’m a little tipsy.’ She holds up the martini. ‘This is dangerous stuff!’ But she takes another long drink, anyway. 

When I next glance at her she’s
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In a remote hunting lodge, deep in the Scottish wilderness, old friends gather.
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Not an accident – a murder among friends.

 

Click here to buy now




A remote island

An invitation to die for … 

Don’t miss The Guest List.

[image: Advertisement image: The Guest List by Lucy Foley]

On an island off the windswept Irish coast, guests gather for the wedding of the year – the marriage of Jules Keegan and Will Slater.

Old friends.

Past grudges.

Happy families.

Hidden jealousies.

Thirteen guests.

One body.

All have a secret. All have a motive.

One guest won’t leave this wedding alive …

 

Click here to buy now




One missing resident.

One dark mystery.

Can you unlock the secret of The Paris Apartment?

[image: Advertisement image: The Paris Apartment by Lucy Foley]

In a beautiful old apartment block, deep in the backstreets of Paris, secrets are stirring behind every resident’s door.

The lonely wife

The party animal

The curtain-twitcher

The secret lover

The watchful caretaker

The unwanted guest

One resident is missing. Only the killer holds the key to the mystery … 

 

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: Last Letter from Istanbul by Lucy Foley]

ISTANBUL, 1921. Before the Occupation, Nur’s city was a tapestry of treasures: the Grand Bazaar alive with colour, trinkets and spices; saffron sunsets melting into the black waters of the Bosphorus; the sweet fragrance of the fig trees dancing on the summer breeze …

Now the shadow of war hangs over the city, and Nur lives for the protection of a young boy with a terrible secret. Stumbling through the streets, carrying the embroideries that have become her livelihood, she avoids the gazes of the Allied soldiers. Survival is everything.

When Nur chances upon George Monroe, a medical officer in the British Army, it is easy to hate him. Yet the lines between enemy and friend grow fainter.

She and the boy would both be at risk. Nur knows that she cannot afford to fall – impossibly and dangerously – in love …

 

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: The Invitation by Lucy Foley]

It’s 1951. In Europe’s post-war wreckage, the glittering Italian Riviera draws an eclectic cast of characters, lured by the glamour but seeking an escape.

Amongst them, two outcasts: Hal, an English journalist who’s living on his charm; and Stella, an enigmatic society beauty, bound to a profiteering husband. When Hal receives a mysterious invitation from a wealthy Contessa, he finds himself aboard a yacht headed for Cannes film festival.

Scratch the beautiful surface, and the post-war scars of his new companions are quick to show. Then there’s Stella, whose secrets run deeper than anyone’s – stretching back into the violence of Franco’s Spain. And as Hal gets drawn closer, a love affair begins that will endanger everyone …

 

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: The Book of Lost and Found by Lucy Foley]

LONDON, 1986: Bequeathed an old portrait by her grandmother, Kate Darling begins to unpick the tapestry of her family’s secret history in a journey that takes her to Corsica, Paris and back to the heady days of the Roaring Twenties where it all began.

PARIS, 1939: Alice Eversley and Thomas Stafford meet once again in the City of Light. Tom is now a world-famous artist, Alice is much-changed too – bruised from the events of the last decade. Perhaps they can lose themselves in the love story that ignited by a moonlit lake all those years ago?

But sometimes there’s no place for happy endings – and there’s no hiding from the shadow of war …

 

Click here to buy now




MISS MARPLE RETURNS

Don’t miss Murder at the Grand Alpine Hotel, the brand new murder mystery thriller from Lucy Foley featuring the legendary detective

[image: Advertisement image: Murder at the Grand Alpine Hotel by Lucy Foley]

Click here to buy now

Read on to enjoy an extract…

 




Prologue

9.25 a.m.

The top of the Grand Alpine gondola Swiss Alps, 1950

The gondola rises silently through the bank of clouds into the frozen world at the top of the mountain. It is a wonder of modern engineering, gliding between stanchions drilled into ancient rock, the red lacquer of its body gaudy against the bleak palette of white and grey.

There’s someone in the gondola. One of the hotel guests, most likely, eager to make the first tracks of the day. Fresh snow fell last night, leaving a pristine covering of powder over the mountain and over the glacier that sweeps down one side. In the early morning light, it gives off a nacreous glow. Faint bluish indentations on the surface whisper of hidden, lethal chasms beneath.

In the tiny cabin beside the lift the attendant stamps his feet in his boots, blows on his hands to keep warm. He’s looking forward to interacting with another human being, however briefly. It’s a lonely existence up here with only the eagles for company, the only sounds the otherworldly groaning and cracking of the giant glacier as it continues its endless creep towards the town. He knows the fears of his ancestors, how they believed in malign mountain spirits and giants living among these peaks, why they shunned them as a place of dark magic. Sometimes – when the seracs fall with crashes that seem to echo infinitely among the surrounding rock, or when a winter storm crackles with purple lightning, or when the low growl of an avalanche sounds at a distance – he’s not completely sure he doesn’t believe in such things himself.

The shadowy figure in the gondola sits with their head thrown back against the rear window; perhaps in awestruck appreciation of the view.

The mechanism grinds to a halt. The doors begin to open. The seated figure does not move.

The attendant peers through the cabin window. Are they asleep? Are they not intending to get out? Perhaps they’ve come up here for the sights and will simply stay put and travel back the way they’ve come. More snow is on the way, after all: a great deal of it.

And yet . . . there’s something odd. A peculiar stillness about the scene. The attendant feels somehow that he is just as alone as he was before the gondola and its occupant emerged through the clouds.

Should he go and see?

He doesn’t want to see.

He’s struck by the sudden impulse (odd; he’s a good Swiss protestant) to cross himself.

Just as he steps out of his cabin into the freezing air the gondola gives the mechanical shudder that locks it into the final position. This is when the seated figure falls, stiff and inert as a Dresden doll knocked from a mantelpiece, keeling face-first onto the metal floor of the cabin.

For a moment the attendant watches in horror. Then he springs into action. But he knows, even as he hastens along the ice-slick path, that it is no use. The gondola’s passenger is already dead.




PART ONE

Two days earlier




Diana Glass

The Help

‘Oh, look!’ Mrs Bantry says.‘How charming! I can’t remember the last time I saw skaters at home. Can you, Jane?’

The Grand Alpine Express is skirting a frozen lake. The skaters are bright points of colour and movement against the paleness of the scene as they flit to and fro.

‘No, my dear,’ says Miss Marple. ‘Yet for those of us who had a Victorian childhood it was such a mainstay of the winter.’

‘Diana,’ Mrs Bantry turns to me. ‘Did you check the timetable, for the trains? If we should want to come back down the mountain for anything?’

‘Yes, Mrs Bantry,’ I tell her. ‘The last one down’s at ten p.m., the last one up half an hour later. And in the morning the first one down is at eight, the first up at eight-thirty.’

‘I wonder why they run so late?’ Mrs Bantry says.

‘I suppose so that guests can visit the town for dinner,’ I say. ‘And there’s a casino – one of the only legal ones in Switzerland.’

‘Well, we shan’t need that, shall we Jane?’ Mrs Bantry says. ‘But perhaps a nice supper . . .’

‘I do enjoy a game of Bridge,’ Miss Marple says. ‘But I would never play cards for money. It has never seemed to me something a real lady should do. Perhaps I am very old fashioned.’

Mrs Bantry’s friend is the perfect image of a little old lady – almost too perfect, in fact – with a pile of fleecy wool in her lap and her knitting needles clicking together almost in time with the clackety-clack of the cog railway system. Nothing puts her off her rhythm: not the juddering of the carriage or the jostling of the man’s shoulder beside her, nor the sudden change in gradient as the train begins its climb up the mountain.

‘The hotel does have its own games room,’ I say. ‘Just off the library, according to the brochure.’

‘Diana,’ Mrs Bantry tells her elderly friend, ‘is frightfully efficient and really makes life so much easier, especially now that I don’t seem to be able to hold a fact in my head for longer than a couple of minutes.’

I like Mrs Bantry, even if she does sometimes talk about me as though I’m not there. Now she turns to me: ‘How many languages is it that you speak, Diana?’

‘Three,’ I say.

‘You met one another on a train I think?’ Miss Marple asks.

‘Yes,’ I explain. ‘I was coming down from London to visit my aunt, in Much Benham. Mrs Bantry and I began talking and she mentioned she needed someone to help get her affairs in order after—’ I pause, not quite sure how to go on.

‘After Arthur’s death,’ Mrs Bantry supplies matter-of-factly.

‘Yes,’ I say, gratefully. ‘And to help with booking some travel. I was ready to drop my secretarial work at the War Office down to a day a week, so we made a plan there and then.’

Mrs Bantry smiles approvingly. ‘You have been such a comfort to a lonely old woman these past few months, my dear. Of course, I have my four and they have made sure to visit their old Mama, but they’re all so busy with their own lives!’ She sighs, then seems to rally as she takes in the view. ‘And it was you who suggested this place, wasn’t it, Diana? Or . . .’ she frowns, ‘or did I read about it in the paper? See! I’m becoming so forgetful.’

‘I think you received a brochure, Mrs Bantry,’ I say.

‘Yes, I remember it! A glorious full-page colour thing. One wonders if they specially target widows looking to fritter away their husband’s estates. And they always make things seem rather better than they really are. Though this may be the exception. Just look at it!’ She sweeps a hand at the view through the train windows.

The carpet of fallen snow seems to glow as though lit from within. A tiny, downy black squirrel springs from one laden fir branch to the next, showering snow. And as we round the next bend, I catch a shiver of movement among the dark sentinel firs and three chamois, shaggy in their brown winter coats, spring gracefully away from the red metal monster that has just disturbed their peace.

The hotel beyond is perched on a pine-scented ledge far above the town. The little train is really grinding its way up the mountainside now. You can feel the weight of it being tugged effortfully up the slope as the cogs clunk into place with the teeth on the track. There are exclamations as several travelling cases and a couple of bags begin a slow slide down the aisle.

Through the trees on the far side of the train one has glimpses of St Celeste down below: a toy town now, any signs of life lost to view. We pass through a brief band of cloud and everything disappears for a few moments – then we are above them and I am reminded of the few times I have been in an aeroplane: that strange sense of disconnection from the world below. A Frenchman points out an eagle soaring in graceful arcs some way beneath us.

I look about at our fellow travellers – our fellow guests. The Americans appear slightly healthier and more prosperous than the rest – the lack of rationing. The French have the best furs, the Italians the most elegant luggage. The English, unfortunately, seem rather grey and dull. There are even Germans. Every time they speak the old British army type across the aisle visibly bristles. There are also some five or six groups of nuns, differentiated by slight differences in their robes: navy, black, pale blue.

I look back at the two elderly women and experience a small shock as I realise that Miss Marple is watching me with those china-blue eyes, her head tilted slightly to one side. I smile, politely, wait for her to glance away. She doesn’t, apparently entirely unembarrassed to have been caught out in her curiosity.

I can’t help wondering what she sees. Is she looking at me with a kind of fellow feeling? Another single woman. The four or so decades that separate our ages don’t signify. We are just as useful (or useless) to society. Neither of us is productive – of children or anything else. We are the companions. The left-behind women. Mrs Bantry, as a married woman – albeit recently widowed – is of a different register. She carries with her an authority that we will never achieve. I like helping Mrs Bantry, though. It gives me a sense of purpose and also camaraderie – a definite improvement on some of the duller work in the War Office.

Inside the train there’s a press of bodies, our fellow hotel guests, a moist fug of breath. Static prickles as fur-clad shoulders rub together. There was a slightly unseemly rush when we boarded for the windows on the side with the better views of the peaks. The British in our group were left huffing crossly about continental sharp elbows.

‘That’s a beautiful necklace, dear.’

I take a moment to realise that Miss Marple is speaking to me, looking over her knitting needles.

‘Thank you.’

‘May I . . . ?’

‘Oh, of course.’ I lift it out of the neck of my shirt to show her the ring on its chain.

‘Silver,’ she says, almost like a jeweller appraising it, ‘two hearts and seven garnets. How charming.’

‘Thank you.’ She lets go and I sit back, rather relieved when Mrs Bantry turns to Miss Marple and says, ‘What would you like to do while we’re here, Jane?’

‘I think I shall mainly enjoy sitting inside and looking out at the mountains,’ Miss Marple says. ‘I feel their freezing majesty can be best appreciated from a position of warmth and comfort. Also, there is my rheumatism. I’ve brought my bird-watching binoculars, too.’

‘But Jane,’ Mrs Bantry says, ‘it’s wintertime! Surely there won’t be any birds worth watching.’

‘Oh,’ says Miss Marple, widening her faded blue eyes just a little, ‘but do you know, I’m sure that I will find there is enough to look at. There usually is. Certainly, that is the case in St Mary Mead.’

‘Jane,’ Mrs Bantry says, indulgently, ‘somehow you manage to look the very picture of innocence saying that. And yet I’m sure you are being rather devious.’

Miss Marple pats the pile of fleecy wool in her lap as though it were a small patient dog. ‘But not at all, Dolly. Not at all.’

‘What is that you’re making, dear?’

‘This? Oh, it’s an Alpine sweater for dear Raymond. I think it will suit him so well, if he can be persuaded to wear it: he does like to dress in such a modern way. Do you know, I think this will be one of the first times in recent years when I have been on a little holiday without Raymond’s patronage. He is so generous. But at the same time, one can feel somewhat . . . beholden. Oh, perhaps that isn’t the right word. But he does like to express – opinions on where I travel, that sort of thing.’ And then, hurriedly, ‘Only, you know, because he is so protective.’

‘Well, I forbid you to feel beholden to me,’ Mrs Bantry says. ‘We have dear old Gossington Hall to thank, really – may its new owners treat it well.’

The train lets out a long, mournful howl as it enters the mountain tunnel, the staccato of the cog mechanism sounding now like a gigantic sewing machine, echoing off the rock. I read that they had to bore the track into the rock here because the mountain is completely sheer outside.

The train feels warmer, even a little stifling, as the outside world recedes. And suddenly the window has become a black mirror. My face is reflected back at me: paler, stranger, hollows where the eyes should be . . . like a death’s head. I turn away.

And then we are out of the tunnel again. My ears pop from the altitude. The world below us is completely lost to view beneath a swirling layer of cloud. The snowpack is visibly thicker up here, the branches of the trees, too, laden with snow unlike the ones below. We have our first sighting of the hotel between them: like glimpses snatched through a torn white curtain.

Waiting for us – which only adds to the sense of otherworldliness – are several horse-drawn sledges, the horses tossing their heads with a cascade of sleigh bells, and huffing white steaming breaths into the frigid air. Each one is helmed by a driver in red and gold livery, gold-braided pillboxes atop their heads.

‘Jane,’ Mrs Bantry cries, in delight. ‘Aren’t you glad we’ve come?’

‘Yes,’ Miss Marple says, ‘but I’d almost rather they let us walk. It’s not such a great distance. Horses, you know. I do wonder if we put too much trust in such giant, unruly beasts . . .’

But she is ushered firmly into the back seat of the sleigh by another liveried member of staff with a red, frost-nipped nose. ‘We have had new snow up here, madame,’ he informs her, handing her a thick rug to place over her knees.‘It is very thick, difficult for walking. And be careful after dark . . . it turns so quickly to ice.’

We are whisked along an avenue of firs, the snow whispering beneath the runners of the sleigh, faces tight with cold in the freezing air. Then the trees recede and the Grand Alpine stands majestic in front of us, blazing out in all its glory, emanating strains of music and the voices of unseen guests. The fairy-tale gothic towers at either end of the building, the painted red shutters, the hotel’s name picked out in ornate gold letters that stand on proud stilts above the central part of the leaded roof. The light pours rose gold from every window: a warm and welcoming contrast from the freezing grey wilderness without. Two liveried footmen stand either side of a revolving door, ready with gold luggage carts.

A bustling terrace is just visible around the corner, facing the majesty of the peaks above. I made sure to read the brochure from cover to cover so I would have a working knowledge of the place from the outset. There is the famous red gondola, tracking its way up the mountain, also a couple of chair and button lifts; the very latest technology and a sharp contrast to the romantic timelessness of the sleighs. The serpentine groove twisting down the mountainside must be the infamous Verglas toboggan run. Scattered across the broad white slopes are tiny, coloured dots – the skiers – like hundreds-and-thousands shaken onto the cream top of a trifle.

As they step down from the sleighs each guest is handed a small flask of hot chocolate by a red and gold-uniformed member of staff. The chocolate is dark and glossy, so thick it hardly moves when you tilt the cup, and delicately spiced with cinnamon. I can’t remember ever having tasted anything as rich as this: certainly not since the war.

‘Oh,’ Mrs Bantry says, in an awed voice, after taking a sip. ‘It makes you question whether the sad affair we have in England really is chocolate. No wonder it was booked up every weekend besides this one!’ She pulls a face. ‘Though I’m not sure Arthur would approve of all this. He was very upset with the Swiss for their neutrality. And then . . . well, he really didn’t like spending money. I’m sure he would see this all as rather profligate. But I live in such a small way now that he’s gone. I’m not extravagant in anything else. And with his death . . . it was a reminder of how very fleeting our time is. Of all the things one hasn’t done, you know—’

She halts at the sound of a far-off whistle. I turn and can just make out the red gleam of the distant train, gathering pace as it enters the trees, then disappearing out of sight as it begins its journey back down the mountain.

Mrs Bantry says, ‘It does make one feel rather – odd. To know that now the train has gone we’re rather marooned up here. I am glad to be here with you, Jane. Your company is always a comfort. And you, Diana, you are so very capable.’ Then she frowns. ‘Listen to me! How melodramatic I sound. But once one has had the experience of waking up to a body in one’s own library, one never really loses the sense that just about anything might happen.’
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