

[image: cover]




When three girls are stranded at the grand Bramble Estate in the middle of a snowstorm, they stumble into a murder plot. Someone has poisoned wealthy Emily Vanforte in the middle of a family dinner – which means Devi, Lizzie and Jayne are trapped in the house with a killer and a mystery to solve. With knives under floorboards, vanishing guns and secret passages in the walls, no one is safe and everyone is a suspect. But in a house of liars and corruption, will the girls save themselves…or learn to fit in?
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THE DEADLIEST DINNER: SUDDEN DEATH OF PHILANTHROPIST EMILY VANFORTE BEING TREATED AS “SUSPICIOUS”

By Janice Evernight

A police spokesperson has confirmed the sudden death of Emily Vanforte is being treated as “suspicious”, though no new details are being given at this time.

Initially reported as a heart attack, the police spokesperson has confirmed something more sinister may have happened to Emily Vanforte on Saturday night when she died suddenly at her multi-million-pound estate, aged fifty-eight.

According to an insider, Emily Vanforte was hosting a family dinner for her husband, celebrated politician Charles Vanforte (57), her nephew, Tate Astur (17), her daughter, Lottie Vanforte (17), and Douglas Treefair (17), son of controversial car tycoon Nicholas Treefair and reportedly Lottie Vanforte’s boyfriend.

The Bramble Estate had been snowed in, having lost power earlier in the day. The combination of the snowstorm and the estate’s isolated location meant it was cut off from the outside world for over fifteen hours. The police were only informed of Emily Vanforte’s death late on Sunday morning, when Lottie Vanforte and Douglas Treefair braved the extreme conditions in order to hike to the nearest village.

“It was very odd,” said Shelly Jones, a local resident. “I thought I was seeing things when they showed up on my doorstep – the Vanfortes have always kept themselves to themselves, no interest in the community at all. Douglas Treefair asked to use my phone. Lottie Vanforte never said a word – just started sobbing. Next thing you know, police are swarming the village and driving up to the estate.”

“It’s bizarre,” added Peter Harkin, owner of the village pub. “There’s something off about the Bramble Estate. Us in the village have always said so. We all steer clear of it, if we can. And I think— [cont. on page 5].
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IA: So, just so we have it on record, you’d never met the deceased before the night of her death?

DM: Nope. [Pauses] We weren’t exactly in the same circles. Her being a super-rich old woman and me…er, not being super rich. Or old. And living like a million miles away from the Bramble Estate – although she had a London home, didn’t she? All those rich people have London homes. I’m from London, but the crap part—

IA: Great, thank you. A simple yes or no would suffice for these basic sorts of question.

DM: I’m just trying to paint a picture.

IA: Thank you, Devi. We do want to find out exactly what happened.

DM: And you’re the best person to solve this, right? We need the best people on this case to solve it ASAP, before someone tries to kill me for seeing something I didn’t know I saw. In fact, I still don’t get why I’m not in witness protection, or why you’re not giving me twenty-four-hour security—

IA: I’ll keep those suggestions in mind. Now, what would be very helpful is if you could set the scene of your arrival at the Bramble Estate: who you spoke to and what you did when you got there…and just your general impressions of the others at the estate.

DM: But this is what I’m trying to tell you – the murderer has to be one of those four rich prats. What if they come after me for telling you what I saw? I’ve got more than a theory about who did it. I’ve got those four suspects all sussed out; I know which one of them did it.

IA: Oh – well, good, I would love to hear your suspicions. But to begin with, it would be most helpful to get a straightforward account of what happened.

DM: There’s nothing straightforward about it – you know this whole thing is weird, right? It’s like a murder-mystery scenario you see in films. The death happened in a locked room with only five people, including the victim, inside. No one else entered or left. The poison must have been in Mrs Vanforte’s glass. Not the wine bottle, because everyone else drank from that. And she’d been using that same glass all evening, which means someone in the room put the poison in her drink at some point during dinner. Which means there’s only four suspects. So, let’s go back to the whole thing about how I’m in danger. The killer thought they could get away with murder in front of three witnesses in that room – but they knew those people, so maybe they knew how to fool them. And there should have only been one other possible witness to everything going on in the house: old Ms Bromley, the housekeeper – but her hearing’s going and her eyesight is bad. The trouble is, the killer was unlucky, because the snow meant we were stuck there too – three strangers who weren’t supposed to be there. Three strangers who might have noticed something the family didn’t. We’re the flaw in the plan, Inspector… You know, poisoning someone when there’s three other people in the room? That’s the action of someone who isn’t afraid to take risks. And…

IA: Yes?

DM: I’m scared.
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I’ve had some bad luck in my time, but I kid you not, the day I ended up at the Vanforte mansion was probably the worst string of bad luck ever.

I’d made plans to visit Nani (my grandmother on Mum’s side) up north a few days after New Year’s Eve, but then the weather forecast started giving ominous warnings about Snowstorm Sara and I was like hell, no, I’m not driving in a blizzard. I’d only just passed my test a few months before and I was mainly used to London roads, where you can never go above twenty miles an hour because there’s so much traffic. Plus, I barely drove anyway, since Mum’s car is a beat-up piece of junk she’d got for cheap, because she was like its one-hundredth owner, and I simply couldn’t be seen driving around in it. Dad wouldn’t let me drive his car because he was worried I’d crash it (and there is no foundation to that worry at all. I passed my test first time, thank you very much. So what if I accidentally skidded right afterwards and hit a postbox? Cars are made to be dented).

But Nani was one of those old people who always said stuff like, When I was your age, I used to hike fifteen miles in the heat just to go to the toilet, and, What if I die tomorrow and you never came to see me? You’re going to miss me when I’m dead. Rain or shine or snow, she expected me to make the trip.

Mum and Dad were busy working at the restaurant, so they couldn’t come with me. I set off from London early, making great progress down the motorway. Zoom, zoom, zoom – I got into the fast lane and started racing people. The miles roared away. It was great to see how fast Mum’s car could go – fast enough that no one would have a chance to see who was driving.

My phone was blasting rock music, the singers screaming at the tops of their lungs, and I had never felt more peaceful.

But the motorway got progressively quieter as the snow started to fall, and it all went to crap when I had to turn off onto one of those smaller roads – and then onto horrible country lanes. Nani lives in the middle of nowhere, because she married some man she met at a bingo night after Nana (my mum’s dad) died. Step-grandfather (or as he insists I call him, Gerry) lives in a village with an access road so narrow only one car can drive down it at a time. It’s incredibly inconvenient.

The snow was falling thick and fast, and the world was blanketed in a sharp white that made my eyes sting. I could barely tell where the road was. There weren’t any tyre tracks, so clearly I was the only one stupid enough to be out. The car heater gave one last little puff of warm air before dying out. At once the temperature seemed to drop a thousand degrees.

I sucked in my cheeks, bringing the car to a stop so I could put my hat and scarf on. It didn’t make a lick of difference because I was already starting to freeze. My coat was big and puffy and I hated driving in it, so I’d put it in the boot with the rest of my stuff – but I was regretting my choice. My old faded jeans and worn-out hoodie weren’t doing anything to keep me warm.

I briefly considered getting out to fetch my coat, but I was worried that if I stepped outside I would turn into an icicle. The snow was falling so thickly that the world had become a continuous stream of white falling from an endless grey sky.

I turned my music off. It felt out of place on the quiet country road, and I wanted to focus on figuring out how much further I had to go. I zoomed in on the satnav I’d set up on my phone – and that was when I realized the bloody screen had frozen miles earlier and it had no clue where I was.

“Well, great,” I said, tapping my phone a few more times. I had no signal – I truly was in the middle of nowhere. All country roads look the same to me at the best of times, and the snow made it impossible to recognize anything.

I thought about trying to turn the car round and heading back to the motorway, but I didn’t know how far away from it I was – and whether the lack of heating would mean I’d freeze before I got there. Plus, I had a feeling I was pretty close to Nani’s village, and Mum didn’t raise a quitter.

There was only one thing for it; I still had almost three-quarters of a tank of petrol, and the road I was on had to be going somewhere.

My windscreen wipers were going at a hundred miles an hour to keep the snow off, and I squinted, trying to make sure I stayed on the road and didn’t veer into a bush. Without my music, all I could hear were the choking noises coming from the engine. I wasn’t alarmed; the engine always sounds like an old man hacking up phlegm.

To my right, something loomed up out of the white. My window was frosted with snow, so I had to roll it down to see, letting in a blast of freezing air. It was a sign reading The Bramble Estate.

It said something else in smaller letters beneath that, but the words were hidden by snow.

The name rang a bell. I think Nani had mentioned the Bramble Estate before, and I had a vague idea it was the name of a fancy hotel about a half-hour drive from her house. I sighed with relief. I could park up at the hotel, maybe go inside and order a hot chocolate, and wait for the storm to blow over. The snow was slowing down anyway, and once I was in the hotel I could get directions to Nani’s.

The snow crackled under my tyres as I turned off onto the estate’s road, and the hacking noises from the engine changed to a few tired spurts, like it was dying.

“Crap,” I muttered. The wheezing didn’t sound good at all. I put the tired noises out of my mind as I drove up to two enormous black gates, with pointed tops that looked like little knife blades.

I waited impatiently for them to open, assuming they would be automatic and work via sensors – what kind of hotel had ominous gates like a fortress to keep their guests out?

If I’d been more sensible, I would have turned round and driven on my merry way, risking freezing to death in the snow. But I was too obsessed with the thought of a nice hot chocolate. And at that point I had no idea that I was driving straight into a horror story – you know the ones I’m talking about, where people like me die first because we’re too busy looking the other way to run from the danger—
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IA: Ahem.

DM: What? I was on a roll there – really painting the scene.

IA: I think it would be best if you told your story without…any retrospective elements. Don’t tell me what you know now about things – tell me your thoughts and impressions as they were at the time.

DM: With all due respect, Inspector, you said to tell my story in my own words—

IA: And, of course, you must do so! But I highly doubt at the time you were thinking to yourself, I don’t know it, but right now I am driving into a horror story.

DM: [Pauses] You don’t get it – everything that’s happened… It affects everything I do. I’m seeing enemies everywhere. Right now I’m looking at you and I’m wondering how easy it would be for the Vanfortes to pay a policeman off. Or else get someone to infiltrate the police and pretend to be one of you.

IA: I can show you my badge. Here, look. I’m exactly who I say I am.

DM: That could be a fake. And you could still have been paid off. But fine, I will do my best not to be too retrospective.

IA: Great. Let’s get back to it. And please can you note the rough timings of when things happened? It’s helpful for us to build a timeline of events.

DM: Okay. Well, I arrived at like 4 p.m. – ish. Can I crack on with my story now?

IA: Please, go ahead.
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I got annoyed just sitting and waiting for the gates to open – I wanted my hot chocolate and was starting to become genuinely concerned I might freeze to death. It only occurred to me then that the gates might not be automatic – there could be an intercom system, or maybe they were on a latch. Either way I would need to get out of the car.

“Stupid,” I huffed, leaving my car dying slowly as I got out to take a closer look at the gates. My trainers sank into several inches of snow, the wetness leaking to my socks.

I gave one of the gates a gentle push and it swung open.

Great, I’d spent ten minutes freezing outside an unlocked gate for no good reason.

I hurried back to my car and drove into the grounds. The road sloped downwards to an enormous gothic mansion, made of a dark grey stone that looked bleak against the backdrop of the sky. Ivy crept up the walls, and there were only a few cars parked in the driveway, half buried by the snow. It was probably off-season at the hotel.

“Wow,” I muttered as I slowly edged my car along the icy road. I’d never stayed anywhere half as fancy as this place – we normally picked cheap self-catering places when we went on holiday, because Mum always said we were hardly going to be in the room anyway, or else three-star hotels with decent enough online reviews. I had told Mum many times I would take well to the five-star lifestyle, but for some reason she ignored me.

But looking up at the hotel…I didn’t think I would want to stay in a place like this. The grounds were too big and empty, and there was nothing for miles around. A holiday here would probably be incredibly boring. I liked places with a bit more of a buzz to them. Apartments near the seaside where the roads were full of tourists, caravan holidays that made it super easy to befriend kids from other families, or even a cheap resort in Spain where I could dance to the cheesy music at the shows in the evening.

My musings were rudely interrupted by my car giving a little sputter and the engine cutting out. I coasted to a stop in the middle of the driveway and groaned.

I knew what that sputter meant, but tested my theory by turning the key anyway. The engine gave a few sad chokes, but the car didn’t roar to life like it should have done. It was dead.

“You stupid piece of crap,” I said, banging my hand against the steering wheel. Obviously, the car did not respond. All I managed to do was send a slice of pain through my hand.

I checked my phone, but it still had no signal. Well, the hotel would have a landline, and then I could call Nani and tell her to make Gerry come and pick me up. My socks were damp and freezing as they clung to my feet, and I was fed up.

I got out of the car, flutters of snowflakes landing in my hair and eyes as I stomped up to the front door and tried to push it open. Nothing happened. I pulled at the door handle, but it still didn’t budge.

The door was locked.

It occurred to me then that this might not be a hotel after all. There wasn’t any signage. And hotels don’t generally lock their guests out. But I still had the niggling feeling I had heard of the Bramble Estate before.

In the centre of the door was a metal lion, its mouth open like it was roaring. Dangling from its lower lip was a golden ring, which I guess served as a knocker.

To the left of the lion was a circular, rusted gold doorbell with the word Press engraved into the metal above.

I obeyed without thinking, and immediately a peal of noise clanged away inside. The reality of the situation began to dawn on me as I stood for an age waiting for the door to open. I was in the middle of nowhere at a private residence that looked about the size of Buckingham Palace with no phone signal and a dead car. The people inside could have been axe murderers or English cousins of Dracula. As I eyed the stone lion, its face morphed so it looked less like it was roaring and more like it was screaming.

I had half a mind to turn round and take my chances in the wild, snow-covered countryside, when the door slowly creaked open.

I waited, expecting someone from the Addams family to peek out. Instead, a willowy blonde girl about my age stared down at me. She was dressed in clothes no normal person wears at home – flowing white trousers paired with high-heeled boots and an expensive-looking top. Probably cashmere, it was a massive contrast to the food-stained old tracksuits and grey, elephant-skin-like T-shirts I wear at home. Everything I own always looks slightly lumpy on me, so I go for comfort above all else.

The girl’s lips were painted blood red and she was wearing golden eyeshadow and pink blusher that stood out against her pale skin. Her fake lashes looked like spider legs. I’ve never got the hang of make-up – my best friend Priya used to slather it on for me, insisting she knew what she was doing. I trusted her every time, walking around like a clown until I caught sight of myself in a mirror and shrieked with horror.

The girl’s head tilted as she looked at me, her diamond earrings dangling. I quickly summed her up – a spoilt and loud rich girl who probably thought the world revolved around her.

“Er…” she said, her voice softer than I was expecting. “Can I help you? Are you erm…selling something?” Her eyes flicked to my empty hands, and she flinched. “Sorry, that was a silly question.”

The silence stretched between us, and it was getting weird that I hadn’t spoken. But she was so awkward, which contrasted too much with how well put together she looked. It was unsettling.

“I lost my way in the snow and my car’s broken down,” I said. “I was hoping I could use your landline to call my grandma?” Call me stupid, but the fact this girl looked to be my age made me trust her more. What harm could a seventeen-year-old do, right? In another world, where I’d been born rich, we might have gone to school together.

“Oh, you’re lost?” The girl’s eyes widened. Was I imagining it, or had her accent become less posh – more like mine? “I’m really sorry, but I don’t think we can help you. The phones and Wi-Fi are down, because of the storm… We’re cut off.”

I blinked at her a few times. Crap. Crap, crap, crap. Crap on a stick. Crap in a river. Crap everywhere. What the hell was I supposed to do now? The temperature had dropped about a thousand degrees in the time I’d been talking to the girl, and my coat was still in the bloody car because I hadn’t thought to grab it. I was going to die of frostbite, I could feel it.

“Who’s that, Charlotte?” a woman’s voice called from somewhere in the murky depths of the house.

The friendliness slipped off the girl’s face. It was replaced by a pinched expression as a woman appeared next to her. The woman was well built, with hair such a bright white it had to be dyed. Her skin was almost flawless, apart from a few wrinkles round her mouth that were half hidden by her face powder, and she had large brown eyes. She had the same thin lips as the girl, though hers were painted a soft pink, and wore a plain beige top and trousers, paired with a dark-brown blazer. I was immediately struck by the life pouring from her. This was a woman who knew what she wanted. This was a woman who Got Stuff Done.

Emily Vanforte.

I recognized her from gossip accounts I followed online. This was why the Bramble Estate was familiar to me – Nani had once mentioned it was the country home of the Vanforte family, nestled in the hills in the middle of nowhere, well away from the intrusive flashing cameras of the London paparazzi. Charles Vanforte was a politician and former businessman, and his daughter Lottie Vanforte was one of those teens blessed with good looks and money – the sort of person the paparazzi love to photograph. She had been snapped a few times at dinner with her dad and other rich families, or attending speeches her dad was making, always looking so poised. She never looked happy with the attention, but I assumed that was probably part of her act – to seem as aloof as possible, like she was above the cameras.

But for some reason I couldn’t put together the ethereal girl I’d seen on gossip websites and the girl before me – Lottie seemed to have shrunk in the few seconds her mum had been standing beside her.

Her mum, who was one of the richest women in the country.

“Well, what do we have here?” Mrs Vanforte said, her voice sharp. At least she fitted the impression I had of her – that she was fierce; someone to be feared.

“I’m… I’m…” The words stuck in my throat. I’m not a shy person, but something about Mrs Vanforte intimidated me. The way she loomed over me, the way I knew from all the press about her that she was nearing sixty but only had the faintest wrinkles, like ageing wasn’t something that happened to her (or, maybe only to her hair). That might be why Lottie seemed to be slightly afraid of her. I couldn’t imagine someone like Emily Vanforte to be very…mumsy. There would be something like a ten-year gap between her and my mum, but it wasn’t the age difference that made me think Emily Vanforte and my mum would never get along. I couldn’t imagine Mrs Vanforte helping me get past hard levels on my PlayStation, for one thing.

“She says her car has broken down,” said Lottie. Her voice was stilted now. She seemed uneasy, keeping her eyes fixed on me rather than her mother. Weird dynamics there – maybe Mrs Vanforte had refused to pay for a new pony for Lottie and she was sulking (I knew I was being judgemental and I didn’t know Lottie at all and she might be absolutely lovely, blah, blah, blah, but despite her awkwardness she was wearing enormous diamond earrings at home, for goodness’ sake. Was she not worried about losing them? I would have been). “And that she’s lost.”

“Well, you must come in,” said Mrs Vanforte at once, her voice firm, like she was settling the matter. “Out of the cold. I’ll get someone to take a look at your car, to see if we can get it running again. Have you got much of your journey left?”

“No,” I began. “I was on my way to visit my grandma—”

“But of course you can’t drive in the snow,” continued Mrs Vanforte, speaking right over me like I hadn’t said anything. “Perhaps you had better stay for a while—”

“Oh, but Dad might not like that.” Lottie pushed her hair out of her face, her back slightly straighter, like mentioning her dad gave her strength. “He told me about a scam where criminals send in a child who’s pretending to be hurt, and while the homeowners are distracted the criminals rush in—”

“That’s ridiculous.” Mrs Vanforte cut across her daughter, her tone disparaging. I raised my eyebrows at Lottie, expecting her to snap back at her mother. But Lottie pressed her lips together, her eyes drawn to the ground. She almost seemed to wilt, like a flower without enough sunlight. I couldn’t even be annoyed with her for suggesting I was a criminal. “Those scams involve five-year-olds, little cherubic angels.”

“That’s definitely not me,” I said helpfully, looking from Lottie to Mrs Vanforte. I was now really shivering, the cold biting at my face, the wind finding its way through tiny holes in my cheap hoodie and nipping at my skin. I had never wanted to be warm so badly in my life, and now the possibility of getting indoors had been mentioned I was eager to nudge that idea along. “I thought this place was a hotel – the gates weren’t locked…”

“They’re electric,” said Mrs Vanforte. “They probably broke down because of the snow.” Her eyes scanned me, like she was trying to read my mind. I felt a strong need to apologize for something, even though I hadn’t done anything wrong. She reminded me of one of the strict teachers at my school, who could shut an entire class up with a single death stare. “You’re not going to steal anything, are you?”

“I’ll try not to,” I quipped, and Mrs Vanforte’s mouth twitched as she stepped aside to let me in. I gave Lottie a victorious smile as I entered the house, finding myself in a grand foyer. Black and white squares tiled the floor, and in the centre of the room was a wide set of stairs. About halfway up they reached a landing, at which point they split into two narrower stairs that led off in opposite directions to the first floor. High above us was a chandelier. Two curved chaise longues were set up against the walls, and hanging above them were several abstract art pieces featuring weird-looking circles that, if you squinted hard enough, could look like faces.

It was barely warmer inside than out, the air as chilly as the inside of a fridge – or a mausoleum.

“Well, there you go,” said Mrs Vanforte, as she closed the door behind me, the sound echoing around the vast space. “She said she’s not going to steal, so she won’t.”

“I just know Dad wouldn’t really like it…” Lottie trailed off.

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t like being discussed as though I wasn’t standing right beside them – especially since Lottie still hadn’t given up on the whole “she might be a criminal” thing. Absolute insult: if I was a criminal I’d be way smarter – not knock on the front door, for one thing.

Lottie must have seen my expression, because she immediately backtracked. “Not that you’re not welcome, of course,” she said to me quickly. She tried to smile, but nervously shot her mother a look as she did so. Mrs Vanforte rolled her eyes.

“This random stranger off the street is more welcome than the other person who decided to show up on my doorstep,” she said. “I didn’t realize your boyfriend was Douglas Treefair. Left that bit of information out when you told me he’d be coming.”

Lottie went red. “I didn’t leave out his last name on purpose. You weren’t home the other times we visited. And he’s been wanting to meet you and Dad for ages…”

“From what I’ve heard of Douglas’s parents, he’s not the sort of person you should be mixing with,” said Mrs Vanforte.

Obviously, this discussion didn’t involve me, and they both had way bigger problems to worry about than letting me in so I didn’t freeze. I’d never argued with Mum in front of anyone else – Priya used to come round all the time, and her visits sometimes coincided with me having pissed Mum off (me pissing Mum off happened a lot, because…well, sometimes I’m annoying. At least I’m self aware, I guess). But even when she was furious, Mum always waited until Priya was gone before sniping at me.

For all Mrs Vanforte and Lottie knew, I could have been an undercover reporter, planning to sell the story to the press. Headline being: VANFORTES HATE EACH OTHER, subheading being: ANONYMOUS SOURCE PAID £10,000 FOR THE DETAILS.

“Douglas is nice, Mum,” said Lottie, her voice almost a whisper.

“He’s nice because he wants a taste of your money,” snorted Mrs Vanforte. “Didn’t his father just go bankrupt?”

Lottie didn’t reply, crossing her arms over herself like they would protect her from her mother’s jabs.

Mrs Vanforte drew herself up to her full height. “Never mind. It all worked out for the best. You’ll soon see why.” She had clearly forgotten about me standing close by; her eyes were fixed on Lottie as she said, “Because one of the people coming to dinner tonight is a crook and a liar. And I’m going to expose them.”
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LNH: I’m so sorry, Inspector. I really don’t know what I can tell you. After…it…happened I was so scared I couldn’t tell my left from my right.

IA: You’ll be very helpful, I’m sure.

LNH: I hope so. [Hiccups] Sorry – I’ve been crying so much after the past few days. To think…Emily Vanforte is…is dead, you know? And that I was there. [Loud sniffle]

IA: You were a stranger to the deceased?

LNH: That’s right. Mrs Vanforte’s assistant contacted Mum, saying she really wanted to buy one of Mum’s necklaces – Mum owns an independent jewellery store. The assistant really wanted to know about this diamond necklace Mum had – it was so lovely… Just beautiful – eight carat leaves of white gold filled with flawless diamonds – the highest possible quality—

IA: Yes, yes, great. So this necklace was very important to Emily?

LNH: Yes. The assistant said that Mrs Vanforte was really interested in buying the necklace; except she wanted it the next day…

IA: Why did she want it so urgently?

LNH: For an event she was holding, I think. She said she wanted to look her best and the necklace was stunning and would make her sparkle. Mrs Vanforte was offering a lot of money for it – more than it was worth, actually… Obviously we told her that. Mum isn’t a swindler or anything. But Mrs Vanforte insisted on paying almost double for it – kept saying it was a fair amount considering how lovely it looked.

IA: So why was fast delivery an issue? Surely you could have booked a courier to deliver it?

LNH: Well, Mrs Vanforte said it would tie her whole outfit together and she didn’t want it getting lost, and since it was so valuable to her she didn’t want to trust a courier with it. So she said Mum should drive up and deliver it in person, then stay in a hotel and go back the next day. She said she would pay for everything, but she had to have the necklace, and it had to be that weekend… It was all settled. Mum was going to deliver it – you don’t say no to someone like Mrs Vanforte. But then Mum got one of her migraines, and I wanted to be helpful because it was such a huge sale, so I said I could go to the Bramble Estate instead.

IA: So you arrived when?

LNH: At half past three in the afternoon. But then I was stranded because of the snow – it got so bad that I couldn’t leave.

IA: And did you speak to any of the family that afternoon, prior to the dinner at 8 p.m.?

LNH: Yes. Mrs Vanforte obviously. And Mr Vanforte. I also spoke to Douglas Treefair – though he didn’t speak to me, more…near me. And Tate Astur, I suppose, but only very briefly… That’s the point I should have tried to leave – when I met Tate. I should have known something was wrong then – in fact, I did know something was wrong, deep down, but I told myself I was being silly. I wish I’d never stayed. I wish I’d risked the snow. It would have been safer.

IA: So, do you have any idea as to who could have poisoned Emily Vanforte?

LNH: Oh – well, no – I really don’t think any of them could have done it. It’s too horrible to think about. I thought some awful outsider had broken into the house… It was such a large place, you see. So many places someone could hide…

IA: There were no footprints in the snow leading to or from the house. Emily Vanforte was alone with her family – that is, with her husband, daughter, nephew and Douglas – in the dining room when she died. All four persons of interest have confirmed no one else entered or exited the room between the time when dinner was served and her death.

LNH: Well, I did have one theory. But the others thought I was being ridiculous. I’m really not sure if I should say.

IA: Please do.

LNH: I heard a ghost story about the Bramble Estate. Maybe the killer is a ghost?

IA: [Indistinct laughter which turns into a cough] I see. [Coughing] Well, let’s put that to one side for now and get started with your full account of the events that night.
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In an ideal world, I would have been able to do a dry run of the journey to the Bramble Estate in person the day before, checking the route to make sure I didn’t get lost. Then, I could have gone back home and done it again for real. But the estate was much too far away from home, so I settled for using the little yellow person on Google Maps to visualize the way. But Google maps only went as far as the big sign saying Bramble Estate – Private Property – KEEP OUT, so I had no idea what the estate looked like. In the camera image online, the sign had been clear to read, but now half of it was hidden under ice and snow.

The black gate juddered open as I nudged my car forward slowly, because the snow was thick and my visibility was poor. I was very relieved to finally arrive – when Natasha and Hannah, my closest friends, had found out I was going so far on my own, they had laughed, because I’m not exactly a confident driver. I hate motorways, with all the cars racing past me while I remain in the left lane. My knuckles were white as I gripped the steering wheel and prayed that no one would come on from one of the slip roads. I hate driving through towns even more. Being surrounded by unpredictable drivers who might risk their lives to shave a few seconds off their commute.

And now I’ve learned that I hate countryside driving – the narrow roads twisting and bending. The probability of a sheep suddenly popping up in the lane might be low, but it’s never zero.

I inched down a wide driveway that led to an enormous house made of soft grey brick, with huge windows and a columned front porch. I like visiting stately homes with Mum, wandering through old-timey rooms and pretending I’m the owner. Those homes are usually buzzing with visitors, and there’s always a sort of hushed appreciation. I cut my car engine; here, everything was simply hushed.

There were a few flurries of snow just beginning to fall. I was later than I had planned, because of an accident on one of the motorways. I’d been forced to take an unexpected detour through back roads that I hadn’t seen on Google Maps. I don’t like it when things don’t go according to plan, but I was trying to be optimistic: if I could be on the road again as quickly as possible and get to my hotel, I might make up for lost time… And avoid the blizzard that was surely coming.

I clutched the velvet-green box that housed the necklace Mrs Vanforte had been so desperate to buy, and crunched through the snow. I was wearing thick boots, which were old but comfortable. Mum had splashed out on them a few years ago, and I’d done my best to look after them – they were my most expensive shoes, and they did a great job of keeping out water.

The sweeping front steps were icy, so I made my way up slowly, images of myself falling and breaking my neck flashing through my mind. But thankfully I reached the top without anything bad happening, and pressed the doorbell. My breath came out in frozen puffs. Cold nipped at my face, but other than that I was nicely wrapped up in layers, finishing with my thick winter coat that went down to my ankles and my big hat that covered my ears.

The door was opened by Emily Vanforte herself. She was tall, much taller than she appeared to be in the newspapers and in online photos – of course, I’d done my research on her the moment I volunteered to hand-deliver the necklace for my mum. It was hard to determine if she would be scary in person from a few blurred paparazzi shots, and carefully posed pictures of her at charity galas, but I had done my best. I concluded she would be scary.

I was absolutely right. Mrs Vanforte stared down at me, her face oddly expressionless, as if it belonged to someone much younger. She was wearing what looked like a Chanel outfit – I thought I recognized it from their new line. I can’t afford clothes like that, but I like to pore over the pictures, imagining myself as someone more glamorous, more confident…

“Ah, Elizabeth,” Mrs Vanforte said, clasping her hands together. Her mouth twitched, like she was trying to smile but couldn’t quite manage it – I wondered if she’d had Botox, or something else to freeze the icy expression on her face. “You’ve made it!” Her eyes flicked down to the necklace box. “Is that…?”

I nodded, holding it out for her.

“Excellent,” she said, opening up the box at once and nodding at the necklace. “Excellent. I’ve got a surprise planned at dinner that I wanted to look my absolute best for, and this necklace is simply stunning. It will tie my whole look together.” She snapped the box shut, and looked at me. “You must come in for a cup of tea now – I know you stepped in for your mother last minute, and had such a long drive, all to satisfy my little whim. But when you get to my age, you see that your whims must be satisfied, because there’s very little else to do to pass the time.”

I knew she was fifty-seven, which isn’t that old, but she was talking like she was almost a hundred.

“Oh, thank you for the offer,” I said. “But I should get going – my hotel is still quite far…”

“Nonsense,” said Mrs Vanforte, her voice firm. “There’s always time for tea.” Her tone had changed, from being happy to see me…to cold. I wondered if she was used to hearing the word no. From the sound of it, probably not – and I didn’t want to be rude. Even though I really wanted to get going – the flurries of snow were getting thicker and I was starting to feel slightly panicked at the thought I still had another thirty-minute journey to get to the hotel. Except, with the speed I drive in normal conditions and the snow, it would probably take me something closer to an hour.

“Okay,” I mumbled, stepping inside. My heart was starting to pound, but I tried not to let my nervousness show on my face. I barely paid attention to my surroundings, catching a glimpse of a large space before Mrs Vanforte led me into a side room. It looked like a tea room, with flower-patterned couches grouped around a golden coffee table and cashmere throws scattered over the cushions. The wide window looked out on the blanket of snow. Mrs Vanforte left the room without a word, which was deeply unsettling.

I felt like I’d stepped into the past, like I’d been let in behind the scenes of a period drama. I was small in the big room; insignificant. My home is large, with four bedrooms and a garden, and it’s by the sea so has lovely views. But it’s nothing compared to this.

I wanted to be as polite as I could, so I sat down on one of the couches and laced my fingers together in my lap, trying to keep my back as straight as possible. I anxiously waited for Mrs Vanforte’s return. She came back a few minutes later, followed by an old lady bent over with age and clutching a silver tray. The old lady was wearing a plain red apron over a bobbly knitted jumper that looked home-made; she half reminded me of a grandma from a storybook.

With a gentle smile at me, the old lady set the silver tray down on the table. It held a teapot patterned with red roses, two cups and saucers made of fine china, and an entire Victoria sponge cake lightly dusted with sugar.

“Thank you,” said Mrs Vanforte, obviously dismissing the woman, who had to be some sort of housekeeper.

Mrs Vanforte sat down opposite me, cutting a generous slice of cake and pushing it across the table. I didn’t want to eat, but I also didn’t want to risk her displeasure, so I took a big mouthful. I was too on edge to taste it.

Meanwhile, Mrs Vanforte stroked the necklace box. “You know, my husband has always been slightly stingy when it comes to jewellery. He doesn’t like spending money on things like that.”

“That’s not true,” said a soft voice. I jumped, and a shudder passed through me, though I didn’t know why.

Charles Vanforte had entered the room so silently he might have been floating. I recognized him straight away. Mum loves keeping up to date on politics, and my friends Natasha and Hannah don’t ever really want to meet up with me on evenings and weekends. It means I spend a lot of time with Mum curled up on the sofa watching the news and listening to her takes on current affairs. Mum had told me all about Mr Vanforte’s meteoric rise to power after his previous life as a businessman. He’d owned some clothes shops, then moved across into the construction industry – and then pivoted into politics.

The Mr Vanforte in front of me was shorter than he looked in the papers. He was wearing a double-breasted two-piece suit – made, I guessed, by an Italian designer, to match his loafers. He had thick, bushy grey eyebrows and green eyes, with a wide smile. I smiled nervously back, wishing he would leave quickly. Mrs Vanforte alone was intimidating enough – I didn’t need him here as well.

Plus, there was suddenly an odd tension in the room.

“What stories has my wife been telling you about me?” Mr Vanforte asked. “They’re all lies of course!” He laughed heartily, placing a hand on Mrs Vanforte’s shoulder. She shrugged away from him at once, snapping the necklace box closed.

“It wasn’t a story, it was the truth,” said Mrs Vanforte as she stared at him, her eyes hard. “You never have liked spending money on me – and I know I’ve never wanted pretty necklaces, but some flowers on occasion might have been nice. At least I know there’s a good reason for your stinginess now.”

I didn’t know where to look, so I took another bite of cake to pretend to be casual and act like this wasn’t the beginning of a row. One of the crumbs went down the wrong way and I coughed, then tried to force myself to stop coughing, which only made it worse.

Mr Vanforte’s eyes flicked down to me, then back to Mrs Vanforte. “If flowers are what you want, my dear, then flowers you will get.” His voice was smooth, sincere, like an old-fashioned hero in one of the black-and-white films Mum forces me to watch, but I actually secretly enjoy.

My eyes were streaming, so I took a gulp of tea. It scalded my tongue but I managed to get it down without embarrassing myself again.

“Oh, don’t act like you don’t hate me.” Mrs Vanforte’s voice was frosty as she poured herself a cup of tea and added three spoons of sugar, stirring it in slowly, like she had all the time in the world. “And let’s be honest, I don’t actually want you to buy me flowers – since it would be my money you would be using, I assume.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Mr Vanforte. “Why would I use your money?” It was like a mask had slipped. Gone was the film hero, replaced by a hostile man who had had one argument too many.

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Mrs Vanforte softly. Whatever she was talking about was apparently obvious, because Mr Vanforte took a step back, shock on his face.

My cheeks were heating up – I don’t cope well with conflict. Mrs Vanforte finally seemed to pick up on my discomfort, because she raised an eyebrow at me. “Now, we must not argue in front of poor Elizabeth,” she said drily, like I was a delicate flower for feeling uncomfortable.

And at once the mask was back on Mr Vanforte’s face, only now I knew there was cold steel behind the genial expression. I supposed you couldn’t get to where he was, a politician with real influence over the entire country, without needing to wear different masks; amiable, to gain votes, but tough to make change. I wondered which mask was real.

“Forgive us,” said Mr Vanforte with a laugh. “We argue like…well, like an old married couple.” He gave a little shake of his head, then looked at his watch. “Oh no, is that the time? I’ve got a lot of work to be getting on with – well, it was lovely to meet you…”

“Lizzie,” I said, realizing with a start that I’d forgotten to introduce myself. Mum would have told me off for being rude.

“Lizzie,” he repeated, like he was tucking it away in his mind. “Well, have a good rest of your day, Lizzie.” And with that he left, striding out with his hands folded behind his back.

“Oh, dear,” said Mrs Vanforte, looking out of the window. “Look at that snow – it’s falling so thickly.”

The blizzard had started earlier than I thought it would. Panic shot through me as I put my teacup down and got to my feet. “I wanted to be at my hotel long before the storm started,” I said, wringing my hands together as I squinted out of the window. The snowflakes were enormous. “Do you think if I set off now, I’ll be okay?”

But Mrs Vanforte was shaking her head. “It’d be silly to set off in that – there isn’t anyone for miles around and no phone signal, should you run into trouble. No, you must stay here tonight.”

“I couldn’t,” I protested. She had her dinner party planned out – she’d gone to the effort of asking me to drive the necklace all the way up. I didn’t want to get in the way of it – especially with the tension brewing between her and her husband. Nothing would be more mortifying than being anywhere near them if they started arguing properly. “I don’t want to be a bother…”

“It’s no bother at all,” said Mrs Vanforte. I couldn’t tell if she meant it or not – her voice seemed to be naturally sardonic. “It’s my fault, really, insisting you bring the necklace today. But you see, it had to be today…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“Well, if you’re sure…” I said, biting my bottom lip. Mum always tells me it’s rude to impose on someone’s hospitality, but at the same time the thought of attempting to drive through the snow sent shivers through me. I’d hated the solo journey to the estate, but I’d also really wanted to help Mum make the sale – and if Mrs Vanforte’s offer meant I could cut off an hour of driving, I would take the opportunity. Then I would set off first thing in the morning. “Well…would it be okay if I use your telephone to call my mum – just to let her know I’ve arrived?”

Mrs Vanforte frowned. “I’m afraid you can’t do that, my dear. The landline is dead.”
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IA: Er… So, Jayne. Please tell me in your own words how you came to be working as the housekeeper’s assistant at the Bramble Estate.

JF: [Long pause] Who else’s words would I use?

IA: Let’s try again. You had only been employed at the Bramble Estate…a few months earlier?

JF: Yes. I’d been employed for four months. I worked Saturdays and a few evenings during the week, after school. I’ve just started college and I wanted to start saving a bit of money. I helped cook and clean. It’s a big house.

IA: Yes. And, er, as to my first question…

JF: They advertised. I applied. I got the job.

IA: Ms Bromley said she didn’t get many applications – only you and one other girl applied? [Silence] A nod isn’t enough, Jayne – you need to say yes or no for the transcript.

JF: Yes.

IA: But the job is well paid, for what it is. I’m surprised more people didn’t apply.

JF: People say the estate is haunted.

IA: And that didn’t stop you from wanting the job?

JF: I’m not scared of ghosts.

IA: Lizzie Newton-Hill became convinced the Bramble Estate was haunted.

JF: That’s not a question.

IA: Okay. Right. Well, please can you tell me about your time at the estate then…

JF: In my own words?

IA: Yes, exactly. And, also, can you tell me if you have any personal thoughts on which one of the four might have been responsible for Emily Vanforte’s death?

JF: [Pause] Yes.

IA: What?

JF: Yes, I have thoughts on which of them killed her.

IA: Well? Which one do you think did it?

JF: All of them.
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I did odd jobs at the estate in the evenings, some weekends. Whatever Ms Bromley, the old housekeeper, wanted me to do. Mainly dusting rooms that hadn’t been used in years and helping her prep meals. It was a good job, since it still gave me time after college to do schoolwork.

Ms Bromley is seventy-one, but seems even older. Her face is lined with wrinkles and her hands tremble as she lifts things. It looks like it’s painful for her to walk – her back is hunched and she needs a stick if she goes any further than a few metres. She told me why she hasn’t retired. She works three days a week because otherwise she would be bored. It didn’t make sense to me, but I didn’t press for more details.

The Saturday of Mrs Vanforte’s murder, I arrived at my usual time in the morning. Ms Bromley told me to get started on prepping a large dinner Mrs Vanforte had requested. I thought the ratio of food requested to the number of guests was off by about three and a half times, but I didn’t question it. That wasn’t my job. My job was to do as I was told, and get paid £5 an hour more than the minimum wage for my efforts.

People do say the estate is haunted – the Vanfortes of old were apparently violent and their ghosts supposedly still roam the hallways looking for fresh victims
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