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Praise for Graham Hurley



Blood and Honey


‘Hurley’s decent, persistent cop is cementing his reputation as one of Britain’s most credible official sleuths, crisscrossing the mean streets of a city that is a brilliantly depicted microcosm of contemporary Britain … The unfolding panorama of Blair’s England is both edifying and shameful, and a sterling demonstration of the way crime writing can target society’s woes’


Guardian


‘There is no doubt that his series of police-procedural novels is one of the best since the genre was invented more than half a century ago’


Literary Review


Cut to Black


‘The book has everything required of a first-rate police procedural and Hurley is now firmly at the top, with few rivals in this genre’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Hurley is one of my favourite Brit crime writers of the last few years, and long may he continue to chronicle Portsmouth’s seedier side’


Independent on Sunday


‘This series gets stronger and stronger, and there is obviously space for more’


Crime Time


Deadlight


‘I officially declare myself a fan of Graham Hurley. His attention to detail (without slowing the pace of the novel) and realistic display of police work mark him as a most accomplished purveyor of the British police procedural’


Deadly Pleasures


‘Graham Hurley’s Deadlight is excellent modern British crime writing. Hurley demonstrates great attention to detail in regard to police procedure, as well as highlighting the conflicts of ideology that exist within the police force’


Independent on Sunday


‘Uncompromisingly realistic and often depressing in its view of the battle against crime, this series grows in stature with each book’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Deadlight is a complex and skilfully plotted book and Hurley has a rare knack for understated characterisation that is extremely effective in building up people’s lives. Deadlight is acutely observed and Hurley is quite simply a superb storyteller’


Sherlock


‘This is a bravura piece of downbeat crime writing; Hurley just seems to get better and better with each Faraday book’


Crime Time


Angels Passing


‘An ambitious police procedural epic … The often sordid life of a large British city is caught with pinpoint accuracy, together with a host of realistic characters on both sides of the law … A splendid achievement’


Guardian


‘Splendidly gritty … most enjoyable’ FHM


‘This impressive series … With the grimness of his concerns and the liveliness of his writing, Hurley is in some ways a South Coast answer to Ian Rankin – before long, I suspect, he’ll be just as famous’


Morning Star


‘A realistic depiction of modern police work … strong stuff, and it makes gripping and, at times, grim reading’


Sunday Telegraph


‘With this, his third novel in the Joe Faraday series, Graham Hurley has taken another step forward and merits comparison with some of the best writers in that branch of the genre … It is the sense of Panda cars going down mean streets in Portsmouth which makes this novel so good’


Crime Time
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Prelude



Monday, 16 February 2004


Flat on her belly on the freezing turf, she sucked in a tiny lungful of air and then steadied the binoculars and tried again. Hundreds of feet below, a flooding tide washed over the tumble of chalky boulders at the foot of the cliff, wave after wave curtaining the shape she thought she’d glimpsed. The shape worried at her. It couldn’t be, just couldn’t be. Not the way she’d seen it. Not in that kind of state.


Shifting her weight in the bulky anorak, she tracked slowly left, waiting for the next wave to fold, collapse and die. Sluicing back, it revealed only the pale whites of the broken chalk latticed with the rich greens and browns of half a winter’s growth of seaweed. She swallowed hard, wondering whether she might have imagined it, this split-second image that refused to go away. Maybe it was a mirage, a trick of the light. Maybe getting up at six in the morning and shipping across to the island on the rumour of an abnormally early nesting season did funny things to the inside of your head.


On the point of giving up and finding a new location, she eased the binoculars a little further to the left, trying to go with the grain of the tide. For an instant came the blur of a black-headed gull riding the column of wind blasting up the cliff face, then – all too distinct – she found herself looking at the shape again, unmistakable this time, momentarily trapped against a sizeable boulder. She watched, fascinated, appalled, then fumbled for her mobile, one hand still locked on the binoculars. For a second, presented by the operator with a brisk list of options, she didn’t quite know what to say.


‘Police,’ she managed at last.


But it was the coastguard who arrived first, bumping over the frosty turf in a new-looking Land Rover. Pausing for a brief account of what had happened, he accompanied the woman to the edge of the cliff, using his own binoculars to confirm the presence of the body beneath. Back at the Land Rover, he leaned into the cab and reached for the radio. The woman caught mention of ‘Bembridge’ and ‘lifeboat’ before the clatter of a big helicopter drowned out the rest of the conversation. The helicopter seemed to appear from nowhere, tracking low over the down, then banking steeply as it left the cliff face behind it. The coastguard motioned the woman away from the edge of the cliff as the rotor wash swirled around them.


‘Cliff rescue team should be here any minute,’ he said. ‘Police, too.’


The policeman was young. He took the woman through what she had seen and asked her if she was prepared to make a statement later. Beyond them, on the clifftop, the rescue team were lowering four men and a stretcher on a skein of ropes while the helicopter hovered offshore, the face of the watching pilot clearly visible. Abruptly, he waved to someone down below; gave him the thumbs up. Then, as if this was something they did every day of their working lives, the team on the clifftop were hauling their cargo in.


The woman edged back to the cliff, absorbed by this small drama, by the way that the shape in her binoculars had surrendered to this smooth exercise in retrieval. Peering over, she had time to register two of the men steadying a stretcher, halfway up the cliff. Strapped to the stretcher was a plastic body bag, grey, bulky. From this distance it looked like a parcel they’d found on the beach.


The woman shifted, unable to tear herself away. The blast of the wind. The steady whump-whump of the helicopter. The angry scream of disturbed gulls. And the deadweight of that strange grey package, bumping against the cliff face. Then came a hand on her shoulder and she turned to find herself eye to eye with the coastguard. He was tall, blue jumpsuit, tightly cropped grey hair.


‘Best not to look, madam. This wind. Don’t want two of you down there, do we?’


Chastened, the woman stepped away from the edge. But, try as she might, she couldn’t rid herself of that first glimpse of the body now on the stretcher, the image that had registered for a split second in her binoculars and triggered this extraordinary operation. The mottled naked greyness of the flesh. The huge distended belly. The floppy limbs flailing in the tide. And how strange a body looked without a head.





One


Friday, 20 February 2004


Faraday stood at the window in the Southsea hovercraft terminal, staring out. The gale anticipated on last night’s TV weather forecast had arrived at last, low ragged skirts of cloud and a hard, driving rain that had soaked him in the brief dash across the road from the seafront car park. Now, half-expecting the service to be suspended, he peered through the blurry, salt-caked glass.


The low, dark swell of the Isle of Wight had long disappeared. Beyond the angry lunge of the waves and a glimpse of the heaving buoy that marked the deep-water channel, he could see nothing. Even the seaweed, long brown ribbons of the stuff, was blowing like litter across the glistening concrete ramp that plunged down towards the boiling tideline.


The woman at the ticket office, to his faint disappointment, met his enquiry about cancellation with a shake of her head. Conditions weren’t perfect, she admitted, but the weather was still within operating limits. If the inbound service was a minute or two later than scheduled, she counselled patience.


Faraday returned to his sodden briefcase and extracted a thin manila envelope. Settling damply in the moulded plastic chair, he reread the file that had been sent back to Major Crimes a couple of days ago.


The details were sparse. A twenty-five-year-old white male, name of Aaron Tolly, had been found dead at the back of a block of flats off Ryde seafront. The body had been discovered before dawn by a local runner in early training for the London marathon. His 999 call had brought both an ambulance and a patrol car to the scene and by mid-morning Detective Superintendent Willard had dispatched Detective Inspector Nick Hayder plus two DCs from Major Crimes to spearhead what the local DI was already calling a murder investigation.


Faraday flipped quickly through the file. Same-day inquiries had established that Tolly was an alcoholic and occasional heroin user with a long record of convictions for shoplifting and benefit fraud. He’d shipped over to the island from Pompey and now lived in a heavily secured squat on the third floor of the premises. On the night of his death, according to a witness who knew him by sight, he’d been drinking alone in a shelter on the seafront. Later that evening he’d evidently tried to cadge money for more drinks in a local pub. His keys had been found inside the squalid flat he called home. To someone with a head for heights and plenty of nerve, a fire escape to a locked door at the rear of the flat offered access to an adjacent bedroom window. One of the other vagrants who dossed there thought he might have heard a bang or two at the door and then a brief scraping noise at the window. At the post-mortem the pathologist identified injuries consistent with a fall. Recorded body temperatures put the time of death at around midnight. In Nick Hayder’s judgement Tolly had got pissed again, found his way up the fire escape, tried for the half-open bedroom window, and missed.


At the back of the file Faraday found a sheaf of colour stills from the Scenes of Crime photographer. He lingered for a moment on the last of the shots. Tolly lay sprawled beside a line of brimming dustbins, his arms outstretched, one leg buckled beneath the other. There was a glimpse of white flesh through a tear in his jeans and Faraday noticed that one of his battered runners was unlaced. Faraday gazed at the thin, gaunt face, the eyes wide open, the mouth shaping the beginnings of a scream. Tolly hadn’t shaved for a day or two and a brown trickle of congealed blood tracked through the stubble below his left ear. The post-mortem report had spoken of multiple skull fractures with haemorrhages in the underlying brain tissue. With injuries like these, according to the pathologist, Tolly would have been killed on impact.


Faraday leafed back through the file, checking every link in the sequence of events Hayder and his team had put together. The stretch of unswept concrete where Tolly had met his death lay directly beneath the bedroom window. With his keys inside a locked flat, there was every possibility he’d tried to find an alternative way in. No witnesses had spoken of any kind of altercation earlier in the evening. Drunk and alone, Tolly had tumbled into oblivion.


Faraday looked up, hearing the approaching roar of the hovercraft. Hayder and his team had stayed on the island for another couple of days. Unearthing no evidence to convince him otherwise, he’d returned the file to the local DI with a note confirming an absence of suspicious circumstances. By now the Coroner should have held an inquest and returned a verdict. Yet here was Faraday, en route to CID headquarters in Newport. The DI was insisting on a full review. And Willard, whose responsibility for Major Crimes extended to the Isle of Wight, wanted to know why.


Faraday got to his feet, slipping the file into his briefcase. The hovercraft was a dark shadow fifty metres offshore. Emerging through the grey curtain of rain, it yawed violently from side to side, clawed its way out of the waves, climbed the weed-strewn ramp, and then settled unsteadily on the wet concrete.


The departures hall had mysteriously emptied. The youth on the exit door inspected Faraday’s ticket.


‘You ready for this, sir?’ he muttered.


The trip across was mercifully brief. Never had he been closer to losing his breakfast. On landfall at Ryde, half-expecting a waiting CID car, Faraday was obliged to take a taxi. Half an hour to Newport with the heater on full blast was enough to dry out, and by the time he’d settled himself in the DI’s office he felt a good deal better.


Detective Inspector Colin Irving had been in charge of the island’s CID for longer than anyone could remember. A tall, bespectacled, slightly bookish figure, he guarded his independence with the kind of fierce pride that went with an Aldershot youth and three years in uniform patrolling the badlands of Basingstoke. As someone who himself had once lived on the island, Faraday was the first to acknowledge that the most passionate islanders were always the ones who’d blown in from somewhere else.


‘Busy?’


Irving took the question at face value. He was still describing a recent series of encounters with the Animal Liberation Front when a kindly-looking management assistant appeared with coffee. Faraday took his chance to change the subject.


‘Tolly …’ he began. ‘What else do we know about him?’


‘Not a lot. He’s Pompey born and bred. Shame he didn’t stay, really. Saved us all a lot of bother.’


‘Is that what this is about?’


Irving shook his head but said nothing. Both men understood the reality of divisional CID work only too well. Successful detections on dwelling burglaries or thefts from vehicles won lots of brownie points from the Home Office but serious offences – stranger rape, homicide – brought you nothing but grief and a heavy overtime bill. Hence the bid to offload onto Major Crimes.


‘So why isn’t he done and dusted?’ Faraday tapped the file. ‘What’s happened?’


‘We’ve picked up good intelligence. Stuff we can’t ignore.’


‘About Tolly?’


‘Of course. That’s why I phoned Mr Willard.’


An informant, he said, had come forward with information about a prisoner on the island, a Scouse drug dealer serving seven years for supply. The Scouser had a girlfriend who made regular prison visits and it seemed she’d run into Tolly. After a couple of meetings they’d started some kind of relationship.


‘Which prison?’


‘Albany.’


Faraday nodded. HMP Albany was one of a complex of three prisons on the road to Cowes. The Isle of Wight had long become a temporary home for relatives of convicts, especially those banged up for years on end. Wives and mothers liked the island so much they often stayed forever.


‘So what happened?’ Faraday asked again.


‘We think the Scouser may have put the word out. There’d be no shortage of takers if he was talking decent money. Maybe he only paid for a beating but these things get out of hand.’ Irving offered a bleak smile. ‘Know what I mean?’


Faraday nodded. On the face of it Irving’s theory sounded plausible enough but the total absence of supporting evidence argued for caution. According to Hayder’s investigation, no one had seen Tolly in company. Neither were there any physical signs of assault prior to Tolly’s death. Not that Irving cared. The recent intelligence had become part of the file and that meant he had to cover his arse.


‘How good is this intelligence?’


‘It exists.’


‘That’s not my question. I’m asking you where it came from.’


‘You’ll have to talk to his handler. You know the score.’


‘Of course I know the score. I’m simply asking what else you’ve done before you lifted the phone. Have you checked this guy out? Is he a regular? Has he got debts of his own to settle? You know Willard’s views on crap intelligence.’


Mention of Willard brought colour to Irving’s face.


‘You’re telling me I’m jumping the gun?’


‘I’m suggesting you might need to do a little more footwork.’


‘Like how?’


‘Like getting one of your blokes to poke around a bit, find out what this informant of yours is really up to. There’ll be a story in there somewhere, you know there will.’


‘And you think I’ve got the bodies to waste on something like that?’


Irving had abandoned any pretence of indignation. He was angry now, the anger of a hard-pressed divisional DI, but Faraday could cope with that.


‘I know there’s no brownie points in homicide,’ he said gently. ‘But I’ve got a boss you wouldn’t believe and he thinks you’re cuffing it.’


‘Willard said that?’


‘Good as.’


‘And you’re the messenger?’


‘Not at all. But I know the way he works, what he thinks, and on the evidence of this –’ Faraday tapped the file ‘– he’ll tell you you’re taking the piss. What are your PIs looking like?’


‘Bloody good. Best on the force. Plus a clear-up rate most DIs would die for.’


‘And you want to keep it that way.’


‘Of course we bloody do.’


‘But you’re stretched, like we’re all stretched.’


‘Too right.’


‘So the more running around we do on your behalf …’


Irving began to shake his head, then abandoned his seat at the little conference table and stepped across to the window. Home Office Performance Indicators had become the bane of divisional life. Devoting precious CID resources to Aaron Tolly would do absolutely nothing when it came to ranking Irving’s PIs against other Basic Command Units, a merciless comparison tool that was driving good coppers insane.


‘It’s barmy, isn’t it?’ Irving might have been talking to himself. ‘No fucking way to run a whelk stall.’


‘I agree.’ Faraday drained his coffee. ‘Does your canteen still do toast?’


The canteen was virtually empty, just a single figure bent over a magazine at the table beside the microwave. Faraday found himself a jar of coffee and refilled the electric kettle. The remains of a loaf of sliced white lay in an open cake tin and Faraday was still looking for something to put on it when a voice prompted him to try in the cupboard beside the fridge.


‘There’s peanut butter and some of those sachets of jam. Uniform finished the marmalade first thing. Animals.’


Faraday turned round. The figure at the table hadn’t stirred. The mail beside the hang-gliding magazine was addressed to DC Darren Webster.


‘DI Faraday. Major Crimes.’ Faraday extended a hand. ‘Any butter?’


‘In the fridge.’ Webster at last looked up. ‘Sir.’


His handshake was firm and the smile came as a slight surprise. Webster had a stubble-cheeked, outdoor face. There were hints of strength in the set of the jaw, and the newness of his suit was offset by the loosened tie. Here was a young detective, thought Faraday, who knows exactly who he is.


‘Over from Pompey?’ Webster enquired.


‘Yes.’


‘Anything else you need?’ His eyes had returned to the magazine.


Faraday shook his head. He made himself a couple of slices of toast, then decanted boiling water onto a spoonful of Happy Shopper instant.


‘Mind if I join you?’


Faraday sat down without waiting for an answer. Webster was deep in a feature article about hang-gliding in New Zealand. With some reluctance he finally closed the magazine and put it to one side.


‘These guys fly over glaciers.’ He sounded wistful. ‘Can you imagine what that must be like?’


Faraday thought about the question over a mouthful of toast. He hadn’t tasted peanut butter in years.


‘You do it yourself?’ He wiped his mouth. ‘Hang-gliding?’


‘Yep.’


‘Here? On the island?’


‘Yep. Last weekend we were down at St Catherine’s.’


‘Good?’


‘Crap. They were giving a steady force four, south-south-west, but the wind was all over the place. Bloody cold, too. We never got off the cliff.’ He hesitated, uncertain about the real strength of Faraday’s interest.


‘I watch birds,’ Faraday said simply. ‘I’ve been at it for years. Fascinates me.’


‘The flying or the birds?’


‘Both.’


Webster hesitated for a moment longer, then plunged into what the last couple of months had yielded for him and his mates. They’d flown most of the cliffs along the south coast of the island, and spent a dodgy weekend trying to stay airborne from a new launch site on Culver Down, the looming chalk shoulder that fell into Sandown Bay. Winter flying wasn’t to everybody’s taste but you could normally rely on a good blow, and if you had the right kit, and the bottle to go with it, the views could be awesome.


‘You’ve got a favourite?’


‘Needles, without a doubt. We kick off from a little bowl above the emplacements. There’s a bay below it, a cove really, and you can’t see it from the landward side which I suppose makes it even more special. The colours can be incredible, especially those times when a front’s on the way and the wind’s spot on the nose and the vis is so good you just know it’s going to piss down before very long.’


Faraday answered Webster’s grin with one of his own. He’d lost count of the days when he’d been up before dawn, tucked into a niche on a cliff top or a woodland copse with his binoculars and his Thermos and the much-thumbed notebook he carried to record bird sightings, waiting to read the weather from the clues scrolled across the slowly lightening sky. Miles from the nearest road life took on a totally different feel. You’d feel exposed, yes, but infinitely less vulnerable.


‘I used to live down in Freshwater,’ he murmured. ‘Years back.’


‘You grew up here?’


‘No. Bournemouth. After school I went off to the States for a bit. By the time I came back my folks had moved onto the island. Dad had a health problem, couple of strokes. Mum ran a B. and B. in Freshwater Bay. They had to put up with us for a couple of months before we found a place to rent.’


‘Us?’


‘Me and my wife.’ Faraday looked at him for a moment, surprised by the directness of the question, wondering whether to elaborate, but decided against it. Instead he talked about those first days on the island, the mornings he’d abandon the hunt for a job and simply walk on Tennyson Down, out towards the Needles.


‘I’d never been anywhere like it,’ he said. ‘Not then, not now. God’s country.’


‘You mean that?’


‘Absolutely. And the birds make it better. Ever catch a lark – May, June, way up in the blue – belting its little heart out?’


‘Yeah.’ Webster was grinning again. ‘Yeah … and those bloody gulls, giving us grief when we launch. Listen to them and you’d think they owned the bloody cliff.’


‘But they do. Nesting time, they’ve got parental rights. Ever think about that?’


‘Never.’ Webster pushed his chair back and stretched. ‘What’s Major Crimes like then? Hectic?’


‘Comes and goes. Just now it’s quiet … which is why I’ve got time to pop over.’ Faraday’s fingers strayed to the last corner of toast.


‘You’ve come on a specific job?’


‘Yes.’


‘One of ours?’


‘Yes.’


‘Mind if I ask which one?’


‘Not at all. Aaron Tolly? Name ring any bells?’


‘Of course. The Ryde Skydiver.’ He glanced towards Faraday. ‘You bring a car over, sir?’


Faraday shook his head. ‘Cab from the hovercraft.’


‘OK.’ Webster checked his watch again. ‘I’m off to Freshwater on a load of calls. Should take a couple of hours. I don’t know how you’re placed time-wise but I could drop you down by the Albion if you fancied it. Pick you up again afterwards.’


Faraday thought about the invitation for a second or two, then glanced towards the window. The rain seemed to have stopped and the first daubs of watery blue were beginning to appear above the rooftops across the car park. At Freshwater Bay a footpath climbed up from the Albion Hotel onto Tennyson Down. It might be a touch muddy, and there’d doubtless be the odd shower, but just now he couldn’t think of a better way of preparing himself for the file review.


‘Great idea,’ he said, getting to his feet.


*


In the privacy of the unmarked squad Fiesta Webster opened up about Aaron Tolly. The man had been, he said, a pain in the arse. He’d fled to Ryde after a run-in with a Pompey drug dealer. He had no friends, no visible means of support, and a thirst for White Lightning cider that had put him in front of the magistrates on a shoplifting charge within a month. Over the first couple of pints Tolly could string together a sentence or two, even manage the beginnings of a conversation, but after that he talked the purest nonsense. Webster knew women in Ryde for whom twat was too kind a judgement. Tolly, they said, was fit for nothing.


‘No one special in his life?’


‘You mean ladies?’ Webster shot Faraday a look. ‘You have to be joking. Bloke was a disgrace. On a windy night you could smell him from the end of the pier.’


Faraday nodded, settling back in the seat as a row of bungalows gave way to bare fields and the distant swell of Brighstone Down. The crime scene photos of Tolly sprawled by the dustbins had lodged deep in his brain. It was an image that seemed to sum up so many of the case histories that passed through Major Crimes. Young men trapped in cul-de-sacs of their own making, lost, adrift, wasted. At length he mentioned the possibility of some kind of contract.


‘On Tolly?’ Webster laughed. ‘Who’d bother?’


‘Someone he’d pissed off, obviously.’ Faraday was watching the faraway silhouette of a hawk, maybe a falcon, circling high above a copse of trees. ‘How about some Scouser banged up in Albany?’


‘Who told you that?’


‘Doesn’t matter.’


‘It’s bollocks, sir. With respect.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because I heard the same whisper. It comes from a local guy in Ryde, fancies himself as a bit of a dealer. He’s putting the word around about some kind of contract to see the opposition off. Didn’t want Tolly’s death to go to waste.’


‘Opposition?’


‘Scousers. They’re running serious gear in. Mondays usually, off the Fast Cat. Set your clock by it.’


‘Does DI Irving know about this?’


‘Of course he does. He’s as keen on stitching up the Scousers as everyone else, our Ryde dealer included. This used to be a nice island once. Can’t have scum like that around.’


Faraday grinned, watching the hawk swoop earthwards. Twenty years in the job already told him that Hayder had been right about Tolly but it was still good to have his instincts confirmed. Irving wanted to rev up Major Crimes to take a run or two at the Scousers. That way they might fold their tents and bugger off. Nice try, he thought.


Webster was making good time. In a mile or so they’d be down on the island’s south coast, a couple of minutes drive from Freshwater Bay. The sodden fields beside the road were splashed with sunshine and Faraday could feel the thin warmth on the side of his face. He glanced across at Webster.


‘You like CID?’


‘Love it. Some days are a pain but there’s lots going on if you know where to look. People think this place is toytown – acres of bungalows, old blokes in Morris Minors, nothing happening – but they couldn’t be more wrong. Like I’ve said, we’ve got a drug problem you wouldn’t believe. Bits of Ryde are Smack City, Ventnor too; all these old Victorian spas, overrun with lowlife. You get blokes down from the north, not just Scousers but all sorts, Manchester, Glasgow, you name it. They drift in for the summer, work in the camps, the hotels, pubs, whatever; then come the winter they sign on, draw housing benefit, and end up selling decent amounts of gear. The DI put an operation together recently – Edith. Charge list runs to a dozen or so blokes, all of them up for supply. Not bad, eh?’


He shot a sideways look across the car but they were on the coast road by now and Faraday was gazing out at the startling whiteness of the chalk cliffs stretching away towards the Needles. In conditions like these – racing clouds, sudden bursts of sunshine – the view still took his breath away.


‘You’re happy here?’ He finally turned back to Webster.


‘Of course. But I can’t stay here forever, can I? Not if I want to get anywhere. That’s the problem with the island. Shut your eyes, count to ten, and you’re suddenly forty years old with a wife and three kids and absolutely no chance of ever doing anything else.’


‘What do you fancy then?’


‘Major Crimes would be nice.’ He glanced at Faraday again. ‘Sir.’


‘You think so?’


‘Definitely.’


‘You wouldn’t miss being your own boss? Making your own decisions? You think you could hack it in a bigger team?’


‘If the jobs were half-decent, of course I could.’


Faraday nodded, twisting in the seat and craning his neck backwards as a clifftop path he’d often used flashed by. The Major Crimes set-up had recently been reorganised and there was now a permanent team of DCs, sorting jobs county-wide, with two years rotation.


‘Vacancies certainly come up,’ he admitted, ‘but not that often.’


‘I know, sir. I keep checking.’


They were in Freshwater Bay by now, driving towards the hotel that flanked the beach. Beyond the low stone wall sunlight danced on the choppy green water. Faraday eyed a tidy-looking fishing launch secured to a buoy, bucking and rolling on the incoming waves, and he wondered what it might be like, measuring out your life to the rhythm of the tides and the seasons.


‘Here, sir?’


Beyond the Albion Hotel Webster had come to a halt beside the path that wound up through the trees to the foot of Tennyson Down. In a couple of hours he’d be back, same place, say half two. Then he paused, reaching back for a file from the briefcase on the back seat.


‘One thing I forgot.’


‘What’s that?’ Faraday had the door open. The wind was cold.


‘We had a G28 this week. Monday it was. Up there.’ He nodded towards the down. ‘Woman from the mainland called it in. Came over to check out the wildlife.’


Faraday shut the door for a moment. A G28 was the Coroner’s form for a sudden death. He’d been away on Monday and Tuesday, and thus missed the incident on the daily force-wide update.


‘What happened?’


‘This woman saw the body at the foot of the cliff. Happens more often than you might think. May have jumped, may have fallen off a boat, God knows. There must be something about this stretch of coast. That’s four in a year now.’


‘Man or woman?’


‘Bloke. ID’s tricky. Prints are useless because he’d had been in the water a while and the crabs had eaten the flesh off his fingers. We’ve got no clothing to go on either; no tattoos, rings, piercings, nothing.’


‘Dental records?’


‘No chance.’


‘Why not?’


‘There wasn’t a head.’


‘No head?’


‘Afraid not. The pathologist’s got a theory about impact forces. If he’d jumped, hit the rocks at a certain angle, it could have snapped the spinal column. The waves would have done the rest. It’s just a theory, that’s all.’


‘But you’re still making inquiries?’


‘Of course, sir. And the RNLI boys are going to take a look with the inshore RIB when the weather quietens down.’


‘Look for what?’


‘The head.’


‘Of course.’


Faraday opened the door again, sobered by the thought of what may have preceded this gruesome discovery. A three-hundred-foot fall from the top would take more than three seconds, a statistic he’d tucked away from a previous inquiry, and three seconds was plenty of time for serious regrets. Standing on the pavement, zipping up his anorak, he was suddenly struck by another thought.


‘Tell me.’ He ducked his head back into the car. ‘What was this woman looking for?’


‘Peregrine falcons, sir.’ Webster had the file open on his lap. ‘I knew you’d ask.’


After the first hour, DC Suttle was beginning to fidget. He and DC Winter had been sitting in the darkened Skoda since eight o’clock, perfect line of sight on the apartment. This time of night, late February, Old Portsmouth was deserted. Barely a decade ago, as Winter had already pointed out, this finger of land that curled into Portsmouth Harbour would have been thick with drinkers making a Friday night of it at the Spice Island pubs. Now, it served as a parking lot for top-of-the-range Mercedes and BMWs, the kind of motors that went with a fancy postcode, a quiet retirement and a glimpse or two of the sea.


Winter was watching a figure in a raincoat across the road, bent against the wind, dragging what looked like a spaniel behind him.


‘Last crap before bye-byes.’ He nodded towards the nearby beach. ‘Another reason you’d never swim from here.’


Suttle was wrestling with the last of the crossword from yesterday’s Sun. In Winter’s eyes he was still a boy, barely out of his teens, but a year partnering the older detective in the busy chaos of the Portsmouth Crime Squad had given him an easy self-confidence. He laughed a great deal at some of the madder jobs, and Winter appreciated that, though the current operation – codenamed Plover – had so far failed to engage his full attention.


‘Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness.’ Suttle tapped his teeth with the end of the biro. ‘Begins with A. Six letters.’


‘Autumn.’


‘Yeah, but how do you spell it?’


‘A-U-T-U—’ Winter broke off, his hand reaching for the radio. ‘Kilo Foxtrot, Papa India, over.’


A burst of static, then an acknowledgement. Suttle had abandoned the crossword.


‘Stand by, stand by, stand by. Target vehicle a Saab convertible is left, left into High Street, Old Portsmouth. Confirmed the subject is driving. Over to you, backup.’


‘Yes, yes.’


Winter watched the sleek Saab convertible pause at the exit from the apartment block, signal left, then pull out onto the empty road. The beauty of this little ambush was the subject’s lack of options. Turn right, and two hundred metres later Singer would be in the harbour.


‘Sweet,’ Winter muttered to himself.


The Saab accelerated past the shadowed casemates of the seaward fortifications. Singer, alone in the car, seemed to be checking his face in the rear-view mirror. Already, one hand on the wheel, he was talking on a mobile.


‘That’d be the wife, then.’ Suttle laughed. ‘Working late at the office. Nightmare day. Completely knackered. Who’d be a solicitor, eh?’


Winter ignored him. The blokes from Traffic were parked beyond the cathedral. He’d worked with them before and he knew they were up for it. They’d sit on Singer’s arse for a couple of hundred metres, then pull him before he got to the roundabout. Winter was laying short odds on a decent stash of charlie, one last toot before Singer drove up to Clanfield to face the missus, and he knew the solicitor wouldn’t have bothered to do anything elaborate in the way of hiding it. In his frame of mind the last thing he’d expect was a random shake-down. That’s the way these guys led their lives. Total self-belief.


‘How long then?’ Suttle was eyeing the apartments across the road.


‘Couple of minutes, tops.’


‘What about his mobile? What if he rings chummy?’ He nodded at the apartment block.


‘No chance. First off, he’ll bluster, give them grief about unjustified intrusion, all that bollocks. By that time they’ll have his mobile off him. That and the gear.’


They waited in silence, Winter trying to picture the word ‘autumn’ in his mind’s eye. Lately, along with the headaches and the problem with his eyes, had come a series of alarming holes in what used to be his memory, and spelling the simplest words was one of them.


‘Papa India, Kilo Foxtrot, over.’


‘Kilo Foxtrot.’ Winter was still holding the radio. ‘Go ahead.’


‘Affirmative suss cocaine. Subject is under arrest. Out.’


There was a click and a buzz of static before Winter turned the radio off. He opened the door and sat back for a moment or two, listening to the rasp of surf from the nearby beach. His eyes were closed, and he was smiling.


‘Try U-M-N,’ he said at last.


The apartment block, Camber Court, was a brand new addition to this increasingly select corner of Old Portsmouth. There were ten flats in all. Half of them overlooked the thick stone curtain of the Hot Walls towards Spithead and the Isle of Wight. The rest, to the rear, offered a perfect view of the ancient Camber Dock, home to a picturesque jumble of tugboats, pilot launches, fishing smacks and the odd motor cruiser. Part with a large cheque, and you could get up early and watch the scallop boats slipping out on the morning tide. Alternatively, as Winter had patiently explained to DI Cathy Lamb, you could arrive at half six on a dark winter’s night, neck a glass or two of decent red, pull the curtains and fuck yourself stupid.


Five flights of newly carpeted stairs led to the penthouse in the rear flats. The door opened at Winter’s second knock. In the surveillance photos Richardson had been huddled in a full-length cashmere coat. Now he was wearing designer jeans, a collarless white shirt, and sported a tiny pony tail secured with a twist of blue and red beads. For a puffy-faced overweight gay in his early fifties, this outfit suggested a wistful yearning to turn back the clock.


‘Gentlemen?’ The eyes were glassy behind the wire-rimmed specs.


‘DC Winter. Portsmouth Crime Squad. This is DC Suttle. We’d like a word if we may.’


‘Now?’


‘Yes.’


‘My goodness. Well …’ Winter realised the man was pissed ‘… why not?’


He held the door open as Winter stepped past. Safely inside the apartment, he confirmed the owner’s ID. Stephen Wallace Richardson.


‘But I’m not the owner,’ Richardson added. ‘Would that I was. You need to talk to Mr Hakim.’


‘And where would we find him?’


‘This week? Maybe Beirut. Maybe Dubai. Maybe Monte Carlo. I can give you a mobile number if it makes things easier.’


‘So what do you do … Mr Richardson?’


‘I’m a guest, really. No, more a lodger. It’s a grace and favour thing. Mr Hakim and I go back a long way. You might say I keep an eye on the place.’ He did his best to look helpful. ‘Is there a problem?’


The question brought a grin to Suttle’s face. The entrance hall was big, almost a room in itself. A fluted vase on an antique occasional table held what looked like a hand-painted dildo – a whorl of yellows ribbed with scarlet – and a collection of photos on the wall, beautifully lit, artfully composed, offered an arresting level of anatomical detail. On closer inspection, the photos were all of the same woman and Suttle couldn’t remember seeing a body so exposed since a stag-night weekend in the fleshpots of Antwerp.


‘That music …?’ Winter had cocked an ear. It sounded classical, maybe opera, and it was coming from a room at the end.


‘Friend of mine,’ Richardson mumbled. ‘Adores Verdi.’


‘Yeah?’


Winter was already trying another of the five doors. Richardson watched him, seemingly helpless.


‘Our salon.’ He answered Winter’s enquiring look. ‘Please. Be my guest.’


Suttle followed Winter through the door. The room was huge, extending the full width of the apartment. Three of the four picture windows were masked with venetian blinds but through the tall window at the kitchen end of the room Suttle could see the black gleam of water in the Camber Dock and the lights of the houses and apartments beyond.


Winter was standing beside a dining table in the central part of the room. The table was set for four places. Plates and cutlery for the early courses had been cleared away but the remains of a rack of lamb lay in the centre of the tablecloth, flanked by a gravy boat and a little hillock of mint sauce in a Chinese bowl. A trail of gravy drops led to one of the place mats and spoons and forks still awaited the dessert course. Two of the wine bottles on a trolley beside the table were upended in coolers.


Winter turned in time to see Richardson stepping back into the hall.


‘If you don’t mind, sir.’ He motioned him into the sitting room again. ‘So who does the cooking?’


‘I do.’


‘All part of the service, is it? Bed and board?’


Without waiting for an answer, Winter shepherded Richardson towards the vast crescent of leather sofa that dominated the left-hand end of the room. The corners of the sofa were padded with heavy tapestry pillows, and a newly opened box of Montecristo cigars had been abandoned beside a copy of the Daily Telegraph. There was a bottle of Krug and more glasses on the low occasional table, plus a selection of magazines. Winter gazed down at them. Nesting amongst the copies of Tatler, Country Living and Yachts and Yachting were a number of porn magazines, mainly Italian and Spanish. He reached for the nearest and began to flick through it. With a waiting room like this, Winter thought, visits to the doctor might become a real pleasure.


From the kitchen came a yelp of delight. Suttle had been checking the line of cupboards over the neat stack of dishes on the granite-veined work surface. A shelf full of spices beside the six-ring ceramic hob had yielded a roughly crafted wooden box divided into three compartments. Winter inspected it, then invited Richardson to lift it down. One of the three compartments was brimming with a snowy-white powder. Suttle’s grin spread even wider. Couple of grand’s worth. At least.


‘What’s that, then?’ Winter nodded at the box. ‘Bicarb of soda?’


Richardson was looking pained. A couple of minutes ago he’d been on the point of loading the dishwasher. Now this.


Winter told Suttle to call in for a Scenes of Crime team, then escorted Richardson back to the other end of the room. Before he even thought of contemplating an arrest, he wanted the full tour.


The last time Winter had been on this page in the Pompey book of villainy, he’d had to climb endless flights of greasy steps in almost total darkness to bust a couple of middle-aged toms doing the business in some top-floor doss off the seafront. The punters were being serviced side by side on rubber blow-up mattresses, there was a pit bull chained up in the corner, and you couldn’t move for empty cider bottles from the Happy Shopper down the road. At the time it had felt like a kind of victory – at least the dog went to a good home – but even hours later, taking statements from the women back at the Bridewell, he hadn’t been able to rid himself of the smell: White Lightning, body fluids, plus gristly bits of discarded kebab from the van round the corner. Three good arguments, thought Winter at the time, for staying in with a bottle of Scotch and a lifetime’s repeats of The Sopranos.


Camber Court, thank God, belonged on a different planet.


‘What’s this, then?’


‘A television.’


‘I know that, but what’s on it?’


Winter invited Richardson to press the PLAY button on the DVD. Two men appeared on the huge wall-mounted plasma screen. A third man – tanned, young, supple, inventive – was obliging them both. Winter watched for a moment, his head cocked left and right as he tried to follow the action, warmed by the sheer class of what he’d stepped into.


‘These perverts for your benefit?’


Richardson nodded, drawn in by a sequence he’d probably enjoyed a thousand times before.


‘Cook’s nips,’ he agreed. ‘Keeps an old man very happy.’


‘What else have you got?’


‘Pretty much everything.’ He indicated a line of DVDs on a shelf beneath the player. ‘Depends what you’re after. Sado. Foot fetish. Wee-wee. Animals.’ He looked pained again. ‘Black men with ten-foot willies.’


‘Your punters have a favourite?’


‘Of course. But it wasn’t me who told you.’


He shot Winter a quick, conspiratorial look then bent to the DVDs and extracted a disc. Slipping it into the player, he stepped back, evidently resigned to whatever followed. Winter summoned Suttle with a nod at the screen. A man in his forties was flat on his back, straddled by a tall white girl with a string of pearls round her neck. The man’s head hung over the end of the bed, his upside-down face a foot or so away from the camera lens. His eyes were closed and blood was pulsing into his big, jowly face as he paced the rhythm of her body above him. ‘Slower,’ he kept telling her. ‘Slower.’


The girl was moving almost imperceptibly now, an inch up and down, exquisite control. Her long white fingers tipped with black nail varnish were cupping her breasts, and when the command finally came she reached sideways for a bulging plastic bag, then half twisted backwards as she pressed the bag down between the man’s legs. The mouth in the camera lens opened wide, then wider still, a strangled cry, pain and pleasure; then the girl’s other hand sank down across her belly and she began to masturbate, very slowly, still straddling a flagging erection.


Winter reached for the DVD control, pressed PAUSE.


‘What’s in the bag?’


‘Ice. Never fails.’


‘This is one of your punters?’ Winter was still looking at the screen.


‘I like to think of them as friends.’


‘And he gets off on looking at himself?’


Suttle stirred beside Winter. He couldn’t take his eyes off the image frozen on the plasma screen, the girl on the edge of her climax, the fingers half buried, the emerald-green eyes half closed.


‘That’s the girl in the photos,’ he murmured. ‘Outside in the hall.’


There were two bedrooms in the apartment. The first one, empty, was a mess. In the flickering light from a semicircle of candles on a cabinet beside the bed Winter tried to make sense of the tumble of sheets and bolsters. At the foot of the bed the heel of a black stiletto was wedged in an empty bottle of Krug. Beside it, an abandoned scarlet basque and a packet of Rizlas. Most of the ceiling was occupied by a huge oval mirror with a gilt surround, and shadows danced across the walls as the draught from the hall stirred the bedside candles. An hour or so earlier, thought Winter, Singer would have been spreadeagled on this enormous rumpled playground, stirred to his umpteenth orgasm by one of Richardson’s girlies.


Through the open door to the en suite bathroom Winter could hear the splash of falling water. He stepped into the steam, glimpsing a small naked body squatting on the loo, legs spread, inspecting a mark on her inside thigh. Winter hooked a towel from the nearby rail, threw it across.


‘Company, love,’ he said briefly. ‘Get yourself decent.’


Back in the hall he headed for the bedroom with the music. This time there were no candles. A middle-aged man was lying on his back on a nest of pillows, his eyes closed, his body tented by the top sheet. The headboard behind him was a mosaic of tiny mirrors, and Winter watched as another body under the sheet obeyed his muttered instructions. He recognised the face from the plasma screen in the lounge at once, the grey indoor complexion, the heavy jowls, the mouth that so easily shaped itself into a snarl. The man on the bed had his right arm flung out, the fingers riding the volume control on the CD machine, and the music swelled and died in time with the nodding head beneath the sheet.


Winter let the scene develop for a second or two, then switched on the overhead chandelier. The blaze of light emptied the room of intimacy but it was a while before the eyes on the pillow opened. The man grunted, got up on one elbow, exposing the sagging pale flesh of his chest.


‘Who the hell are you?’ It was the voice of someone used to command and respect, a boardroom voice, the kind of voice that spelled trouble. Late forties at least, thought Winter. Maybe older.


‘DC Winter. Portsmouth Crime Squad. I must ask you to get dressed, sir.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I have reason to suspect you may be using Class A narcotics.’


‘Nonsense. This is private property. You have absolutely no right —’


He broke off as the figure beneath the sheet emerged. She had an aerosol can in one hand and a small glass phial in the other. As she made herself comfortable in a pose both detectives recognised from the DVD, Winter became aware of her body splintered in the jigsaw of mirrors at the head of the bed. She had big breasts for such an angular frame, and her legs seemed even longer in real life. When Winter repeated his invitation to get dressed, she laughed softly, then ringed her nipples with cream from the aerosol before slipping her hands behind the head beneath her and offering him a taste. He lapped at her, first one breast then the other, before wiping his mouth on the back of his hand and settling back on the pillow.


‘Low-fat Chantilly.’ He looked up at Winter, then yawned. ‘You can get it from Waitrose.’


‘Did you hear what I said, sir?’


‘Of course I did. Now fuck off. Both of you. Maddox?’ He smiled up at her with his pale, dead, hooded eyes. ‘I think our new friends are going. Manners are everything. We should say goodbye.’


The girl tipped her head back, the fall of black hair halfway down her spine. Then she muttered something Winter didn’t catch before slipping off the bed. Dropping the aerosol and the glass phial on the carpet, she disappeared into the en suite bathroom without a backward glance.


Suttle, for one, was impressed. Back in the hall, with the bedroom door closed, he drifted across to one of the photos while they waited for the search team. Winter was on the mobile to Cathy Lamb, as gleeful as ever. The intelligence had proved spot on. These guys were doing serious gear. Plus he’d busted the classiest fuck-palace Pompey was ever likely to see. Plover, in short, was on a roll and the best news of all was Mr Scumbag Singer’s name in the frame. The conversation over, he sauntered back across the hall. Suttle saw him coming, the familiar portly image reflected in the glass.


‘Result or what?’


‘Definitely.’ Suttle sounded wistful. ‘You think she’s ever heard of police discount?’


‘She’s a tom, son.’ Winter slipped his bulk between Suttle and the photo. ‘Who wants a slice off a cut loaf?’


Alone in the Bargemaster’s House, Faraday treated himself to another helping of Mahler. He’d got back from the island in time to catch Willard before he left the office. Although he’d never admit it, the Detective Superintendent had been pleased with the news about Aaron Tolly. More and more often Major Crimes were picking up rubbish jobs from division – half-baked might-be crimes that swallowed precious resources for absolutely no measurable benefit – and Willard for one wasn’t having it. The quicker DIs like Colin Irving realised that Major Crimes weren’t in the waste disposal business, the quicker the message would spread around the other divisions.


At the same time, rather unnervingly, there was a definite lull in the ongoing war against serious villainy. For whatever reason, folk had suddenly stopped doing serious damage to each other and the last couple of weeks Willard had begun to think hard about reopening that treasured collection of unsolved crimes that he’d tucked away for exactly this contingency. Hence, perhaps, his preparedness to listen to Faraday’s musings about Webster’s headless body.


Faraday had spent nearly two hours on Tennyson Down. Without the benefit of the file he’d only the vaguest idea where the body might first have been spotted but he’d done his best to put himself in the head of the birdwatcher, and his knowledge of site-faithful peregrine falcons took him to a stretch of cliff within sight of the brooding Celtic cross that marked the Tennyson Memorial. The cliffs were high here, three hundred feet plus, and it had taken all of Faraday’s nerve to get down on the damp turf, crawl to the edge and peer over. The dizzying sight of the jumble of chalk boulders beneath, washed by the surging aftermath of the morning’s gale, had been quite enough to set the scene, and it was only afterwards, talking to Webster again in the car, that he’d properly been able to order his thoughts.


With every new situation like this the key priority was establishing an ID, a name to attach to the chilled remains in the hospital mortuary in Newport. In this respect, by his own account Webster had put all the right ticks in all the right boxes. The post-mortem had been in the hands of one of the duty pathologists at St Mary’s and she’d estimated an immersion time of at least four months. The head had been severed at the sixth cervical vertebra and she’d found substantial swelling of the subcutaneous tissues due to decomposition of the internal organs. Fish and crabs had eaten into the flesh on the fingers and toes, and there was further damage to the genital and neck areas where soft tissue had been stripped back. The fact that most of the major bones – legs, arms, pelvis, shoulder blades, ribs – were intact argued against a fall from the cliff, and DNA had been extracted from bone marrow ready for matching against printouts in the national data bank. In terms of age, on the evidence of bone analysis the pathologist was suggesting a white male of between thirty and forty. With a head on his body she thought he’d measure an inch or so under six feet.


The probable elimination of a cliff fall had aroused Faraday’s interest. It was by no means unusual for suicides to plunge naked to their deaths – he knew a couple of instances when a pile of neatly folded clothes had marked the deceased’s final point of departure – but four months was a long time for an individual to go AWOL, and the fact that Webster’s inquiries at the national Missing Persons’ Register had so far drawn a blank simply deepened the mystery. No one had done a runner from local psychiatric institutions. No one had been reported overboard from either UK commercial or naval shipping. And local media appeals through TV, radio and the island press had failed to attach a name to the headless corpse.


Darren Webster, naturally keen to break the case, had begun to explore more exotic lines of inquiry, but these too had so far come to nothing. The International Maritime Organisation had promised to circulate details amongst commercial operators and fishermen using the shipping lanes on the other side of the English Channel but a precautionary call to an expert in tidal currents at Southampton University’s Oceanography Centre suggested that this would be a very long shot indeed. The designated shipping lanes were way south of the Isle of Wight and any corpse floating around in this area was liable, he said, to end up on a French beach. Likewise, Webster’s brief interest in burials at sea had come to nothing. The area reserved for these ceremonial farewells lay to the west of the Needles, but the coastguard thought it highly unlikely that a body would escape the weighted, tightly stitched canvas shroud, somehow lose its head and finally wash ashore at the foot of Tennyson Down. No, there had to be another explanation.


Listening to Faraday’s account of Webster’s inquiries, Willard had made the sensible point that these were early days. Although the mystery corpse had obviously been dead for a while, it might yet be weeks before Webster’s patient phone calls triggered a memory or two. In the meantime Willard was more interested in why Webster had made such an impression on Faraday.


‘Do you see yourself in him, Joe?’ he’d enquired, reaching for his jacket and his car keys, ‘Young island boy, keen to make a name for himself?’


At the time Faraday had dismissed the comment as a joke, the kind of parting shot Willard favoured on a quiet Friday afternoon, but now – stretched full-length on his sofa in the Bargemaster’s House – he wasn’t so sure. It hadn’t taken much to bridge the gap back to his days in Freshwater Bay, and that afternoon, standing in the fitful sunshine at the foot of the Tennyson Memorial, he remembered only too well the strange feeling of being banged up on an island he’d only ever seen from the beach of his native Bournemouth.


At first, after eighteen months in the USA, the place had felt impossibly small. With a pregnant American wife and absolutely no money Faraday had managed to find himself a driving job, delivering fancy goods and other summer knick-knacks to a long list of cafés, caravan camps, souvenir shops and amusement parks. His father, tormented by the prospect of another stroke and bewildered by the abruptness of his son’s marriage, had made his new daughter-in-law far from welcome, but his mum – an ex-theatre nurse with a hard, practical intelligence – had taken to Janna at once.


With Faraday careering around West Wight at the wheel of an ancient Bedford van, the two women had spent a great deal of time together. Janna helped out with the Freshwater B. and B., full to bursting in high summer, and it was at Alice Faraday’s insistence that Janna had accepted payment for her labours. With two incomes, plus a temporary loan, Faraday and Janna had managed to scrape enough together for a deposit plus three months’ rent on a draughty bungalow half a mile from the parental home. They’d moved in on a blustery still-warm day in late September, Janna splashing out on a supper of clam chowder and Maryland crab cakes as a thank you for two months’ precious rent-free hospitality, and Faraday remembered their first night together under the new roof, the wind howling through the loose tiles, the itchy scrabble of field mice behind the wainscoting, the warm bulk of Janna beside him beneath the borrowed blankets. At the time this new life of theirs had seemed close to perfect but several days later, in a deeply private conversation, Faraday’s mother – ever observant – warned him that all was not well. Your wife is sick, she told him. You need to get her to a doctor.


Faraday lay back, his eyes closed, letting the music flood over him. Gustav Mahler was a recent discovery, a supplement to the Berlioz CDs that had underscored the last couple of years, and the third symphony – with its haunting brass motifs – was eerily apt for moments like these. Older now, and wiser, he realised why Janna had shielded him from the knowledge of her previous tussle with breast cancer. She was in remission. The drugs had worked. And if three gruelling months of chemo owed her anything then it was surely the chance to start again: a new relationship, a new country even, absolutely nothing shadowed by the possibility of another round or two with the Grim Reaper. Her pregnancy had come as a surprise and it was a testament to the strength of his feelings that Faraday had begun at once to plan for the years ahead. Hence his decision to take Janna home. And hence – after a summer at the wheel – his abrupt appearance at Freshwater’s tiny police station. I’d like to be a cop, he’d told the startled desk sergeant. How do I go about applying?


In the event it had been harder than Faraday had ever expected. Not because he hadn’t got the brains or aptitude for the job but because the selection interviews, and everything that followed, had collided with a catastrophe so enormous it had taken him years to properly come to grips with.


The cancer had returned, more aggressive than ever. Within months of J-J’s birth Janna was dead. Faraday had nursed her till the end, turning a deaf ear to offers of a bed in the old hospital over in Newport. His mother, bless her, had helped, first day by day, then hour by hour, respecting every moment of their time together. By the time Janna slipped away, a cold bright morning in December with two electric fires on the go, Faraday was helpless with grief. Only John-Junior kept him going, with his gummy eyes and incessant hunger, a debt Faraday spent the next twenty years trying to repay.


Was this why he’d spent an hour or two listening to an ambitious young island detective hungry for battle honours? Was this why he’d passed the message back to Willard, salted the facts with a thought or two of his own, tried to pave the way for a possible referral to Major Crimes? Had this been, in one of the ironies that increasingly seemed to shape Faraday’s life, the real thrust of his little expedition over the water? To knock one job on the head and then – thanks to Webster – draw a steadier bead on another? He didn’t know, and just now he didn’t much care. He plumped the cushion behind his head and settled back. If the sleeve notes were right and Mahler really was in the business of challenge and resolution, then the next couple of movements would be the test.


An hour later Faraday awoke. Apart from the chuckle of a lone turnstone out on the harbour, he could hear nothing. Then it came again, the beep-beep from his laptop that signalled a priority incoming message. He struggled to his feet and climbed the stairs to his study. In the spill of light from the hall he could see the email highlighted at the top of the day’s missives. He settled at the desk, reached for the touchpad. Eadie, he thought.


She’d made it to Melbourne, taking the morning seaplane shuttle from Vanuatu to Sydney and then a domestic flight out of Kingston Smith to Tullamarine. Her description of the take-off – the colours, the spray, the sudden feeling of release as the little floatplane hopped into the air – occupied two paragraphs. The pilot’s father, she wrote, had once been a pupil of her dad’s and so he’d spoiled her with a twirl or two around the island before setting course for Oz. The sight of her family house from the air had been weird – so fucking small – and she’d found herself laughing at how close the beach had once seemed to the gate in the white picket fence that marked the front of the property. As a kid the walk to the ocean had been a big deal, a major expedition. Yet thirty years away had shrunk it to a mere spit. Was this what growing up did to a girl? Could a good lawyer make a case and get her fantasies back?


Faraday smiled at the traffic jam of questions. Eadie Sykes tore into life with a zest and an appetite that had always left him slightly awed. Professionally, he was sure that it had helped her no end when it came to putting other people’s stories onto film. She blew into their lives with the force of a gale and her very candour, her cheerful bluntness, always seemed to do the trick. Even Faraday himself had opened up, and here on the laptop was yet more proof that she could still reach out and touch him.


At the same time, when he was honest with himself, he knew that he didn’t really miss her. They’d had great moments together, probably still would, but every conversation – even at this distance – was proof that Eadie Sykes would always go her own way. She’d flown thirteen thousand miles to explore the landscapes of her youth. She’d be staying on the other side of the world until her money ran out. That might be a couple of months, might be longer. Whatever happened, she’d keep him posted.


Faraday scanned the rest of the email, then sat back in his chair, gazing out at the blackness of the harbour. The more he thought about it, the more he realised that twenty-six years in the job had changed him. For better or worse he was in the evidence business and deep down he’d finally admitted to himself that she didn’t need him. Not now. And very probably not ever.


He reached for the touchpad a moment, thought about tapping out a reply, then changed his mind and swivelled the chair away. He could see the shape of his upper body in the window, silhouetted against the oblong of light through the open door. His fingers found the thick growth of greying stubble on his chin and he wondered again whether it was really such a good idea to be growing a beard. Might this be some kind of defiant proclamation about his age? Or was it simply another way of curtaining himself off from a world to which he increasingly appeared to have only visiting rights?


He began to swivel the chair again, describing a slow, lazy half circle before stilling the motion with his foot. Something had been bothering him about Webster’s headless corpse, and he suddenly realised what it was.





Two


Saturday, 21 February 2004


Winter was halfway through a Good Housekeeping recipe for Chicken Supreme when his number began to blink on the waiting-room wall. He picked his way between the blank-faced grannies and the squalling kids, pausing to step over a family of stuffed animals on the carpet beside the door. Any more cuddly bears, he thought, and this place would start feeling like the PDSA.


Winter’s GP, Dr Jessop, looked younger than he probably was, a thin, alert, bespectacled northerner with the kind of complexion that went with ten-mile runs and sensible drinking. Over the last couple of months, much to his alarm, Winter had got to know him well.


‘How’s it going?’ Jessop was catching up with Winter’s notes. ‘Still getting the headaches?’


‘Yeah.’ Winter nodded.


‘Any better?’


‘Worse.’ Winter’s fingers tracked a path across the tops of his eyebrows. ‘Here to here. A couple of times last week I thought I was going blind.’


‘Blind?’ Jessop at last looked up. ‘What do we mean by blind?’


His use of the word ‘we’ irritated Winter intensely. It was bad enough explaining his troubles to someone half his age, worse when this eager young puppy treated him like a retard. He began to describe the last episode. He’d surfaced at seven with a pounding head, thrown up most of his breakfast within minutes, and spent most of a difficult morning trying to keep the rest down. Chasing teenage hooligans round the wastelands of Somerstown was challenging on a normal day. Trying to nail them through a rising curtain of brightly coloured bubbles was close to hallucinogenic.


He did his best to describe the sensation. Jessop looked blank.


‘Bubbles? I’m not with you.’


‘Round jobs. You look hard at something – the pavement, the road, whatever – and all you get are these bubbles. They’re everywhere. They float up. Ever watched a goldfish in a tank? That’s me.’


‘And pain, you say?’


‘Yeah. Above the eyes, behind the eyes, all over.’


‘Can we be more specific?’


‘I just was. I take the tablets. I don’t cane the Scotch any more. I’ve even eased up on the telly. But it just gets worse.’ He leaned forward in the chair. ‘There’s another thing, too. I’ve got a memory problem. I keep forgetting things, the simplest things. In my game that can be tricky, believe me. You think it might be early Alzheimer’s?’


‘How old are you?’ Jessop’s eyes returned to the notes.


‘Forty-five.’


‘Then I very much doubt it.’ Jessop uncapped a fountain pen and scribbled himself a note. Then he reached for the PC keyboard and began to scroll through a list of names. Just the effort of concentration was enough to trigger the familiar drumbeat behind Winter’s eyes but he did his best to keep track. Jessop double-clicked on a Mr Frazer. A new window appeared. Frazer was a neurological consultant.


‘You’ll have to join a queue, I’m afraid. How much notice do you need for an appointment?’


Winter thought of the logjam of jobs awaiting him back at the squad office. Lately, one or two of Cathy Lamb’s more ambitious operations had flushed out some of the city’s hard-core lunatics, especially in the drugs biz. Each of these stake-outs generated hours and hours of paperwork, and getting time off under this kind of pressure wouldn’t be easy, but the thought of what might lie beyond the bubbles was beginning to frighten him. Better to risk the wrath of his DI, he thought, than end up on the wrong end of a Labrador and a stick.


‘Couple of days,’ Winter grunted. ‘Just give me a bell.’


Back outside the surgery, armed with a new prescription, Winter popped the last of his painkillers and crossed the road to his Subaru. At half eleven he’d agreed to meet Suttle at the Bridewell. They needed an hour or so with each of the young slappers from last night’s bust, formal interviews that could normally wait until Monday, but one of them was off skiing on Sunday night and had volunteered to come in early. He’d told Suttle on the phone that there was no need for him to attend – neither girl would be facing charges – but Suttle wasn’t having it. After the bust at Camber Court he’d suddenly developed a powerful interest in Operation Plover. Copping out of the interviews, he’d insisted, just wasn’t an option.


Driving back into the city, Winter felt the tablets beginning to ease the pressure behind his eyes. The girl they’d be meeting this morning was the girl in the photos. Just the mention of her name – Maddox – had been enough to get the young detective out of bed, and Winter began to guess what colour shirt he’d be wearing by the time he made it down to the Bridewell. Suttle by name, he thought. Suttle by nature.


At the Bridewell Winter checked in with the Duty Sergeant and retired to one of the empty interview rooms with a cup of coffee. By the time Jimmy Suttle appeared, he was deep in the first of the statements they’d taken last night.


Singer, one of the city’s higher-profile solicitors, had been winding up the likes of Willard and Cathy Lamb for years. He specialised in representing the city’s more successful criminals and had made a small fortune from a series of cleverly argued acquittals. It was common knowledge that he cut every judicial corner in the book to return his clients to a life of crime and with his success had come a belief that he was somehow immune from the attentions of the detectives he openly mocked in – and out of – court. Last night, to Winter’s deep satisfaction, that immunity had come to an end – and what made Singer’s arrest even sweeter was the prospect of celebrating this trophy pull with Cathy Lamb.


Like most DIs she’d seen absolutely no sense in wasting precious time and effort in pursuit of the errant middle classes. These were people who had plenty of money and would never dream of house-breaking or thieving from vehicles to fund their recreational foibles. In that sense their drug use – though obviously illegal – was close to a victimless crime and at first she’d flatly refused to sanction Winter’s plans for the Old Portsmouth stake-out. Winter, though, had already acquired a client list from the Portsea girl who did Richardson’s cleaning, and mention of Singer’s name had won Cathy’s grudging approval of last night’s bust. News of the solicitor’s appearance before the Bridewell Custody Sergeant, to Winter’s certain knowledge, would be round the force in hours.


Not that Singer was going down without a fight. In last night’s interview he’d admitted the possession of a couple of wraps of cocaine but denied using sexual services offered by Richardson at Flat 10, Camber Court. The latter, he’d pointed out, was not indictable under the Sexual Offences Act and in any case the visit he’d paid to Old Portsmouth had been purely social. Steve Richardson was an old friend and – as it happened – a bloody good cook. They’d enjoyed a meal together, had a drink or two, then he’d pushed off home.


Asked to explain the cocaine, he said he’d bought it from a dealer whom he wasn’t prepared to name, but denied it was Richardson. Challenged with the credit card slip for eight hundred pounds retrieved from the stash Richardson kept on a hook in the kitchen, Singer said it was a personal debt. Richardson had bought a painting on his behalf and he was simply paying him back. As Suttle had pointed out last night, this fiction was strictly for the sake of his missus. A coke head in the marital bed she could probably deal with. Her husband blowing the housekeeping on some bint half her age, she probably couldn’t.


Suttle had settled himself across the table in the interview room. The shirt, to Winter’s amusement, was salmon pink.


‘What about the other guy. The one in bed with Maddox. Monster, wasn’t he?’


Winter could only agree. The punter’s name was Maurice Wishart. Last night he’d given a Port Solent address, a third-floor apartment with marina views, and said he headed up a rapidly expanding company in the defence business. Visibly irritated by what had happened to his evening, he’d consented to a personal search. When nothing had surfaced in the way of narcotics, he’d laughed in Winter’s face and then tossed him his car keys and told him to help himself.


His blue Jaguar had been parked in the courtyard below. Again, nothing. Back upstairs, Winter had found him on the sofa in the huge expanse of living room, locked into a lengthy call on his mobile. Winter had tried to bring the conversation to an end but Wishart had simply waved him away. He was talking to a client in San Diego. The rest of this pantomime could wait.


In the end it was Suttle who had presented Wishart with his bill for the evening, another credit card slip, again for eight hundred. Wishart had looked at it and shrugged.


‘So?’


‘We’re suggesting some of that money paid for cocaine.’


‘On the contrary. All of it goes to Maddox.’


‘So why pay Richardson, Mr Wishart?’


‘Because that’s the way I choose to do it. It’s very collegiate here. I pay Stephen. Stephen pays Maddox. We meet regularly. We enjoy ourselves. Stephen takes a modest sum for food and drink and Maddox gets the rest.’


‘Richardson is running a brothel, Mr Wishart. He’s living off immoral earnings. That’s an offence.’


‘Wrong. Stephen is an extraordinarily generous host. He introduced me to Maddox and for that I’m deeply grateful. If I choose to give Maddox money, that is entirely my prerogative. Unless, that is, there’s a law against screwing. Have we finished? Or must I phone my solicitor?’


Winter had dearly wanted to arrest Wishart, drive him down to the Bridewell and bang him up for the night, but both men knew he had no grounds. Wishart was right. Screwing Maddox and paying the going rate wasn’t an offence. Only a drugs charge, properly evidenced, could possibly stick.


Now Winter looked glumly at his watch. The girl Maddox was late. Across the table Suttle was toying with his coffee.


‘How many other blokes do we think she’s shagging?’


‘Half a dozen, at least.’


Winter had retrieved an appointments book from the Camber Court flat, the passing weeks littered with Richardson’s neat entries. The code had been elementary. M stood for Maddox, C for the other girl, Cécile. Punters had likewise been reduced to a single capital letter, but by matching the entries to the credit card slips Winter had quickly been able to confirm the information he’d acquired from the Portsea cleaner. These were well-known names from the Portsmouth social register: a Persian restaurateur, a successful young accountant, a local property developer, two Premiership footballers and a Southampton-based sports agent had fallen for Maddox’s charms, and none of them had paid less than eight hundred pounds. Working an average of three nights a week, Winter estimated she was turning over nearly ten grand a month.


Suttle was doing the sums.


‘That’s three hundred quid an hour. Give or take.’


‘Yeah? But can you imagine screwing a tosser like Wishart? There wouldn’t be a cheque big enough.’


Winter got to his feet. He needed to touch base with Cathy Lamb again and he wanted to do it in the privacy of the corridor. She’d been on first thing, before he’d set off for the surgery, and while she was delighted at Singer’s arrest she was demanding yet more scalps from Plover. In the year since Bazza Mackenzie’s effective retirement the local market for good-quality charlie had been wide open to every passing scrot and Cathy was determined to keep the supply chain well and truly disrupted. So where did Richardson source his goodies? And which doors should the squad be kicking in next?


In the corridor, on the point of phoning Cathy Lamb on his mobile, Winter spotted Maddox. She was standing beside the water cooler, chatting to one of the uniformed PCs. Catching sight of Winter, she gave him a smile. She was wearing a long suede coat, beautifully cut, and a pair of black leather ankle boots. Folds of blue and white were tucked around her neck and it took a moment or two for Winter to realise he was looking at a Pompey scarf.
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