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Chapter 1

The rain was relentless; cold and spiteful. Its stinging wetness slapped at Ruth Prendergast’s face as she dashed from her car towards the shelter of the porch. After putting down the groceries she was carrying, she pulled a key from her pocket, unlocked her front door, and hurried inside.

A warm, centrally heated fug closed around her as she stepped into the hallway. Ruth felt for the light switch and flicked it on, glancing censoriously at the scuffed paintwork and gloomy wallpaper. First impressions were important, and her hallway was definitely letting the side down.

After yanking a handful of junk mail from the teeth of the letterbox and hanging up her coat, she threw open the double doors to the living room and turned on more lights to brighten things up. Except for the ticking, clicking sound of the central heating radiators, the silence in the house was absolute.

Ruth had moved to Hollybrook Close three weeks earlier, and was struggling to adjust to the suburban seclusion of her new home. Weirdly, she missed the constant buzz of the traffic-infested main road where, until recently, she had lived with the man who was now her ex-husband.

At the end of the hallway, the kitchen door stood open. She went in and turned on the oven, threw her house keys into the half-empty fruit bowl, and went back to retrieve the shopping bags from the porch. Most evenings she enjoyed cooking a meal-for-one from scratch, something wholesome and tasty, but today’s dinner would be a ready-made pizza and a large glass of Chardonnay. She’d had a long and vile day at work, made worse by the tedious and tiring trek around the supermarket on her way home.

All afternoon she’d been unable to shake off a restless, empty feeling. She felt dull and lacklustre, her vitality jaded by yet another dreary January day. Ruth was a summer person and she yearned for the end of March, when the clocks would go forward into British Summer Time. Bring it on, she thought. Light nights, sunny days, warm breezes. She could do with some of that.

Shivering involuntarily, she began to unpack the groceries. It was a loathsome but necessary chore – albeit one that was slightly easier these days, thanks to the abundance of cupboard space in her new kitchen.

When the last items of shopping had been stashed away, she unwrapped the pizza, slid it into the oven, and set the timer before going upstairs with an armful of toiletries. The silence moved with her, creeping through the house like a virus.

In the bathroom, Ruth caught sight of herself as she crammed shampoo and toothpaste into the narrow, mirrored cabinet next to the washbasin. She looked a wreck. Wet from the rain, her fringe clung to her forehead unattractively. There was no getting away from it, she’d have to blitz it with the hairdryer, possibly even the straighteners.

As she crossed the landing to her bedroom, the shriek of an animal pierced the night air. The sound was coming from the field directly behind Hollybrook Close. The cul-de-sac was on the northern edge of Bainbridge, wedged incongruously between the bustle of the lively market town and a vast expanse of open countryside. At night it was eerily quiet here and she found the seclusion unnerving. Would she ever get used to living in semi-isolation? Leaving her husband, getting a new job and moving to a different town was supposed to have been a fresh start, but she wasn’t convinced this house would bring the contentment she longed for.

Ruth didn’t bother turning on the main light as she went into the bedroom. Its yellow glow was too harsh and made her look jaundiced. Instead, she reached across to switch on the cosier, more flattering lamp on the bedside cabinet.

That’s when she saw the man, lying in her bed.

‘What the …!’ She leapt away, scrabbling for the main light switch. ‘Who the hell are you?’

When he didn’t reply, Ruth leaned over and prodded him tentatively, but still he didn’t move. Her heart banged a warning against the inside of her ribcage. Instinct told her to flee, to hurry from the house and get help … but who could she call? She didn’t know any of the neighbours yet, and she had no friends in the area. There was her ex, of course, but he lived miles away and they weren’t exactly on speaking terms.

The man was clearly in a deep sleep, tucked under the duvet with his back to her. Ruth reached out and touched his shoulder, shaking it gently to wake him.

When he didn’t respond she tiptoed around the bed and looked down at the unfamiliar contours of his face – at the thick waves in his greying hair and the kink in his nose. It was the way he was staring that chilled her bones. His eyes were green. Unblinking. That’s when she knew.

The man in her bed was dead.




Chapter 2

The last thing DI Isabel Blood needed right now was a murder investigation. She was supposed to be taking two weeks’ leave, for God’s sake, spending time with her father who, aside from a few recent conversations on FaceTime and Skype, she hadn’t seen for decades.

Isabel was on her way to pick him up at the airport when the call came through from DS Fairfax.

‘We have a body,’ her sergeant told her. ‘An unidentified male, found in a property in Hollybrook Close in Bainbridge. The homeowner found him lying in her bed. She doesn’t know who he is, and there’s no ID on the victim. Sounds like a weird one, boss.’

Isabel pulled up in front of the barrier at the entrance to the airport’s short-stay car park. ‘Bloody hell, Dan. The timing couldn’t be worse. I’m at East Midlands airport, meeting my dad.’ She wound down the car window and snatched at the ticket that was spewing out of the machine.

‘I realise that. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to call, but the Super insisted. She’s cancelled all leave … wants you at the scene, apparently.’

For crying out loud, Isabel thought. All I want is a bit of peace and quiet and some time off. Is that too much to ask?

When the barrier lifted, she took a deep breath and drove on, scanning the car park for a space. ‘Are you at the scene yet?’ she asked.

‘I’ve just arrived.’

‘OK. Well, you’ll have to start without me and I’ll join you as soon as I can. It’s going to be at least an hour though. More likely an hour and a half.’

As she parked, she talked through the main priorities and actions with Dan, knowing she could rely on him to manage things until she got there. Once the call had ended, she leapt out of the car and raced towards the airport building. Her dad’s plane had already landed. He’d be through passport control by now, reclaiming his baggage. She wanted to be in place, waiting, when he came through into the arrivals area.

She was nervous. Jittery. Eager to see him, and yet shy. Embarrassed. Until a few months ago, Isabel had been totally in the dark about her father’s whereabouts. He’d walked out of her life when she was fourteen and had effectively disappeared. In the midst of her last murder investigation she’d found out he was alive and well and living in France. She’d also discovered why he’d left all those years ago.

That revelation had left the two of them with a few things to work out. Their reunion was destined to have some awkward moments but, even so, Isabel couldn’t wait to see him.

Inside the arrivals area she stood shoulder to shoulder with other waiting relatives. A gaggle of taxi drivers had congregated nearby, holding up cardboard signs with surnames scrawled across them. A heady combination of excitement and apprehension was making Isabel feel sick. She took some deep breaths as she waited, trying to suppress her anxiety.

When the sliding glass doors from the customs area opened and she saw her dad walk through, her heart rate thundered into overdrive. Donald Corrington looked exactly as she remembered him, but older. Much older. His hair was white now, but at least he still had hair. He’d always been tall and lanky, but age had stooped him a little, and he was thinner, a fraction too skinny. There was a frailness about him that tugged at her conscience.

The pale blue, shining eyes she remembered from childhood were scanning the crowd, searching for her. Waving, Isabel pushed forward.

‘Dad!’ She surged through the crowd, desperate to reach him. ‘Over here, Dad. I’m here.’

And then, there he was, standing right in front of her. Her dad. Her lovely, lovely dad.

‘Isabel.’ His voice was thick with emotion as he gathered her into his arms. ‘It’s wonderful to see you at last. I’ve missed you so much.’

She closed her eyes and clung to him, feeling like a kid again. Holding on tight, she breathed in the smell of his aftershave, refamiliarising herself with the forgotten contours of his shoulders and the comforting warmth of his embrace. This hug, this moment, felt like coming home. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she pulled back and smiled up at him. ‘I’ve missed you too, Dad. More than you’ll ever know. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’

It was as they stepped apart that Isabel noticed the man hovering behind her father’s right shoulder. He was tall and slim, with brown hair, pale blue eyes and the hint of a swagger. Nostalgia pounded from somewhere deep inside her ribcage. This was a younger version of her dad … the man he’d been all those years ago. Instinctively, Isabel knew this must be her younger brother, Fabien. Her half-brother. What was he doing here? She hadn’t been expecting him.

The man extended his arm, shaking her hand briefly. ‘I’m Fabien,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’

Isabel got the impression he’d chosen his words carefully, avoiding the social niceties normally used on such occasions. There was no … it’s good to meet you, or it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Then again, Fabien was French. Perhaps his English didn’t run to such stiff, British phraseology. She couldn’t help wondering, though, whether his greeting had been purposefully cool. There was no kiss on either cheek. No warmth, French or otherwise.

‘Hello, Fabien,’ she said, her voice friendly and cheerful. ‘Bonjour et bienvenue. Enchantée.’ Having exhausted her repertoire of suitable French greetings, she added: ‘This is a surprise. I didn’t know you were coming as well.’

Why was he here? Had Fabien come along solely to support their elderly father on his journey? Would he be flying back almost immediately, or did he plan on staying? Isabel had readied the spare room for her dad, but she hadn’t anticipated a second visitor. Not that it was a problem. She could quite easily install the put-me-up bed in the small upstairs room they now used as a study, as long as Fabien didn’t mind roughing it a little.

Her father was holding her hand, squeezing it tightly as if to reassure himself she was real. She squeezed back, her heart thumping in her chest.

Feeling uncharacteristically flustered, Isabel eyed the two enormous suitcases Fabien was dragging behind him. ‘They look heavy,’ she said. ‘My car’s over in the car park. Would you like me to drive it round to the pick-up point?’

Her father tugged her hand playfully. ‘Don’t worry. I’m sure Fabien can find a luggage trolley from somewhere. And I’m still quite capable of walking, you know. I may be over eighty, but I’m not completely clapped out.’

‘S’il te plaît, Papa,’ said Fabien. ‘Laisse-la chercher la voiture.’

‘I have no intention of letting your sister get the car,’ Donald said, rebuking his son with a tap on the arm. ‘And, Fabien? Please speak English. Isabel may be one-quarter French, but her knowledge of the language is rudimentary at best.’

While Fabien went off in search of a trolley, Isabel and Donald stepped aside and waited on the concourse with the cases.

‘So, Dad?’ She turned to face him. ‘Have you told Fabien yet? Does he know?’

Donald Corrington shrugged nonchalantly. ‘The right opportunity hasn’t arisen,’ he said.

Since reconnecting with her father two and a half months earlier, Isabel had been mindful that her two half-brothers knew nothing about the bigamous marriage Donald had entered into with Isabel’s mother back in the Sixties. Donald had promised to tell his sons the truth when the time was right, but she was beginning to wonder when that would be.

‘You’re putting me in an awkward position,’ she said, rebuking him with a frown. ‘I want to be able to talk about things openly. That’s not going to be possible if Fabien still doesn’t know the full story of your old life in Derbyshire.’

Donald fiddled with the handle of the suitcase, reluctant to return her gaze. ‘I realise that, but I didn’t think he was going to accompany me. He waited until I was checking in for the flight to announce he was coming along.’

‘Why did he leave it until the last minute to tell you?’

Donald held up his hands. ‘He said he wanted it to be a surprise.’

‘I see,’ Isabel said, not sure whether she did or not. ‘I wonder why he decided to join you?’

Her father looked uneasy, his loyalties seemingly torn. ‘Perhaps he wanted a chance to get to know his sister.’ He opened his mouth to say more, but closed it when Fabien reappeared, pushing a trolley with a wonky wheel.

Remembering the phone call from Dan, Isabel decided to bite the bullet and break the news that she had been called into work.

She cleared her throat. ‘Dad, Fabien … before we get going, there’s something I need to tell you. Unfortunately, I’ve got to go to work this evening. I’ll drop you off at my house, introduce you to Nathan, Ellie and Kate, and get you settled – but then I’ll have to go out for a while. I’m really sorry. It’s a hazard of the job, I’m afraid. There’s been a murder, and when that happens, I’m expected to drop everything.’

‘But you haven’t seen our father for so long,’ Fabien said. He looked annoyed. Isabel wasn’t sure whether his scowl was aimed at her or the errant luggage trolley, which seemed determined to head in the opposite direction to the way Fabien was pushing it.

‘Don’t worry,’ Donald said, patting her arm reassuringly. ‘Really. It’s OK. I understand. Your job’s important. I’m very proud of what you do, Isabel.’

They had exited the airport building and were turning right, towards the car park. It had been a day of grey skies and heavy, wintry showers, and the damp night air bristled with a bitter chill.

‘As you are not going to be around this evening, perhaps it would be better if you took us directly to the hotel,’ Fabien said.

‘Hotel?’

‘Yes, we have reserved rooms at the local inn … the Feathers.’

The Feathers Hotel provided the finest accommodation Bainbridge had to offer. The building itself lacked charm, but the interior had recently undergone an impressive refurbishment. The expensive restaurant served delicious Mediterranean cuisine and the bar was open to non-residents – but why the hell had Fabien booked rooms there?

‘I thought Dad would be staying with us,’ Isabel said, trying hard not to sound snippy. ‘I’ve already made up the spare room for him. And, of course, you’re more than welcome to stay too, Fabien. It’s not a problem.’

When Isabel had arranged her father’s visit, she had visualised long evenings by the fire with him, talking about the past and catching up on all the years they had lost. She’d assumed he would stay at her house. That’s what she wanted. The thought of him checking into a hotel didn’t sit comfortably with her. Not at all.

‘We don’t want to impose on your hospitality,’ Fabien said. His English was good, Isabel realised. Better than good.

She shook her head. ‘You’re family. It wouldn’t be an imposition.’

Her brother flashed a brief smile and held up a hand, gesturing an unwillingness to capitulate. ‘The arrangements have been made. The hotel is expecting us. And as you have to go to work this evening, that is probably for the best, is it not?’

Isabel felt sneaped and disappointed. She was also annoyed, but she wasn’t going to let Fabien see that.

They had reached the car, and she fumbled with the key fob to open the boot.

‘Well, if you change your mind, we’d be happy to have you,’ she said. ‘For now, let’s load up your cases, and I’ll drive you to the Feathers. We can meet up again tomorrow after you’ve both had a good night’s sleep.’

‘Thanks, Issy.’ Donald Corrington opened the passenger door, sat down, and swung his long legs into the front seat of the car. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Bainbridge again. It’s been a while.’

Four decades, Isabel thought. In her book, that was considerably longer than ‘a while’.




Chapter 3

After leaving Donald and Fabien at the hotel’s reception desk, Isabel dashed home to inform her family of the change of plan and let them know that Fabien had accompanied her father on the trip.

She was greeted in the hallway by Nathan, Ellie and Kate, who had gathered to form a small welcoming committee. Even their dog, Nell, had joined the party and was wagging her tail excitedly. Behind them, in the living room, a homemade ‘Welcome back to Bainbridge’ banner had been strung across the top of the bookcase.

‘Well? Where is he?’ Kate asked, her face pinched with worry.

‘At the Feathers Hotel,’ Isabel said.

As she told her family what had transpired at the airport, their expectant expressions crumpled into frowns of disappointment, and the happy buzz of anticipation in the hallway fizzled out like a damp squib. They had been looking forward to this visit since before Christmas; the non-appearance of their special guest was understandably a massive anti-climax.

‘So when can we see him?’ Ellie said, rolling her eyes in the petulant way only a teenager can pull off successfully.

‘Try not to be grumpy, love,’ said Isabel. ‘You’re not the only one who’s disappointed. Don’t worry, we can all meet up tomorrow. Anyway … as it happens, I’ve got to go out this evening.’

Nathan tilted his head, questioning her silently.

‘Work,’ she explained. ‘Dan called. I’m needed.’

She decided not to mention the murder. The mood was miserable enough as it was.

***

Isabel reached the crime scene ten minutes later. Hollybrook Close was a small, swanky cul-de-sac on the edge of Bainbridge, squeezed between an older residential estate and a brown, undulating stretch of ploughed fields. It consisted of five detached properties, each with sweeping, neatly trimmed front gardens. Two of the homes were enormous, three-storey, luxury residences with multi-car garages, but the body Isabel had been called to investigate had been found inside number 4, one of the smaller houses in the close. An outer cordon had been set up across the driveway and a group of vehicles was parked outside.

Isabel pulled up behind the cluster of cars and put on protective clothing, overshoes and gloves. After signing the scene log, she lifted the tape, ducked under it and then walked towards the house where DS Dan Fairfax was loitering by the front porch. His pale cheeks were almost a match for the white scene suit he was wearing.

‘You OK?’ Isabel asked.

‘Yep, needed to get some air.’ He grimaced, nodding back towards the interior of the house. ‘I’ve just been up to see the body.’

Isabel had seen more than her share of corpses over the years and understood Dan’s need for fresh air.

‘It’s never pleasant,’ she said.

‘But it gets easier, right?’

She decided to be brutally honest. ‘Not necessarily.’

Offering a sympathetic smile, she brushed past him and entered the house.

In Isabel’s experience, every home had its own unique smell, and this one was no exception. She breathed in an underlying scent of lemon polish combined with a whiff of new carpet. There was also the aroma of pizza, which was drifting towards her from the kitchen at the end of the hallway.

Dan had followed her inside. ‘Come on then,’ she said. ‘Give me the low-down.’

He pointed towards a set of double doors into the room on the right, where a woman was huddled in an armchair, a tartan throw draped across her shoulders.

‘That’s Ruth Prendergast, the owner of the house,’ he said, his voice low. ‘I’ve done a witness interview and she was very co-operative, although there wasn’t a lot she could tell me. Apparently, she came in from work and found the victim upstairs in her bed. When she realised he was dead, she called 999.’

‘But she doesn’t know him?’

‘She’s never seen him before … has absolutely no idea who the man is, or how he ended up here.’

‘And you said there’s no ID on the body?’ said Isabel. ‘No wallet? What about a phone?’

‘Nothing.’

‘And this is definitely a crime scene? No chance he died from natural causes?’

‘None whatsoever, boss. He has a knife sticking out of his chest. Ruth Prendergast says he was tucked under the duvet when she found him. It was only when the response officer and the paramedics arrived and pulled back the covers that they realised he’d been stabbed.’

‘Any indication as to how he might have got here? Into the house?’

‘There’s no sign of a break-in,’ Dan said. ‘So, either he had a key, or someone let him in.’

Isabel narrowed her eyes. ‘How old is the victim?’

‘Late forties, I’d say. Why don’t you come and take a look for yourself?’

She followed Dan up the stairs and onto the landing, where he directed her towards one of two bedrooms at the back of the house. Isabel positioned herself on a stepping plate inside the door and looked around. The senior crime scene investigator, Raveen Talwar, was examining a section of carpet over by the window and a woman Isabel hadn’t met before was examining the body. This, presumably, was the new pathologist.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Isabel Blood,’ she said. ‘You must be Emma Willis.’

The pathologist turned to face Isabel and raised a hand. ‘That’s me,’ she said. ‘Good to meet you, DI Blood.’

Isabel leaned over to get a better look at the victim. The duvet had been folded back and she could see he was lying on his side. He was wearing a grey T-shirt, navy blue boxer shorts, and a pair of black socks. From her position on the stepping plate, she could see where the knife had entered his chest. Emma Willis had obviously removed the weapon and bagged it for evidence.

Isabel winced. ‘Bit of a nasty surprise for the homeowner, coming in from work and finding a total stranger lying dead in her bed.’

‘Yeah,’ Emma said. ‘Not what you want at the end of a long, hard day is it?’

‘Or any other time for that matter.’ Isabel craned her neck to get a better look. ‘There’s surprisingly little blood. What can you tell me?’

‘He’s been stabbed. The blade penetrated the heart, so he would have died within seconds. The lack of blood is down to the fact that the weapon was left in the wound. I extracted the knife a few minutes ago, but it was firmly lodged in his chest when the body was discovered.’

‘No chance this could be suicide?’ Isabel asked. ‘He couldn’t have stabbed himself?’

‘Based on the angle of entry, the wound is unlikely to have been self-inflicted,’ Emma replied. ‘Plus, there are no fingerprints on the handle of the weapon, and the victim isn’t wearing gloves.’

‘This is definitely a crime scene then,’ said Isabel. ‘Otherwise, his prints would be on the knife, right?’

‘Exactly,’ Emma replied. ‘The victim was discovered lying on his side under the duvet. He was probably put into that position immediately after he was killed. Based on lividity, I’d say he’s been dead for between six and eight hours. I’ll know more tomorrow after the post-mortem.’

‘So, that would mean he died between noon and two p.m. today?’

Emma nodded. ‘That’s my estimate but, like I say, I’ll know more when I’ve done the post-mortem.’

‘Anything unusual about the weapon?’

‘I’m afraid not. It’s a standard kitchen knife with a narrow blade, the sort you’d use for filleting fish. It looks new. There are no signs of wear or scratches on the handle.’

Isabel had never filleted a fish in her life, but even so, she was familiar with the kind of knife the pathologist was referring to.

‘We’ll send it off to the lab for testing,’ Emma added. ‘Until then, there’s nothing more I can tell you about the weapon.’

Raveen stood up. ‘The CSIs have done an initial scan of each room of the house,’ he said. ‘There’s no sign that the knife matches anything in the kitchen. There is a knife block down there, but nothing’s missing from the set. Looks like the perpetrator brought the weapon with them.’

‘Which would mean this was premeditated,’ Isabel said. ‘Have you found anything else, Rav? Anything interesting here in the bedroom?’

‘A few hairs near to where you’re standing, but they may turn out to be the homeowner’s. Not much else in this room. The CSIs have started a detailed search of the rest of the house. I’ll be in touch if they find anything.’

‘OK, let me know as soon as you’ve finished. The PolSA’s on standby to bring in a search team once you guys have handed over the scene.’

Isabel retreated to the landing, where Dan was standing by the banister at the top of the stairs.

‘Identifying the victim has to be our priority,’ she told him. ‘I’ll go and have a word with Ruth Prendergast. How is she holding up?’

Dan shrugged. ‘She’s shocked, as you might imagine. She only moved in to the house three weeks ago. Reckons she doesn’t want to stay here now.’

‘Has she got somewhere she can go for a while? Friends? Family?’

‘It seems not. Her parents live in Birmingham and she’s new to this area. She said she hasn’t made any friends yet.’

‘Could she stay with a work colleague?’

‘Possibly, but she only started her job a couple of weeks ago. I don’t think she’s had chance to get to know anyone very well.’

‘Well, this is her opportunity to do just that,’ Isabel said. ‘I’m sure someone will take pity on her and put her up for a few nights. Or she could go to a hotel. There’s a Premier Inn not too far away.’

Dan grinned. ‘You’re all heart, boss.’

‘Are you sure she’s telling the truth about not knowing the victim?’

‘She seems genuine enough to me,’ Dan replied. ‘Go down and talk to her, see what you think.’

As Isabel made her descent to the ground floor, she noticed the carpet on the bottom stair was tattered, as though a cat had used it to sharpen its claws. In stark contrast, the beige, deep-piled carpeting in the lounge was pristine and bouncy underfoot. This was where the new-carpet smell was coming from.

Ruth Prendergast was hunched over in an armchair, staring into the unlit fire. Isabel estimated her to be in her mid-thirties. Her lank hair was an unremarkable shade of mouse, and her clothes were conservative and business-like: a pale pink blouse, charcoal grey trousers and a matching jacket. It was the sort of attire worn by someone who worked in a bank or legal setting.

‘Ms Prendergast, I’m DI Blood.’ She held up her warrant card. ‘I know you’ve already spoken to DS Fairfax, but I wonder if I could ask you a few more questions?’

Ruth gripped the throw, pulling it tightly across her chest. ‘Yes, of course. I’ll help in any way I can.’

‘I’m told that you don’t know the victim. I’m sorry to push you on this, but are you absolutely sure about that?’

‘Yes, I’m certain,’ Ruth said. Her voice was soft and cultured and slightly condescending, with the hint of a West Midlands accent. ‘Admittedly I didn’t get a particularly good look, and the light in the bedroom isn’t the best, but I got a clear view of his face. I’ve never seen him before in my life.’

‘Might it be someone you used to know? A long time ago?’

Ruth dismissed that possibility with a quick shake of her head. ‘No, I don’t think so. Anyway, why would someone I know from years ago suddenly turn up dead in my bed? It wouldn’t make any sense.’

Isabel conceded the point. Perhaps the victim’s connection was to the house, rather than its occupant. It was time to rethink her line of questioning.

‘I understand you moved here a few weeks ago,’ she said. ‘Did you change the locks when you moved in?’

‘No.’ Ruth shuddered. ‘I didn’t think it was necessary. I collected a set of keys from the estate agent, and there were two more sets waiting for me inside when I let myself into the house. It never occurred to me to change the locks. Should I have done?’

Isabel lifted her shoulders noncommittally. ‘Frankly, I don’t think many people bother. Moving house is expensive enough without the extra expense of new locks.’

Ruth smiled weakly. ‘I’ve already spent the best part of a thousand pounds redecorating this room and having a new carpet fitted. I was going to do the hallway next, but now … I’m not so sure. I don’t know if I can bear to stay here after this.’

‘Do you live alone?’ Isabel asked.

‘Yes. I’m divorced. My ex-husband bought out my share of our old house and I used the money as a deposit for this place. New house. New town. New job. It was supposed to be a fresh start.’

‘Hardly the new beginning you were hoping for,’ Isabel said, offering a moue of sympathy. ‘There’s no sign of forced entry, so we think the victim must have either let himself in with a key, or been let in by someone else. Do you know who might have had access to the house in the past?’

‘Apart from the previous owner, you mean?’ Ruth plucked at the woollen throw with her right hand. ‘There’s the estate agent, of course. The house was empty when I viewed it, but I was shown around by a woman from the agency … Bartlett & Lee. She met me here with a key.’

‘OK. Anyone else?’

‘Not that I can think of, although it’s not beyond the realms of possibility that the previous owner gave spare keys to members of his family.’ Ruth furrowed her brow. ‘He had a gardener too. A woman used to come once a fortnight to mow the lawns and keep on top of the weeds. I only know that because she called round to offer her services not long after I moved in. I’ve got her card somewhere. I wouldn’t have thought a gardener would be given a key to the house though.’

‘If you can find the card, we’ll check with her.’ Isabel smiled. ‘You weren’t tempted to hire her then?’

‘I wish,’ Ruth said. ‘She seemed nice and she gave me loads of free advice about looking after my plants, but I can’t afford a gardener.’

‘What about the previous owner?’ said Isabel. ‘Can you remember his name?’

‘Langton. Gerald Langton. He’s moved to a bungalow on the other side of town. According to the estate agent he suffers from arthritis and he was finding the stairs here a bit tricky.’

‘What do you know about the neighbours?’ Isabel said. ‘I appreciate you’ve not lived here long, but do you know if anyone would have been at home earlier today, say between eleven and three o’clock … someone who might have seen the victim come to the house?’

‘I’ve already given that information to DS Fairfax. Next door is vacant at the moment.’ Ruth thrust a thumb in the direction of number 3. ‘The woman who used to live there died last year and the house has been on the market for a while. I viewed the property myself, but the orientation of the garden was all wrong. North facing. Very dark.’

‘I didn’t notice a for-sale board,’ Isabel said.

‘They haven’t got one. I’m not sure why. Perhaps they don’t want to draw attention to the fact that the house is standing empty.’

‘What about your neighbours on the other side?’

‘They’ve gone away for a few months, overwintering in their apartment in Portugal.’ Ruth gave an almost imperceptible shrug, suggesting she didn’t fully approve of the reason for their absence.

‘And the other two houses? The big ones further along?’

‘I see hardly anything of the people who live there,’ Ruth said. ‘They head off to work very early … much earlier than me … and they come home late. I can’t imagine any of them would have been around this afternoon.’

‘For the record, what time did you leave the house this morning?’ Isabel said. ‘And when did you get back?’

Ruth rubbed her forehead. ‘Look, I don’t wish to be unhelpful, but I have a thumping headache and I’ve already given a detailed account of my movements to the other detective. He even recorded the interview … surely I don’t need to go through everything again?’

‘Not everything,’ Isabel replied. ‘Just what time you left the house, and when you got back. Please. Humour me.’

Ruth gave an exaggerated sigh, making clear her displeasure. ‘I left here this morning at seven-forty-five. I normally get back at about five-thirty, but this evening I called at the supermarket en route. It was more like six-thirty when I got home.’

‘You work nearby?’

‘Yes. I’m an HR Manager at a telecommunications company the other side of Bainbridge.’

So, not a finance guru or a legal eagle after all, Isabel thought.

‘OK, Ruth,’ she said. ‘Thank you for your patience and your co-operation. The forensic team are likely to be here for some time yet. Is there somewhere you could stay? Do you have friends nearby?’

‘Not really,’ Ruth replied, ‘but I’ll make some calls and see if I can arrange something. There’s a woman at work I’ve had lunch with a few times. She might be willing to put me up for a night or two.’

‘In that case, I’ll leave you to it. We’ll keep you informed as the investigation progresses. I would imagine they’ll be bringing the body down shortly, so you might want to close the door.’

Isabel crossed back towards the hallway, her shoes springing on the thick carpet. Halfway to the door, she stopped and turned. ‘By the way,’ she said, ‘I suggest you get someone out to change the locks.’

Ruth Prendergast looked terrified, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘You don’t think whoever did this will come back, do you?’

‘I think it’s unlikely,’ Isabel said. ‘But better safe than sorry.’




Chapter 4

It was nearly ten o’clock by the time Isabel and Dan got back to the incident room to brief the investigation team. Someone had been to the chip shop. The overwhelming smell of salt, vinegar and mushy peas had permeated every corner of the office.

‘If you’re going to stink the place out with fish and chips, the least you can do is get some for me and DS Fairfax,’ Isabel said, only half joking. ‘I suggest we reconvene in the meeting room. That way, we can escape the smell of trans fats.’

DC Lucas Killingworth held a chip aloft. ‘We went to the Sea Fresh chippy, boss. They use locally grown potatoes, fish from sustainable sources, and there’s not a trace of trans fat to be seen.’

Isabel raised an eyebrow and stared at him. ‘I’m sure they’re delicious, Lucas. Now finish your supper and let’s get our arses into gear. It’s bad enough having to work late … let’s not spin things out any longer than we have to.’

Suppressing yawns and glancing furtively at their watches, the incident team trundled into the meeting room.

‘I realise it’s late, so I’ll keep it brief,’ Isabel said, when everyone had settled around the large wooden table. ‘As you know, a body was found earlier this evening in a property at Hollybrook Close. The home owner, Ruth Prendergast, moved in only three weeks ago, and she doesn’t know the victim … at least, that’s what she says.’

‘The dead man was found in the master bedroom,’ said Dan. ‘Ruth Prendergast came home from work and found him in her bed. Someone had even taken the trouble to tuck him under the covers.’

Lucas smiled and blew air through his nostrils. ‘Did they read him a bedtime story as well?’

‘If they did,’ Isabel said, ‘he wouldn’t have heard it. The victim was stabbed in the heart with what appears to be a bog-standard kitchen knife. There was no sign of a struggle, so I don’t think this was a heat-of-the-moment attack. It was planned. Thought-out. Premeditated.’

DC Zoe Piper was making copious notes and, annoyingly, looked wide awake and enthusiastic, despite the late hour.

‘The victim was wearing only a T-shirt, boxer shorts and socks,’ Isabel continued. ‘That’s a point … were the rest of his clothes found in the bedroom, Dan?’

‘No,’ Dan said. ‘The killer must have taken them … probably wanted to remove anything that might reveal the victim’s identity. I’m guessing his wallet, credit cards and phone would have been in his pockets. Someone took the lot.’

‘Any significance in that?’ Lucas said. ‘I mean, I can understand the perpetrator taking the wallet and phone and any credit cards, but why take the clothes as well?’

‘I suppose because it would have been quicker and easier to gather everything together, stuff it all in a bag and take it away,’ said Dan. ‘Searching through trouser pockets and jackets would have been time-consuming.’

Lucas thrust out his bottom lip. ‘That suggests the killer wanted to get out of there fast.’

‘That’s understandable,’ Isabel said. ‘I wouldn’t want to hang around either, not if I’d just stabbed someone.’ She looked over at PC Will Rowe, one of the uniformed officers who’d made door-to-door inquiries. He was a huge, bearded, six-foot-four hulk of a man, whose towering, ursiform presence in the station had earned him the nickname Bear among his uniformed colleagues. ‘Did you get anything from the house-to-house, Will?’ Isabel asked.

‘The properties on either side of the crime scene are unoccupied,’ he replied. ‘One’s on the market; the owners of the other are away for the winter.’

‘What about the people who live in the other two houses?’ Isabel asked. ‘The big posh ones?’

‘We managed to speak to the residents, but none of them saw anything. They were out at work all day and didn’t get in until after six o’clock. We also made door-to-door inquiries in the surrounding area, but no one could tell us anything useful.’

‘Is it possible the killer was familiar with the comings and goings in the cul-de-sac?’ Dan said. ‘Knew there’d be no one around?’

‘That would make sense,’ Isabel replied. ‘They would have been running a big risk otherwise.’

‘If that’s the case, we’re looking for someone with a link to Hollybrook Close,’ said Zoe. ‘That has to narrow things down, surely?’

‘What about security cameras?’ Lucas said. ‘Are there any in the area?’

‘There’s a security system at number 2,’ Will replied. ‘I’ve already secured the footage and taken a quick look. It captures the victim entering the close on foot at 12.54 p.m., but there’s no sign of anyone else approaching the area around that time, either on foot or in a vehicle.’

‘The perpetrator could have accessed the crime scene through the rear of the house,’ Isabel said. ‘The garden at number 4 backs on to open fields.’

‘Number 5 has security cameras round the back,’ Will said. ‘They might have picked up something. We’re trying to get hold of the homeowners in Portugal to gain access to the footage.’

‘Thanks, Will,’ Isabel said. ‘Make sure you check all traffic in and out of the close on the day of the murder, not just around the time the victim arrived. Right now, our top priority is to establish an ID. A post-mortem’s being carried out as we speak, and Forensics have promised to call me as soon as they have any news. There’s no evidence of a struggle at the crime scene, and we’ll have to wait for the toxicology results to find out if any drugs were administered before the fatal knife wound.’

Dan stretched his forearms across the table and splayed his fingers. ‘We need to work out who the victim is, and how and why he was lured to the house in the first place, if indeed he was.’

‘If we can establish that,’ Isabel said, ‘we’ll be halfway to solving the case.’

Zoe shuffled eagerly. ‘We’d better get to work then.’

Isabel shook her head. ‘Not tonight, Zoe. I admire your stamina, but let’s call it a day for now. We can make a start in the morning once we’ve received more information from Forensics.’

Dan drummed his hands on the tabletop. ‘Early start then, boss?’

Isabel thought of her dad and Fabien. By now they were probably sitting by a roaring fire in the bar at the Feathers, downing a glass of red wine. Or perhaps they’d opted for an early night after their day of travelling, eager to re-energise for tomorrow.

How the hell was she going to wangle some time off? There was no way the Super would let her take any proper leave in the early stages of the investigation. The best Isabel could hope for over the next few days was a handful of snatched hours here and there. A few shared meals with her father and half-brother, and perhaps a quick trip into the Peak District one afternoon. It certainly wasn’t the packed itinerary she’d had in mind for her dad’s visit. Then again, Isabel thought, life as a copper is notoriously unpredictable. Her job had been the ruination of many carefully thought-out plans. This was just the latest casualty.




Chapter 5

By the time Isabel arrived home, Ellie was in bed, and Kate had gone back to her own house in Wirksworth. Nathan had waited up, and Nell was there to greet her at the door, wagging her tail devotedly. As Nathan rustled up a pot of decaf tea, Isabel took a seat at the kitchen table and sent a text to Donald.

Hi Dad, really sorry about having to dash off. I’ve been so looking forward to seeing you, and it’s disappointing to have to be at work when I’d rather spend time with you. I hope you’re not too annoyed! Nathan, Kate and Ellie can’t wait to meet you. They were gutted when I told them you wouldn’t be staying at our house. [image: Sad face emoji] I have a meeting at 8.15 tomorrow morning, but I could come over to your hotel at 7 a.m. and have an early breakfast with you, if you’d like that?

‘You don’t get many murder cases,’ Nathan said, as he poured the tea. ‘It’s Sod’s law this has happened now, when your dad’s over for a visit.’

Nell, who had been crunching dog biscuits from her bowl, skittered back across the floor tiles and sat at Isabel’s feet.

‘The timing couldn’t be worse,’ she said. ‘Val Tibbet has cancelled all leave, so I’m going to have to fit Dad in around the investigation.’

Nathan winked. ‘Or, you could try to solve the case in super-quick time.’

‘Hah! I wish.’ She ruffled the dog’s head. ‘We don’t even know who the victim is yet.’

Her phone pinged. A message from her dad. She picked it up, pleased that he’d responded so quickly. Then she read the text.

Hello Isabel, this is Fabien. My father has gone to bed and is asleep. I think 7 a.m. will be too early for him, and also the hotel restaurant doesn’t open until 7.30 a.m. Sorry, but breakfast will not be possible tomorrow.

Frustrated, Isabel pushed her phone aside. It seemed it wasn’t just the murder investigation that was getting in the way of her reunion with her dad. Was it her imagination, or had her half-brother taken on the role of gatekeeper, controlling access to their father? She hoped she was wrong, but he seemed reluctant to let her spend time alone with Donald. Was Fabien being protective? Or plain awkward? Whatever his reasons, Isabel was determined to maintain a high level of politeness. She took a deep breath, retrieved her phone and texted back.

That’s a shame, but thanks for letting me know. Ellie, Kate and Nathan can’t wait to meet you both, so I hope you’ll come over and have dinner with us tomorrow evening. I will text again in the morning to make the arrangements.

‘It looks as though I won’t be able to see Dad and Fabien until tomorrow night,’ she told Nathan. ‘Why is it that nothing ever goes to plan? I’m going to have to work long hours over the next few days. How the hell am I going to juggle things?’

Nathan squeezed her hand. ‘You’ll manage somehow, love. You always do.’

***

By eight-fifteen the following morning, Isabel and Dan were ensconced with Emma Willis, discussing the findings of the post-mortem, which had been carried out overnight.

‘Good morning to you both,’ the pathologist said, her voice cheery. Despite a lack of make-up, Emma looked fresh and radiant, her smile revealing a perfect set of teeth.

‘Is it?’ Isabel replied, as she took a seat next to Emma’s neat and orderly workspace. ‘It’s bloody freezing out there, I haven’t had breakfast, and we have a dead body on our hands. There’s nothing good about my morning.’

‘Well, I’m about to change that.’ Emma gave a thumbs-up. ‘We have an ID for the victim.’

‘We do?’ Isabel felt a line form in the centre of her forehead, a tiny frown, creasing her face. ‘When did that come through? Why wasn’t I informed?’

Emma shrugged. ‘I found out about an hour ago,’ she said. ‘It seemed pointless ringing you … I knew you were coming here anyway.’

‘I decide whether something’s pointless or not,’ Isabel said, aware she was being grouchy but feeling unable to stop herself. ‘For future reference, make sure you give me any updates immediately. Day or night.’

If Emma Willis was perturbed by the rebuke, she didn’t let it show. ‘Duly noted,’ she said, as she opened her laptop. ‘We got a match through the National Fingerprint Database. The victim’s name is Kevin Spriggs. He pleaded guilty to a charge of common assault almost two years ago.’

‘Right,’ Isabel said. ‘Thank you.’

‘Do you think the murder could be an act of revenge by an aggrieved victim?’ said Dan.

‘Anything’s possible at this stage in the investigation,’ Isabel said. ‘We’ll need to check Kevin Spriggs’ background, talk to his next of kin, and we’ll have a word with the person who was on the receiving end of the assault. Get hold of the case file, Dan. If nothing else, it’ll give us an insight into the victim’s personality.’ She turned back to the pathologist. ‘What can you tell us in terms of the post-mortem?’

‘It confirmed that death was caused by a knife wound, which penetrated the left ventricle of the heart,’ Emma replied. ‘Kevin Spriggs was in his forties and physically fit for his age. There were no underlying health issues.’

‘Any sign that he struggled, or tried to fight off his attacker?’ Dan asked.

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘Do you think he was drugged?’ said Isabel. ‘Sedated, maybe?’

‘We’ve sent off samples for a toxicology test,’ Emma said. ‘The results are likely to take a while, but as soon as I receive the report, I’ll let you know. Immediately.’

Isabel nodded. ‘I’d appreciate it. Thank you. Sorry if I seem cranky.’

Dan grinned mischievously. ‘Get out of the wrong side of the bed did you, boss?’

‘Right side of the bed,’ she replied, ‘just not enough sleep. A strong coffee might put things right.’

‘We have a vending machine in the corridor,’ Emma said. ‘The coffee’s not brilliant, but I’ve drunk worse.’

Isabel curled her lip. ‘I’ll wait and call in at the café on my way back to the office. What about other forensics? Have you heard anything yet?’

‘According to Raveen there was very little in the way of forensic evidence. There were a few fingerprints that weren’t a match to either the victim or the current homeowner. Mind you, I gather she only moved into the house a few weeks ago, so the prints Rav found could well belong to a previous occupant.’

‘Thanks,’ Isabel said. ‘I’ll arrange for someone to get prints from the previous owner, for elimination purposes.’

Dan glanced at his watch. ‘Shall we go and get that coffee then, boss?’

‘Lead me to it,’ she replied. ‘Something tells me this is going to be a double espresso kind of day.’




Chapter 6

A briefing had been scheduled for ten o’clock in the meeting room. Isabel was the first to arrive, followed shortly afterwards by Zoe and Dan. After that, the rest of the incident team seemed to drift in all at once. People scrabbled around the table, jostling to claim a chair. Soon, every seat was taken and the latecomers were forced to file in around the sides and lean against the wall.

Isabel stood at the head of the table and listened to the low murmur of voices. Worryingly, she found the steady, rumbling sound soporific. She needed to liven up. It was going to be a busy day, and she couldn’t afford to let tiredness get the better of her.

Forty minutes ago, she’d spoken to Detective Superintendent Valerie Tibbet to update her on the case, which had been assigned the operational name Jackdaw. Isabel was aware that the Super was planning to put in an appearance at the briefing and, true to form, Val was the last to arrive, thundering through the door at one minute past ten. After striding over to the head of the table, she took her position, centre stage, like the star performer in a highbrow, low-budget play. Standing silently, Val waited for her audience to quieten down and pay attention.

‘Operation Jackdaw,’ she began, when an expectant hush had descended in the room. ‘As you know, the body of an unidentified man was found yesterday evening in Hollybrook Close. I’m
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