
    [image: Cover: The Merry Christmas Murders, by Alexandra Benedict. Bestselling Author. Can These Code-Crackers Solve The Puzzle?]




[image: The Merry Christmas Murders, by Alexandra Benedict. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]






Dedicated to neurodivergent kids everywhere






PUZZLES

There are puzzles hidden inside the pages of this book. Don’t worry if you don’t like puzzles, or don’t fancy playing along while reading – they’re only a bonus. Answers can be found in the back of the book.


PUZZLE ONE

Some of the chapters have a letter at the top, encased in a mince pie. Find all of the letters then rearrange them to find the title of a favourite Christmas film.




PUZZLE TWO

Anagrams of sweet festive treats from around the world can be found in the first ten chapters. Can you find any of them?


	
Chapter One: TRIFLE


	Chapter Two: MINCE PIES


	Chapter Three: STOLLEN


	Chapter Four: CHRISTMAS CAKE


	Chapter Five: PLUM PUDDING


	Chapter Six: BUNUELOS


	Chapter Seven: BLACK CAKE


	Chapter Eight: CHRISTOPSOMO


	Chapter Nine: BEIGLI


	Chapter Ten: PANDORO







PUZZLE THREE

Draw a 6 × 6 square grid and copy the sets of letters below (and one character) into the grid. Place the first set in it from top to bottom in the first column, the second set in the second column and so on. Once the grid is complete, read it horizontally, left to right, and the message will be revealed!


	HUHIRS

	OHEEIE

	PAMSSV

	EVETTE

	YERCMR

	OTRHA!
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CHAPTER ONE

December 10th

Brooke Parkin froze at the entrance to her new school, and not because of the December chill. Iron gates rose against dust-dusted clouds. The sky was the same purple as her former uniform, bringing back memories of her last school. What if it was the same here? What if everywhere she went, she never belonged?

‘I can’t,’ Brooke said, turning away from both the memories and Wood Dean Secondary. Buoy, her emotional support dog, leaned his big Golden Retriever head against her leg. ‘It’s too much. Can we come back tomorrow?’

‘You said that yesterday, love,’ her mum, Sandy, said gently. ‘If we go home again now, you’ll say the same every time.’

It was true, apart from the bit about ‘home’. Brooke couldn’t imagine their new flat, in this new city, ever feeling like ‘home’. Not that she could tell Mum that; it would hurt her feelings – feelings already sore from leaving Dad.

‘There’s no point joining now,’ Brooke said, desperate for an excuse to leave. ‘There are only two weeks left of term. I should start fresh in January. New year, new school.’ She sent an apology to future Brooke.

‘Ah, but it’s the best two weeks of the year! Hardly any work, loads of parties and—’

Brooke folded her arms. ‘Mum. Does that really sound like something I’d like? Do you remember what happened at the last party I went to?’

‘But,’ Mum replied, ‘you do love Christmas, Brooke. You can’t deny that.’

Unable to refute it, Brooke said nothing. Christmas was the first sip of hot chocolate on a winter’s day, if the marshmallows were made of magic.

‘And look!’ Mum pointed to someone inside on a stepladder attaching a gold tinsel garland above the lit glass doors. ‘They’re putting up their decorations.’

‘I know what you’re doing,’ Brooke said. Her mum knew Brooke couldn’t resist Christmas decorations. ‘And it’s not going to work.’

‘How about we just pop in and take a look?’ Mum continued brightly. ‘We’re only having a tour and meeting the headteacher.’

Only, thought Brooke. That’s like saying you’re only hanging out with a vampire who hasn’t eaten for weeks.

‘And if you really can’t face starting this term, we’ll have at least signed up for January. Besides –’ Mum’s voice held a blue note of desperation – ‘everyone has butterflies when they go to a new school.’

‘These aren’t butterflies.’ Brooke pointed to her churning stomach. ‘They’re bulldozers.’

As Mum went to walk towards the school, Brooke grabbed her hand. The thought of going inside made Brooke’s lungs tighten. She tried to calm herself by thinking of the Latin name for ‘butterflies’ (‘papiliones’ or ‘lepidoptera’, if opting for the order that included moths); spelling it backwards (‘senoilipap’); and facts, such as that the Red Admiral butterfly (Vanessa atalanta), once known as the Red Admirable, survived winter in the UK by going into a dormant state, which was indeed admirable.

Brooke wished she could copy it right now: shut down and avoid everything. Pulse fluttering and flying, her breath was as hard to catch as a moth. Her vision greyed so she gripped the cold railing. Rust flaked off in her hands.

Buoy lifted his left paw – his signal that one of her panic attacks was on its way.

‘Oh, love.’ Mum’s voice crumpled like wrapping paper. ‘Time to do your breathing.’

Crouching, Brooke looped her arms round Buoy and smooshed her face into his warm, silky fur. Taking belly-deep breaths, her left hand found the gold bracelet on her right wrist and, turning it round and round, she whispered: ‘I can do this. I can do this. I must do this. For Mum.’

When her pulse and breathing had slowed, Brooke stood, then walked, a little unsteadily, up to the secondary school’s main door for the first time. Taking another slow breath, she pressed the buzzer. This was the next chapter of her new life. She just hoped it would have a happy ending.

The intercom crackled and the door clicked open.

Gripping onto her mum’s hand and Buoy’s lead, Brooke entered the reception area. On one side was a long counter with a computer and several screens on top; on the other, a red sofa and several armchairs. Posters and notices covered the sage green walls. Strip lights overhead glared and hissed at Brooke, making her blink.

‘I’ve let the headteacher know you’re here,’ a muffled voice came from behind the counter. ‘He won’t be long.’ A round woman with red hair sprung up from behind the reception desk, holding a large gold star above her head as if she’d won a trophy. ‘I knew it was in here somewhere.’ She then ducked down again, swore, and emerged the other side of the counter, dragging a quivering fake Christmas tree behind her.

When the tree was recovering in a corner, star wonky on its bonce, the woman strode over and firmly shook Mum’s hand. ‘I’m Mrs Toddling. Receptionist. Can you sign in, please?’ She pointed to a large time sheet on the counter top which Mum filled in. ‘No one gets in or out without me knowing.’ Mrs Toddling folded her arms and glared around, ice-faced, as if daring anyone to sneak in.

Then she grinned at Brooke who was taking down her fluffy hood. ‘I love your look,’ she said. ‘Your hair reminds me of Louise Brooks, my favourite silent-film star. Her bob was short, sharp and dark, just like yours.’

Uncomfortable with all the attention, Brooke yanked her hood back up.

Mrs Toddling’s gaze then landed on Buoy. ‘And this must be Buoy!’

Buoy sat and lifted his right paw in greeting. His tongue was sticking out, but that’s not rude in dogs.

‘What a good Buoy!’ Mrs Toddling said. She turned to Brooke and whispered, ‘There was quite a to-do in the Parent Teacher Association over him. Some people –’ she glanced behind the desk to a door with a sign marked, ‘Dr Buxted’ – ‘thought we should refuse him entry. Very pleased that us “yes” votes squeaked a win.’

Oh great, Brooke thought, people are already against me and my Buoy.

Dr Buxted’s door opened. A tall, very thin, bald man walked out. He looked like an exclamation mark that had lost its dot.

‘Mrs Parkin and child?’ he called out. His ginger horseshoe moustache echoed his frown of a mouth.

Technically, Brooke was still a child, and would be till she was eighteen (or for ever, if Mum had anything to do with it: ‘However old you are, you’ll always be my baby’), but she still bristled. She’d been through more than most eleven-year-olds.

‘Present!’ Mum said, as if answering her name on a register.

‘So I see.’ Dr Buxted didn’t even acknowledge Brooke, just stared at Buoy with narrowed eyes. His nostrils twitched, then a huge sneeze bulleted from his pointed nose, making him stagger back.

Brooke put her hand over her mouth, but couldn’t stop the laughter slipping between her fingers.

‘Ms Jacinth, my deputy head, usually handles these tours but apparently organizing the All-Schools Choir is more important,’ Buxted said, sniffing. He stared down at Brooke, glaring pointedly at her chipped black nail varnish, black-and-white-striped tights and fluffy black coat with the hood still up. ‘Were you not informed to wear uniform for your visit?’

Brooke shook her head. ‘Nope.’

Mum shifted from foot to foot. ‘Ah, yes. It was in the letter, but I forgot. It’s my fault, not Brooke’s.’

Brooke felt a flush of shame. She hated getting things wrong, even if she didn’t know the rules. She lowered her hood, and it felt like lowering a portcullis. ‘We haven’t decided for sure if I’m coming here yet.’

Buxted’s thin eyebrows raised. ‘Let’s get this over with, shall we?’ He marched towards double doors at the back of reception.

Brooke turned to her mum who mouthed, ‘Sorry!’ then followed the headteacher as he flung open the doors into a huge hall. As she walked in, Brooke was immediately hit with a Christmassy smell so strong it was like sitting in a jar of mixed spice.

‘This is the Great Hall,’ Buxted said. ‘It holds space for many of our school activities, from PE –’ he pointed to the climbing wall, then to closed shutters running along one side – ‘to lunch.’ He then strode towards a large stage at the back of the hall, swagged with red curtains. ‘And on this stage we have performances such as the Festive Talent Show at the end of term, and then, of course, the Christmas Comp—’

A yelped ‘ouch!’ came from behind the metal shutters on one side of the hall, followed by crashing pans.

‘That’s Mrs Flint, in the kitchen,’ Buxted said, nose wrinkling as if he’d snuffled up a bad smell, not the delicious niff of festive baking. ‘She’s our head cook and food technology teacher.’

Another clang from the kitchen. ‘Cinnamon fudge!’ Mrs Flint yelled.

‘She’s perfecting her mince pie recipe for the Inter-Schools County Christmas Cup,’ Buxted explained. ‘The children here compete against each other, using her recipe, with the best mince pie going up against festive sweet treats from six other East Sussex schools at the Christmas Cup party. The winner is picked by a local dignitary.’

‘There you go, Brooke,’ Mum said. ‘Something for you to get stuck into. You love baking.’

Dr Buxted looked at Brooke, head on one side as if considering her of value for the first time. ‘Really?’

‘It’s one of her special interests,’ Mum said proudly.

‘I do love baking, but I can’t stand mince pies,’ Brooke replied.

Dr Buxted’s head was turning pink. ‘I chose mince pies for our school’s offering, as one, I adore them, and two, they sum up Christmas.’

‘Sure, if you think Christmas tastes of medicine,’ Brooke countered before she could stop herself.

More cursing from the kitchen. Dr Buxted’s glare switched from Brooke to the shutters.

‘Let us hope the judge has much better taste then you, Miss Parkin. Especially after we lost last year.’ His top lip curled into a sneer that twisted into a sneeze. ‘This time, I must win.’

‘Don’t you mean “we” or “our school” must win?’ Brooke asked. ‘Not “I”?’

‘Maybe back off a bit, Brooke, love,’ Mum whispered.

‘It just comes out of my mouth,’ Brooke replied. ‘I don’t mean to be rude.’

Buxted turned to Brooke. ‘I didn’t say “I”. You are mistaken.’

Brooke’s cheeks flamed like a Christmas pudding. She replayed the conversation in her head, and heard his pinched voice on repeat. ‘Nope, you definitely said, “I must win”. I’ve got excellent auditory recall.’

Buxted bent at the waist like a snapped pencil till he was ten centimetres from Brooke’s face. ‘If you learn one thing at this school,’ he hissed, ‘it’s to not contradict your betters.’

‘And yet you don’t learn how not to split infinitives,’ Brooke replied.

Buxted bared his teeth. ‘Why you impertinent little—’

Mum placed her hands on Brooke’s shoulders. ‘You did say “I”, Dr Buxted.’

Buoy moved in front of Brooke and stood on his hind legs, wet-nose-to-dripping-nose with Buxted.

The headteacher stumbled away, sneezing. The whites of his eyes were threaded with red. ‘Get that beast away from me, I’m very allergic.’

‘You seem very invested in the result of the contest,’ Brooke said.

‘Let it go, love,’ Mum said.

Brooke didn’t like letting go. Once something interested her, she held on tight. ‘Is there a reason why you want to win?’

‘No reason at all!’ Buxted answered. ‘Any sibling rivalry between the schools is ancient history.’ Brooke didn’t believe him. Something lurked beneath his words.

Just then, a door burst open. A woman in an apron stormed out of the school kitchen towards the headteacher. Face smudged with stoneground flour, long, deep-pink curls snaking out of a hairnet, she looked like a magenta Medusa.

‘Is there a problem, Mrs Flint?’ Buxted’s tone was snowman-cold.

Mrs Flint clamped her hands on her hips. ‘There I was, taking a break from working overtime on your precious mince pies, which I hate by the way, and then I read your email. I don’t appreciate being threatened by a man who—’ She stopped, glancing at Brooke and Sandy as if seeing them for the first time.

‘Why were you threatened?’ Brooke asked.

‘Brooke! That’s enough!’ Mum hissed. Mum hated conflict, even though towards the end of their relationship, she and Dad hadn’t managed one night without a night-time fight. Brooke preferred everything out in the open. It was like Christmas decorations: she liked it when they were all out, displayed in an over-the-top tangle of fairy lights and tinsel rather than some left, dusty and resentful, in the attic.

‘Oh, I didn’t mean it,’ Mrs Flint said. It’s one of the little jokes between me and the headteacher.’ Her smile, however, didn’t filter up to her sharp eyes.

‘Perhaps we could discuss this matter another time?’ Buxted’s words were weighty with warning.

‘Oh, we will,’ Mrs Flint said. ‘If you’re around long enough, that is,’ she added under her breath.

Buxted chewed on his lip as the cook marched, muttering, back to the kitchen. Brooke had never seen a teacher look so scared.
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CHAPTER TWO

Dr Buxted hardly spoke for the rest of the tour, just led them around the school: up and down stairs; along corridors; opening doors onto science labs and art studios; a music suite; and so many classrooms, each one bright with fizzing lights, that Brooke felt dizzy. It was only when they entered a lovely big library, painted a deep burgundy and filled with book stacks and squishy sofas, that Brooke felt her anxiety sink as if into the deep patchwork armchair in the far corner.

Brooke walked towards the nearest bookshelf. She had a longing in her tummy to dock in with the books.

‘Come along. We don’t have all day,’ Buxted snapped, turning away.

Brooke paused.

‘I could show them round, Dr Buxted.’ A short woman with tall hair stepped out from behind the counter. She beamed at Brooke. ‘I can tell a bookworm when I see one.’

‘Did you know that there’s no such thing as a book worm?’ Brooke said to her. ‘The larvae of various insects will eat through paper, but not worms.’

The woman’s beam grew brighter and wider. ‘See? Bookworm. We’ve got so much you’ll love in here. Whatever your favourite, we’ll have it. Mine’s epic poetry. What about you?’

‘Thank you, Miss Beeston.’ Dr Buxted interrupted their conversation with a sneer. ‘But I need to finish up with Brooke here, and her mother. I have something important I need to do.’

Miss Beeston’s eyebrows shot upwards. ‘Talking of important matters, Doctor Buxted –’ she emphasized the word ‘Doctor’ as if trying to make a point – ‘once again you’ve ignored my emails objecting to the funding cuts for the library.’

‘I have a lot on my plate, Miss Beeston,’ Buxted spat.

‘All you have on your plate is mince pies,’ the librarian replied, eyes flashing.

‘I will get round to your complaints in time, now if you’ll excuse me…’ He turned to go.

‘You should make it a priority,’ Miss Beeston said, ‘otherwise I’ll have to take further action.’ Before Buxted could reply, she addressed Brooke. ‘You, however, Brooke, are welcome in my library any time. I think of it as a peaceful retreat from all that goes on outside.’

‘So do I,’ Brooke replied, and gave her first genuine smile since stepping into the school.

‘Well, isn’t that lovely.’ Dr Buxted’s sarcasm was so strong it was clear even to Brooke. ‘Let’s get on, shall we?’

Dr Buxted strode away from the library, his bad mood filling the corridor like an egg-sandwich fart. At the far end, he pointed to a set of double doors. ‘The drama studio is through there, but we won’t have time to—’

The studio doors flung open and a willowy woman wafted out. She was wearing corduroy leggings, a flowing, rose-covered shirt and was as tall as the headteacher. Behind her, Brooke could just about see a large room, walls swathed in dark curtains. Spotlights shone down on a shiny black floor. ‘I thought I heard your sonorous tones, Dr Buxted,’ she said.

‘I was telling our visitors, Ms Lamb,’ Buxted replied, ‘that sadly there isn’t time to tour your drama studio.’

‘What nonsense!’ Ms Lamb said, sweeping back into her studio and spinning round in a floral circle. ‘Come in! Welcome to the wonderful world of theatre.’

Brooke stepped inside, blinking. The round lights seemed to pin her to the spot.

‘What is your name, and what is your talent?’ Ms Lamb asked, her eye contact so intense Brooke would rather stare up at the lights.

‘I’m Brooke Parkin, and I have no particular talent.’ Her voice was small. ‘And I’m no good at speaking in public.’

‘You have no problem speaking up to me,’ Dr Buxted sniped.

‘I don’t like eyes on me,’ Brooke said softly.

Ms Lamb shook her head sadly. ‘Never mind. We can’t all be effervescent on stage. Now, if I may beg one more mere moment of your time, Dr Buxted,’ she said, slamming her palms together in beseechment, ‘to discuss the Festive Talent Show. We’re only two weeks away from opening and, of course, closing night, but I haven’t received any funding for props or regalia.’

‘And you won’t.’ Buxted sighed. ‘There isn’t a budget for costumes, props or sets. That’s why I vetoed your Christmas play and said it would be a talent show instead.’

‘Then how are we to put it on?’ Ms Lamb cried.

‘The children can wear their own clothes and bring whatever they need to perform.’ Buxted shrugged. ‘We need to focus on the Christmas Cup and the party on the last day of term.’

Ms Lamb seemed to draw herself up higher, squaring her shoulders wider. Her chin lifted so that now she was looking down at the Head’s head. ‘You need to watch yourself,’ she hissed. ‘You know what happened to Ebenezer Scrooge for being mean with money.’

Dr Buxted blinked and stepped back. ‘He was brainwashed by ghosts and gave away his fortune?’ he suggested.

‘I meant that if he’d continued in his ways,’ Ms Lamb said, her voice low and threatening, ‘he’d have died.’

‘Enough,’ Dr Buxted said, a bead of sweat bombing down his cheek. ‘We must head to my office, then we can all go home.’

As the headteacher marched them back to reception, adult singing burst from one of the classrooms. The cheerful swell of ‘We Wish you a Merry Christmas’ lifted Brooke’s mood like a helium balloon.

Buxted rolled his eyes. ‘It’s the Six Schools’ Teachers’ Choir. They’ll need to improve before performing at the Christmas Cup.’

Without thinking, Brooke dropped Buoy’s lead as she clapped – she loved a choir and would join one if she had the guts. Buoy then bolted, running down the hall till he slid to a stop in front of a much quieter room. He pawed at the door and whined.

‘Sorry about this Dr Buxted,’ Mum said, going red. ‘This isn’t like him.’

‘Yeah, he’s never run away from me before,’ Brooke added, holding onto the wall. What was going on with him?

‘He’s probably sniffed out the other “support animal”,’ Buxted said. The inverted commas around the words were clear, and very sarcastic.

Buoy stared up at Brooke, then blinked. He was trying to tell her something.

Brooke peered through the small window into a large room, lit only by covered lamps. One side had cosy seating – armchairs, beanbags, sofas, blankets – the other had a desk and chairs. Four children and a teacher were sitting in a circle, talking. One girl was cross-legged on the floor with a large cat draped round her neck like a white feather boa. The cat swished its tail like a metronome as it watched a boy on a beanbag knitting a ball of wool into a scarf.

‘That’s a new group for our neurodivergent pupils, led by Miss Asha, our SEN co-ordinator,’ Buxted said, disapproval dripping from his words. ‘She squeezed me for some funding. She’s called it the “Neurokind Club”. Ridiculous name if you ask me.’

‘We didn’t ask you,’ Brooke replied. Anger at his attitude seethed and twisted in her chest. ‘And the name works on all levels: “neurokin”, meaning those with ND conditions who can relate to each other’s experiences; and “kind” means the state of being gentle, as well as “child” in German.’

‘Yeah, that sounds a perfect title,’ Mum added. ‘I think you’d benefit from attending, Brooke.’

Buxted’s sneer was bigger than ever. ‘You’ll be glad to know, then, that Miss Asha told me she is welcome to join the club, although don’t get too comfortable there, Miss Parkin. I’ve made it clear that the club is on a trial period; and I can’t see it lasting.’

Brooke placed her hand to the glass, watching the group laugh at something. She felt a strong pull to sit on one of the empty chairs. But then she remembered the scathing faces of cliques at her old school. She hadn’t been ‘enough’ for the sporty, fashionable or popular groups, and was declared ‘too much’ by everyone else. Most of her breaks and lunch times had been spent hiding. ‘I’m not much of a joiner,’ she said at last.

The tour complete, Brooke and her mum trudged back into the reception area. Mrs Toddling was hanging gold tinsel and burgundy baubles on the Christmas tree. Her red hair shone under the gleam of the fairy lights. ‘How did it go?’ she asked them.

‘I couldn’t move for complaining teachers,’ Dr Buxted replied, slipping behind the reception desk and beckoning for Brooke and Sandy to follow. ‘This is why I need you to hand at all times, Mrs Toddling. You’re my guard dog.’

Mrs Toddling barked, twice, making Brooke laugh; Dr Buxted frowned and Buoy ‘ruffed’ back.

‘I don’t think that’s appropriate, Mrs T,’ Dr Buxted said, brows descending.

‘Sorry, Dr Buxted,’ Mrs Toddling replied, winking at Buoy.

Sitting on hard chairs in Buxted’s office, Brooke, Buoy and Sandy sat on the other side of the headteacher’s desk while he rested on his leather recliner. A huge cabinet took up most of the back wall behind him. Cups, medals and trophies gleamed inside, most of them glinting as if polished on the hour, every hour. Every single one of them had either his name or the name of the school on them. All symbols of his victories. Pictures of the headteacher with important-looking people, some with chains around their necks, were stuck to a pinboard.

Sitting forward, Buxted noticed the mince pie sitting on a plate on his desk. ‘Mrs Toddling,’ he shouted.

Mrs Toddling opened the door, peering inside. ‘Yes, Dr Buxted?’

He held up the plate as if it were a golden goblet. His eyes lit up and for a moment he looked like a little boy who loved Christmas. ‘Look at this marvel. Golden casing, crisp, sugar-encrusted lid and a pastry “E” for Ed on the top! Who delivered me this wonderful offering? Was it Mrs Flint?’

‘I’m not sure, Sir,’ Mrs Toddling replied nervously. ‘I had to leave the desk. Ms Jacinth called me to deal with the staff room hot-drinks machine. You know I’m the only one with a knack for getting it to work.’

‘Was it really necessary to leave your post for such a trivial matter?’

Mrs Toddling hung her head as if in shame. ‘Sorry, Dr Buxted. I thought the choir might want drinks; they love a hot chocolate when they’ve finished rehearsing. Don’t worry, though, I locked the main doors so no one could get in.’ She pointed to the green piece of paper under the mince pie. ‘Maybe that says who it’s from?’

Reading it, Buxted beamed. Seeing him smile was very strange. ‘It must be a peace offering from Mrs Flint. Who else would be making one for me today? And the note says there’s more like this to come!’

‘Lucky for some,’ Mrs Toddling said, smiling as she went back into the reception. ‘I do love a mince pie.’

As the headteacher picked up the mince pie and opened his mouth, Buoy sniffed the air and growled. Putting the plate back down, Buxted glared at the dog. ‘He won’t even let me eat my mince pie!’

‘He doesn’t growl unless there’s danger,’ Brooke said.

‘The only danger here is that I’ll be late home because of dealing with you and your muddling pup, so could we get on?’ He pushed a pile of paperwork towards Mum. ‘Fill these out, Mrs Parkin. And pay special attention to the insurance form for…’ He waved towards Buoy. ‘Are you sure you can’t manage without a support animal?’ he asked Brooke. ‘He could cause allergy issues in other children, not just me. Wouldn’t it better to have other self-soothing strategies for your issues?’

‘Brooke has many methods for her anxiety.’ Anger gritted Mum’s voice. ‘And Buoy is an essential part of her toolkit.’

Buoy rested his head on Brooke’s lap. The thought of not having Buoy at school made words come out in a blizzard: ‘Therapists and coaches have also taught me rectangular breathing to soothe the vagus nerve; to smell something soothing like lavender; concentrate on three things I can see, hear and touch; and to visualize my happy place (which is always something to do with Christmas); and spin around or jump up and down. I also twist my fidget bracelet, and do puzzles – jigsaws, crosswords, anagrams, word searches, maths equations – anything that helps me focus on one thing and not the blaze of panic. Sometimes I calm down by reciting facts or numbers. I do all this, but I still need Buoy. Please don’t take him away.’

‘Ha!’ Dr Buxted snorted. ‘Being good at reciting never gets you anywhere. At this school we have more progressive methods of learning. I know you are a child with autism, ADHD and anxiety but—’

‘I prefer “autistic”,’ she interrupted, ‘many do, some don’t. Norms and preferences change over time. If you want to understand, you should look into Identity versus Person-First Language.’

Buxted’s face went Santa-hat red. ‘Never talk to me like that, or tell me what I “should” do.’

‘Anyway,’ Mum said, laughing nervously. She always did that to cover any tension. ‘Let’s get back to Buoy. He really is a very good boy. He’s never a bother and will really help Brooke.’

Buoy’s ears stood on end. Brooke thought it was because they were talking about him and, loosening his lead, was about to stroke him when he barked and ran through the open door.

A crash came from the reception area. ‘Ahhh!’ shouted Mrs Toddling.

Brooke rushed through to find Mrs Toddling lying on the floor, the Christmas tree toppled next to her. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Nothing broken, bar a few baubles.’

Brooke helped the receptionist up.

‘Thank you, Brooke,’ Mrs Toddling said, rubbing her head. ‘But you should go after him. He went that way!’ She pointed down the hallway then rubbed her head.

Convinced that Buoy had blown it, Brooke ran after him, calling his name.

‘Woof!’ he answered from the room he’d stopped outside earlier. He’d gone back to the Neurokind Club.

Heart beating like ten drummers drumming, Brooke entered the room. Buoy was inside, sitting as part of the circle. His tail thumped against the floor. Next to him, the big white cat sat, cross-pawed and purring.

‘Brooke! You found us!’ Miss Asha’s smile was so genuine that Brooke couldn’t help echoing it.

‘Well, Buoy did,’ Brooke replied, spinning her bracelet round and round her wrist. It was a relief to be in a low-lit room at last, curtains drawn against the blank eye of the dark sky.

‘I’m Miss Asha.’ The teacher walked towards Brooke, although kept a reassuring distance away. I’m the SEN co-ordinator and an autistic ADHD-er. My current special interest is rollercoasters.’

Brooke stepped back in surprise. She’d never met an adult, let alone a teacher, who talked about their neurodiversity like that.

‘I’m Robyn,’ a girl with tangled red hair said, leaping up from the yoga ball she’d been bouncing on. ‘Like the bird, but with a “y”, not an “i”. And I don’t have a red tummy, unless I’ve had a hot water bottle on it for too long. Or if I’m wearing something red, which I do, often, even though Mum says it clashes with my hair. I’m ADHD, as you can probably tell. And dyslexic. I’m also a Scorpio and a wrestler, so there’s that. Do you like birds?’

‘I suppose,’ Brooke replied, baffled and buffeted by the barrage of information. ‘Although a seagull nicked my chips the first day we moved here.’

Robyn nodded, seriously. ‘You’ve got to watch out for Brighton seagulls. Very clever. Very sneaky. Very beaky.’

‘Good advice,’ Brooke said.

‘And I’m Kellan,’ the tall boy who’d been knitting earlier said. He had black curly hair and wore a hoody over his uniform. His head twitched to one side several times. ‘I’m eleven. I like the rhyme, so when I’m twelve I’ll change my name to Kelve. I’m a Tourette-r and OCD-er so don’t worry if you see me tic or do one of my rituals. I like running and gaming.’ He had a soft Scottish accent and an even softer smile.

Brooke nodded. ‘I’m an autistic ADHD-er with Generalised Anxiety Disorder and Sensory Processing Differences, so I know what it’s like when people stare at me when I’m stimming or wearing ear protectors – they think I’m too old for that now.’

‘Nisha Angari,’ the girl with the cat said, not looking up from her place on the floor. Her dark hair fell in soft curls that reached her elbows. ‘My blood type is O negative; I’m hypermobile and I’m allergic to avocadoes.’

Brooke blinked, not sure what to do with that information.

‘I thought this was about to become a weird social convention where we listed things about ourselves,’ Nisha said, her eyes sparkling.

‘I suppose it is,’ Miss Asha said, ‘but, as we’re an ND club, some of us are sharing our own flavours of neurodivergence to help Brooke feel at home.’


OEBPS/e9781398540958/images/common0a.jpg





OEBPS/e9781398540958/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398540958/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Puzzles


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Answers


		Acknowledgements


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		Puzzles


		Answers


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		IV








OEBPS/e9781398540958/images/common0c.jpg





OEBPS/e9781398540958/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398540958/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398540958/images/9781398540958.jpg
CAN THESE CODE-CRACKERS SOLVE THE PUZZLE?

BESTSELLING AUTHOR

- ALEXANDRA
% BENEDICT






OEBPS/e9781398540958/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398540958/images/title.jpg
- ALEXANDRA * .
+  BENEDICT

London New York Amsterdam/Antwerp Sydney/Melbourne Toronto New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781398540958/fonts/Grandstander-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398540958/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


