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      Lord Quaint had never liked the cold. Even in his cramped rooms at Cambridge, where his grizzled old bedder had frequently indulged him with an extra lump of coal for no more recompense than a gruff nod when he handed over his bedpan, he had found the winter months gruelling and almost personally offensive. As each Christmas and New Year passed, he would dread the onset of the Hilary term, with its interminably frosty January, relentlessly miserable February and a March only fleetingly brightened by the annual circumnavigation of his birthday.

      Here, in the remote wilderness of the Arctic tundra, stranded somewhere between Søsterbekk and Bjørnfjell, he hated it perhaps as much as he’d ever hated anything in his life.

      ‘This place is colder than Hell,’ he muttered into his fur-lined sealskin neckerchief.

      The man standing at his left shoulder, wrapped almost completely from head to toe in a polar bear overcoat, shook his head. Quaint would have missed the movement entirely inside the man’s flamboyant outerwear were it not for the fact that he also sported a chain of reindeer bells around his neck and thus jangled irritatingly with every motion.

      He spoke with a light Norwegian accent.

      ‘Not so, my lord.’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      The man leaned forward inside his capacious hood, the better for Quaint to hear him above the bitter wind, and shouted.

      ‘I am sorry to be correcting your Lordship but this place is not, in fact, colder than Hell. Although the village of Hell lies some four hundred miles to the south, just outside the pretty boundaries of Trondheim, it suffers an unusually cold winter climate, with temperatures falling to twenty-five degrees below zero, which is broadly comparable to those of this region. Consequently, it cannot truthfully be said that this place⁠—’

      ‘Yes, thank you, Thor,’ interrupted Quaint, his patience running thinner than the air in this part of the coastal crinkly bit that hadn’t so much crossed the Arctic circle as made an enemy of it for life by destroying its livelihood, seducing its wife and eating its pet chihuahua.

      Sometimes he regretted having to turn to local law enforcement agencies to do the technically legal aspects of the job: it would make life far simpler if he could just arrest the culprits himself, mete out some succinct but apposite physical sanction (nominally for the purposes of temporary restraint), then hand them over to the authorities at some later date of mutual convenience. As it was, he was too often reliant on a jumped-up functionary beyond his capabilities for the official duties of apprehension and incarceration. He could understand the theoretical logic of the position – that allowing a strict amateur to deliver the coup de grâce might open a Pandora’s Box of vigilante-style hoodlums to wreak havoc in their communities – but Lord Quaint was not of their ilk. He had proved time and again, to police forces across the globe, that his particular skills were unique. Surely that should afford him some latitude in the immediate administration of justice?

      Thor Bjørnson was an especially egregious example of the type. Educated at boarding school in deepest Sussex before the war, he had acquired a knowledge and execution of the English language that outshone most of Quaint’s contemporaries at Cambridge, but in the mouth of a foreigner merely served to aggravate his intolerability in the eyes of any native speakers he might encounter. He had, Quaint knew, enjoyed a near meteoric rise through the ranks of the Tromsø police force largely by dint of being its sole employee following the tragic death of his father in a bizarre whaling accident some years earlier, and now enjoyed seniority over the handful of officers who patrolled the northern reaches of the Norwegian Arctic. In Quaint’s book, that put him roughly on a par with a detective sergeant in the Met, but the gentleman sleuth was currently in no position to argue. He had been assigned this paragon of Scandinavian justice and, in the grim vastnesses of the barren landscape, he would have to make do.

      From their slightly elevated position on the hillside, Lord Quaint looked down on the abandoned train and the frozen lake beyond, wondering for the umpteenth time how he had allowed himself to be commissioned for this nightmarish investigation. The reason stood on the other side of Thor Bjørnson, handcuffed to the policeman and shivering in the freezing air: Quaint’s oldest chum, Penworthy Glitch. Quaint recalled once more how Glitch – drawing heavily on a friendship that dated back to dark schoolboy doings in the dorms at Eton – had strongarmed him into taking a cabin on the wretched Arctic Voyager, and he had come to realise that the purpose of the strongarming was the exact purpose in which he was now engaged. It was Quaint, and Quaint alone, who could identify the real killer of Glitch’s young and beautiful new wife Lavinia, of whose murder on board Glitch now stood accused and for whose demise he was sure to face the hangman’s noose.

      Billed by the overenthusiastic marketeers of the Norwegian Polar Express Company as ‘the train journey to end all train journeys’, it did indeed bear the hallmarks of being the final resting place of the recently wedded Mrs Glitch.

      But Quaint was all too aware that the dozen or so unfortunates huddled together in desperation on the hillside below him knew different.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Quaint called out in his sternest Army voice, refined on the playing fields of Sandhurst and ripened in the heat of the Transvaal. ‘If I may have your attention, please?’

      Two dozen eyes turned on the aristocrat, every one of them shifty and nervous behind the frozen lids. He surveyed the assembled group with considerable distaste and wondered how his friend had managed to acquire such a motley collection of acquaintances. Their individual connections with the disgraced banker had been largely unknown between them prior to departure, but Quaint had established beyond all doubt that each person ankle-deep in the snow before him had played their part in his downfall.

      Now, Penworthy Glitch’s life rested in the hands of Lord Quaint.

      ‘You have all, by now, learned the truth about this unusual train journey,’ he began, watching the glances flit from one to another as suspicion fell where it might among the group. ‘What has almost certainly escaped each and every one of you is the reason why you were all brought together.’

      Quaint made out some mutterings among the group and was about to quell the mild insurrection when another sound caught his ear. In the distance, from behind him over the crest of the slope, came the unmistakable sound of a light aircraft.

      He hurried to complete his oration.

      ‘However, it has long been clear to me, if not to the spinning wheels of Norwegian justice’—here he glanced sideways at Thor Bjørnson—‘that Penworthy Glitch is an innocent man.’

      This time he let the murmurings go unchallenged until they reached a natural end.

      ‘Thanks to the evidence you have each provided over the course of the past few days on board the Arctic Voyager, I can now conclusively confirm that Mr Glitch stands wrongly accused of a heinous crime.’

      He pointed suddenly at an expensively dressed young man near the centre of the group, his arm around a prettily vapid girl of eighteen.

      ‘You, Count Oblimov, claimed to have witnessed the murder itself in the corridor outside Mr Glitch’s cabin. Your fiancée there, Miss Snetterton, has corroborated your story from the beginning. But you are both lying.’

      A cry went up from the left-hand end of the line-up as the elderly American heiress Mrs Vance Cooper gasped melodramatically and reached for her smelling salts.

      ‘And you can save your histrionics for the courtroom, Mrs Cooper: you have been less than consistent with the truth yourself.’

      The old lady whipped off her spectacles and was about to launch into a speech when Lord Quaint raised a commanding hand in her direction and cut her off before she’d even begun.

      ‘I have more to say, Mrs Cooper. You will await your turn.’

      The aircraft was getting closer. Quaint couldn’t tell if the group below him were aware of the sound yet, but if they were they gave no sign of it.

      ‘Every one of you here assembled had a motive to do Penworthy Glitch down, and when the opportunity arose, you snatched at it. From the depravities of Sir Elbert’s private life – a secret that threatened to ruin him if Glitch were to reveal it – to the financial irregularities of Colonel Trask’s business dealings, which Glitch was on the point of exposing, each of you wanted him out of the way. When his new young bride Lavinia came to you in turn, offering you the perfect solution to your respective problems in return for a hefty sum of money, you were each tempted beyond endurance, regardless of the inevitable consequences for the poor, innocent victim of her wicked deception.’

      He began to raise his voice over the sound of the engine that was now unquestionably approaching from behind him.

      ‘But you reckoned without the formidable brain of Lord Rivereaux Quaint and the plain inability of the Norwegian rail network to offer a reliable service under such barbaric temperatures at this lofty latitude. Finding ourselves marooned here, I have no compunction about revealing the crux of this case to you all.’

      Before he could finish, a seaplane crested the hill above his head at a height of no more than thirty feet and swooped down over the crowd.

      To a man (and woman) they ducked.

      Consequently, only Quaint saw the seaplane heading for the frozen lake. Only he knew that it had arrived, by prior arrangement with the Norway Postal Service, to retrieve none other than his Lordship himself. He would embark on the small aircraft for its return journey to Narvik, leaving the dozen unwitting co-conspirators in the custody of Thor Bjørnson to await the arrival – who knew when? – of a team of train mechanics to repair their stranded transport and remove them to a subarctic gaol.

      He returned his attention to the group, who were now staring at him, open-mouthed.

      ‘The simple fact of the matter is that Lavinia Glitch, the pleasant young wife of the aforementioned accused man, was not, as you all affirmed so confidently to the local police, the victim of his hideous bludgeoning in the corridor outside their cabin. Nor, as some of your more lurid narratives proposed, was her body done away with in a bath of acid in their cabin or tossed from the window of the moving express into the snowy wastes beyond. No, the truth is not only that Penworthy Glitch is not a murderer, but that his deceptive new wife was…’

      He paused and surveyed the company as they teetered on the brink of his final pronouncement. They made a sorry picture, but he felt no sympathy for them. They would have seen his friend hang and barely turned a hair.

      ‘… not even dead,’ he concluded.

      This despicable dozen would face their punishment in an English prison before too long. Until then, he was perfectly prepared to admit that he was delighted at the prospect of their immediate futures, freezing their nether regions in this remote corner of the Arctic.

      It was time to wrap things up.

      ‘The notorious Mrs Glitch in fact decamped from the train in secret at our last stop two days ago, when Mr Bjørnson was summoned aboard, and is currently residing with her Italian lover and co-conspirator, Signor Umberto Porcellini, in a rather insalubrious semi-detached villa in the suburbs of Norbiton, where even now the local constabulary are knocking at her door. It will not be long, I suspect, before she is herself behind bars.’

      As the wind tore into his sealskin neckerchief and he made his way tentatively across the frozen ice towards the manoeuvring seaplane with his grateful friend in tow, Lord Quaint congratulated himself on solving the sinister case: he had proved beyond all doubt that there had, indeed, been no murder on the polar express.
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      Professor Stone did not enjoy being watched as he ate. He could tolerate the other people around the large oak table – he’d endured enough formal meals in academia to be able to survive that, at least – but the portraits were another matter. Generations of stern faces, oddly similar yet distinctly different, stared down at him grimly from the walls. Individually, they looked sombre; collectively they were an ominous army of disapproval. Some were dressed in Tudor ruffs and pantaloons, others in the lacy finery of the Regency or staid sobriety of the Victorians; all were pug ugly.

      This was not, however, an observation that Professor Stone felt at liberty to express aloud, given that his host was their direct descendant.

      The dining room at Abbots Chantry was hardly the most impressive he had ever seen, but then the house itself did not rank among the top flight of country piles, even within the county boundaries of Norcestershire. Stone knew this because he had done his research. Thanks to the great architectural historian Pevsner, Stone had learned that it was the stately home of the Verity family, whose ancestors were reputed (though not officially recorded anywhere other than via word-of-mouth down the dubious lineage) to have arrived in England with William the Conqueror. The family crest and motto still attested to the ancient roots of the male line: Vérité et justice. The property, by contrast, was a later addition to the Old French aristocrats’ minor empire, having been acquired in the sixteenth century (verifiable by a musty old document buried somewhere in the vaults of the Norcester Castle Museum) as a ruined ecclesiastical building following the Dissolution of the Monasteries.

      Stone remembered learning at school about Henry VIII’s aversion to such Catholic fripperies as the Monasteries. It was one of those curiosities that one picked up, safe in the knowledge that its usefulness would be highly questionable in adult life but nonetheless stored away against that rare moment when producing it might engender awe in one’s audience. Such a moment had yet to occur in Stone’s life regarding this particular historical titbit, but he refused to excise it from his memory just yet. He knew, after all, that many people felt the same about the finer points of his own subject, mathematics, and look how that had turned out for him: a professorship in his late thirties and then two decades of respected practice in the seminar rooms and lecture theatres of Pittingham University.

      Never mind that it had all ended badly. Nobody could take away his honorary title now.

      ‘What do you think, Professor?’

      Stone was disturbed from his nostalgic reverie by the familiar voice of his friend and co-member of The Quaint Bookshop reading group, Bella Bourton.

      ‘Mmm? Sorry – what do I think about what?’

      Bella laughed diagonally across the table at him. ‘Lost in your own world again, Professor?’

      She might have been the newest member of the group, and technically the least academically qualified, but over the past few months Stone had developed a decidedly soft spot for her. At least she was – like the rest of the group – untrammelled by knowledge of the personal difficulties that had led to his departure from the great halls of academe a few years earlier. They knew nothing of his brush with the university authorities, or the eccentricities of his wayward colleagues, or the legalities of a contract that should have kept him in comfortable employment well beyond pensionable retirement age but which had, in fact, let him down badly and left him licking his wounds in a mediocre backwater that was the nearest thing to a place he could call home.

      There was no need for him to trouble them with any of that.

      As for Bella, he relished the fact that she had no degree to encumber her charming innocence: she had no pretensions to high culture but she knew a good book when she read it. In the months since they had first met, Stone had learned much about life from this down-to-earth, newly divorced woman with a fondness for populist authors and a nice line in pomposity-pricking, of which he had first-hand experience.

      ‘Apparently,’ he replied, smiling sheepishly at her.

      ‘We were talking about the merits of our latest book,’ said Harrison Fforde, a pontificating note in his voice which, Stone imagined, he’d exaggerated from his normal actorly tones for the benefit of the elevated company. Mind you, Fforde could pontificate the telephone directory to an empty phone box when he chose, so maybe this wasn’t so very different from his usual delivery.

      Did anyone still use a telephone directory? Stone was pretty sure they didn’t furnish phone boxes with them any more, even when you could find a phone box that hadn’t been converted into a coffee shop or toy exchange or simply used as a public convenience.

      His mind was wandering again, even as Lauren Sherwood rested a concerned hand on his left arm. Despite being the youngest in the reading group, she had always been an empathetic creature.

      ‘Professor? Are you all right?’

      ‘Sorry, yes – just miles away.’

      A part of the Professor wished he was, in fact, miles away. When the invitation had first arrived, delivered gracelessly to the reading group by the bookshop’s rather sullen acting manager Maurice Stapleton, he had initially been inclined to refuse it. The success of the group at solving the murder of the previous manager Felicity Penman – whose body they had discovered slumped between the shelves in the Noir section – had conferred some measure of fame upon the foursome, which Stone had regarded with both suspicion and caution. After the debacle at Pittingham, he had retired to his mother’s birthplace of Norcester specifically to avoid scrutiny of any kind, but the group’s profile, especially between the pages of the Norcester Echo, had risen to such a degree that they now regularly received requests for talks, autographs and even selfies with other bookshop customers desperate for a brush with celebrity. Most of these he had managed to circumvent, pleading shortage of time or simple shyness; the invitation from Lord and Lady Verity to a country-house weekend as guests of honour had proved too much of an inducement to his three colleagues, however, and he had found himself press-ganged into accepting. Now, with the weather turning inclement and dark clouds looming on the distant horizon, across the manicured lawns outside the conservatory, he was regretting the decision once more.

      It didn’t help that there were three Americans present.

      ‘We want to know,’ said the eldest and most leather-faced of the three, who had been introduced as a location manager and spoke with the drawling laziness that Stone always associated with the Wild West, ‘what you think of Murder on the Polar Express.’

      Stone realised he had missed out on a vital part of the conversation. While he was away in his head, musing on the accuracy or otherwise of Lord Verity’s family tree, the others had already offered their opinions about the Lord Quaint novel, which the reading group had been studying specially ahead of this weekend after being informed that an advance party from Hollywood would be scouting Abbots Chantry as a possible shooting location for a film of the book. Now, offering his own verdict on the novel would make him look either pathetically unimaginative if he agreed with them, or decidedly curmudgeonly if he took an opposite view. Neither option was appealing but, since he had no idea which he would be exercising, he chose to offer his honest view and hope for the best.

      ‘Not one of his finest,’ he said, and stuffed a large head of broccoli into his mouth.

      ‘Oh, Professor!’ Bella laughed again and reached for her wine glass. Stone suspected she might be enjoying the lubrication a little too much. ‘That’s not what you said on Tuesday when we were discussing it. “A neat exposition and an entertaining twist” – that’s what you said. I remember it exactly because I had to go and look up “exposition” when I got home. I thought you were talking about the dust jacket.’

      She took a large swig from the glass and turned to the American next to her, a well-groomed man in his thirties whom Bella had been flirting with since he’d arrived an hour and a half earlier. Stone could see the superficial attraction – tanned good looks, an easy manner and a practised facility with flattery – but he doubted there was any more substance to the man than that. He’d been described as the director of photography, which Stone presumed put him fairly high up in the film-making hierarchy, and was by far the most inoffensive of the three. The other two – the location manager and the film’s director – were comfortably to the wrong end of Stone’s scale marked ‘uncouth’.

      ‘Yes, well, I’ve had a chance to reconsider since Tuesday, and I’ve come to the conclusion that by the end of the book, Lord Quaint is showing distinct signs of being vindictive.’

      ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said the third American, a young man in a backwards baseball cap who couldn’t have been much more than twenty-five yet held the reins (and presumably the budget) of this Hollywood blockbuster. ‘We’re changing the ending anyway.’

      There was a stirring from Stone’s right, where the staff of Abbots Chantry were seated together. He had noted as they sat down that the reading group had been placed in two pairs, either side of the centre of the table – Lauren next to him, Bella and Fforde opposite – which presented them with the strategic disadvantage of being positioned between the Americans and their Verity hosts at one end, and the assorted staff members at the other. Ranged in the traditionally accepted male-female pattern of alternation, they made for interesting dinner companions.

      Beside Fforde sat Bella’s sister Ronnie – technically Veronica but, as Bella had stressed, never called by that name, which she found unduly flowery and old-fashioned. Ronnie was one of the numerous volunteers at Abbots Chantry, whose charitable support allowed the place to function as a tourist attraction and without whom Lord and Lady Verity would undoubtedly have to sell up and move to the suburbs. It was Ronnie who had set this whole weekend up, exploiting her sororal connection to the reading group to arrange the invitation that Stone had almost rejected. He hadn’t known her long enough to work out the nature of her relationship with her sister, but he sensed a tension between them that intrigued him and could certainly stand further investigation. So far, all he had to go on was Bella’s description of her as ‘scatty’ and his own observations over dinner. As Bella had warned them, she had a tendency – even more so than her sister – towards a loquaciousness which, Stone felt a little churlishly, was rarely merited by the contents of her contributions.

      Next to Ronnie was a thin, bespectacled man in a threadbare pale blue pullover, who managed the gift shop at Abbots Chantry. Stone thought his name was Hemingford Grey but, since that was also a village in Cambridgeshire, he couldn’t be sure. On Stone’s side of Grey sat Siobhan and Monty Butler, the married couple who lived on the premises and were mainly responsible for the upkeep of the house and control of visitors. Monty was a serious, fiftyish Scotsman in full tartan tweeds, looking every bit the sober estate manager, while Siobhan – younger than her husband by at least ten years, Stone estimated – seemed much more in tune with her role as tour guide, smiling affably at everyone and keen to make sure they all had everything they needed.

      To Stone’s immediate right sat the source of the stirring: a rather fierce-looking woman of about forty, with greying strands in her otherwise abundant black hair, which fell around her chalk-white skin and velvet-clad shoulders in a way that reminded Stone of Fenella Fielding in Carry On Screaming. She was the house’s catering manager and her name was Keren Lowe, an unusual forename that Stone had already established was down to her mother’s obsession with Bananarama.

      ‘Bloody Americans,’ she muttered, loudly enough for Stone to hear clearly and, he assumed, intended to carry at least beyond him to the director of photography on the other side of Lauren, although with enough of a sotto voce element to be able to plausibly deny it if she were challenged.

      ‘Don’t start,’ murmured Siobhan from the side of her mouth, the smile never leaving her lips.

      Keren grunted and picked up her wine, knocking back almost half a glass in one draught.

      There seemed to be tensions among the household of Abbots Chantry too, and Stone wondered if bringing them all together socially like this was the brightest idea Lord Verity had ever had. If his intention had been to woo the Americans with the charms of an English country house and its denizens, the chances of that backfiring spectacularly looked reasonably high from where he sat.

      Bella had evidently caught Keren’s drift, if not the actual words, from the far side of the table. She hurried to change the subject.

      ‘It’s looking rather grim outside, isn’t it?’ she asked nobody in particular. ‘Looks like there could be snow.’

      Stone realised she was right. That sense of foreboding that comes from lowering clouds and a new chill infusing the air was seeping through the walls of Abbots Chantry even as they ate. Maybe that was what was putting the staff on edge. The sunshine of the early afternoon had already given way to oppressive grey cumulonimbus as he’d unpacked his suitcase in the dingy expanses of his bedroom; now the evening was black with heaviness, and snow felt inevitable.

      ‘Hey, that would be fantastic,’ said the director, his eyes eager and alert. He jabbed a finger at the director of photography. ‘Must get some mood shots for the sample reel. The producers would love that.’

      The location manager appeared mildly alarmed at the comment – or at least as alarmed as a laid-back cowboy with a craggy suntan for a face could get.

      ‘Now don’t go expecting snowfall in this picture, Colorado,’ he said, reaching his hand across the younger man in a symbolic gesture of restraint. ‘We’ll be shooting in May and there’ll be no real snow at that time of year.’ He turned to Lord Verity. ‘That’s right, ain’t it?’

      His Lordship should have lived a century earlier, Stone concluded. He was one of those people – a bit like Jacob Rees-Mogg – who was born old, and even though in reality he was probably only just entering middle age, he looked like a relic from a different time. His clothes, his house, his demeanour, even his dowdy wife, belonged in an Edwardian melodrama, and he styled himself a good two decades or more beyond his actual years. But no, even that wasn’t right: Stone guessed himself to be about a dozen years older than his host, and he didn’t go in for the kind of worn, stuffy tweeds and Oxford brogues that Lord Verity had greeted them in earlier that afternoon. Not yet, anyway. Perhaps the time arrived in everyone’s life for them to turn into their grandfathers, but Stone was damned if he was going to turn into his, a charmless drunk with a penchant for reckless gambling and jellied eels. No, Stone decided, getting old was a state of mind, one that Lord Verity had clearly adopted from his early days, and he wasn’t going to succumb to it.

      As Stone dissected his personality, Lord Verity plucked with his fork at a lump of pheasant on the plate in front of him, sending an accompanying plum swooshing across the china and teetering dangerously on the lip.

      An awkward silence awaited his response to the American, as did the rest of the table.

      It was Hemingford Grey who coughed pointedly and clattered his knife down on a plate. ‘One of your guests asked you a question, your Lordship.’

      It was an interesting intervention by a member of staff, Stone reflected, but maybe they were used to their employer’s absent-mindedness. Or maybe Grey was niggled by the weather as well. Whatever the reason, it seemed to drag Lord Verity temporarily from his poultry-focused funk.

      ‘Mmm? What? Oh, yes. Shooting in May. But you can’t start on the grouse until August.’

      The observation was lost on the location manager, who resumed his conversation with his film crew colleagues.

      ‘And before you start thinking about importing any of that fake stuff, you can forget it.’ He looked across at the English contingent, apparently about to explain. ‘Two most expensive words in a movie script – “It snows.”’

      Stone wondered how they were planning a film adaptation of Murder on the Polar Express without involving snow of any kind. It seemed like a tall order to him, but then he knew nothing of the inner workings of the movie industry, and the Americans’ inspection of Abbots Chantry as a potential location for a story set on an Arctic railway had also got him scratching his head. Maybe they were planning to change the title as well as the ending.

      Colorado looked again at the director of photography. ‘Would be kinda neat, though, wouldn’t it, Marin?’

      Stone winced. He wasn’t sure if it was at the vocal elision or the men’s names.

      ‘Marin,’ grunted Keren from beside him, disdain leaking out through both syllables.

      ‘I told you,’ said Siobhan through her gritted teeth and grin. Patches of scarlet were beginning to bloom on her cheeks and Stone wondered if Keren always wound her up like this. ‘These people are our guests.’

      ‘What’s that?’ asked Lady Verity, her attention drawn to the tête-à-tête below the salt. The Professor had noticed she’d spent much of dinner worrying away at the string of pearls around her neck rather than eating any of the rich food on her plate, and he wondered whether something was troubling her. To his mind, her peacock-blue twinset marked her out as the archetypal aristocratic wife, just as old-beyond-her-years as her husband, and he wondered what sort of troubles might occupy her: which hat to select for Ascot Ladies’ Day, perhaps, or how many Vuitton valises to take to Le Touquet?

      ‘Nothing, your Ladyship,’ said Monty, shooting a glance that encompassed both his wife and the catering manager. ‘We’re just discussing the plot.’

      ‘And snow,’ joined in Bella, jovially. ‘Looks like it’s on the way.’

      ‘You’d better hope it isn’t,’ said Monty darkly.

      ‘What on earth do you mean?’ asked Stone, the hairs on the back of his neck nudging involuntarily erect. The Scottish estate manager’s accent, coupled with the wary look in his eye, conveyed a sense of doom that would have thrilled his fellow countryman Private Frazer in Dad’s Army.

      ‘You’ve seen how inaccessible this place is,’ said Monty, his gaze flitting round the table. Stone got the feeling he wanted to make sure everyone was listening to him. ‘One B-road running past the gates, a three-quarter-mile single-track driveway with no other entrance to the estate, and sitting in a dell carved out of a loop in the course of the River Nore. Abbots Chantry could hardly be more isolated. If snow blocks the drive overnight, we’ll be completely cut off from the outside world.’

      The table was silent for at least thirty seconds.

      Then Professor Stone laughed.

      ‘Good one, Monty – you really had us going there.’

      But with a chill, he noticed nobody else was laughing.

      ‘I’m deadly serious,’ said the Scotsman. ‘It’s happened on numerous occasions since Siobhan and I have been looking after the place. We had two spells last winter, one the year before that, but when it gets really bad it can be weeks before any help gets through.’

      ‘Weeks?’ Bella’s voice was small and timid.

      ‘Weeks,’ Monty confirmed, fixing his eye on her and raising an eyebrow. The accent was pure Sean Connery, the facial expression Roger Moore, but Stone struggled to see Monty as a James Bond figure; if anything, his dark features and solemn look suggested he might be better cast as the villain. Stone wondered vaguely if Abbots Chantry had a white cat.

      ‘He’s right, you know,’ grumbled Lord Verity, apparently roused from his semi-somnolent state by a subject about which he could expound with expertise: his house. As he spoke, his cummerbund wobbled up and down across his dress shirt and Stone wondered if the family always dressed for dinner or whether this was a sop to the Americans, an attempt to elevate the aristocratic elements of the weekend to press home the property’s eligibility as their shooting location. ‘Back in eighty-two we were cut off from December to the end of February thanks to the snow. Fortunately my parents had had a rather large shipment delivered from Harrods against exactly such an eventuality and that, together with the estate’s own provisions, saw us through. But it was touch and go for a while there.’

      Stone was sure he could detect a glint in his Lordship’s eye that suggested the hyperbole was for Hollywood’s benefit. He remembered the winter of eighty-two quite clearly: it was his first away from home studying Maths at Forthbury University and was a particularly cold one, with snowfall making pavements hazardous to bicycles and even freezing the river for a brief period. But he suspected there was more than a hint of exaggeration about Lord Verity’s recollections. The peer couldn’t have been much more than a small child at the time, he reflected, and perhaps that was a factor in his memory: a boy of six or seven would have revelled in the adventures that a snowbound estate could offer, leaving the concerns of simple survival to his worried parents.

      ‘Well, we’ll just have to hope it doesn’t snow, then, won’t we?’ Bella was trying to put a tone of resilience into her voice, Stone could tell, but underneath it was a tremble. It might only have been discernible to him and the other reading group members, but it was there nonetheless.

      ‘Agreed,’ he said, trying to bolster her spirits. ‘And whatever happens, we’re not going to let it spoil the weekend. I’m really keen to learn more about the house and gardens. And the main reason we’re here, of course – the famous Verity library.’

      He picked up his glass and raised it in toast to the company.

      ‘I’m sure there’s plenty of excitement for us to look forward to.’
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      Blithe Spirit was one of Harrison Fforde’s favourite plays, though he could never be quite sure if it was because it tapped into a deep-seated but utterly unevidenced fear of ghosts, or simply that he’d always wanted to play the role of Madame Arcati. Sadly, his acting career – despite the optimistic Equity name he had devised for himself in an attempt to catch the eye of casting directors on the lookout for something a little different from the usual drama school fare – had never quite reached the heights of being offered female character parts for their comic effect. David Suchet and Stephen Fry might have got away with playing Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest and made their respective producers a tidy sum in the process; nobody was going to fork out more than a threepenny bit to see Fforde play Noel Coward’s famous medium, and threepenny bits had ceased being legal tender in 1972, around the time he was born. He’d occasionally wondered if the two auspicious incidents – decimalisation of the British currency and the arrival of the infant Harold Monkton – might somehow be connected, but he couldn’t for the life of him think how, and his parents had long since departed to the spirit realm themselves so there was no one left to ask.

      What surprised him on the Saturday morning of what he had come to think of as his Hollywood audition weekend, as he opened the heavy curtains in his gothically dramatic bedroom, was that the powers of divination attributed to Madame Arcati appeared to have transferred themselves magically to the reading group’s newest member.

      For Bella Bourton had been entirely correct at dinner the previous evening.

      Abbots Chantry was blanketed with snow.

      Fforde had seen snow before. He’d thrown snowballs as a kid, and sometimes as an adult, when the powdery stuff was of the right consistency and there was somebody else around to throw them at who wouldn’t beat you up for it. Some years ago, he’d played a rather grumpy Santa in a shopping centre off the Swindon bypass and spent most of January picking bits of synthetic snow out of crevices he didn’t know he had. He’d even gone on holiday to Austria with his then wife Selina and watched from afar as she schussed the blue runs while he contented himself with alcohol-laced hot chocolates and a belting fire in the Nachtschnecke und Kopfsalat alpine bar. (He was convinced that holiday was where the rot had set in as far as their marriage was concerned, and it had all been the fault of that bloody instructor Günther, whose insistence on correct pole technique and proper pronunciation of his umlaut had ticked Fforde off to such an extent that he’d refused to ski after the second day, leaving Selina both to the slopes and to Günther’s gruff Germanic charms. He had no proof that anything had happened between them but the chill in the marital chalet bedroom had not entirely been the responsibility of the weather.)

      Yes, he’d seen snow before. But not snow like this.

      This snow, spread thick and brilliant across Abbots Chantry, was as if a giant Zeppelin filled with cocaine had exploded above the ancient monastery and dumped its load over the estate. In the distance, Fforde could make out a ribbon of black scarring the relentless white where the river wound through the countryside, but otherwise the whole scene was like something out of Murder on the Polar Express. He half-expected Lord Quaint to knock at the door with some startling revelations about the other occupants of the house.

      ‘Thick, isn’t it?’ he said, redundantly but excitedly, as he bounced into the dining room for breakfast.

      ‘The yoghurt?’ asked Lauren, looking up from a bowlful of glutinous creamy sludge speckled with blue, straw and other assorted berries.

      ‘The snow,’ urged Fforde, wafting both hands at the large windows behind her, where the view down towards the fountain was a uniform tract of white.

      ‘Oh, that. Yes, it’s been going non-stop most of the night.’

      ‘You don’t sound too cheerful about it,’ said Fforde, making his way to a long sideboard at one end of the room, where a vast selection of comestibles was arrayed on silverware that had probably been in the Verity family for generations. Each dish was almost certainly worth more than he could earn in a week on an Equity minimum wage and it was the prospect of enjoying such opulence – alongside the chance to meet a real‑life American film crew – that had prompted Fforde to lean so heavily on Professor Stone to accept the invitation of Lord and Lady Verity to a country-house weekend. His fellow reading group members might be used to regular meals and a warm house, but Fforde could not guarantee himself the same luxuries. Not with his precarious freelance existence as an out-of-work actor. He’d hoped he might have been able to leverage the group’s fifteen minutes of fame as the amateur sleuths who solved the murder of Felicity Penman into something lucrative – a television appearance or two, perhaps, or a guest spot on someone’s podcast – but beyond the annoyance of frequent requests for autographs from members of the public who could do his career no good at all, things had gone very quiet very quickly.

      Until this invitation had come along and the doors of possibility had opened up to him again in the form of a weekend in the company of some movie moguls.

      ‘I’m not,’ Lauren replied, her mouth full of the glutinous sludge.

      ‘Not a fan of snow, then?’

      Fforde wasn’t sure which utensils he should use to serve himself from the buffet, settling on a pair of tongs to pick up everything from sausages, bacon and black pudding to a lump of congealed scrambled egg and several baked beans, which he plucked from their dish in ones and twos until he could just about call it a serving.

      ‘Not when it cuts off the power supply,’ said Lauren morosely.

      ‘What?’

      Lauren jabbed a spoon towards the chandeliers above their heads, which Fforde now registered hung stubbornly unlit. With the brightness of a wintry sun reflecting off the snow, he hadn’t even noticed anything amiss in his room.

      ‘No electricity,’ said Lauren, reinforcing her point.

      Fforde looked back at the sideboard, laden with hotplates and steaming salvers.

      ‘How did they manage to cook breakfast?’

      Lauren shrugged. ‘A big old wood-fired Aga, I should imagine.’

      Now that he thought about it, Fforde realised the whole house had felt a little chillier this morning than it had when they all went to bed. While that might have been attributable to significant quantities of wine, port and brandy over dinner, it now seemed more likely that the lack of electricity had affected the heating this morning. He wondered what back-up plans Monty Butler had in place for when the power went down.

      ‘Is it just us?’ he asked Lauren, sitting down opposite her in the same chair he’d occupied over dinner.

      Habits formed quickly, he noted.

      She looked around the barren table with a spoon in her mouth and stared back at Fforde.

      ‘OK, silly question,’ he said, and launched himself into a sausage.

      ‘What are we going to do if the drive is impassable?’ asked Lauren after she’d finished her mouthful. ‘I’ve got school on Monday.’

      Fforde considered this for a moment. Even allowing for its geographical singularity in the loop of the river, the house could not possibly host such a miniature microclimate that no snow had fallen anywhere else in Norcestershire. If they were really snowed in, he suspected the inmates of Lauren’s school, where she’d proudly announced to the reading group that her teaching assistant post had graduated from Reception to Year 2 for the current academic year, would be as unlikely to file into class on Monday morning as she was herself.

      ‘Do you not think there’ll be a snow day?’ he asked, using his fork to point out of the window behind her.

      ‘You don’t know my Head,’ said Lauren sullenly. ‘It’d have to be drifts taller than the children to make her close the school.’

      ‘Then I think you might be in luck,’ boomed a Scottish brogue from beyond the open door, followed quickly by the figure of Monty Butler dressed in a thick herringbone coat over a mustard-coloured knitted waistcoat. A tweed tie and checkered flat cap matched the colour of the waistcoat, giving off a faint Guy Ritchie vibe that Fforde found both mildly distasteful and rather dashing at the same time. ‘It’s drifting to well over six feet along the drive.’

      Lauren seemed to perk up.

      ‘You mean we’re stuck here?’

      ‘Stuck, marooned, trapped – whatever word takes your fancy,’ said Monty, picking up a fork from the sideboard and stabbing a sausage, which he then proceeded to eat direct from the fork.

      For all his enthusiasm about snowballs, Fforde didn’t like the sound of trapped. Von Trapped, yes, of course – there was always room for another Sing-along-a-Sound-of-Music – but locked in by the elements in a creepy, electricity-free manor with a cast of misfitting oddballs was not the weekend he had been hoping for.

      ‘Can’t we call someone for help?’

      Monty tucked a piece of semi-masticated pork into his cheek before answering.

      ‘Who do you suggest? If we can’t get out, nobody can get in. And anyway, the phone signal is down as well.’

      ‘What?’ Lauren spluttered the last spoonful of her yoghurt back into its bowl. ‘I haven’t even looked at my phone this morning.’

      ‘Really?’ Fforde was surprised. Personally, he rarely bothered to check his mobile until much later in the day. What was the point? Nobody would be trying to reach him anyway. But he thought every young person – and he considered Lauren a young person even though she must be past thirty – was glued to their phone from the moment they woke up to the moment they went to sleep.

      ‘It’s a detox thing. I try not to look at it for the first hour after getting up and the last hour before going to bed.’

      ‘Very commendable,’ he said, nodding as he skewered a baked bean. Since first meeting Lauren more than a year earlier, when she’d become the third member of the reading group after him and Professor Stone, he’d always found her to be an unusually sensible example of her generation. She’d been appropriately courteous towards the two older men from the start, without it ever falling into deference, and he valued her different take on life. And books. More than that, her optimism and vitality added a much-needed weekly boost of pep to his otherwise mundane routine, and he’d miss her terribly if she ever left or moved away.

      ‘I don’t know about that, but I certainly can’t go the whole day without it.’

      ‘Sorry, my dear,’ said Monty, turning back towards the door with another sausage between his fingers. ‘It’ll be more than that. No chance of getting an engineer out before Monday at the earliest – and even that’ll depend on the snow clearing, which doesn’t look too likely at the moment.’

      He didn’t wait for a response. He clearly had things to get on with.

      Lauren was staring again at Fforde.

      ‘No phone, no electricity, no escape. What the hell are we going to do?’

      Fforde shrugged. ‘Board games?’

      ‘Board games?’

      Fforde heard the sound of rising alarm in her voice and attempted to soothe it.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s just a temporary thing. They’ll have a back-up generator or something. It can’t be the first time this has happened.’

      ‘First time
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