

  [image: Bitter Edge]



    
      Bitter Edge

      
        	
          Cover
        

        	
          Title Page
        

        	
          Chapter 1
        

        	
          Chapter 2
        

        	
          Chapter 3
        

        	
          Chapter 4
        

        	
          Chapter 5
        

        	
          Chapter 6
        

        	
          Chapter 7
        

        	
          Chapter 8
        

        	
          Chapter 9
        

        	
          Chapter 10
        

        	
          Chapter 11
        

        	
          Chapter 12
        

        	
          Chapter 13
        

        	
          Chapter 14
        

        	
          Chapter 15
        

        	
          Chapter 16
        

        	
          Chapter 17
        

        	
          Chapter 18
        

        	
          Chapter 19
        

        	
          Chapter 20
        

        	
          Chapter 21
        

        	
          Chapter 22
        

        	
          Chapter 23
        

        	
          Chapter 24
        

        	
          Chapter 25
        

        	
          Chapter 26
        

        	
          Chapter 27
        

        	
          Chapter 28
        

        	
          Chapter 29
        

        	
          Chapter 30
        

        	
          Chapter 31
        

        	
          Chapter 32
        

        	
          Chapter 33
        

        	
          Chapter 34
        

        	
          Chapter 35
        

        	
          Chapter 36
        

        	
          Chapter 37
        

        	
          Chapter 38
        

        	
          Chapter 39
        

        	
          Chapter 40
        

        	
          Chapter 41
        

        	
          Chapter 42
        

        	
          Chapter 43
        

        	
          Chapter 44
        

        	
          Chapter 45
        

        	
          Chapter 46
        

        	
          Chapter 47
        

        	
          Chapter 48
        

        	
          Chapter 49
        

        	
          Chapter 50
        

        	
          Chapter 51
        

        	
          Chapter 52
        

        	
          Chapter 53
        

        	
          Chapter 54
        

        	
          Chapter 55
        

        	
          Chapter 56
        

        	
          Chapter 57
        

        	
          Chapter 58
        

        	
          Chapter 59
        

        	
          Chapter 60
        

        	
          Chapter 61
        

        	
          Chapter 62
        

        	
          Chapter 63
        

        	
          Chapter 64
        

        	
          Chapter 65
        

        	
          Acknowledgements
        

        	
          Next in Series
        

        	
          Canelo Crime
        

        	
          About the Author
        

        	
          Also by Rachel Lynch
        

        	
          Copyright
        

      

    
    
      
        	
          Cover
        

        	
          Table of Contents
        

        	
          Start of Content
        

      

    
  


  [image: Bitter Edge by Rachel Lynch]





Chapter 1

Across the expanse of Derwent Water, from the top of Walla Crag, Jenna Fraser could easily make out the muffin-like dome of Crag Hill on the left and the pyramid summit of Grisedale Pike to the right. A steamer chugged gracefully in to Hawes End Pier and dropped off a bunch of hardy visitors to the west of the lake. No doubt they’d be off up Cat Bells to take a photograph to post on Facebook, and then back down in time for a pint near some open fire. The steamer barely seemed to move; only the V-shaped wake behind it gave away its progress. Winter was quiet in the Lakes, and daylight hours short.

Jenna had hiked Cat Bells when she was three years old.

Fell racing was in her blood. Her father was a Bob Graham Round champion. Jenna herself held the junior record for the fastest time to Dale Head, taking in six peaks, a record she’d set two years ago, when she was only fourteen. She’d brought her medals with her today. They clinked around in her bag when she moved, but now they were silent. Only the sound of her panting breath could be heard above the stillness of the fells. At this time of year, close to Christmas, few people ventured along the pretty walks so rammed in the summer, and she knew she’d be alone.

She wasn’t dressed for a winter run, but it didn’t matter. She’d slipped on what was at hand, and that happened to be a pair of comfortable shorts, which she’d slept in, and a vest top. She’d pulled on trainers and pushed a cap onto her head, then filled her bag with the medals. The other stuff she’d packed last night. When she’d left the house, she’d attracted a few stares of disbelief, given the cold, but as she ran out of town towards the Keswick Launch, steam puffing out of her mouth in clouds, she’d seen fewer people, and found the solitude she sought. She’d run past perhaps three cars, but her concentration had been focused on pounding the pavement rather than looking about.

The tears hadn’t started until she’d left the Launch behind and entered Great Wood, curving away towards Derwent Water’s east shore. Now they came in waves and stung her eyes. She didn’t bother rubbing them away as she began the steep climb to the top, and they mingled with the snot running from her nose. The only thing that concerned her was ridding herself of the noise in her head that wouldn’t go away. Her legs should have ached, her heart should have been beating out of her chest, and she should be freezing, hypothermic even, but the obsession with the noise had kept her driving forward until she’d come across this place of isolation, above the lake. Alone and exhausted, she’d stopped and looked out from Walla Crag, beyond the lake and towards the west, where, underneath the cloud, the sea came close to freezing. She’d dropped her bag and scratched her forearms where her veins burned.

Jenna was no longer a champion, but she had one more run to perform. A broken leg last year had seen her racing career crash to a painful end; landing badly on a loose rock had resulted in a broken tibia and fibula and a fractured talus bone. It had taken three weeks for the swelling to subside enough for an operation to be performed, then she’d needed two metal plates to bolt her bones together. Healing was quick, but rehabilitation was excruciating. She’d been prescribed OxyContin for the pain.

Until it ran out.

The steamer drifted out of sight and the sky rapidly changed colour, as it was wont to do at this time of year, when flat light made everything more dramatic. Clouds circled the peaks in the distance, and the fells in front of her were like two piles of sand pushed together at the beach. The valley in between looked uneven and changeable.

She closed her eyes, but the drumming in her head kept pummelling her temples. Words formed, but then dissolved into sharp, offensive blasts of sound: drums exploding, percussion clattering and pipes screaming. All had begun as comments made by text or WhatsApp. There were a hundred different ways that one could invite language into one’s life without ever having to speak to someone face to face, and they were all electronic. Now the phrases took on life, as different tones and pitches came together to torment her. She sat down and hugged her legs to her chest, holding her temples and banging her fists against them. But still the noise wouldn’t stop. It was as if there were thousands of unusually heavy tennis balls bashing the inside of her head, thrashing against the sides of her brain, each one making a larger dent than before, until surely they would break out of her skull, sending battered brains, steaming clots of blood, and splinters of bone flying into the air and down onto the wet ground.

Her chest screamed as the physical exertion of the run caught up with her: her heart rate was that of an unfit twenty-year-old smoker compared to the fell-running legend of two years ago. She rummaged in her bag and brought out a small package containing powder, a steel dessert spoon and a lighter. She opened the packet and sprinkled the powder on the spoon, wetting it with a little water from a bottle then heating it from underneath. The greyish powder turned brown and she mixed it with the top of a syringe. Happy with the consistency, she drew the liquid up into the syringe, then rummaged about in her bag once more. She found an elastic strap, which she wrapped around her arm, biting the other end tight.

She looked at her arm. Many of the veins were hard and unfit for purpose, having been destroyed by months of abuse. She tapped one in her wrist and it came alive. Her hand shook slightly as she tried to focus, and she grasped the loaded syringe from which she’d gain peace and quiet. The tiny needle made contact and went in easily: she was an expert. The brown fluid entered her bloodstream and she loosened the strap, dropping the syringe on the ground.

Instantly, her eyes flickered and her head nodded forward. She began crawling away from the edge, turning her back on the stunning view for the last time, leaving the bag containing her medals on the ground. She managed to stand and, with the aid of the surrounding bushes, staggered fifteen paces towards the trees. Then she turned around so that she was facing the edge of the crag, and the lake, once more.

She felt an overwhelming calm. At last the racket inside her skull had quietened. With her eyes tight shut, she pulled back her right arm, flexed her right knee and stretched her left foot forward into the running stance that had put her name in the history books. She bounced three times, albeit unsteadily, stunned into action by the absurdity, though there was something about it that made sense to her. Then she bent her head and slowed her breathing to that of her race pace. The birds, the breeze and the distant rumble of thunder disappeared into a void. She held her breath.

A force seemingly outside of her body pummelled a mighty release of adrenalin into her and she shot forward, arms pumping, and legs powering. After less than fifteen paces, she ran out of rock and entered the sky. For a lingering moment, her legs still projected her forwards and her arms still thrust back and forth, but then she began to fall, not making a sound, to the treeline below.

She hit the first branch with a loud crack, snapping her neck and breaking both arms and one leg. When at last she came to rest, lodged in between several branches, her body resembled a twisted bauble suspended in the large pine like a Christmas decoration. Blood splatter charted her path, and gouts of the stuff pulsed out of her, until her heart eventually stopped beating. The red-brown liquid travelled downwards across knots and twigs, coating them like melted chocolate and finally dripping onto the hard ground below in perfect round splashes.

Drip. Drip.

Jenna Fraser was finally at peace.




Chapter 2

He watches.

Swarms of hysterical children of all ages run wild, flailing their arms and screaming. They bump into others who are also here for only one thing. The thrill of losing control, the primitive addiction to fantasy, the terror and danger and the risk from extremity: all drive the crowds on.

The air is hot with anticipation and the heady aroma of burnt sugar. Night falls quickly, and soon the heaving mass of bodies is shrouded in darkness, but this only heightens the delight. Shrieks compete with ear-splitting thumps of bass, accompanied by the latest beats, pounding out of huge black speakers set up along the high street. The waft of greasy burger vans sits atop the hordes, and neon lights challenge spatial calculation.

The fun of the fair.

He puffs on a hand-rolled cigarette and cradles his pint of honey-coloured locally brewed beer, surveying the frivolity before him. Girls. Hundreds of them, from three to twenty-three in age, all just as beautiful to gaze upon. But he is fixated by one in particular, who has become separated from her mother. He calculates, in his vast experience, that she is around nine years of age, and, as is common now for the younger ones, she wears provocative clothing that invites attention, at the same time remaining blissfully unaware that it makes her look so enticing.

No one in the crowd knows him. His colleagues on the forty-foot trailers heaving the gigantic rides around the country only know his name. In three days, the fair will be gone, on to another town. Keswick is the next stop after this one.

He watches.

The ancient castle at the top of the hill stands proudly over the townsfolk, revelling in their yearly indulgence, as it has done for eight hundred years. Its mighty walls glow green, then orange, then neon pink, and the girl is immersed in the magic. He notices that her mother has now moved at least twenty feet away, and she still hasn’t noticed that her daughter is not beside her. He sees the girl watching older, taller children being whizzed around high up above her head on the Hurricane, where they experience almost three G of force. It’s one of the most popular rides; they can charge five pounds a pop. Parents haemorrhage an eye-watering amount of cash, grateful that the fair only comes once a year. But for him, it’s a nightly affair.

Transience, like vagrancy, can hide a multitude of misbehaviours.

The life suits him. He’s paid in cash, he sleeps in a decent trailer, he gets a steady stream of women – some more keen than others – and he exists invisibly in a twilight on the fringe of electronic identity. He has his motorbike; though technically it is borrowed, it might as well be his. The machine is his pride and joy, and he can still feel the thrust between his legs after two hours driving around, trying to still the noise in his head. All that as well as a fledgling lucrative business that is doing very well indeed. Only tonight a new contact from Manchester drove all the way to this shitty little backwater known as Dalton-in-Furness to meet him.

The mother looks around her nonchalantly. Nine-year-olds are apt to wander off; he’s seen it many times before. This girl is on the cusp of independence, and her mother, her attention elsewhere, trusts her quasi-grown-up judgement. The woman lazily checks out the immediate area, but when she can’t track the girl at first glance, her face shows only a flicker of concern. She says something to her friend, who stops filling her greedy face with chips, and looks around, shrugging. It will take long minutes more before they become truly anxious.

He knows that the girl has gone round the back of the Hurricane to pet a dog that is tied up there. It’s Old Joe’s dog, Molly May, and he heads over there now. The noise fades to a thudding hum behind the trailer, away from the lights and the crowds. The girl is talking to the mutt sweetly, and Molly May wags her tail.

‘Ah, she’s a good dog, she is,’ he says.

The girl is startled, but she has trusting eyes. He sees a sadness behind them too, and figures there’s some vulnerability there. That’s good.

‘She’s called Molly May.’

He bends down next to the girl and strokes the dog. Their hands almost touch. The trailer next to them shudders as gangs of youngsters are thrown around in the ride’s cages. The girl stands up, as if she has suddenly become aware of her isolation.

‘What’s your name?’ he asks.

She doesn’t answer. He watches as she blushes.

‘I need to go now,’ she says.

‘Don’t you want a sweetie?’ He holds a little tablet in between his thumb and forefinger and smiles slyly, watching her terror. Toying with her innocence is almost as satisfying as taking it would be, but it’s too busy tonight. He stands up and blocks her way back to the safety of the fair. He sees that her heart has begun to pound in her chest, which heaves up and down. He smiles at her, and his eyes wander down to where he can make out the shape of her pre-adolescent breasts.

‘No thank you,’ she says.

He holds the small bright blue pill up and offers it to her again.

‘It’ll make you want to fly,’ he cackles, and the sound turns to a racking cough.

The girl freezes and stares at him with wide eyes. Close up, she might even be younger than nine.

‘You look so grown up! This is what grown-up girls do.’ He nods to the pill. ‘I bet the boys are queuing up for you, eh? Are you a tease?’

The girl’s eyes grow wider, and she closes her coat, covering her naked midriff. His brow creases as his view is denied. Her hands shake and he imagines little beads of sweat forming along the soft skin on the crease of her back.

The game is over; he needs another pill.

He steps aside and allows her room to get past him, should she wish to do so. He can tell that she’s unsure at first, thinking it might be a trap, but she tiptoes forward and he doesn’t move. He imagines he can hear the rapid beat of her heart threatening to jump out of her small chest. She is almost past him, and he takes a deep breath, his eyes never leaving hers. Then her instinct kicks in, and she darts past and away to safety, beyond the darkness behind the trailer.



The girl sprints away at such a speed that she can’t stop in time when she crashes into somebody. It’s a boy from her class, and his mates gather round and laugh as he rubs his arm. But the girl continues to run.

Finally she spots her mother and races towards her, only now stopping to gain her breath and fling her arms around her. The mother is at first angry that her child has caused a scene, but then she notices her distress. The girl babbles about a man behind the trailer, and her mother looks at her friend in panic. A small, concerned crowd has gathered around the mother and daughter, and a burly man asks if everything is OK. The mother repeats breathlessly what her daughter has just told her, and the man’s face darkens. He rolls up his sleeves and puffs out his chest and marches towards the Hurricane. But when he storms around the back of the massive structure, there is no one there, just a small, scruffy dog who is very pleased to see him.




Chapter 3

Kelly Porter heaved the freshly felled Norwegian pine into the boot of her Audi Q6. It smelled like Christmas. Johnny shoved it from behind. He’d carried the thing on his shoulder as Kelly watched out for obstacles on the way to the car park. There were others doing the same thing. Families with shrieking children, couples gazing at one another lovingly, and men on their own, ticking off a last-minute job before heading home to surprise their families.

They pushed it in, trunk first, and slid it all the way to the front window. They had to bend the top around in a semicircle to fit it in, and as they slammed the boot down, they both crossed their fingers that they hadn’t chopped it off. The tree seemed secure, and Kelly got into the driving seat, with Johnny having to manoeuvre himself into the back, ducking underneath branches that were contained for the moment by mesh. The journey back to Pooley Bridge was unique, surrounded by the smell and tickle of pine.

Getting the thing into Kelly’s living room was another task altogether. Her house in Pooley Bridge was a small stone cottage, overlooking the River Eamont. The wooden terrace, suspended over the river to the rear of the property, had been its selling point, and Kelly spent most of the year out there, any time of the day, in any weather, contemplating what had gone, what was, and what was to come. Sometimes she found answers and sometimes she did not.

Inside, the house was modest but spacious. Even after almost a year, she still hadn’t filled all the rooms, and the small third bedroom remained a dumping ground. The spare room wasn’t much tidier, but the rooms that were lived in and cherished were tidy and bright. She’d had a new bathroom fitted, getting rid of the dated avocado suite and replacing it with a modern wet room; and she’d bought a huge, luxurious corner sofa for the living room, along with a vast TV. She hardly watched the TV, but Johnny did, and he paid for the Sky Sports subscription. He watched extreme fell races and sailing mostly. He still hadn’t bought the boat he’d promised himself.

Johnny kicked the door shut and they propped the tree up across the hallway. It filled the space. Kelly went to take off the mesh.

‘Wait a minute.’ Johnny held up his hand, panting. ‘If you do that, we won’t get it into the living room.’

Kelly’s hat had slipped over her eyes, she was sweating under her padded walking jacket, and the woollen scarf at her neck tickled. She was quickly losing her sense of humour and wanted a glass of warm red wine. She left the tree and went to open the double doors that led to the living room, then snatched off her hat and quickly undid her jacket.

‘Any time tonight,’ Johnny said. It had taken them two hours to choose and transport the tree, and Kelly knew that he’d be off to do it all again tomorrow with his daughter, Josie, for his own house.

She smiled at him and deliberately took her time walking back to her end of the tree. She picked it up, and they manoeuvred it to where they’d agreed it should go, propping it up against the sofa next to the stand. It was one of the growing list of things they had in common: neither of them was precious about stuff; things were just things, and they were both more interested in the outdoors.

‘Should we have a glass of wine before we get it up and decorate it?’ Kelly asked.

Johnny nodded, and they left the tree and unpeeled themselves from their heavy coats. The fire was ready to be lit, and Johnny set about doing that while Kelly fetched two glasses from the kitchen to the side of the hall. The two rooms were all that comprised the entire downstairs, and it made the little house comforting and cosy. They both took off their shoes, and once the fire was lit and roaring, Johnny placed the guard in front of it and they sat on the sofa. Kelly put her feet up.

‘Good job,’ he said.

‘Thanks for helping me. I feel as though I just want to leave it there now. No wonder Mum and Dad never bothered with a real one.’ Kelly checked herself. Dad was such a natural and common expression that not to use it would have been weird. But she hadn’t yet decided how she felt about finding out that John Porter was not in fact her biological father, and the phrase slipped out as it always had. She fiddled with her ponytail and Johnny put his hand on her knee.

‘He’s still your dad, like he always was,’ he said. Johnny had never met John Porter, but Kelly had described him many times.

She laid her head on his shoulder and mused on how it might feel if they lived together like this. They rarely disagreed, they didn’t get in each other’s way, and they liked the same kind of things, whether it be what snack to eat on a hike, or which song to play on a Friday after a long, exhausting week.

The fire began to throw out its heat and the first sips of wine made her insides warm. Johnny wasn’t on call for the mountain rescue tonight. There was no doubt that he could still navigate Striding Edge after a glass or two, but that wasn’t the point. It was a rare night off. They’d been busy lately, with accidents on Broad Stand, on Scafell Pike, at a record. The series of steps and slabs of sheer rock linking Scafell to Mickledore on Scafell Pike is described as a scramble, but anyone who has negotiated it knows that it is anything but, and falls are usually fatal. For her part, Kelly had been dealing with the awful case of Jenna Fraser. Due to the horrific nature of the girl’s injuries, they’d assumed murder – any violent death in such circumstances was suspicious – but they’d found nothing to support the theory.

‘Shall we?’ Johnny said. ‘Come on, it’ll distract you.’

She looked at the boxes of decorations. She’d dragged Johnny around countless shops, antique and otherwise, searching for baubles and hanging bits to adorn her dream tree, and now the moment was here. The task would take all night, but Johnny was committed; he couldn’t back out now. It was his turn to cook, and they had enough wine to keep them going for hours. He would stay here tonight, knowing Josie was all right on her own until their trip back to the forest tomorrow for their own tree. Josie was fifteen years old and perfectly capable of looking after herself. She enjoyed a great deal of freedom for her age, but Johnny trusted her. She’d turned up earlier in the year, fed up of living with her mother. It had been a shock for Kelly, but they’d both had to get used to it. A few years ago, she might have run a mile rather than even think of becoming a stepmother figure, but Josie wasn’t needy.

‘Let’s crack on. You can unpack all your shiny things and I’ll get the curry on,’ he said.

‘Is that your final standard operating procedure?’ She poked fun at his army jargon, but he didn’t mind. Johnny had been out of the army for six years now, but he still used its peculiar terminology. His ex-wife had hated it, as she had hated anything to do with the army, but it brought about the opposite response in Kelly. Language in the police force was similarly old school, and they understood one another.

She waited and watched him, smiling. She’d softened him. He was no longer hard, the fighting man he’d described to her after his return from Afghanistan. She couldn’t imagine anything other than the peaceful strength she’d grown used to, but he’d told her that for a while, he’d carried his anger round with him like a great weight. She saw the odd flash of it – when he heard that a former colleague had committed suicide due to PTSD, for instance – but Lakeland life had generally calmed him and absorbed his brutality. The demons had all but gone.

She touched his hand and he put down his glass of wine, pulling her towards him, kissing her. The fire crackled and kept them warm as he peeled layers off her. They threw their clothes onto the floor and Kelly lay down underneath him. The sofa was large enough to double as a bed, and only the sound of the cushions moving and their bodies pushing against one another punctuated the sizzle of logs and the puffs of hot air. Johnny buried his head in Kelly’s neck as they both tensed, and she wrapped her legs around his back, holding onto the moment. Stepdaughters and dead teenagers were all forgotten in the time it took for their motion to quietly subside.

They were suddenly cool from the night air and aware of the fact that they had a job to do. They both looked at the tree and reluctantly got up from the sofa to search for hastily discarded garments. Kelly hopped into her jeans and took a swig of wine before crawling under the tree. Johnny took the top and began to heave it into the stand, with Kelly calling directions from underneath. At last it was straight, and they stood back to admire their work. Kelly nodded, and Johnny cut away the mesh. The tree sprang into life and spread out, sending bits of the forest everywhere. Kelly knew exactly where she wanted it, and they pushed it into place together before she went to get a jug of water to pour into the base.

‘Sorted?’ he asked.

‘In the bag,’ she replied.

He nodded and went to the kitchen to start his culinary masterpiece, leaving Kelly to unwrap the delicate pieces of glass, metal and jewels and place them gently on the sofa. Her plan was to lay them out and design the look of the whole tree, rather than fling them on randomly. She might be some time.

She flicked Sonos on via her phone and chose Jamiroquai.

By the time Johnny came back through to ask her if she wanted naan, she’d unpacked all the precious items and was kneeling by the tree trying to wrap the lights around the back. He poked life into the fire and left her to it, filling his glass as he went.




Chapter 4

The grim task of performing the post mortem operation on Jenna Fraser was left to the senior coroner for the north-west, Ted Wallis. He was in the process of training a new recruit, who would hopefully take over from him in the coming months, but for now, this job was one that had to be carried out by someone of Ted’s calibre. A fell runner had discovered the poor girl hanging in the gargantuan regal pine, and Ted shook his head at what on earth the poor fellow might have dreamt about since.

Ted had seen fall victims before. Without a trained eye, it would appear impossible to accept that the jumble of limbs and organs in front of him once had a human form. He’d performed the autopsies on two students who’d committed suicide by jumping off the top off Bowland Tower, in the middle of Lancaster University, within three years of one another. The damage inflicted on their bodies was classically consistent with vertical deceleration injuries. These differed extensively from, say, car crashes, where the deceleration forces were horizontal. In other words, when the body crashed into something ahead of it, it suffered different injuries from those that occurred if it slammed into something from above.

Jenna had vertical deceleration injuries, and Ted could tell from a preliminary once-over – though it was tricky to identify parts of the body that had ended up where they shouldn’t – that she’d fallen feet first. In his mind, this meant that she’d jumped rather than being pushed. Somebody fighting for their life at the edge of a cliff wouldn’t remain upright in a fall; they’d be thrashing and twisting until the final impact, and would have massive lacerations from where they’d tried to grasp for safety in the canopy. Jenna had none. He knew Kelly Porter wouldn’t be happy.

The students who’d jumped off Bowland Tower had both sustained major foot, leg, hip and vertebral trauma. The bones in the feet and legs had literally shot up through the body and ripped the soft tissue apart from below. Jenna was different in that she’d landed in trees, but Ted could still tell that she’d come down feet first.

It would be a long operation because he’d have to locate every skeletal structure first and compare where it should be with where it actually was, removing countless foreign bodies thrust into her as she passed through the trees, like a chef trimming thyme to sprinkle on a slab of lamb. Only then would he be able to eviscerate, and this posed its own set of problems, because most of her major organs south of her sternum had been impaled and torn apart by branches. He guessed that the only thing he’d find intact was the girl’s heart. Protected by the chest cavity and the sternum, the organ most associated with vitality had probably survived the forces of collision, though he wouldn’t know for another few hours.

He’d studied the photographs from the scene very carefully before turning to the body, because he wanted to know what her path of downward descent had been: it would determine his calculations when he worked out her initial velocity as she left the cliff. This would prove critical to the final report, because standing jumps were very different to run-up jumps, and this girl had landed quite a way from the face of the cliff, indicating that she’d left the edge at considerable speed. So she was either chased, or possessed with an immense desire to die.

The case had brought him into contact with Kelly again, and it had been awkward. After numerous investigations together, their relationship had cooled, and Ted couldn’t help but conclude that Kelly wasn’t happy that he was seeing her mother. He’d known Wendy for forty years, and meeting her again had brought all the memories back: the painful ones as well as the wonderful ones. Years ago they’d had an illicit fling that had started at a grand party thrown by the Earl of Lowesdale. Those were the days, he reflected. He wished now that he’d had the courage to pursue her, to ask that she leave her husband for him, but propriety had won the day and they’d both stayed in pedestrian marriages.

It was only when John had died that Ted had thought about getting back in touch, but even then, it had taken him a few years to pluck up the courage. Working with Kelly had given him the push he’d needed, and he’d finally visited her. She’d been as pleased to see him again as he was her, and he’d felt like a teenager again. There was only one problem: Wendy was seriously poorly. He kicked himself daily for leaving it too late, but they were making the most of their time together, and his thoughts turned to the surprise he’d booked for her for Christmas Eve. It was only two weeks away.

He turned away from the body and looked at the photographs. Forensic officers had reconstructed the scene and drawn black pen lines on possible trajectory and impact sites, based on the damage to surrounding foliage and Jenna’s final resting place. There were photos of blood pooling and spatter, and Ted formed a picture in his mind of her final few moments. To him, or anyone sane, they would have been moments of horror, but to someone bent so irrefutably on destruction, they could have been welcome.

That was what had led to his argument with Kelly only this morning.

‘Assumption is the mother of all fuck-ups, Ted,’ Kelly had said when they’d first discussed the death. Ted wasn’t offended by her coarse language, though he’d prefer her not to use it. But she had spoken to him like a child, and not the senior coroner that he was, and he couldn’t help deduce that she was tetchy. At some point he’d have to have a serious conversation with her about his relationship with her mother. He was adamant that he wasn’t going to lose Wendy again, so Kelly would just have to accept it. They could still work together. They had to work together.

‘I’m not assuming, Kelly, I’m using science to give you my informed opinion.’

‘You haven’t even seen her body yet,’ she said.

‘But I will this afternoon, and I will report straight back to you.’

‘But your mind is already made up,’ she challenged him.

He’d sighed. It was a blatant insult to accuse a pathologist of circumnavigating science to reach a conclusion. It was the very opposite of what he stood for, but it was Kelly, and so he let it go. For now.

‘I’ll call you when I’m done,’ he’d said.

Ted didn’t want the girl to have committed suicide either; no one did, least of all her family. But the facts were conclusive. By the time he’d finished sorting out the jigsaw puzzle that was Jenna Fraser’s body, he had worked out her initial velocity as over five metres per second. Yes, she could have been running away from something, but if that was the case then she would have sustained massive hand and arm injuries as she clutched at branches to break her fall, and those simply weren’t present.

More telling were the track marks up her arms and in her groin. The toxicology result confirmed it: the girl was a heroin addict. It was well known that a bad trip could encourage hallucinations, and although heroin was a painkiller rather than a hallucinogen, a rogue batch could lead to unexpected results. He was seeing more and more drug deaths – they all were, pathologists up and down the country – and it was a worrying trend.

Jenna’s addiction made some sense when they learned from her parents that she had been prescribed opioids after a bad injury and had become hooked on cheaper street drugs after the prescriptions stopped. Ted remembered reading articles about the athletic achievements of the girl now on his slab, and her death suddenly seemed even more tragic.




Chapter 5

Kelly slammed the front door, threw her coat over the banister, and sat heavily on the couch. She stared at the Christmas tree. It was a symbol of pure joy and celebration, but in Jenna Fraser’s house, it would forever become the hallmark of despair. An overwhelming sensation of defeat assaulted her, and she wiped away tears. Jenna had been sixteen years old. It wasn’t often that Kelly Porter faced the awful realisation that nothing more could be done; she was used to seeing a case through to the end, whether it be a triumph or a disaster. The result of this enquiry was neither, and she felt simply flat. Deflated, dejected, and despondent.

People committed suicide all the time; it wasn’t a crime, but Kelly wanted this to be a crime. A sixteen-year-old with so much to look forward to driven to despair and madness was quite incomprehensible. Kelly needed the final jigsaw puzzle piece to slot in to finish the composition. She demanded a cause, a perpetrator, a guilty party; anything to take away the damning conclusion that a child could be driven to this. She was desperate to understand, in a way she couldn’t remember for a very long time. If only they’d been able to find out who’d sold Jenna the drugs, they might get a conviction. She’d even looked into indirect murder of a minor with oblique intent, but their inquiries led to one conclusion alone: Jenna had thrown herself off the cliff. In fact, she’d run off it.

Acceptance was the last thing Kelly thought she’d signed up for. Policing often required a strong stomach and time spent in the company of scum, but submission wasn’t in the job description: at no point had anyone asked her if she was willing to approach death as a docile, passive spectator. She’d never sat in an interview and agreed to surrender, or shrugged her shoulders and said, ‘Ah, well.’

But that was how she felt now.

A search of Jenna’s bedroom had yielded various empty packets containing traces of the drug that had altered her mind to the state where jumping off a cliff edge wouldn’t have seemed so bad. But that wasn’t all; they’d also found Adderall, a stimulant popular among students, and in large enough quantities to conclude that the girl was a regular user. In a shoebox they’d discovered spoons, sterile syringes – presumably stolen – and elastic straps. The puzzle pieces that Kelly so desperately wanted to find were the wrong ones. Nothing about the girl’s original profile had prepared them for the final conclusions.

Jenna’s bank account had been emptied of prize money, her school performance had dwindled to virtually remedial, her remedial training had dropped off and her behaviour had become erratic: all signs of a drug-addled brain. The girl had so much to live for, but she had nothing to keep her alive. Her developing addiction had fried her future and ended up with her impaled on a tree. Kelly wanted to kick something. What had started out as the hunt for a bewildering cause of a tragic suicide had become a predictable demise. It made her sick to her stomach. There was no call for a lengthy investigation.

The case was closed; the true cause of the girl’s obliteration was kept out of the press, at the behest of her parents, who didn’t want the shame to stain their daughter’s memory, but gossip fluttered around the Lakes with impunity.

Kelly got up and went to the kitchen. Johnny had left her a note: he’d gone off for a training run, but she should call him if she wanted. If she wanted. It didn’t matter what she wanted. She wanted Jenna Fraser to still be alive, so she could talk to her and explain that no matter what it was she no longer cared about, it was worth fighting for. But she’d spoken to drug addicts before, hundreds of them, and each time she was left in no doubt that a drug-altered mind was a mere shell. She had to let it go.

She opened the fridge and took out a beer. She opened it and took it outside onto the wooden terrace overlooking the river, grabbing a blanket on her way. The night was cold and the weather forecasters said they should expect a white Christmas. She curled up on a lounger, wrapping herself in the blanket. The water was still and the sky was clear, enabling her to gaze at a canopy of bright stars.

Johnny knew the guy who’d found Jenna. Kurt Fletcher was an experienced fell runner and he’d seen some injuries in his time; in fact, at Johnny’s suggestion, he was applying to join the mountain rescue. Kelly had visited the crime scene herself, and she’d studied the photographs for hours. She’d thought hard about who else in her team should see them. Kate Umshaw had three daughters around the same age as Jenna. She remembered a senior officer saying once that the police were just people, and it was true. Jenna Fraser’s body was something that no one should ever have to witness. But at the same time, it was their job.

In London, Kelly had seen gunshot wounds, knife wounds, beheadings and beatings. It was the fact that she was being told that Jenna had done this to herself that she couldn’t stomach. Her deep respect for Ted as a professional fought with her visceral need to seek justice. Ruling a suicide and leaving the family to throw away unopened Christmas presents wasn’t justice; it was criminal. The problem was that suicide wasn’t a crime. The Murder Investigation Manual, used by every detective in the country, said that all death was to be treated as criminal until proven otherwise. But she’d looked at it from every angle, and still couldn’t get away from the fact that Jenna’s death was self-inflicted. She knew that she’d behaved like a child towards Ted, and she also knew that they would have to have a grown-up conversation sometime soon.

She was aware of the front door opening, and craned her neck to beyond the living room, knowing it would be Johnny and smiling in relief. If anyone could understand, it was him. It wasn’t only the fact that during his time in the army he had witnessed the mangling of human bodies, whether it be from execution or war; it was more that he knew what she was thinking. It was the pessimism that accompanied a waste of life that he understood.

He came out to the terrace and kissed her.

‘Case closed today,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry.’ He sat down. He looked tired and dirty.

‘Where d’you go?’

‘Just up Fairfield.’

‘Just up Fairfield’ was actually a vertical scramble of almost nine hundred feet. Johnny had his sights on the Lakeland 100, a hundred-mile race through the fells beginning at Ullswater that took even elite runners over twenty-four hours to complete. Ninety per cent of entrants dropped out at the halfway point, gaining Lakeland 50 status instead. Kelly thought him crazy, but she knew he’d do it. She looked at his muddy legs.

‘You follow the beck?’ she asked.

He nodded. He moved over to her lounger and placed his hand on her hip.

‘I need a shower,’ he said.

They’d stopped inviting one another over to stay the night. Instead, they’d fallen into a rough pattern of seeing where the day ended up. They led similar lives, in that their rhythms were irregular, a mixture of intensity and complete quiet, and of course Johnny now had Josie to think of. Neither could have existed in jobs that brought a nine-to-five tempo to their days. Each understood the other’s absence and equally appreciated the time they had together between the chaos. As a result, they’d yet to book a proper holiday, preferring instead to hike together and come home to a fire and a bottle of red, or in summer to find a hidden pool or tarn and eat a picnic.

‘I’ve got soup and cheese in the fridge,’ Kelly said.

‘Perfect, I won’t be long.’

She could have told him what Ted had said; it would be normal for her to go into the details of his findings. Sharing her cases with Johnny had become part of unwinding at the end of a long week. Likewise, he shared his experiences of the fells with her; the ways in which people got themselves lost or harmed on the mountainside without preparation or supplies. He knew that she’d talk to him about Jenna when she was ready. She’d already told him that the girl was considered a classic suicide profile. In other words, her mental state had been proven to be such that she’d provided her own motive. In any death, the detective looked for weapons, wounds and whys. Jenna Fraser ticked all the boxes. That was why Kelly had to let it go. Her weapon was forest and crag. Her wounds were consistent with running and jumping. And her why was crippling lack of self-esteem, compounded by learning difficulties and a lack of mental health intervention, along with isolation that had started at the age of eleven.

The girl was bullied for her success.

When Kelly had suggested that she’d been chased off the cliff by a pursuer, Ted had reminded her that she’d had time to remove her bag of medals and place it by a rock, intact. And she’d got high. The symbols of her extraordinary success in life had been left intentionally as the only thing to accompany her to her death. Kelly couldn’t begin to understand the mind behind an obsessive suicide, and that was just what it was: it was carried out with such vigour that it was as if Jenna had been going for another gold.

It was true that where there was a death, there was always blame, but in this case, the perpetrator was already dead.




Chapter 6

Eden House was stifling in the summer and freezing in the winter. As soon as the clocks went back in October, the heating system usually packed up, and it took three weeks to get engineers to come and have a look. The grand old radiators, struggling under countless coats of gloss paint, caused much sucking of teeth, and every year, HQ would refuse funding to get the whole system replaced.

And so they wore coats and scarves.

This was intended to be the last full team briefing before Christmas, and they sat around a large table in the incident room, cradling mugs of coffee. The latest news was the promotion of Detective Constable Will Phillips to detective sergeant. It was, everyone agreed, thoroughly deserved. Phillips was a popular member of the team, and his eye for written detail never failed to prove critical to a case. DS Kate Umshaw, with the help of her three daughters, had made cake.

The promotion had given Will a positive push. At thirty-two, he was doing well, and pay rises were few and far between these days. It had been a toss-up between him and Kate, but HQ believed she hadn’t been a DS for long enough to make the leap to DI. Kelly felt her junior’s disillusionment: they were the same age. But then Kelly had no kids. It wasn’t an excuse, but three girls between the ages of thirteen and sixteen was no picnic, and many times Kate had turned in looking as though she’d locked herself in a wardrobe and started a fight. She had dark circles under her eyes, and she smoked heavily. Kate wasn’t a poor operator; Kelly had just been lucky. Her promotion in London had been quick, and she was handling three murder cases a week there while a DS in the Lakes might handle one in a lifetime.

Their attention turned to what they might expect over the Christmas period. They fully anticipated plenty of GBH and disturbances of the peace, but the bulk of those would fall to the uniforms. Detective work usually dropped off, except for domestics and suicides. Kelly fully expected it to be quiet.

She then announced the desperately sad conclusion of the Jenna Fraser case to the team.

‘It’s not the outcome we were hoping for, but the pathology report is watertight. Rob, any news on Blackman’s computer?’ She couldn’t help but move on quickly. They’d put so many resources into investigating Jenna’s death that, as was always the case with a minor, they’d exhausted themselves emotionally and mentally. Now they had to focus on other things, and it wouldn’t be easy. She had to distract them.

Their most active case right now was the arrest of Keswick teacher Tony Blackman. He’d been reported by a pupil at his school for luring her to his apartment, where he’d allegedly groped her. Upon further investigation, police had found indecent images of children on his computer, alongside the addresses and ages of others. Unfortunately, the case was a constant reminder of Jenna, because she’d attended the same school: the Derwent Academy. Kate’s girls went there too. It was difficult sometimes when cases overlapped and there was personal involvement, but it happened. Cumbria was a sparsely populated county and people knew one another. The school was going through a tough time, that was for sure.

‘Seventy-nine indecent images, fifteen of them of the highest category. CPS says they’re interested, and I’ve got the green light to put the case together.’

‘And we have his confirmed DNA all over the keyboard? What about the hard drive?’ Kelly sounded as though she knew what she was talking about, but in fact she knew little about the workings of a computer, which was why she’d selected Rob to take the case with Will. Things were going to get technical, and they were her geeks.

‘It’ll take time. There are several unusual firewalls installed and some serious threats of multi-systemic contamination,’ Rob said.

They looked at him. He smiled. ‘Sorry, I’ll let you know as soon as the computer people get back to me. Let’s just say that the brain of the computer is protected and doesn’t like being picked apart. It needs to be done methodically – which means slowly – or we might lose everything.’

‘Great,’ Kelly said. Proving ownership in an indecent image case was fundamental. ‘Will, what do you make of the stored details? Potential targets or what?’ She was referring to the files on the teacher’s computer detailing every aspect of the lives of several children who were all in foster care.

‘As a teacher, he has access to secure files at the local education authority that Joe Bloggs on the street couldn’t read, so he could sell on the information, or plan to use it himself. The youngest child is only two years old.’

‘Christ.’ Kelly vocalised everybody’s thoughts. No matter how much one studied human psychology, paedophilia just wasn’t rational. ‘Let’s see,’ she said. Will passed her the file. The others munched cake and waited.

‘What’s up, guv?’ Will asked.

‘We know this boy.’

They all stopped eating and looked at her.

‘Remember the baby left outside the White Lion pub in Patterdale two years ago? The nurses at the Penrith and Lakes called him Baby Dale. His mother was found close to death in the Greenside lead mine behind Glenridding. She disappeared from hospital.’

‘Bloody hell, you think this is him?’ Kate asked.

‘I know it’s him. He was granted asylum and put into foster care. The surname he was given was Prentice, after the judge presiding over his case. It touched a few heart strings. I got a friend at the Old Bailey to let me know how he was getting on. He was placed with a family back here in Cumbria.’

‘We need to find out if he’s OK,’ Kate said.

‘Agreed. Check that out, will you?’

Kate nodded.
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