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SHOE-DUNNIT

By Elle McNicoll

Ballerinas are extremely difficult to kill.

As someone who took a special interest in ballet, Briar knew this. She knew they were great athletes. She knew they put their bodies through the absolute extreme, in order to give an incredible performance. However, it was not just their fitness and strength that made them difficult to harm. It was also their nature. They were, in Briar’s opinion, the most incredibly humble type of people. A competitive industry full of hardworking, sensitive and generous dancers.

Posy Lennox was not that kind of ballerina. She was, in that regard, exceptional.

Briar’s parents owned the most in-demand inn in Aviemore and their eleven guests were currently snowed in while they were stuck in Inverness. Briar had managed to avoid the high-maintenance, twenty-something former ballerina and her small but intense entourage. Their only run-in had been when Briar was waiting in the corridor upstairs to perform her housekeeping tasks. The party of three had all left Posy’s room together: Posy, her mother Renee and Posy’s publicist and manager Marianne Hobson. Posy and her mother had adjoining rooms and Marianne was next to them, whether she liked it or not. They passed Briar as she prepared to go in and clean.

‘Strange little duck,’ Renee had said quietly.

‘Creepy, more like,’ Posy snorted, not as quietly. ‘I heard there’s something weird about her.’

Marianne had given Briar an apologetic smile, patting her on the head as they all left.

Briar stood alone in the corridor and let the remarks fade away, like cigarette smoke. Briefly unpleasant, stinging her incredibly sensitive nostrils, but gone almost as soon as they had arrived.

Briar’s nose was infamous. She could give her own hound a run for his money.

She made the beds in their rooms and avoided the urge to straighten their make-up bottles and organise their personal items.

The next run-in was later that evening, when Briar and Flute were setting up the dining room for dinner. Posy stomped down the staircase and began to berate Jean-Claude at the front desk.

‘Loud for such tiny feet,’ Briar said to Flute, her basset hound, who was never far from her side. The little girl and the wrinkly dog watched the ballerina, now celebrity, as she launched into a tirade. It was true: her feet were absolutely tiny. Smaller than Briar’s, even with twenty years between them.

‘Do you know how many Insta followers I have?’ Posy barked at the man behind the front desk. Briar gulped, exchanging a look with Flute. They both knew Jean-Claude’s temper. Posy Lennox was perhaps about to meet her match.

‘I don’t care,’ Jean-Claude said coolly. ‘We have all been stuck here for days, listening to your tantrums, and I am sick of it! Tell your little followers, I do not care.’

‘That’s no way to speak to any customer, let alone me,’ shouted Posy, filling her lungs with air and standing right up on the toes of her tiny feet. ‘One word from me to my fans and this place will be tainted for the rest of its sad little life. Do you know who I am?’

‘Sadly, I do,’ Jean-Claude snapped back, pulling himself up to his full height. ‘You’re a has-been ballerina. Now get out of my reception area before I ring your neck. Post your little review. See what happens! Je pourrais te tuer!’

Briar knew Jean-Claude’s threats were often empty but he was angrier than she had ever seen him. A rational person might have chosen to step away. But Posy Lennox was no rational person and her mother Renee looked every bit as enraged. The two stood side by side, like furious salt and pepper shakers, ready to take the man to task.

‘Let’s all just take a moment to breathe, shall we?’

Marianne the publicist appeared at the side of her client and her client’s mother. Her face and voice serene, her eyes warm and understanding.

‘He called me a has-been,’ shrieked Posy. However, she did allow Marianne to steer her into the dining room. ‘I want him sacked.’

‘Oh, lovely,’ Marianne said, picking up the little paper menu on their usual table. ‘French onion soup. Just like old times, Pose. Might be as good as Matron’s?’

Briar continued her task of placing water jugs on each table, taking care to look as though she had no interest in their conversation. But Briar’s hearing was as refined as her nose, making eavesdropping not only easy, but sometimes completely unavoidable.

Martin Herriot, a travel writer for a broadsheet newspaper, sat just behind the three ladies. His piece on Highland hospitality would hopefully not be spoiled by the unexpected, extended stay. He made no effort to hide the fact that he was watching and listening to everything they did and said.

‘When you let me manage you,’ Renee spoke to her daughter in a tone of voice Briar imagined she had been using for about twenty years, ‘we won’t elect to stay in places like this. We can opt for more privacy.’

It was clear that this was a discussion they had had many times before.

‘I’ve told you!’ snarled Posy. ‘I’ve told you, Mother, that you’re not going to manage me. I can barely stand sharing a room with you, let alone working with you.’

Briar winced. Martin Herriot whistled quietly. The two old ladies who liked to play cards at dinner kept their eyes glued firmly to the aces and queens in their hands, but their lips were pursed tightly in disdain.

‘Rude!’ Jean-Claude shouted from the reception desk before storming into the kitchens.

‘Posy, you’re being awful,’ Renee said, in a dangerously quiet tone.

When Briar’s own mother chose a softly angry voice rather than a shouty one, Briar knew it was time to run. Posy typed furiously on her mobile phone, ignoring the weighted disapproval filling the room like mustard gas.

‘Review posted!’ she declared loudly, slamming her smartphone down on the table with a triumphant look. ‘And I’ll be speaking to your manager when it’s finally possible to check out of this dump!’ She threw a look of poison towards Briar and Flute. ‘And there shouldn’t be animals in the dining room.’

Briar looked out of the large bay window. She could see heaps of snow outside refusing to budge and still falling in defiant little flurries.

Little did Briar know that this was the last night Posy Lennox would spend at the inn.
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Briar woke up at the witching hour.

It was instantly clear why. Her hearing, better than Flute’s at that moment, had picked up arguing and shouting from above. Briar’s room was on the ground floor. She knew which guest had their room directly above her. Those small feet were stomping around and Posy’s angry words carried all the way downstairs.

Statements like ‘rather die than continue working with you’ were bandied about before Posy’s mother shrieked so loudly Flute startled awake and almost fell off the edge of Briar’s bed.

Briar slipped from under her covers and moved to her door, opening it ajar to listen.

‘Something’s going to happen,’ she told Flute stoically.

Posy’s mother could be heard yelling about ‘ingratitude’, before thumping footsteps alerted Briar to the fact that someone was stomping downstairs. It was Posy, wearing one of the inn’s dressing gowns and a pair of slippers that were as snug on her tiny feet as ballet flats. She was bellowing into her mobile phone, complaining to whoever was on the other end of the line about being trapped and about wanting to push her mother down the stairs. She barked one final profanity at the front desk before storming out into the snow.

Briar watched her go.

‘I need a better signal, I can’t hear you. Hold on.’

It was the last thing Briar ever heard her say.

[image: image]

A few hours later, just as the sun started to make an appearance, Briar put Flute on the leash for his regular morning walk. She put on her coat and boots and set out into the cold. There had been no further snowfall or noise after last night’s disturbance, and as Briar shut the inn door behind her, she noticed Posy’s solitary footsteps were still fresh and clearly visible in the white blanket laid out before her.

‘Careful, boy,’ Briar said, steering Flute away from the lonely trail of prints. ‘Something’s up. Footprints going out,’ she murmured. ‘None coming back.’
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It was true. The footprints were as obvious as stains on a white carpet.

And there were none returning to the inn.

Briar set off towards the woodland, clutching Flute’s lead and making sure not to step on Posy’s tracks as she followed alongside them. If Posy Lennox was trapped in a gorge or suffering from hypothermia somewhere, the prints were Briar’s best clue.

‘Don’t disturb a possible crime scene,’ she said to Flute.

Flute made a grumbling sound.

‘It could very well be a crime scene,’ Briar retorted, tugging the stubborn hound along. ‘I know you don’t like the snow on your paws but she might be in trouble!’

Some assistant, Briar thought.

They headed further onward. When Flute started making suspicious snuffles, Briar knew they were close – though she was nervous about what lay ahead.

She was right to be.

As they neared the edge of the woods, Flute barked and Briar spotted her.

Posy Lennox. Face down in the snow.
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A police officer tried to force a cup of tea and a shock blanket into Briar’s hands.

‘Strange,’ Briar said to Flute, bending down to wrap the foil blanket around the basset hound instead. ‘I’m not in shock. I was pretty certain we were going to find what we found.’

Flute gave one small bark in consolation.

‘Her phone was missing,’ Briar mused thoughtfully, meeting Flute’s quizzical gaze. ‘Did you notice? She was on the phone when she stormed out and I didn’t see it anywhere on her when I checked for a pulse.’

Posy’s palm had been open, as if still clutching the mobile. Only Briar had found no trace of it.

Renee Lennox could be heard wailing in the dining room. Marianne, looking pale and drawn and shocked, was trying to calm her down. The front desk manager was hiding from the police in the small inn staffroom, muttering about Posy Lennox ruining everyone’s Sunday.

‘You were the last person to see her alive, Jean-Claude,’ Briar said to the employee, matter-of-factly.

His face turned a strange puce colour. ‘Maybe! But she stormed off into the snow late at night. I didn’t follow her.’

No, Briar thought. That was certainly true. She had not seen or heard him follow Posy, and there were no other tracks in the snow. A quick glance down at Jean-Claude’s feet confirmed they were at least a size twelve. A lack of prints in the snow leading up to Posy’s body was certainly puzzling.

Briar looked over at the police detective, who was trying to comfort Marianne and Renee. He had come on foot as the snow was still too heavy to drive through. The prints leading to the spot where Briar found Posy had been taped off.

‘Do you think he’ll notice the right things?’ she asked Flute, her voice a doubtful whisper.

Flute gave her a look that said, They never ask the right questions. Briar nodded in agreement and turned back to Jean-Claude. The detective could spend this valuable time getting people teas and coffees. Briar was going to find out if foul play was involved.

If the detective was going to lurk around a snowed-in inn, he clearly did not believe Posy Lennox had collapsed from natural causes.

Therefore everyone at the inn was a suspect.
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‘So what do we know?’ Briar said to Flute as they sat upstairs. ‘Posy has a massive argument with Renee at three in the morning. She storms downstairs on her mobile phone, shouts at reception and then heads off into the snow. No sign of injury. Just rudeness.’

Flute’s ears were draped across the carpet as he rested his head on his front paws and stared up at Briar, listening.

‘She heads off on her phone, trying to get a better signal. No other guests were signed out. There were only her footprints there a few hours later when you and I found the body.’

Flute sniffed.

‘No blood on the body,’ Briar added. ‘No sign of a struggle. No sign of anyone else being there at all. Except the missing phone.’

‘What are you muttering?’

Briar and Flute both startled as Renee Lennox appeared on the landing, clearly blurry-eyed and distraught. She was exiting her bedroom and eyeing Briar and Flute with irritation.

Briar said nothing. Hotel guests often believed Briar to be dim and she was perfectly happy with that. It would make her investigation much easier. Posy’s mobile phone was missing, and it wasn’t a leap to assume that the suspect had it.

‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ Renee went on, leaning against the wall of the corridor and staring off into empty air. ‘She’s the healthiest person I know. She’s always been that way; ballerinas have to be. She doesn’t smoke or drink alcohol. No coffee, only tea. Why would she pass out? What happened?’

Briar quietly noted Renee’s use of the present tense. She tried to fix her face into an expression that would look sympathetic. In truth, she was very sympathetic. Only, her way of showing sympathy was to uncover the murderer rather than offer boring platitudes. Although, Briar had to admit, Renee probably would not find a lot of comfort from a young girl and her dog.

‘You and Posy fought last night.’

Renee jumped at the sound of Briar’s voice, clearly surprised. ‘Well. Yes. But mothers and daughters always fight, it’s completely normal!’

‘Why were you fighting?’

Briar had a mental notebook in her mind and an imaginary pencil was poised, ready to take notes.

‘Posy doesn’t want me managing her,’ Renee said sniffily. ‘She wants to keep working with Marianne without me “interfering”, in her words. But I’m the one who really knows what she needs.’

A motive, certainly, no matter how distraught the woman seemed. Briar watched Renee slip downstairs, still crying. She glanced down at Flute. He growled ever so softly, just to let Briar know he too was not entirely convinced.

Briar knocked on the door adjacent to Renee’s. ‘Housekeeping?’

When no one replied, Briar opened the door and stepped inside. It was Posy’s room, still smelling of her expensive shampoo. Briar moved carefully about, making a show of straightening the bedspread and plumping the pillows while her eyes darted around the quiet space.

Flute stood on guard by the door.

‘Nothing untoward,’ Briar murmured. Then her eyes fell on the dressing table. There was an overflowing jewellery case, a few photographs and Post-it notes taped to the mirror and too many cosmetic bottles to count.

Briar moved closer to look at the photographs. They were a couple of years old, from Posy’s days in the ballet. The photograph showed Posy backstage in what looked like a dressing room, wearing a beautiful white and silver costume. Loving ballet as she did, Briar knew it was Odette’s costume from Swan Lake. Posy was beside the ballerina playing the black swan, and the two were standing on the absolute tips of their toes. On pointe.

Briar had attempted to stand on pointe before getting in the shower once. She almost broke her ankle. It was extremely difficult.

Another photograph showed Posy with a ballerina Briar remembered well: Louise Clarkson. Briar had seen her in The Nutcracker, and her talent had made the large theatre, full of smells and sounds and other people, completely worth it. Louise Clarkson had fallen down some stairs and injured her back so badly she had been forced to give up dancing.

She and Posy smiled out at Briar from the photograph.

Briar carefully returned the small picture and moved into Renee’s adjoining room. She spotted a broken mug on the floor. She moved towards it, careful not to stand on the fragments, when she noticed something curious.

A large box of teabags stood next to the hotel kettle. It was not the brand Briar’s parents provided in their guests’ bedrooms.

Flute growled softly from his spot by the door. Briar glanced over, checking to see if someone was coming. But Flute’s eyes were fixed on the dresser and the box of teabags. Briar trusted his instincts as much as her own. She carefully lifted the already opened lid of the box and picked up one of the large, unfamiliar bags.

Her nose did not pick up hints of jasmine or camomile. No sense of orange or lemon. In fact, the only real scent Briar’s incredibly adept nose could pick up was a touch of garlic.

‘Garlic tea?’ she mused, a little dumbfounded.

Certainly not your typical blend. In fact, Briar’s nostrils stung a little. She bristled at the pang of discomfort and took a step back.

‘Something’s up with the tea, Flute.’

She knew it might irritate the detective, but she quickly pocketed two of the teabags and then returned the box to its place.

‘Come on,’ she said to her basset hound. ‘We need to start asking questions.’
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Briar and Flute found Martin Herriot, the travel writer, and Marianne, the publicist, in the drawing room. Marianne was sniffing softly while emailing people on her laptop.

‘I’m cancelling Posy’s engagements,’ she said when Briar appeared. ‘This is . . . I just . . . I’ll never get over this.’

Herriot patted the young woman on the shoulder, a little gingerly.

‘Where’s Mrs Lennox?’ Briar asked.

‘With the detective,’ Marianne replied sadly. ‘They’re trying to work out how Posy fell ill.’

‘Fell ill?’ Briar asked.

‘Unlikely that she lay down in the snow,’ Herriot said to Briar, in that slow tone that adults enjoyed so much. ‘She would have died from hypothermia. It will have been an aneurysm or something that killed the poor thing.’

He seemed a little too sure, Briar thought. An aneurysm was just a possibility. For that matter, so was spontaneous combustion. But Briar knew in her heart that neither of those things had caused Posy’s demise.

‘Posy and her mother were fighting last night,’ Briar said steadily. ‘Before she went out.’

There was no question asked outright. Only implied. Briar preferred to make statements and then let people fill in the pauses themselves.

‘They’ve been fighting for a while,’ Marianne said regretfully, blowing her nose and wiping her eyes. ‘As long as I’ve known them both, they’ve been volatile. But certainly, since becoming Posy’s PR person, it’s got worse. Renee . . . she likes things to go her way. If they don’t, she’ll act.’

Herriot’s eyebrows shot up at the insinuation. Briar merely nodded. It seemed true enough, given everything she had witnessed between the two of them. But it wasn’t evidence of foul play.

‘What were the events leading up to Posy’s argument with her mum?’ Briar asked lightly.

‘Oh . . .’ Marianne placed her laptop to one side as she tried to remember. ‘After dinner, she went to her room for her usual routine. Bath, skincare, meditation, et cetera.’

Briar winced. It was not the most convincing testament to the positive powers of meditation if Posy Lennox was one if its disciples.

‘Then I think she would probably have gone to bed around one,’ Marianne continued. ‘Renee too. But Renee often snores and that really riles Posy up – she’s a light sleeper. So they started to argue. Then Posy stormed off.’

Briar’s mind was on the mobile phone. Still a missing link.

‘I know this must all seem very frightening,’ Marianne said gently, squeezing Briar’s arm. ‘But don’t be scared. These tragic things happen.’

Briar nodded but then looked over at the detective, who had just entered the drawing room. ‘But what if it wasn’t an accident?’

The detective caught her words and glowered at her, wagging a finger. ‘Now don’t start that. You’ll only upset yourself and other people.’

‘There is no evidence that this was natural causes,’ Briar said.

‘There is only one set of tracks leading to the crime scene,’ the detective retorted pointedly. ‘Apart from yours and that dog. Unless you wish to confess something, it’s impossible for someone to have followed her.’

‘Maybe they put their own feet in Posy’s tracks,’ Herriot suggested.

No, Briar thought. Posy’s feet were too tiny. The smallest at the inn. Nobody could have traced her steps without altering the prints.

Briar moved out of the drawing room and into the kitchen.

‘Jean-Claude!’

The front desk manager was having his lunch. He grimaced when he saw Briar and Flute. ‘Get that chien out of the kitchens.’

‘Jean-Claude, what did you hear from upstairs last night?’ Briar asked. ‘Before Posy came back down?’

Jean-Claude made a grumbling sound, not unlike Flute. ‘I was summoned at about two in the morning,’ he said resentfully, ‘to bring miss her precious warm milk for her tea.’

Briar stared. ‘Milk for tea? At two in the morning?’

‘To relax, she said. Not that it helped. They kept fighting, you must have heard it.’

‘I did. Did you see her drink the tea?’

He frowned. ‘I think so. Yes! She took a sip and told me the milk was too warm and that’s when I left. I was so done with her.’

Briar was starting to feel a little sorry for Posy but she pushed on. ‘And then you stayed at the front desk for the rest of the night, after that.’

He shook his head. ‘No. About five minutes after she left the inn –’

‘Who, Posy?’

‘Yes. I was called upstairs again. Mrs Lennox had broken a mug and injured herself, so I had to help her put a plaster on her finger. Why the questions, Briar? You don’t think I did anything, do you?’

While Briar was sure Jean-Claude was capable, she did not. But it was interesting to learn that he’d brought Posy milk for her strange-smelling tea and was then alone with Renee Lennox after Posy had left.

‘Did you clear up the broken mug?’ asked Briar, knowing the answer.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘Mrs Lennox said she would do it. I came back down here.’

‘Where there was no sign of anyone.’

‘Oui.’

Briar nodded, making eye contact with Flute. ‘Thank you, Jean-Claude. I’m off to do some research. We’ll be serving tea as usual at three o’clock.’

She left, her authoritative words lingering behind her.

[image: image]

Briar checked in with her parents over the phone. They were still trapped in Inverness, blissfully unaware that a potential murder had taken place at the inn. Briar decided not to mention the fact. She then researched a few things on the computer before finally sneaking back upstairs to the guest rooms with Flute.

This time she was investigating a different room.

The incredibly neat and tidy bedroom was not in need of any real cleaning, but Briar mussed up the bedding just so she could have something to busy herself with if interrupted. It was only when Flute started to actively sniff and fuss around the bottom of the bedspread that she finally started investigating properly.

‘What is it, Flute?’

Briar hunkered down on the carpet and lifted the bedspread. While most of the room was shipshape, the space under the bed was extremely cluttered. There was an open suitcase with clothing pouring out of it, a few paper coffee cups and some crumpled pieces of paper.

Then something curious. A pair of beautiful baby-pink pointe shoes. The shoes a ballerina wore in order to go right on to the tips of her toes, an excruciatingly painful yet beautiful form of dancing. The proper, professional kind that you would see onstage in Covent Garden. Briar lifted them carefully in order to examine them more closely. A size eight, or thereabouts, so they certainly had not belonged to Posy.

As Briar was feeling the very tips of the pointe shoes, something caught her eye. The owner of these shoes had tucked something inside one of them. Something very revealing.

Briar quickly put all of her new evidence in her bag of cleaning supplies.

‘Come on, boy,’ she said to Flute, her voice full of triumphant resolve. ‘It’s time to serve tea.’
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Teatime in the dining room. Marianne and Renee Lennox sat together, looking exhausted. Herriot and the two bridge ladies were over by the window. The detective was by himself.

Briar rolled her trolley into the room and shut the door firmly behind her. Flute sat down like a large, hairy doorstop and glared at the guests.

Briar stopped the trolley. ‘I know what happened to Posy Lennox.’

Her statement was met with a stunned silence. Renee Lennox made a small, sputtering sound and Herriot swore softly. The detective merely rolled his eyes and fixed Briar with a disdainful look.

‘This isn’t a game, young lady,’ he said drily. ‘A woman has lost her life. A tragic accident. The coroner will prove as much.’

Briar decided to ignore him. It wasn’t his fault he was woefully underqualified and out of his depth. Of course he thought this was a mere accident; he had only just arrived. Briar, however, had been observing every guest in the dining room for over a week. She knew their comings and goings and she knew that Posy’s death was no accident.

‘Posy Lennox was in perfect health yesterday,’ Briar said calmly, addressing the whole room. ‘Her lungs were breathing easily as she screamed at Jean-Claude. Her mind was sharp when she argued with her mother in front of everyone, right here in this room. And her fingers were working perfectly as she fired off a nasty review on her mobile phone.’

She would return to the phone later.

‘How can you say that?’ cried Renee.

Briar threw her a look. They were just facts.

‘Last night, Posy went upstairs and spent a few hours unwinding. She had trouble sleeping and was still awake at two in the morning. That is when she called Jean-Claude up from the reception area, requesting some warm milk for her tea. Correct?’

She was looking at Renee when she said it. Mrs Lennox looked slightly affronted but she nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘And she drank that tea, Mrs Lennox?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘Exactly!’

Briar reached into her bag and withdrew the two teabags she had swiped from the bedroom. She held them up.

‘These are not the brand used here at the inn,’ she told the room cheerfully. ‘My parents are very particular about Scottish breakfast tea. And this is nothing close. It was originally a herbal blend, but you can tell by the strange and rotten smell of garlic that there is something wrong with it.’

One of the elderly card-playing ladies gasped. ‘What was wrong with it?’

Briar paused for dramatic effect and then answered, ‘Poison.’

Marianne clapped her hands over her mouth and Renee stared in what looked like a mixture of confusion and rage. Herriot and the elderly ladies leaned forward, listening intently.

Briar continued. ‘Posy drank the poisoned tea, none the wiser –’

‘That rude man poisoned my daughter!’ shrieked Renee, almost leaping to her feet in distress and alarm and pointing at Jean-Claude. ‘I want him arrested!’

‘There is absolutely no evidence she was killed, let alone poisoned!’ the detective cried shrilly. ‘This child has an overactive imagination.’

‘No,’ Briar said casually. ‘I just see things. Anyway, as I was saying . . . Posy drinks the tea at around two in the morning without knowing about the poison. She then starts fighting with Mrs Lennox, as their rooms are adjoined. The whole inn can hear them. It wakes me up.’

‘Don’t brush past the poisoning,’ Renee interrupted sharply. ‘If she was poisoned, Jean-Claude did it.’

‘No,’ sighed Briar, a little irritated. ‘Don’t you see? The teabags were poisoned, not the milk that Jean-Claude brought up.’

‘How could the teabags be poisoned?’ Marianne asked, sounding dazed. ‘We brought them with us.’

Briar would get to that. ‘Posy wakes the whole place up and then storms downstairs. She calls someone on the phone and, after a few choice words to Jean-Claude, she leaves the inn and heads out into the snow. Her tiny little feet are the only tracks and they don’t show her coming back.’

Renee whimpered. Flute growled.

‘Jean-Claude was seemingly the last person to see Posy alive,’ Briar went on. ‘But he was called upstairs once more to help Mrs Lennox with an injury after a mug was broken.’

Renee glanced down at her plastered finger.

‘This left the front desk empty for around twenty minutes. Someone could easily have followed Posy Lennox out of the inn at that time to check that their poisoning had gone as planned.’

‘How?’ Herriot asked, his face a crumpled mask of confusion. He was clearly playing the whole scene out in his head. ‘There was only one set of tracks!’

‘If we are going to entertain this ridiculous narrative,’ the detective said, ‘at least allow me to poke holes in it. Why would the killer follow Posy if they knew she had drunk the poison?’

Briar smiled triumphantly. ‘Because Posy had something that this particular killer needed. Her mobile phone.’

‘Oh, this is so exciting,’ chirruped one of the bridge ladies. ‘What next?’

‘The killer followed Posy and, after checking that she had succumbed to the poison, grabbed her mobile phone. The killer was probably put out by Posy’s midnight wanderings – they would have much rather snatched the phone from her room – but they improvised.’

‘How?’ the detective yelled hoarsely. ‘The tracks!’

Briar took a deep breath. ‘The killer was being blackmailed by Posy. All the evidence is inside the mobile phone.’

Briar reached into her pocket and drew out the pink smartphone she had found tucked inside the pointe shoe under the bed only a short while earlier.

‘You see, Posy knew the killer in a former life,’ Briar said. ‘They were ballerinas together. The killer was always envious of Posy. They were envious of a mutual friend and colleague as well. The killer pushed that friend and colleague down the stairs in a now infamous fall that shattered that ballerina’s career. Only Posy knew. And Posy was using this information to blackmail the killer so they would follow Posy’s wishes.’

An icy silence followed this conclusion. Posy’s publicist and manager made a small sound of disbelief, her blue eyes scanning Briar’s face in complete horror.

‘For god’s sake,’ Marianne said. ‘What preposterous allegations. Come on. It’s no secret that I was in the ballet with Posy, years ago. But the rest is all lies.’

‘Not lies,’ said Briar fiercely. ‘You couldn’t stand Posy. I know a mask when I see one, Marianne, and you always wore one around her. You were pretending. You were rivals and you couldn’t stand that she was better than you. Louise Clarkson was better too. So when Posy found out what you had done to Louise, she blackmailed you. Threatened to ruin what reputation you had.’

Briar placed the mobile phone beside the two poisoned teabags and then drew out the photographs she had taken from the bedroom.

‘You had the teabags poisoned in advance and brought them with you. Last night was a fresh box, your first and only attempt. You succeeded. Posy drank from the poisoned tea and was dead mere hours later.’

‘You can’t prove they’re poisoned,’ Marianne said. ‘Besides, how did I get the phone?’

‘You walked inside Posy’s footsteps, of course.’

‘Are you mad?’ cried Marianne, laughing shrilly. She gestured at her large feet. ‘I wear a size eight. Posy wore a size three. You’re joking.’

‘This is the part where I almost admire you,’ Briar said evenly. She drew out her final piece of evidence and placed it on the tea trolley.

The pointe shoes.

Marianne’s face became very pale, while everyone else stared in surprise.

‘Your feet are certainly bigger than Posy’s,’ Briar said quietly. ‘But you can stand and walk on pointe. It wasn’t far. You just needed to get to the body and retrieve the device. Which you did. By standing on the very tips of your toes, walking on pointe inside Posy’s footprints. Probably the best performance you’ve ever given and no one was there to see it.’

Herriot chuckled and the detective made some strangled noises of confusion, staring at Marianne and Briar.

‘Well,’ Briar amended. ‘Not exactly “no one”. My parents have CCTV.’

‘What?’ both Marianne and the detective said simultaneously.

‘Oh yes. In the woods. It’s disguised as an owl. Dad’s idea, very clever. He has the files from it too. He’ll access them when he gets back from Inverness.’

Renee glanced at her daughter’s publicist, clearly disturbed by the obvious fear on Marianne’s face. ‘But this can’t be true. Marianne? Tell her it’s a mistake.’

‘She’s lying,’ Marianne said, her voice raspy. ‘For attention. She’s not well, she’s not right in the head.’

‘Sorry,’ Briar said plainly. ‘I’m very right in the head. Want to know a fun fact about some autistic people, Marianne? We have incredibly heightened senses. I can hear and smell extremely well. Better than you. Better than anyone in this room.’ She gestured to Flute. ‘Possibly even better than him.’

Flute grunted in denial.

‘So I can pick up the scent of poison in these teabags,’ Briar went on, holding the teabags high. ‘And I notice things other people don’t bother to look at. Because no one knows better than me that there is always something deeper going on, underneath the surface.’

‘You can’t prove any of it,’ Marianne hissed, a little desperately.

Briar forced herself to make eye contact with Marianne as she dropped both poisoned teabags into the boiling pot of water. She stirred, never breaking their stare.

‘Here,’ she finally said, pouring a generous cup of tea and holding it out to Marianne. ‘Tea is served. Have some.’

Shocked, stunned silence.

Marianne stared at Briar. Briar stared right back.

‘Careful,’ Briar finally said, her voice a murmur. ‘It’s piping hot.’

There was a brief moment where Briar thought Marianne might either flip the table or dash the scalding hot tea out of her hand. Instead she gave a weak laugh and all the remnants of pretend shock disappeared from her face.

‘I think it’s safe to say that everyone in this building had a motive,’ she said silkily. ‘I was the only one who had an actual plan.’

‘Oh my god,’ breathed Renee.

‘A murderer?’ squeaked the detective. ‘Here?’

‘I’d love some tea!’ said one of the bridge ladies.

‘No, it’s poisoned, Deborah,’ scolded the other.

‘Let’s call some of your officers, detective,’ Herriot said sternly, eyeing Marianne. The publicist now wore a calm and serene expression, as if she was now free. ‘We have a confession of sorts and you should have your CCTV soon.’

Briar hurried to the window and poured the tea out on to the snow. It sizzled and scorched as it hit the gentle white puffiness, leaving the poison out in the open for all to see.
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‘How did you know it was murder?’

Herriot asked the question, while he and Briar watched the detective place Marianne in the back of a police car. The snow had thawed a little so the police were now able to get in and out.

Briar spoke very matter-of-factly, leaning down to scratch her basset hound’s ears. ‘Because people like Posy Lennox, who are rude and obnoxious and unkind to people, tend to live a long time before natural causes get them. It could never have been an aneurysm or something like that. Marianne was right about one thing: everyone wanted to kill her. She was just the one brash enough to do it.’

Herriot laughed, bemused. ‘You’re an old soul, aren’t you?’

‘No, just autistic.’

‘Well, you solved the case,’ he said. ‘DI Useless over there would never have found out. We all underestimated Marianne. And you, Briar.’

The serious little girl snapped Flute’s lead on to his collar for a walk. She couldn’t help reflecting on the strange day. It had definitely not been a normal Christmastime at the inn.

‘It’s all right,’ she told Herriot, tugging her hound along behind her. ‘I’m used to being underestimated.’
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IT’S SNOW CRIME

By Roopa Farooki

‘Ho-ho-HO!’

Ali exploded from the back seat, throwing old chocolate wrappers in the air like confetti. Tulip jumped beside her. Nan-Nan hit the emergency brake and her Nan-mobile stalled. She turned and skewered both Ali and Tulip with a look of steel.

‘She did it,’ the twins said together, pointing to each other.

Tulip bristled with the unfairness of this and said even more forcefully, ‘No, SHE really did it!’ – the same time as Ali said the same thing.

‘Stop that!’ they said together.

‘No, YOU stop it!’

Nan-Nan rolled her eyes and waved airily at the beeping traffic moving around her. Some drivers even wound down their windows to complain at her. She just beamed at them and gestured towards her wheelchair sticker.

‘Bet you feel bad about yourself now,’ she told the hecklers. ‘Road raging at an adorable old lady with a wheelchair.’

She put the car back into gear and moved off, commenting in the rear-view mirror, ‘Driving without legs is easy. Driving with you two in the back? That’s the dangerous bit.’

‘It wasn’t me,’ complained Tulip – just as Ali said the same thing a split second later: ‘. . . wasn’t me.’

Nan-Nan shook her head. ‘I keep telling you two not to talk in creepy twin unison. It weirds out the normals.’ As she pulled up at their school, she added casually, ‘Pop quiz! What’s Father Christmas’s favourite Minecraft tool?’

‘Hoe-hoe-HOE!’ yelled Ali competitively. She realised she’d given herself away a moment later, but then grinned. ‘Yeah, so it was me yelling just then. Christmas prank. Totally worth it.’

‘We all knew it was you,’ said Nan-Nan. ‘Why are you being so annoyingly perky? I prefer you when you’re ignoring us for your own sinister reasons.’

‘Duh! Cos it’s almost the holidays!’ whooped Ali. ‘Mum’s getting three days off from the hospital. She’s not working Christmas, so we get to do festive stuff. Stockings! Chocolate! Crackers! We’re gonna be so stuffed with merriness we’re gonna be sick!’

‘Ali’s a bit excited,’ Tulip apologised. ‘And has really got her ding-dong-merrily-on-high hopes up. Which means it’s definitely not going to end well.’

‘Ugh, you’re such a downer,’ complained Ali. ‘Gloom and Boomer. Can’t believe I have to share Christmas with you.’

‘You don’t,’ said Tulip, trying not to look smug. ‘I’m volunteering at the Festive Grotto with Zac. It’s set up outside the kids’ ward at the hospital.’ Zac and his brother Jay were the other twins in their class. Zac was the nicer one, and was always annoyingly volunteering for things.

‘Aargh! I can’t believe you’re dumping me for Christmas,’ said Ali. ‘Zac’s the worst. Probably has elbow-ache from all of his halo-polishing.’

‘Christmas is the worst,’ corrected Nan-Nan. ‘You’re just brainwashed by the internet into thinking it’s fun. It’s basically a national day of family arguments and sugar-loading.’

‘Grinchy much?’ said Tulip, interrupting Nan-Nan before she could give them her whole anti-Christmas speech. ‘Poor grumpy old Nan-Nan. If you had a lawn, you’d be yelling at kids to get off it.’

‘Of course I would,’ said Nan-Nan. ‘I’m an active agent in a covert super-spy ring. I haven’t found half the traps I buried, in case my international enemies catch up with me. Some of them are pretty sharp. The traps, obvs. Not my enemies.’

‘Yeah, enemies are real noobs,’ agreed Ali.

‘Thanks for the lift, Nan-Nan,’ said Tulip, looking pointedly at Ali. ‘We were meant to walk, but it’s cold, and someone left her coat at school.’

‘I didn’t forget it,’ said Ali, offended. ‘I left it in a locker with itching powder in the pockets, to frame and shame someone on my enemies list . . .’

‘That sounds like a fascinating back story that I have no need to know,’ said Nan-Nan. She nodded outside and rolled down the window, stretching out her hands to catch the first flakes of snow. ‘Made it just in time. Wouldn’t want you to be caught in this.’

‘Snow’s hardly even weather,’ pointed out Tulip. ‘It pretty much dissolves on contact.’

‘It does on this wet little island,’ agreed Nan-Nan. ‘In Greenland I could build whole igloo forts and cosy hobbit holes out of the ice.’

‘Don’t you mean Iceland?’ said Ali.

‘Nope,’ said Nan-Nan. ‘Iceland is green, and Greenland is icy. They did that on purpose to confuse people.’ She nodded towards their class teacher Mr Ofu at the gates, and waved them in. ‘Off you go. Spit spot! I’ll collect you if it’s still snowing.’
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The last day of school was just busy work, which did nothing to calm Ali down. They made twisty wreaths with ivy stripped from the brick walls at the back of the playground and then watched a holiday movie with winsome singing and CGI animals.

‘Shame Zac and Jay aren’t here for this,’ commented Tulip, bouncing along to the film’s high-energy soundtrack.

‘Where are the losers, anyway?’ complained Ali, as though she’d only just noticed they were absent. Tulip had seen her looking disappointed as she pulled her itching-powder-loaded coat back out of Jay’s locker. ‘It’s irresponsible not to be here. Everyone knows they usually bring the end-of-term cookies.’

‘Yeah,’ said Tulip. ‘The teachers are crazy disappointed. No homemade cookies, no handmade gift boxes.’

‘Suppose their parents gave them the day off,’ said Ali. ‘They’re not big on religious-themed activities. Their mum wouldn’t even let them play Tomb Raider at Easter.’

‘They’re not allowed any games,’ pointed out Tulip. ‘And I’m not sure tomb raiding is really in the spirit of Easter.’

‘Nah, that’s chocolate,’ agreed Ali.

At the end of the film, Mr Ofu rolled up the blinds and blinked at the sea of blinding white light outside. In two hours, the snow flurry had become a thick blanket several centimetres deep, covering everything in blurry, fluffy wonder.

‘OMG, it REALLY snowed!’ yelled Ali. ‘Proper Greenland igloo-fort-hobbit-hole snow! Ho-ho-ho!’

‘No-no-no! How am I going to get my car out in that!’ said Mr Ofu. ‘My boyfriend just made us waffles.’ He showed them the Insta photos he’d been scrolling through during the film credits.

‘Aw!’ said Tulip. ‘He made breakfast for teatime? That’s like the most merry thing ever.’

They were packing up their things when the school announcement system screeched into life. It was Mrs Khan, trying hard to sound curt and official.

‘Could Nurse Han please report to the school hall? The younger classes tried to do a conga in the snow and we have some unfortunate ice-related injuries.’

‘Lol, the Year Threes are cray-cray,’ said Ali. ‘Why didn’t we do a conga line?’

The speaker system started up again. Mrs Khan sounded even more stressed.

‘I’ve been informed that Nurse Han is already on holiday, as she has apparently posted a “Merry Christmas from the Beach” postcard on her Facebook page. Honestly, she could at least PRETEND it was a family emergency. So, if any teacher, or students, any two students, possibly TWIN students, can help out . . .’

Mr Ofu grinned and opened the door. ‘Tulip, Ali, I think that’s Mrs Khan putting out the bat signal. Do you wanna go to the hall?’

‘Finally,’ squealed Tulip. ‘We’re wanted for our cool medical know-how and not just
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I have always loved mysteries. Curious crimes,
quirky suspicious characters, pieces of a puzzle.

I love the twists and turns, red herrings and
misdirection, the eventual reveal of who did it and
why. Mysteries can be creepy, chilling, funny. The
possibilities are endless,

What I love most about this collection of
mysteries and why I'm so proud to be part of it is
how fresh it feels. These thirteen voices have all
brought something new in to the mix. The stories are
unique, unexpected, slick, fast paced and fun, They
will surprise and confound you, make you gasp and
even laugh.

When I was a young reader, I realise now that
couldn’t see myself as the hero of a story because
of a lack of diverse voices in the books I read. We
all deserve stories that we can see ourselves in and
it’s S0 important to be able to see someone different
to ourselves as the hero too. The power of that is
something I believe in so much. [ am delighted to ‘
present this anthology alongside Robin and Farshore
and I hope it will inspire a new generation of
mystery fans. You can be the hero of a story!
We all can! !
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You might think you
know what's going to
happen in a mystery story.
There’s a crime, there are suspects
and clues, and then there’s a detective who
solves the case. They're all the same, Tight?

‘Wrong.

One of my f: avourite things about mysteries is
the way every single writer takes those ingredients
and comes up with something totally new. They're
each as unique as their author's brain, with £ iendish
puzzles, terrifying settings and wonderful characters |
that only that person could have come up with.

I loved being part of the original Crime Club
anthology, and reading the unforgettable stories that
the authors in it created and now I'm delighted to say
that this brandnew collection by thirteen new children’s
crime writers is just as dever, funny, varied and (most
importantly) very, very mysterious. These stories will
sweep you away on adventures to Italian ski slopes,
the London Frost Fair, and even an apparently normal
street (appearances can be deceptive). They1l boggle your
brain (can you solve the riddles of the haunted grotto?
Why do the dolphins need to be protected?), and theyll
introduce you to characters you won't be able to forget:
a catburglar mum! Detective twins! A mysterious
woodland Beast and a dance troupe on a mission!

So welcome to this wintery wonderland of clever
codes, perilous missions and daring detectives.
There’s something for everyone and I hope these
brilliant mysteries will help inspire you to tell
your own story. Maybe well even see it in the next
Crime Club anthology!
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