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On the day of my birth, my death began its walk. It is walking toward me now, without hurrying.


– Jean Cocteau
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Day 1


And this is the first secret of death. There’s always a right time and place to die.


It was important to remember. So important that Roger Farrell was repeating it to himself over and over in his head by the time he drew into the car park. When he pulled up and switched off the engine, he found he was moving his lips to the words and even saying it out loud – though only someone in the car with him would have heard it.


And he was alone, of course. Just him, and the package on the back seat.


There’s always a right time and place to die.


As instructed, Farrell had come properly equipped. He’d practised at home to make sure he got everything just right. It was vital to do this thing precisely. A mistake meant disaster. So getting it wrong was inconceivable. Who knew what would come afterwards? It didn’t bear thinking about.


Last night, he’d experienced a horrible dream, a nightmare about weeds growing from his own body. He’d been pulling clumps of ragwort and thistles out of his chest, ripping roots from his crumbling skin as if he’d turned to earth in the night. He could still feel the tendrils scraping against his ribs as they dragged through his flesh.


He knew what it meant. He was already in the ground. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Wasn’t that what they said at your graveside as they shovelled soil on to your coffin? The dream meant his body was recycling back into the earth. In his soul, he’d already died.


Farrell looked around the car park. There were plenty of vehicles here. Although it was the middle of the week, a burst of sunny weather had brought people out into the Peak District in their droves. They’d come to enjoy the special peace and beauty of Heeley Bank, just as he had.


Of course, in many other ways, they weren’t like him at all.


He let out a sigh of contentment. That was the feeling this scenery gave him. The green of the foliage down by the river was startling in its brightness. The farmland he could see stretching up the sides of the hills was a glowing patchwork between a tracery of dry-stone walls. Cattle munched on the new grass in the fields. Further up, a scattering of white blobs covered the rougher grazing where the moors began.


The sight of those sheep made Farrell smile. He’d always associated them with the Peaks. This landscape wouldn’t be the same without sheep. They’d been here for centuries, helping to shape the countryside. And they’d still be here long after he’d gone.


It really was so green out there. So very green.


But there’s always a right time and place.


A silver SUV had pulled into a parking space nearby. Farrell watched a young couple get out and unload two bikes from a rack attached to their vehicle. One of the bikes had a carrier on the back for the small girl sitting in a child seat in the car. She was pre-school, about two years old, wearing a bright yellow dress and an orange sun hat. Her father lifted her out, her toes wiggling with pleasure as she felt the warm air on her skin. The family all laughed together, for no apparent reason.


Farrell had observed people doing that before, laughing at nothing in particular. He’d never understood it. He often didn’t get jokes that others found hilarious. And laughing when there wasn’t even a joke, when no one had actually said anything? That seemed very strange. It was as if they were laughing simply because they were, well … happy.


For Roger Farrell, happy was just a word, the appearance of happiness an illusion. He was convinced people put on a façade and acted that way because it was expected of them. It was all just an artificial front. Deep down, no one could be happy in this world. It just wasn’t possible. Happiness was a sham – and a cruel one at that, since no one could attain it. All these people would realise it in the end.


With a surge of pity, Farrell looked away. He’d watched the family too long. Across the car park, an elderly man hobbled on two sticks, accompanied by a woman with a small pug dog on a lead. She had to walk deliberately slowly, so that she didn’t leave the man behind. The pug tugged half-heartedly at its lead, but the woman yanked it back.


These two had probably been married for years and were no doubt suffering from various illnesses that came with age. Did they look happy? Farrell looked more closely at their faces. Definitely not. Not even the dog.


He nodded to himself and closed his eyes as he leaned back in his seat. His breathing settled down to a steady rhythm as he listened to the birds singing in the woods, the tinkle of a stream nearby, the quiet whispering of a gentle breeze through the trees.


As the afternoon drew to a close, he watched the vehicles leave one by one. People were taking off their boots, climbing into cars and heading for home. All of them were complete strangers, absorbed in their own lives. They could see him, of course. An overweight middle-aged man with a receding hairline and a distant stare. But they would never remember him.


A few minutes later, a young man jogged past on to the woodland path, checking his watch as he ran, as if he knew the time was approaching. A black Land Rover eased into a spot opposite Farrell’s BMW, but no one emerged.


And finally, the lights went off in the information centre. A woman came out and locked the front doors. She took a glance round the car park, seemed to see nothing of any interest to her, and climbed into a Ford Focus parked in a bay reserved for staff. Farrell watched as she drove away.


When it was quiet and there were only a few cars left, he leaned over into the back seat and unzipped the holdall. Carefully, Farrell lifted out the gas canisters, uncoiling the plastic tubing as it writhed on to the seat. He placed the canisters in the footwell. They looked incongruous sitting there, painted in fluorescent orange with their pictures of party balloons on the side.


It had taken him a while to find the right brand of gas. Some manufacturers had started putting a percentage of air into the canisters, which made them quite useless for his purpose. That was when things went wrong, if you didn’t check and double-check, and make sure you got exactly the right equipment.


Still, you could find anything on the internet, as he well knew. Information, advice, someone to talk to who actually understood how you were feeling. And the inspiration. He would be nothing without that. He wouldn’t be here at Heeley Bank right now.


And this is the first secret of death. There’s always a right time and place to die.


Farrell said it again. You could never say it too often. It was so important. The most important thing in the world. Or in his world, at least.


He reached back into the holdall and lifted out the bag itself. He held it almost reverently, like a delicate surgical instrument. And it was, in a way. It could achieve every bit as much as any complicated heart operation or brain surgery. It could change someone’s life for the better. And instead of hours and hours of complicated medical procedures on the operating table, it took just a few minutes. It was so simple.


With black tape from a roll, he attached the tubing to the place he’d marked on the edge of the bag, tugging at it to make sure it was perfectly secure. Everything fine so far.


Farrell had spent days choosing a piece of music to play. The CD was waiting now in its case and he slid it out, catching a glimpse of his own reflection in the gleaming surface. He wondered what expression would be in his eyes in the last seconds.


Despite his reluctance to see himself now, he couldn’t resist a glance in his rearview mirror. Only his eyes were visible, pale grey irises and a spider’s web of red lines. His pupils appeared tiny, as if he were on drugs or staring into a bright light. And maybe he was looking at the light. Perhaps it had already started.


The CD player whirred quietly and the music began to play. He’d selected a piece of Bach. It wasn’t his normal choice of music, but nothing was normal now. It hadn’t been for quite a while. The sounds of the Bach just seemed to suit the mood he was trying to achieve. Peace, certainly. And a sort of quiet, steady progression towards the inevitable conclusion.


As the sun set in the west over Bradwell Moor, a shaft of orange light burst over the landscape, transforming the colours into a kaleidoscope of unfamiliar shades, as if the Peak District had just become a tropical island.


Farrell held his breath, awed by the magic of the light. It was one of the amazing things he loved about this area, the way it changed from one minute to the next, from one month to another. Those hillsides he was looking at now would be ablaze with purple heather later in the summer. It was always a glorious sight.


For a moment, Farrell hesitated, wondering whether he should have left it until August or the beginning of September.


And then it hit him. That momentary twinge of doubt exploded inside him, filling his lungs and stopping the breath in his throat until he gathered all his strength to battle against it. His hands trembled with the effort as he forced the doubt back down into the darkness. As the tension collapsed, his shoulders sagged and his forehead prickled with a sheen of sweat.


Farrell felt as though he’d just experienced the pain and shock of a heart attack without the fatal consequences. His lips twitched in an ironic smile. That meant he was still in control. He remained capable of making his own mind up, deciding where and when to end his life. He was able to choose his own moment, his own perfect location.


There’s always a right time and place to die.


Roger Farrell took one last glance out of the window as the light began to fade over the Peak District hills.


The place was here.


And the time was now.
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Detective Sergeant Diane Fry was standing on the corner of a street in the Forest Fields area of Nottingham, examining a display of toilet rolls and multi-pack crisps in the window of Pound Stop Plus.


Around her were rows and rows of red-brick terraces, cars parked on and off the kerb, the soft, hopeful murmuring of pigeons gathering for an evening feed. The scent of warm spices mingled with the faint aroma of fish and chips. A sign on a nearby wall encouraged her to book early for next year’s Hajj. But she had no plans for a trip to Mecca right now. The suburbs of Nottingham were the ultimate destination of her journey.


Fry pulled her phone out of her pocket as it buzzed on vibrate, and glanced at the screen. There had been two calls from her sister, Angie. She could guess what they were about. Angie only had one subject of conversation recently. It could get tedious after a while.


‘I will call back later,’ she said as she put the phone away. ‘I promise, Sis.’


For a moment, she wondered why she had to say that out loud to herself, when Angie couldn’t hear her. She seemed to be doing it more and more often recently. Probably because there was no one else she could talk to about the things that were going through her head.


A woman in multi-coloured leggings and ankle boots tottered past, her lank blonde hair as long as the tassels of her shawl. An old man in a flat cap came out of a convenience store with his lottery tickets and crossed the road towards the Polish delicatessen. He gave Fry an inquisitive look from under the peak of his cap.


Behind the old man, a group of Asian men had stopped on the pavement and were discussing something with shakes of their heads and emphatic hand gestures. Next year’s trip to Mecca, perhaps? It was a sign of status if you could afford to make the pilgrimage. Fry could hear their voices from here, speaking in a mixture of Urdu and English. They were probably Kashmiris and Mirpuris. The Punjabis tended to live in other parts of the city.


Fry turned her head as she heard a different noise. Fifty yards up the road, a halal butcher’s stood between an off-licence and an Indian jeweller’s. Beyond them, a NET tram was rattling past the junction, heading north up Noel Street towards the Asian Women’s Project. Its sides advertised a local law firm and home deliveries from Asda.


She shaded her eyes with a hand against the dazzle of sunlight. The shadows of the parked cars were lengthening towards her. The sun was gradually getting lower in the west over Aspley, where the geometric shapes of the vast housing estates had looked like crop circles on the satellite photos they’d studied when this operation was being planned.


Fry watched the driver of a white Transit van park by the butcher’s and leave his doors open as he walked up the pavement. He stopped and leaned against the wall, half hidden from her view by one of the big black commercial wheelie bins. He seemed to be making a phone call.


Her personal radio crackled into her earpiece.


‘Is that him, Diane?’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘We’re looking for a Caucasian male, aren’t we? This one’s Asian.’


‘Right.’


Her boss from the Major Crime Unit was parked across the other side of Noel Street. Detective Chief Inspector Alistair Mackenzie didn’t want to put himself out on the street. He’d argued that he would look more conspicuous, that he was a more obvious copper than DS Fry. And he was probably right. But sitting in his Mercedes, a middle-aged white man on his own, doing nothing but watching – well, that might make him look like someone equally unwelcome in Forest Fields. That was a thought Fry had only expressed to herself.


‘DC Callaghan is going to call at the target’s house again,’ said Mackenzie. ‘We must have missed him. He’s got by us somehow.’


‘Understood.’


Fry shrugged. She thought he was wrong this time, but Mackenzie was in charge of the operation. She’d learned that there was no point in contradicting him unless she had an undeniable argument.


She turned back to the toilet roll display, saw a member of the shop staff staring back at her through the glass, and switched her attention to the window of the sari shop a few paces away. She chastised herself silently. She was starting to lose concentration. It had been a long day and it was warm in these narrow streets – not like sitting in an air-conditioned car. The glare of the sun was making her eyes feel tired. Still, she didn’t think she’d missed anyone.


The East Midlands Special Operations Unit was proving to be a challenging assignment. That was what she’d wanted of course, after her spell in Derbyshire E Division CID, out there in the rural wastelands of the Peak District. The remit for Northern Command covered the whole of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, which suited her fine. She felt less chained to one area, the way she had been on divisional CID in Edendale.


Of course, her work at EMSOU had turned out to be demanding in unexpected ways. Life at St Ann’s police station, where the unit’s Northern Command was based, had complications she hadn’t anticipated. One of those complications was Detective Constable Jamie Callaghan.


Fry glanced at her phone again. No more messages from Angie. But there would be more later on. Her sister had probably realised she was working late on a job and would try another time. Fry had been surprised by how happy Angie seemed in her new relationship. It had lasted a couple of years now, which was something of a record. So it was possible.


‘There’s nothing doing,’ said Mackenzie. ‘Callaghan has called at the house again and there’s no one home – no lights on, nothing. So I’m calling it off for today. Do you want to join us up the road at the Lion?’


‘Why not,’ said Fry.


She turned and saw a Muslim woman in a niqab slipping into a house behind her, a quick flash of suspicious eyes directed her way before the woman disappeared. Fry hadn’t even noticed her as she passed. She wondered if her own eyes looked equally suspicious.


The Lion Inn was just up the tram tracks off Shipstone Street and almost overshadowed by the bulk of the old Shipstone’s brewery. They could have gone to the Clock on Craven Road, which was nearer. There, though, the attractions were soul and curry nights or evenings of spiritual mediumship, rather than lunchtime jazz sessions. Worse, they would probably have been questioned by the regulars about who they were.


When Fry entered the Lion, she found that Mackenzie had already laid claim to a corner of the pub. It had bare brick walls, but comfortable stripy chairs arranged round a low table near an upright piano.


Jamie Callaghan was at the bar buying the drinks. Oddly, Callaghan reminded her of a Bulgarian police officer she’d known briefly when he visited Derbyshire to liaise on an inquiry a few years ago. Not that Callaghan was Eastern European. There was nothing Slavic about him. It was more the way he moved, the confident swagger, a swing of the shoulders.


He was definitely the kind of man she shouldn’t be attracted to, especially as he was recently divorced, escaped from a marriage that had only lasted a year or two according to the gossip at St Ann’s. They said his wife had been caught having an affair with a Nottinghamshire dog-handler. That detail might have been invented for the sake of the cruel jokes it provided the opportunity for. Who knew whether it was true or not?


But then, who knew why any marriage ended? There were always two sides to any story. She had a strong suspicion that Jamie Callaghan would be telling her his side before too long.


‘Have we lost him, sir?’ asked Callaghan, setting a round of drinks down on the table. He hadn’t asked Fry what she wanted, but he didn’t have to. Vodka when she needed it. A J2O apple and mango flavour when she was driving.


‘What do you mean?’ said Mackenzie, accepting a bottle of Spitfire.


‘Has Farrell skipped? Left the area?’


Mackenzie clutched his beer bottle tightly as his face twisted into a grimace of frustration. ‘Someone must have tipped him off, if he has.’


‘I suppose it might just be a coincidence. He could have headed out for an evening with friends just when we decided to come for him.’


‘We didn’t identify any friends,’ pointed out Fry as she took a chair at the table.


‘That’s true. But it doesn’t mean he hasn’t got any.’


‘A man like Farrell doesn’t have friends,’ she said.


Callaghan grinned, looked as if he was about to say something, then stopped. Fry wondered if he’d been going to make some joke about her not having any friends either. It was the kind of sly dig she’d heard often from colleagues during her career. Everyone thought twice now. It was hard to tell when banter crossed the line.


Instead, Callaghan chose something worse.


‘He might have picked someone up in the past few days,’ he said.


Fry shuddered. ‘No, don’t say that.’


‘Well, it’s a possibility.’


He was right. But it was a possibility that didn’t bear thinking about as far as Diane Fry was concerned. That was what they’d worked so hard to prevent, after all.


Mackenzie shrugged and took a drink of his beer.


‘Well, we’ll just have to find a way of tracking down Mr Farrell,’ he said. ‘He can’t hide from us for very long.’


Fry’s phone buzzed again. And of course it was Angie. She had waited for her sister to get home, but she was still sitting in the pub. Fry saw that she’d been sent a photo. As soon as she clicked to open it, she knew perfectly well what it would be. The squashed-up Winston Churchill features of a hairless, goggle-eyed baby stared out at her from the screen. Fry flinched. She was finding it really difficult getting used to being an auntie.


‘What is it, Diane?’


She put the phone away hastily before Callaghan saw the picture. ‘Nothing important. Just my sister.’


‘Oh, okay. I thought it looked like bad news.’


Fry squinted at him nervously. He wasn’t supposed to be so observant. That would never do.


‘Do you think Roger Farrell has done a bunk, Diane?’ asked Callaghan as they left the pub.


‘No, I don’t,’ said Fry. ‘He just isn’t the kind. He’s the sort of man who’ll try to brazen things out to the end. He’ll turn up somewhere. I’m certain of it.’
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Day 2


Well, that was really odd. Not the ideal start to the day. Marnie Letts sighed irritably as she pulled on the handbrake. And it wasn’t even Monday. Those were the worst days of the week. She always felt ill when she woke up on a Monday. Nothing was actually wrong with her. It was just knowing that the rest of the week stretched ahead.


Marnie had been the first to arrive at work that morning, which was unusual in itself. On every other day Shirley was already at the visitor centre before her, with the lights on and the kettle boiling in the kitchen.


Six months ago, Shirley had been appointed manager at Heeley Bank Information Centre, and opening up was part of her job. She unlocked the doors in the morning and locked up again at night. If the burglar alarm went off in the early hours of the morning, Shirley got the call-out. That was why she was paid more. Marnie didn’t even have a set of keys. And that was the way she liked it. She wouldn’t have wanted the responsibility – not for just a few pounds extra every month. She certainly wouldn’t want to get called out in the middle of the night. She had better things to do with her time. If that was what promotion meant, the likes of Shirley Gooding were welcome to it.


So Marnie sat in her little Nissan in the staff parking area and listened to the news as it came on the radio. She was tuned into Peak FM and they didn’t waste much time on the headlines. Their listeners were more concerned about traffic alerts – the latest closure on the motorway, the length of delays on the A61, a reminder of the temporary lights in Baslow, where visitors were already queuing to get into Chatsworth.


Marnie tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as she listened. None of it was relevant to her on her drive out of Edendale to the visitor centre. She lived on the Woodlands Estate, close to the northern outskirts of the town, and she always took the back roads to reach Heeley Bank. They were narrow and winding, but always quiet. Just a few farmers on tractors, a herd of cows on the way back to the fields from milking. Who wouldn’t prefer a commute like that?


She frowned when she noticed the car. She recognised it as a BMW. One of her neighbours on Sycamore Crescent had one. It was always left out on the street in everyone else’s way, and she’d often had bad things to say about BMW drivers. One night, someone on the street had keyed the paintwork, so she obviously wasn’t alone.


This one was neatly parked and undamaged, though – unlike the condition of a stolen car that Marnie had seen abandoned here a few months ago. The BMW sat in the car park under the shade of the trees on the banking above the river. There had been a bit of mist overnight and the car was covered in condensation. In a few minutes’ time, the sun would reach it and the moisture would begin to clear.


Marnie hesitated, looking round at the entrance but seeing no sign of Shirley. That was typical of her. When there might be a problem, she wasn’t there. It could wait until she arrived, couldn’t it? Shirley was the manager, after all.


But something made Marnie open her car door and walk across the gravel towards the BMW. The car was sitting there silently, mysteriously. It seemed to be drawing her towards it. She believed very strongly in fate, always read her horoscope in the newspaper every morning. She was a water sign, Scorpio, and was led by her instincts.


Her footsteps sounded unnaturally loud in the early morning air. She moved confidently at first but found her feet gradually slowing of their own accord as she approached the car. She could see nothing through the windscreen because of the condensation. Had someone slept in their car overnight? Perhaps two people? She had heard of all kinds of things going on.


If you were doing that, you’d leave the windows slightly open to let in some air, wouldn’t you? These were all rolled firmly shut. So the BMW was just abandoned, then? That must be it.


Marnie rapped on the driver’s side window. There was no response, no sudden movement rocking the car, no startled noises. Relieved now, she ran her sleeve across the glass and stuck her face close to it, shading her eyes against the glare of the sun as it broke over the trees.


At first, she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. It didn’t seem human, or animal either. Her brain whirled, trying to make sense of it. A shop window dummy, a practical joke of some kind?


She tried the handle and found the door unlocked. As she pulled it open, the realisation hit her. She knew it was no practical joke. A man sat in the driving seat. A real man, flesh and blood. But there was something wrong with his head. Something very wrong.


By the time Shirley Gooding arrived, running late from dealing with a child too sick to go to school, she was amazed to find Marnie Letts standing in the middle of the car park screaming.


Every morning, Detective Inspector Ben Cooper set off to work with his car full of sound. He needed it to insulate him from the world outside. The traffic passing in the street, the people on the pavements, the market stalls setting up in the square – all the bustle and activity of Edendale on a fine summer’s day. Sometimes, it could be too much.


For the past few weeks, he’d been listening to Bruce Springsteen. ‘Dancing in the Dark’. It was always the first track that started up when he switched on the ignition. Always the same CD in the player, always the same opening chords. He hadn’t bothered changing it. One day, he supposed he’d get tired of it. For now, it suited him fine. It was like a switch that turned him on for the day, clicked him into professional mode and prepared him for the hours ahead, when anything could happen.


He halted in traffic at the Hollowgate lights, reflecting on how his feelings were mirrored by the outside world. During those few minutes of his drive to West Street, Cooper always passed from dark into light. Everywhere he looked, he caught his town in the process of changing its character. He could see it taking off one face and putting on another. During the past few hours, Edendale had hidden away its night-time turnover of drunks and clubbers staggering between takeaway and taxi rank in noisy clumps, shadowed by weary police officers with their high-vis jackets and riot vans. They had to be ushered indoors with the coming of daylight, like vampires retreating from the sun.


The morning brought an influx of visitors to the town. The roads got busier, the car parks filled up, the coaches crawled through the narrow streets, and the pavements became hazardous with boots and hiking poles. All the gift shops and visitor centres propped open their doors; the newsagents put out their ice cream signs.


Edendale looked so different in the sun. And it felt different too. The atmosphere was much more relaxed, the flow of movement slower. Walking groups met at their rendezvous points, chatting and adjusting their equipment for so long that you’d think they weren’t planning to do any walking at all. The pavements were full of strolling retired couples who’d decided to have a day out in the Peak District, with a nice lunch in a pub garden and a doze on a bench by the river. Japanese tourists stood gazing into the windows of the Bakewell pudding shops or took selfies on the old bridge over the Eden, forcing passers-by into the road.


Unlike the visitors, Cooper could see through the façade. That darkness was never dispelled completely. He could sense it lurking in the background. He’d seen enough of it to know it was always there.


Cooper waited for the barrier to open and drove into the staff car park off West Street. Very little money had been spent on Derbyshire Constabulary’s E Division headquarters recently. As a result, the 1950s stone building was looking a bit the worse for wear. The guttering had come loose on the custody suite, creating an outdoor shower in the winter months. The tarmac of the car park was cracked in the north corner, where the riot vans were parked. Everybody expected one of them to disappear into a sink hole some day, probably in the not too distant future. On the first floor of the headquarters building, some of the offices were permanently empty and locked up. No one could remember who’d worked there now.


Across the road, Edendale Football Club had been doing well lately. Their ground was on West Street, and the windows on this side of the building looked out over Gate C and the back of the East Stand. These days, when the club had an important home match, the streets were filled with cars, which hadn’t been a problem when Edendale FC were struggling in the lower leagues. If they became any more successful, access might become a problem on match days: a response officer trying to get to an emergency call would get blocked in and there would be trouble.


Cooper hadn’t quite reached his own office next to the CID room when he heard his phone ringing. He broke into a jog, though he knew it was against health and safety regulations to run in the corridors.


But the phone stopped before he could reach it and his mobile began ringing. It was Carol Villiers, this morning’s duty DC, somewhere outside Edendale at the scene of a sudden death.


‘What kind of sudden death?’ he said.


Villiers was always cautious, reluctant to commit herself. He didn’t remember her being like this when they were youngsters growing up together. She must have learned it in the services. Make a risk assessment, analyse the intelligence, don’t go into anything until you’re absolutely certain of the situation. It helped a lot in this job. More police officers got themselves into trouble by reacting too quickly than by standing back and doing nothing.


‘Heeley Bank,’ said Villiers. ‘Do you know where it is?’


‘Of course.’


‘There’s a body,’ she said. And then she added the crucial words: ‘A body in a car.’


‘I’m on my way,’ said Cooper.


Diane Fry had a couple of rest days after last night’s abortive operation. Today, DCI Mackenzie would be exploring the possibility of getting a search warrant on Roger Farrell’s address. It wouldn’t have been needed if they’d made an arrest. The search would be going on right now, while Farrell was being questioned in custody. But things hadn’t gone the way they had planned.


Fry was renting a double-bedroomed top-floor apartment with its own parking space in a modern executive development in the suburb of Wilford. One of the roads on the development was called Halfpenny Walk – but her rent had cost her an awful lot more than that.


The properties were surrounded by neat grass verges and little access roads. There was barely a sign of human occupation but for lights behind curtained windows and a car parked in front of a garage door. She always had to remember to clear the burglar alarm when she let herself in. She didn’t have anything worth stealing – she’d never felt the urge to surround herself with material possessions – but it seemed like an obligation here, like being careful where you put your wheelie bin so that you didn’t make the development look untidy.


She hadn’t met any of her neighbours in the apartment block to speak to, and she probably never would. She’d nodded to one or two people as she passed them in the hallway or while getting into her car. She didn’t know who they were and had never stopped to chat, though sometimes they showed indications of wanting to introduce themselves before she could escape.


One couple downstairs had put a card through her door inviting her to a drinks party when they moved into their apartment. She hadn’t gone, of course. For a few hours she’d listened to the faint sound of cheesy nineties pop music and hollow laughter drifting up the stairs, and told herself how glad she was she hadn’t accepted the invitation.


The rooms of the apartment had sounded very empty and strange when she first moved in. She hadn’t realised how accustomed she’d become to living in a shared house with students and migrant workers coming and going at all hours. The place in Grosvenor Road had never been quiet.


Here in the suburbs, she was only twenty minutes from the city centre with its pubs and shops and theatres. There was even a tram line now, cutting the journey time yet more. And the location suited her just fine. She liked the comforting roar of traffic on the Clifton Bridge, which carried the A52 over the River Trent.


That morning, Fry looked out of the window of her apartment as a car turned in from the direction of Clifton Lane and drew up in front of her building. It was a silver-grey Renault hatchback. Nothing unusual about that at all. But something about the occupants caught her eye, and she watched curiously as the engine was turned off and the door swung open.


Her heart sank when she saw a figure get out and open the tailgate.


‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ she said.


A pushchair came out first, then a bag full of goodness knew what – bottles, teats, steriliser, wet wipes, extra clothes. And packs of nappies. Nappies. God help her.


She looked around the apartment, anxiously scanning for anything left out that she didn’t want seen. She wasn’t big on tidying up and dusting, because she never expected visitors. It was too late to do anything about it. That empty vodka bottle should go in the bin, and the box from last night’s pizza delivery. Oh, and the one from the night before.


Cursing, she burst into activity to make the sitting room at least look presentable. She was sweating from stress and effort by the time the door buzzed and she had to let her visitors in.


‘Sis! What a surprise.’


Angie stood there on the threshold of her apartment. Her sister. Barely recognisable now because of the weight she’d put on, which concealed her usually thin, angular frame. And because of the object clutched to her chest in a sling, something wearing a white floppy sun hat with pictures of animals on it.


‘Hello, Di,’ said Angie. ‘We thought we’d call in and see you.’


Diane heard a car engine and quickly stepped to a window in the entrance hall to gaze down at the departing Renault.


‘Who was that?’ she said.


‘A friend.’


‘A male friend?’


‘Yes.’


‘The male friend?’


‘Sis – is this an interrogation or can we come in?’


As she led the way into the apartment, Diane flinched at her sister’s use of ‘we’. People did it all the time when they’d just got married or formed a long-term relationship. But Angie didn’t mean that. She meant herself and the baby. They were a duo now, a permanent pair. Angie and the child …


‘So how is … Zack?’


Diane was impressed by her own ability in remembering the new baby’s name. She’d tried quite hard to forget it. Zack Fry sounded too much like today’s special from a Chinese takeaway.


‘Oh, he’s grand,’ said Angie.


‘Grand,’ repeated Diane, her brain empty of all the other words she ought to use about a baby. Beautiful, bonny, gorgeous, cute? They all stuck in her throat the second they came into her head. Silently, she reminded herself of an important rule. Must say him, not it.


Angie walked into the centre of the sitting room, the weight of the sling making her look slow and ungainly. She looked around critically. Diane was glad she’d managed to clear away some of the debris at least.


‘What a beautiful apartment,’ said Angie. ‘You’re so lucky. We’d love to have somewhere like this to live. Wouldn’t we, Zack?’


Zack didn’t answer, which was a relief. In fact, he hadn’t moved since she opened the door. He was asleep presumably. His head was leaning against his mother’s body, the brim of the sun hat twitching occasionally, a foot in a tiny woollen sock protruding from the sling.


Looking at her sister, Diane was momentarily overwhelmed with horror at how unalike they’d become, how little they had in common now. They used to be so close. As a teenager, she’d hero-worshipped her older sister, had been devastated when they were separated. Finding her again had been an obsession that had ruled her life for a while. She used to see an older version of herself when she looked at Angie. Now she saw a slow-moving middle-aged woman – which she herself would never be. She saw a woman who had only one topic of conversation and who talked to an unconscious creature attached to her chest. Diane felt as though she were in a remake of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. An alien had taken possession of her sister’s body.


‘So – are you visiting Nottingham for some reason? A day out shopping?’ she said.


Privately, she suspected the reason for the trip up from Birmingham was probably to do with some business of the driver of the silver-grey Renault, the mysterious man friend whom she hadn’t been introduced to yet. And there was probably a good reason for that. Angie’s boyfriends had always had reasons to avoid meeting police detectives. What was this one’s name again? Craig something?


‘Actually, we were thinking of having a break for a few days.’ Angie smiled. ‘Don’t worry – we’ve brought everything we need.’


Diane was baffled for a moment.


‘I’m sorry?’


Angie smiled again. ‘Well, you do have two bedrooms in this beautiful new apartment, don’t you, Sis?’


Horrified, Diane opened her mouth, but found nothing came out. Like beautiful, bonny, gorgeous and cute, the words stuck in her throat.


Then the bundle strapped to her sister’s chest stirred and the head inside the hat lifted. A wrinkled face turned to look at her. After a second, the baby’s eyes seemed to focus. His face burst into a smile and a tiny hand reached out towards her.


For a long, long time, Diane Fry was still without words.
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Irritably, Ben Cooper swatted at something that landed on his face. Flies were swarming round the car. When he gazed across the car park, it looked as though every fly in North Derbyshire was zooming in on Heeley Bank. Their instincts were amazing. Did the first to arrive put up a sign: ‘Fresh meat here’?


And the flies had judged it right. The body in the blue BMW was already starting to look swollen. The smell inside the car was definitely over-ripe.


That was the trouble with summer. A corpse would normally be cold by now. But this one had been sitting in a car in full sun since daylight. As the interior heated up, so had the body. On a warm day in an open space, the interior temperature of a car could rise by five degrees Celsius in five minutes, ten degrees in ten minutes. The heat could reach a lethal level within half an hour, a much shorter time than many people thought.


At Heeley Bank, the ambient temperature outside was about twenty-two degrees by now. Inside the BMW, it had reached an uncomfortable thirty-eight. That sort of temperature in an enclosed space was enough to kill a child or a dog. And it was enough to make a dead body begin to bloat.


Winter was so much better for this kind of thing. Normally, the body began to cool down immediately after the heart stopped beating. It was the stage they called algor mortis, the death chill. Body heat fell about one degree Celsius each hour until it reached the temperature of the surrounding environment. On a cold day, you stood a chance of gleaning information about the time of death from the difference between the two, when you took the various factors into account. Body fat and layers of clothing were good insulators – they retained heat that would otherwise be lost as the blood stopped flowing and the muscles relaxed. Children and the elderly lost body heat faster than adults. A victim who had been in ill health would also lose heat more rapidly.


Yet here it was all irrelevant. The nature of the victim’s death had destroyed his first line of forensic examination.


‘Mr Roger Farrell, aged forty-five, with an address in Nottingham,’ said Carol Villiers. ‘The BMW is registered to him and his driving licence is in his wallet, along with credit cards, a Tesco Clubcard and a National Trust membership card. Not much cash, but I don’t suppose he needed it today.’


Cooper pointed at the windscreen, where a parking ticket was stuck to the glass.


‘Just enough for the parking charge.’


Carol Villiers had always been an outdoor girl and the first bit of sun brought out the colour in her face. Sometimes Cooper was struck by how pale her eyes were. Sandy, as if bleached in a desert climate. They’d gone to school together, studied for their A-levels at High Peak College at the same time, got a bit drunk with a group of mates in a local pub when they received their results. She had been a good friend whom he’d been sorry to say goodbye to when she’d left to sign up with the RAF Police. She’d be the first to say that she’d changed now. She was much tougher, more confident. Experience had shaped her in those years she’d been away.


Though he’d known her for such a long time, there were subjects Carol Villiers never talked to him about. One was her husband, Glen, who had been killed in Helmand Province on a tour of duty in Afghanistan.


The medical examiner was straightening up from a crouching position, half in and half out of the car. His scene suit rustled and Cooper could see he was sweating underneath it. Trickles of perspiration ran from his temples into the neck of the suit. He’d been in the job for a long time and was probably unfit. He would never make it as a police officer, though he was a person they often had to reply on.


‘There isn’t a hope of getting a time of death,’ he said, confirming Cooper’s suspicion. ‘Not from the body temperature, anyway. Rigor might tell us something. In my opinion, you’d be better looking for witnesses or other circumstantial evidence to establish how long he’s been dead.’


Cooper nodded. Oh, great. Another one who was reluctant to commit himself. But it was understandable in this case.


He looked around the car park and scanned the roof line of the information centre, searching for cameras.


‘CCTV?’ he said.


Villiers shook her head. ‘Nothing. It’s been discussed because the woods here are supposed to be a well-known dogging site. But there’s no money in the budget.’


‘No big surprise there.’


It was one of the things you got used to in a rural area, outside the centre of town. No coverage from CCTV cameras.


‘So who found the body?’ he asked.


‘One of the staff at the information centre,’ said Villiers. ‘Her name is Marnie Letts. She’s still a bit upset, I’m afraid. The experience has knocked her sideways.’


‘We’ll treat her gently.’


It was standard practice for staff at sites like Heeley Bank to alert the police in these circumstances, though usually it was just a stolen vehicle, abandoned by joy-riders in a quiet spot. With luck, the car would be relatively undamaged and could be returned to its owner. Occasionally, a vehicle was found burned out and stood ruining the view until the insurance company arranged its removal.


Not this one, though. The BMW was different.


Villiers read from her notes. ‘When Miss Letts turned up for work this morning, the blue BMW was still in the car park from yesterday. She wiped the moisture off the window and said she could see the shape of a man slumped in the driver’s seat. His face was turned away from her and his head had slipped sideways at an unnatural angle. When she made the emergency call, she kept saying, “There’s something wrong with his head. Something very wrong.”’


‘Let’s talk to her, then.’


The information centre had been closed for the time being. A stream of visitors’ cars were being turned away. Through the trees, Cooper could see vehicles creeping along the road, their occupants craning their necks to see what was going on in the car park. Rumours would be going around soon enough.


Heeley Bank was a popular visitor location, just a few miles outside Edendale. It had a large car park, a toilet block and picnic area. Below the centre, marked trails wound their way through the woods down to a loop of the River Eden, where it ran fast and noisily through a steep limestone gorge, bubbling over rocks and weirs.


Above the road, the hillside rose and rose through banks of heather and gorse to a gritstone moor topped by the outlines of weather-worn tors. Cooper had seen those tors up close. There were rock formations called the Old Man, the Witches, the Howling Dog. They created a dark and ominous landscape.


‘Yes, the car was there last night when I left,’ said Marnie Letts. ‘The blue BMW. I do remember it. Most makes of car I don’t recognise, but I know a BMW when I see one.’


She was a slight woman in her late twenties, with dark hair cut into a short bob. She was wearing a baggy mauve T-shirt with a logo on the chest. Cooper supposed it was a kind of staff uniform. It didn’t do her any favours. But then it probably wouldn’t have suited anyone.


‘Did you take any notice of the driver?’ he asked.


‘None at all. I don’t think I really saw him.’


Cooper nodded. It was probable that the driver hadn’t wanted anyone to notice him. If someone had, if just one person had seen him properly and realised something was wrong, the outcome for him might have been different.


‘What other vehicles were parked near the BMW last night, Miss Letts?’ he asked. ‘Can you remember that?’


‘I couldn’t really say. Well, there was a family in a big people-carrier sort of thing. A couple with bikes on the back of their car.’


‘Where were they in relation to the BMW?’


Marnie waved vaguely around the car park. She wasn’t as distressed as he’d expected. Perhaps she’d got all the screaming and panicking out of her system. Some people were like that. They went off like fire-works, then calmed down very quickly. She was still slightly distracted, as if she couldn’t quite focus on what had happened. He could understand that. It was a bit unreal for anyone.


‘The people-carrier was near the centre,’ she said. ‘The cyclists were parked over by the toilets. They had a red car, a four-wheel drive, I think. They weren’t close enough to see the driver of the BMW.’


‘Can you be sure of that?’


She shrugged. ‘No, I suppose not. You’d have to ask them.’


‘Did you recognise any of these people? Were they familiar faces?’


‘Are you kidding? They were just visitors. We get thousands of them in the summer. I only took account of them at all because they were the last here when we closed. When the place is full, I don’t notice anybody in particular.’


‘Yes, I understand,’ said Cooper.


A memory passed across her face suddenly. ‘Oh, and there was a black Land Rover,’ she said.


‘Last night. Where was that parked?’


‘Under the big tree in the shade,’ said Marnie. ‘People who come here regularly in the summer always try to claim that spot if it’s sunny, so their car isn’t too warm inside when they get back from a walk. It’s in sun in the morning, but shade in the afternoon.’


‘Did you see who was in the Land Rover?’


She shook her head. ‘No. I only noticed it because it looked more like a farmer’s vehicle. It’s unusual to get them in here among the visitors’ cars.’


‘She held up pretty well,’ said Cooper when they allowed Marnie to leave. ‘She would make a good witness.’


‘If she’d actually seen anything,’ said Villiers.


‘She may have seen more than she remembers, I think.’


‘There’s no way we’re going to be able to trace any of the people in those cars. Unless we put appeals out – local newspapers, social media? The trouble is, they could have been from absolutely anywhere.’


Wayne Abbott, E Division’s crime scene manager, had taken the place of the forensic medical examiner and was writing notes on a clipboard. Abbott was a big man with a shaved head, which was revealed when he tossed back the hood of his scene suit. He looked up as Cooper and Villiers approached.


‘Gas,’ he said. He sounded oddly smug, as if he’d predicted it all along and was gratified to be proved right.


‘Gas?’ repeated Cooper.


‘It’s a popular choice.’


Villiers covered her face with a gloved hand as she leaned in to look at the body. She must have thought Abbott was referring to the decomposition of the body.


‘What is that thing over his head?’ she said.


‘It’s for the gas. They call it an exit bag. It’s used for painless suffocation.’


‘An exit bag? Who uses a nickname for a suffocation device?’


‘You’d be surprised.’


Then Villiers sniffed. ‘But you said gas?’


‘Helium. It doesn’t have any smell. Or taste for that matter.’


‘I was thinking carbon monoxide.’


‘Exhaust fumes? Yes, it used to be the traditional method, especially among depressed middle-aged men. A pipe from the exhaust into your car and the engine left running. Carbon monoxide is extremely toxic in high enough concentrations.’


Cooper remembered deaths from the inhalation of exhaust fumes. He’d come across one as a young PC and been struck by how peaceful the dead person looked. And he’d learned a strange and disturbing fact about the human body. Given a choice between carbon monoxide and oxygen, the haemoglobin in your blood would always choose carbon monoxide first and ignore the life-giving oxygen. It seemed a suicidal impulse had been built into the bloodstream of every human being.


‘The design of modern cars has spoiled all that business,’ Abbott was saying cheerfully. ‘Tighter emission controls, you see. That means modern engines produce too little carbon monoxide for the purpose. It’s good for the environment – but bad news for the would-be suicide. Of course, most of them don’t research their methods well enough in advance to realise they need to use an old car.’


‘So how does this work?’


‘An exit bag? It’s pretty simple,’ said Abbott. ‘You just have a plastic bag with a drawstring or some other type of closure. All you have to do is fill it with an inert gas like nitrogen or helium. You see, the gas itself doesn’t kill you. Its purpose is to cause painless unconsciousness before suffocation occurs. The victim actually dies as a result of the high levels of carbon dioxide breathed into the bag. It can be a bit dodgy, if you don’t do it right. If you change your mind at the last minute, for example, there’s a good chance you’ll end up alive but with serious brain damage.’
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