



[image: ]







DEADLIGHT


Graham Hurley


[image: image]





Graham Hurley is an award-winning TV documentary maker who now writes full time. He lived in Portsmouth for 20 years. He is married and has grown up children. He now lives in Exmouth, Devon.


www.grahamhurley.co.uk





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’


Crimetime


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





By Graham Hurley



FEATURING DI JOE FARADAY


Turnstone
The Take
Angels Passing
Deadlight
Cut to Black
Blood and Honey
One Under
The Price of Darkness
No Lovelier Death
Beyond Reach


OTHER NOVELS


Rules of Engagement
Reaper
The Devil’s Breath
Thunder in the Blood
Sabbathman
The Perfect Soldier
Heaven’s Light
Nocturne
Permissible Limits





AN ORION EBOOK


First published in Great Britain in 2003 by Orion
This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books


Copyright © Graham Hurley 2003


The moral right of Graham Hurley to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978 1 4091 3350 6


This ebook produced by Jouve, France


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA


An Hachette UK Company


www.orionbooks.co.uk




Deadlight – Hinged metal flap which can be lowered and clamped over a scuttle in order to darken a ship.


Jackspeak – a Guide to British Naval Slang and Usage


– Rick Jolly





To
Jean and Charles Wylie
with love





Acknowledgements



My thanks to the following for their time and patience:


Jim Allaway, John Ashworth, Ralph Barber, Mark Davenport, Lee Dinnell, Roly Dumont, Alan Estcourt, Diana and Bob Franklin, Alastair Gregory, Barry Hornby, Bob Lamburne, Pete Langdown, Howard Lazenby, Steve McLinn, Clive Morgan, Mary and John Mortimer, Joe Morton, Laurie Mullen, John Roberts, Alfie Saye, Colin Smith, Ray Taylor, Mark Tinker, David Watts, Steve Watts, Tony West, Dave Wilson, Dave Wright and Charles Wylie.


Mark Higgitt’s fine book, Through Fire and Water, was an indispensable source of reference, and should be compulsory reading for anyone interested in naval aspects of the Falklands War. As ever, I owe an enormous debt to my editor, Simon Spanton, while Lin, my wife, was an unflagging source of comfort and inspiration throughout a long campaign.





Prelude



SAN CARLOS WATER, 21 MAY, 1982


All the training, all the waiting, all the unvoiced speculation: what it might feel like, how you might cope. And now, all too suddenly, this.


The first bomb fell aft. His face an inch from the mess deckplates, he could feel the ship lift, shudder, and then settle again. Helo deck, he thought. He’d been out there only hours ago, marshalling Lynx ops in the bright, cold winter sunshine. Now, in the neon-lit harshness of the Delta Two mess he raised his head a little, adjusting his anti-flash, trying to picture the scene above.


‘Second aircraft. Red two zero.’ The PWO’s voice on the main broadcast Tannoy.


The Argie Skyhawks normally came in pairs. Concentrating on a single ship was favourite because it narrowed the odds on a sinking. Nice one.


‘Brace! Brace! Brace!’


The ship heeled savagely as the Captain tried to throw the Argie pilot’s aim. Then came the fairground boom-boom-boom of the 20mm Oerliken and a sudden whoosh as a Seacat engaged. Even with target lock at three miles, Seacats were famously crap. Loosing one at six hundred metres, you’d give its little electronic brain a seizure. Even the PWO admitted it.


The sudden roar of the Skyhawk overhead ground his face into the deck. He shut his eyes and began to count, but he hadn’t got past one before the mess erupted around him. Thrown upwards by the blast, he had a moment of absolute clarity before the world closed in around him. Small things. The long-overdue bluey he’d started this morning, finished except for a couple of lines at the end. The bet he’d taken a couple of days back with the XO, the date they’d all be home again. And the boy Warren, adrift in the South Atlantic, so much gash.


Smoke, everywhere. And the roar of water blasting out of a ruptured main. Voices yelling, and the clang of metal on metal as men took a Samson bar to the heavy secured doors. All that, plus a licking flame from the yawning gap below.


For a second or two, pure instinct, he checked himself over. His ears were still ringing from the explosion and when his hand came down from his face it was sticky with blood, but he could get up, no problem, and his mind was clear enough to latch itself on to the emergency drills.


According to the book, he was to return to the flight deck to assess the situation. His instincts, though, told him that the ship was finished. Already she’d taken a heavy list. Port? Starboard? He couldn’t work it out but the smoke was getting thicker by the second, and judging by the thunder below the fire was spreading towards the Seacat magazine. Situation like this, any sailor with half a brain would be binning the Damage Control Manual and thinking about an orderly evacuation.


On his hands and knees, hunting for clean air, he began to move. Already the deckplates were uncomfortably hot and the upward blast of the fire below drove him to the edges of what remained of the Two Delta mess. Seconds earlier, he dimly remembered three other guys with him in this cramped little space. Where were they now?


He found one of them sprawled beside a yawning locker. Surrounded by packets of crisps, bits and pieces of civvy kit, plus assorted copies of Mayfair, the man was rigid with shock but still alive. He slapped his face hard, hauled him into a half crouch, and pushed him towards the jagged hole where the door had once been. A final shove took the man through.


‘Out!’ he shouted. ‘Get out!’


Back inside the mess, the smoke coiled into his lungs. It had a foul, greasy, chemical taste. He could feel his throat burning, his airways beginning to tighten. This is how you die, he thought. This is what the Fire School instructors at Matapan Road meant by suffocation.


He found the next body beside the fridge. Jones. Definitely. He tried for a pulse, spared a breath or two for mouth-to-mouth, all he could muster, then gave up. Taff was very dead.


Two down. One to go.


‘Anyone there?’ he yelled.


There was a movement in the half-darkness. Someone staggering uncertainly to his feet, shocked but still mobile. He moved towards the man, meaning to help him out, then stopped. Away to his left, beyond a gaping hole in the forward bulkhead, he could just make out the shape of another body.


He ducked low again, sucking in the last of the good air, picking his way through the debris. The casualty was face up. His anti-flash gloves were charred where he’d tried to protect himself, and one of his legs was bent out at a strange angle, but his eyes were open and he blinked in response to the upraised thumb. Yes, I’m still alive. And yes, for Christ’s sake get me out of here.


The body weighed a ton. Every time he tried to heave the deadweight towards the mess, towards the passageway and the ladder beyond, the man screamed in agony. Getting him through the tangle of debris would be a joke unless he could find another pair of hands.


The guy he’d glimpsed earlier was still in the mess. He could see his bulk, pressed back against the surviving partition. He had his hands out, trying desperately to follow the billowing smoke, up towards the chill sweetness of the open air.


‘Hey you!’ he managed. ‘Come here! Give us a hand!’


The man turned and stared at him. From the main broadcast, faint along the passageway, came a shouted order, repeated twice. The Captain’s voice. Abandon ship.


The figure beside the partition was on the move again, faster this time, lunging towards the passageway. Feeling a hand on his shoulder, he spun round. The eyes were wide, letter-boxed in the anti-flash hood.


‘There’s a guy back there. Give us a hand.’ It wasn’t a polite request. It was an order.


The man stared at him for a moment, then shaped to take a swing.


‘You’re fucking joking,’ he snarled. ‘Piss off, will you?’





One



TUESDAY, 4 JUNE, 2002, 07.00


It took a while for Faraday to make sense of the shape swimming up towards him in the fixing bath. A structure of some kind? Big? Small? He didn’t know.


J-J stood beside him, a tall, thin shadow in the tiny darkroom. Despite the pressures of the last three days, he’d been up with his camera before dawn, patrolling the crust of driftwood and debris as the tide fell, and the bitter-sweet saltiness of the harbourside still clung to him.


‘Recognise it now?’ One bony finger put the question, circling in the gloom.


Faraday rubbed his eyes and peered down as the greys slowly thickened and the ghostly smudge that overlooked the foreshore began to resolve. The big glass doors downstairs, ablaze with the first low rays of the sun; Faraday’s study above, still curtained; and a careless arrangement of clouds behind, framing the square, sturdy shape of the Bargemaster’s House. The boy must have taken the shot way out on the semi-sunken causeway that dried at low tide, a suspicion confirmed by his mudsplattered Reeboks. Faraday could think of better reasons for this seven a.m. summons but just now he couldn’t muster the energy to argue.


J-J reached for a pair of plastic tongs. He gave the fixer a stir, then pointed at another upstairs window on the emerging photo.


‘You.’ He pillowed his head on his hands, a faintly accusatory gesture. ‘Asleep.’


He lifted the dripping print from the fixing bath and held it up between them, a trophy from his morning’s work. Then he turned to one of the lines he’d strung across the cramped little space and pegged the Bargemaster’s House amongst the dozens of other prints already hanging in the half-darkness: old, weather-roughened faces; shy smiles; gnarled hands on brass wheels; and Faraday’s favourite: an armada of tiny ships, harshly backlit against the June sun, rolling in past the Round Tower, butting against a lumpy ebbing tide.


Faraday gazed at the photo a moment or two longer, aware of J-J’s eyes on his face. Then he raised an approving thumb.


‘Nice,’ he murmured.


Back in bed, enjoying the lie-in he’d been promising himself for weeks, Faraday let himself drift into sleep. The decision to give J-J his mother’s camera hadn’t been easy, but the pictures he’d managed to conjure from the battered Olympus they’d shared for years had been more than impressive and in the end the decision had made itself. Since then, months back, the photos had got better and better. His deaf son had discovered a new language through the viewfinder of Janna’s treasured Nikon, and the installation of the darkroom had given J-J’s black and white prints a hard-edged clarity that Faraday found both startling and eerie. These were images that bridged the years, echoes of another life. Just looking at them, he felt nineteen again.


It was gone eleven before his mobile rang. He recognised the voice at once.


‘Dave,’ he muttered wearily.


Dave Michaels was one of the two DSs on the Major Crimes team. Last thing yesterday, leaving the office, Faraday had made a point of mentioning his rostered rest day, keenly awaited for what felt like weeks. Already, he knew he shouldn’t have bothered.


‘We’ve got a body down in Southsea,’ Michaels was saying. ‘Uniform rang it in thirty minutes ago.’


‘What’s that got to do with me?’


‘Guvnor wants you down there. ASAP.’


‘Why can’t someone else take care of it?’


Faraday waited until Michaels’ soft chuckle began to subside. The last month or so, Portsmouth had become Murder City, the peace of the early summer disturbed by killing after killing. Most of it was rubbish, three-day events, domestic disputes turned into murder by booze or frustration, but every next body in the mortuary fridge triggered a mountain of paperwork as Faraday, above all, knew only too well. There were undoubted benefits to a divisional DI like himself winning a place on the Major Crimes team but a conversation like this wasn’t one of them.


For a moment he toyed with having the full ruck, if only to satisfy his own disappointment, but knew there was no point. The rules of homicide – who, where, when, why – took absolutely no account of the rest-day roster.


Michaels was telling him what little he’d gleaned from the uniformed inspector who’d passed on the first report from the attending PCs. Guy in his fifties dead in his Southsea flat. Body discovered by a mate sent round from work. Chummy was naked on the floor, stiff as a board, and someone had given the rest of the room a good seeing-to as well.


‘Where’s the flat?’


‘Niton Road. 7a.’


‘Witnesses? Neighbours? Anyone upstairs?’


‘Too early to say. Scenes of Crime are there already and they’ve sealed the premises. No response from the top flat.’


Faraday peered at the alarm clock beside the bed. 11.36. Given the timescale, events had moved extraordinarily fast. How come the referral to Major Crime had come so soon?


‘Willard’s decision.’ Michaels laughed again. ‘He can’t wait to get his hands on this one. He’s talking twenty DCs. He’s going to blitz it.’


‘Why?’


‘Bloke was a prison officer.’


Faraday found J-J bent over the toaster in the kitchen, still enveloped in the harsh, chemical tang of the developing fluids from the darkroom. In a flurry of sign, Faraday explained about the summons to work. Their planned trip to London would have to wait for another day.


J-J was less than happy.


‘When?’ he wanted to know.


Faraday spread his arms wide. The temptation was to gloss it, to pretend that this latest spasm of violence would be sorted in days, just another settling of domestic accounts, but something in the conversation with Dave Michaels told Faraday to expect a more complex challenge. Detective Superintendents with Willard’s experience seldom called out the cavalry in such numbers without due cause.


‘I can’t say,’ Faraday signed. ‘Could be next week. Could be next month.’


‘What about this woman we’re meeting?’ J-J’s hands shaped the question, then left it hanging in the air between them. He was seriously upset and Faraday knew it.


‘I’ll phone her. Sort something out.’


‘But she’s going back next week. You told me.’


‘I know. Maybe she can come down here.’


‘Really?’ A sudden smile brightened J-J’s face. At twenty-three, there was still something childlike about the way his mood could change in an instant. Thunder one moment, sunshine the next.


Faraday nodded at the toaster. Smoke was curling from the thick slice of granary that J-J had wedged inside. J-J ignored it.


‘When?’ he insisted. ‘When can she come?’


Faraday signed that he didn’t know. He’d arranged the afternoon’s meeting months back, after Janna’s parents in Seattle phoned with the news. London’s Hayward Gallery were planning to mount a major Ansel Adams exhibition, a centenary celebration of the American photographer’s finest work, and one of Janna’s long-ago college friends had been charged with liaising between the Hayward and the Adams family trust. J-J had inherited his mother’s passion for Adams’s landscapes, and the offer of a sneak preview – the best prints a month before the exhibition was due to open – was a dream windfall for a young novice photographer as eager and ambitious as J-J.


Faraday rescued the remains of the toast and scraped the worst of the damage into the bin. J-J was looking thoughtful.


‘I could go by myself,’ he signed at last. ‘Go up and meet her.’


‘Yeah?’ Faraday was checking his watch.


‘Of course. You can tell me where and when. And then you can phone her and explain you won’t be there.’


‘What if she doesn’t know sign?’


‘Doesn’t matter. We’re looking at photographs, aren’t we? No need for anything else.’


Still preoccupied with what awaited him in Niton Road, Faraday found himself staring at his deaf son. There were moments when J-J astonished him and this was one of them. The boy was right. The whole point of images as dramatic and artful as Ansel Adams’s was the way they transcended language. Who needed mere words when a photograph could say it all?


Faraday reached for the butter dish.


‘I’ll ring her in a moment.’ He tapped his watch. ‘And then I must go.’


*


Niton Road was one of a series of streets that webbed the eastern reaches of Southsea. The houses were terraced, but generous bay windows gave them a hint of gentility, and a dozen or so trees – recently planted – had so far escaped the attentions of Friday night drunks.


Faraday parked his Mondeo round the corner and showed his warrant card to the young PC guarding the blue tape that sealed the front gate of number seven. The line of vehicles at the kerb included Willard’s gleaming new BMW. Seconds later, Willard himself stepped into the sunshine, deep in conversation with the Crime Scene Manager, a youngish DS called Jimmy for whom – on the evidence of the last two murders – Faraday had a great deal of respect.


Faraday met them on the pavement. The CSM was sweating inside the hooded one-piece suit. There was evidently a problem with getting hold of the Home Office pathologist and Willard wanted to know why. The CSM stepped back towards the house, retrieved his mobile from the PC on the door and peeled off a glove to punch in a number. The pathologist lived in Dorset.


Willard turned to Faraday.


‘Took your time, Joe. Half day is it?’


Faraday ignored the dig. Willard, as Detective Superintendent in charge of the Major Crimes team, was banged up in his office most of the day, walled in by paperwork, budget-juggling and a traffic jam of meetings. One glance at his diary took Faraday straight back to his own managerial days on division, and it was rare for someone of Willard’s exalted rank to make a personal appearance at the sharp end. Yet more proof that dead prison officers got five-star service.


‘We’ve got a name, sir?’


‘Sean Coughlin. He’s a PO over at Gosport nick. Never turned up for his shift this morning. No phone call. No e-mail. Nothing. The supervisor sent someone round and here we are.’


‘He had a key?’


‘Didn’t need one. He banged on the door a couple of times and then found a window open at the front.’


Faraday followed Willard’s pointing finger. One of the small top windows in the downstairs bay had been open overnight. Reaching in, Coughlin’s colleague had managed to unfasten the bigger window beneath. The room was still curtained but the smell had been enough to warrant further investigation.


Faraday frowned. Even with the central heating on, it took at least twelve hours for decomposition to set in.


‘He’s been dead a while?’


Willard shook his head.


‘He was at work until five last night. The smell was vomit. Coughlin had puked all over the carpet. His mate thought he must be ill.’


The CSM snapped his mobile shut. The Home Office pathologist had finally responded to his pager and would be putting a call through to the morgue to book a slot for the post-mortem. Since last month, despite the rash of local murders, all post-mortems had been transferred to Southampton General, twenty miles to the west, where the facilities were judged to be better. The fact that this transfer also halved the pathologist’s journey time to the dissecting slab was – in Faraday’s judgement – no coincidence.


‘Today would be good,’ Willard grunted. ‘Where are we with the body?’


The CSM began to detail progress inside. The police surgeon had certified death and gone on to his next job. The photographer from Netley had burned through five rolls of 35mm film and was now committing the scene to video. Clear plastic bags had been secured around Coughlin’s feet, hands and head, and the corpse was about to be readied for transfer to the mortuary. The guys from the undertakers were waiting with their casket in a Transit down the street and the CSM planned the handover inside the shared hall. In the interests of good taste, the neighbours would be spared the sight of a sixteen-stone body bag.


Willard nodded, his eyes following a young WPC up the street, and Faraday realised what a difference a couple of years in charge at Kingston Crescent had made. With his sheer physical bulk, and absolute refusal to accept excuses, Willard had set new standards for the dozen or so men and women at the heart of the Major Crimes team. His insistence on painstaking detective work, allied to the incessant pressure of events, had put a couple of the weaker souls to the sword but over the last eighteen months Major Crimes had posted some famous victories.


Willard wasn’t the kind of man to wear success lightly. His taste in well-cut suits now extended to an expensive bespoke tailor in Winchester, and lately – after the attentions of a hairdresser called Roz in a Southsea salon – he’d begun to look positively sleek. Gossip amongst the first-floor suite of offices at Kingston Crescent suggested that there was more to this relationship than a ten-quid tip, but Faraday had yet to be convinced.


Willard took him by the arm and stepped back on to the pavement, pausing beside the BMW for a kerbside conference. Time was moving on. He wanted Faraday back at Kingston Crescent to keep the lid on the pot as the inquiry team gathered. He’d been on to Operational Support at HQ for a couple of dozen DCs to kick-start the investigation. With luck, they’d manage twenty. House-to-house enquiries would be number one, Personal Description Forms for every address, and it would be down to Faraday to fix the parameters. He’d told the Prison Liaison Officer – a DS on division – that he wanted an interview team into Coughlin’s nick and he’d just put in a personal call to the governor to smooth the way. Bloke was a hundred per cent on-side, no-nonsense guy, old school. He’d promised to make arrangements for a secure office and would provide a list of Coughlin’s work colleagues. Back at Kingston Crescent, they were already firing up HOLMES but there was a problem with the indexers. One of them was on leave. The other was in bed with a migraine. Willard wanted it sorted, priority.


‘OK?’


Faraday didn’t bother to hide his smile. HOLMES was the major inquiry cross-referencing system, a powerful piece of computer software with a huge appetite for data. It swallowed every shred of emerging evidence, filing it away for the moment when a pattern began to emerge. It was fed by the inputting indexers, civilian operators shackled to their keyboards, and migraine had become one of their milder occupational hazards. PDFs, along with House Occupants Forms and the House-to-House Enquiry Questionnaire, ran to five dense pages of hand-scribbled information. No wonder the indexers were tempted to stay in bed in the morning.


‘You want me to go round with an aspirin?’


Willard, scenting a joke, changed the subject. Staffing on this one was going to be tricky. The force had two other Major Crime teams and both were working flat out. The Receiver, Statement Reader and Action Allocator – key HOLMES players – were local decisions that made themselves. Ditto the officers who would handle Exhibits and Disclosure. But Willard never settled for less than the pick of the force-wide talent and he didn’t want some knobber turning up as FLO. The Family Liaison Officer mopped up the puddles of grief that every murder left in its wake. A good FLO, winning the trust of immediate family and friends, could also be a priceless intelligence source.


Willard mentioned a couple of names. No way would he give either of them house room. He also wanted a squad briefing, six p.m.


‘OK?’


Faraday nodded. Conversations with Willard seldom made allowances for small talk but this morning’s exchange was especially blunt. Reviewing his mental checklist – miracles to be worked over the next hour or so – Faraday began to wonder what lay behind this opening barrage.


‘You’re SIO?’


‘Of course.’


‘And me?’


‘Deputy.’ Willard had produced his car keys. ‘I’m off on a course tomorrow. Wyboston Lakes. Kidnap and extortion.’ Bending to the car door, he glanced back at Faraday. ‘Be OK on your own, will you?’


The question was a joke, and Faraday knew it. Wyboston Lakes was up in Bedfordshire, a Centrex training facility specialising in senior command courses, but no way would Willard let a hundred miles come between himself and a job as high profile as this one. Senior Investigating Officers sat on top of every inquiry, responsible for keeping the investigation on track, and having Willard across the corridor at Kingston Crescent was pressure enough. Reporting to him on the phone ten times a day would be a nightmare.


‘How long are you away, sir?’


‘Five days.’ For the first time, a ghost of a smile. ‘Unless you fuck it up.’


Willard gone, Faraday stood on the pavement for a moment, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face. He’d been on Major Crimes for four brief months but already he’d realised how each successive job banged you up in a world of your own.


The need for focus and concentration was intense. Dedicated inquiry teams and six-figure budgets were a luxury beyond the reach of journeyman DIs on division, but the sheer weight of responsibility on Major Crimes was immense. Real life – shopping, cooking, even a snatched half day out on the marshes looking at his precious birds – became a memory. Enquire about the day of the week, and you wouldn’t have a clue. But ask about alibi parameters, or forensic submissions, or arrest strategies, or the current state of the overtime budget, and you’d be word perfect, the undisputed king of a virtual world of the murderer’s making.


With luck, and ceaseless attention to detail, you’d get a result. And even if you didn’t, there still remained a kind of awe at the sheer reach and power of the system. On good days, it did your bidding. On bad days, it could crucify you.


‘Sir?’


It was the photographer from Netley. He’d emerged from the house with a bagful of gear.


‘You’re through?’


‘Yep.’ He pulled back the hood on his one-piece suit and mopped his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘Christ knows what the bloke had to eat last night. It stinks in there.’


Faraday was looking down at the bag. As Deputy SIO it was his right to inspect the room where Coughlin had died, but no detective in his right mind would hazard precious forensic evidence until the CSM declared his work done. More and more often, court convictions turned on a tiny particle of DNA recovered from the scene of crime.


‘What kind of state was he in?’


‘I’ve seen worse. He certainly got a kicking. Here and here especially.’ The photographer touched his upper body and groin. ‘But you’re not talking loads of blood.’


‘Face?’


‘Couple of bruises. Swelling. Nothing more.’


‘Weapon?’


‘Nothing obvious. As far as the body’s concerned, I’d wait until the PM. Maybe the bloke choked to death. There’s a bucketful of spew on the carpet.’


‘No question about the injuries, though?’


‘None. The room’s a mess, too. Here.’ The photographer bent to the bag and pulled out the video camera. Rewinding the tape, he shielded the tiny screen with his hand until he found the spot he wanted. Then he handed the camera to Faraday.


‘Hit play.’


Faraday did his best to make sense of the image but the bright sunlight washed away the detail. Crouched in the back of the photographer’s Fiesta van, he tried again.


‘Starts with the body. Are you seeing the body? Big bloke?’


‘Got him.’


Coughlin was lying on his side on the carpet, his knees drawn up towards his chest, his hands knotted protectively across his groin. He was a big, flabby man, a couple of stones overweight, and there were curls of black body hair across the spread of his belly. The bruising to his rib cage purpled the white flesh and there were more bruises around his thighs and buttocks. A day’s growth of beard darkened his lower face and a thin dribble of vomit had caked across his swollen chin. His eyes were open, gazing sightlessly across the soiled carpet. Even in life, he wouldn’t have been a handsome man.


The camera offered a couple of extra angles on the body, revealing a serpent tattoo on his left arm. Then came a slow pan around the living room. Faraday wedged himself more tightly against the wheel arch. The photographer was right. The room had been wrecked: chairs overturned, pictures smashed, a bookcase emptied, the tiny hearth full of debris from the mantelpiece above. The shot finally settled on half a dozen magazines, spread in a semi-circle around Coughlin’s feet. The images were explicit, stuff you wouldn’t buy in W. H. Smith’s.


The photographer was squatting beside Faraday.


‘Porn,’ he said. ‘Stuff’s everywhere. He had the computer on, too. One of those premium sites. All-night wrist shandy.’


‘And it’s still on?’


The photographer nodded and Faraday made a mental note to talk to the CSM. The specialist Computer Crime guys at Netley would have to come out and make the disconnection. No way should Scenes of Crime touch the machine.


‘Was there more of this stuff?’ Faraday had paused the camera on the porn mags.


‘Yeah. Whole pile down by the desk the computer’s on. Bloke must have wanked for England.’


‘And these’ . . . Faraday pointed at the spread of magazines on the screen . . . ‘you think someone did that little arrangement?’


‘Must have.’


Faraday tried to imagine the sequence of events that might have led to this carefully mounted little scene.


‘We’re talking a flat here? Self-contained?’


‘Yep. Two bedrooms. Kitchen. Bathroom. Usual shit conversion.’


‘Any damage?’


‘None the guys could see.’


‘What about upstairs? Who lives there?’


‘Dunno.’


‘Shared front door?’


‘So I’m told.’


‘What about entry? Any sign of damage?’


‘Not that anyone mentioned. I’d have photographed it otherwise.’


Faraday nodded, releasing the pause button and watching the tiny screen again. The shot began on a magazine cover. Then the sight of two women licking a huge erection receded as Coughlin’s body wobbled into view. The camera steadied on the sprawl of dead, white flesh, and for the second time that morning Faraday realised the power of a single image, a moment frozen in time, a man’s last gasp celebrated in this sordid tableau.


In the closeness of the tiny van, the photographer began to chuckle.


‘Those premium sites charge one pound fifty a minute.’ He indicated the body on the screen. ‘Bloke’s better off dead. Would have cost him a fortune otherwise.’


An hour later, at Kingston Crescent police station, Faraday took the stairs to Hartigan’s third-floor office. Recently promoted to Chief Superintendent, Hartigan was now in overall charge of the Portsmouth BCU. Basic Command Units came in all shapes and sizes, but Pompey was one of the biggest building blocks in the force-wide command structure. Heading the forces of law and order was, as Hartigan so often reminded visitors, the dream job. Not just top uniform in the county’s most challenging city, but a real chance to make a difference.


‘Joe . . .’


Without getting to his feet, Hartigan waved Faraday into a chair. Physically, Hartigan was small and obsessively neat, as precise and fussy in his dress sense as he was on paper. Once, in an unguarded moment in the bar, his management assistant let slip that Mrs Hartigan even ironed the great man’s socks.


‘Prison officer? Am I right?’


‘Yes, sir. Name of Coughlin.’


‘Niton Road?’


‘Yes.’


‘7a?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Next of kin?’


‘We’re still checking.’


Faraday did his best to rein back his rising irritation. He’d watched Hartigan play this game for longer than he cared to remember. It had to do with knowledge and power, and it sent a message that precious little escaped the Chief Superintendent.


‘So . . . this Impact Assessment . . .’ Hartigan was frowning. ‘The beatman tells me it’s normally pretty quiet around Niton Road. Unfortunate really, under the circumstances. No?’


Faraday added what little he could. The first of the seconded DCs, half a dozen guys from the local divisional CID strength, had already joined the investigation and four of them were working the house-to-house enquiries, toting their clipboards the length of Niton Road. So far, according to the DS in charge of Outside Enquiries, they’d turned nothing up, no surprise at this time of day.


‘Most people are out at work,’ Faraday pointed out. ‘Won’t be back until this evening.’


‘Women as well? Mums?’


‘Yes, by and large.’


‘Typical. Time was when mums stayed at home for their kids.’


‘But their kids are at school.’


‘Not the toddlers, Joe. That’s the age that counts.’


Faraday settled back. Soon enough, they’d come to the meat of the Impact Assessment – the precautionary exploration of ways in which they might keep the inquiry as low profile and non-intrusive as possible. Few householders fancied living in a street blackened by murder. Even fewer relished the prospect of a round-the-clock, high-profile CID operation. Hartigan would doubtless have his views on this, plus a list of neatly pencilled must-action priorities, but for now he was off on another tack.


‘Volume crime can be a challenge,’ he mused. ‘I’m not suggesting you’re missing it for one second, not in this new job of yours, but it’s true, you know.’


‘What’s true, sir?’


‘The minor key. The small print. That’s where we win or lose the battle in this city. Murder? Rape?’ He fluttered a dismissive hand. ‘That’s where the resources go, and maybe that’s the way it should be. But tell me this. We have a bunch of kids in Somerstown, tearing around from corner shop to corner shop. They operate mob-handed. They’re completely upfront. They go through a shop like a bunch of locusts and nick anything they can get their hands on: money, goods, alcohol, even shop fittings. They’re out beyond the law, out beyond society, and they couldn’t care a monkey’s. Terrifying, eh Joe? So what are Major Crimes proposing to do about that?’


‘Nothing. Unless they kill someone.’


‘But occasionally they do, Joe, they do. As well you know.’


Faraday ducked his head, trying to work out whether Hartigan had just paid him a compliment. A year back, still on division as DI at Highland Road, Faraday had cracked a case that ended up making national headlines. A fourteen-year-old who’d thrown herself off a Somerstown tower block. And an even younger kid – ten, for God’s sake – happy to burn a house down and kill a man to revenge a separate death. The day after the boy had been found guilty, the Guardian had caught the mood with its page three feature analysis. ‘Fallen’, the headline had read.


‘About Niton Road . . .’ Faraday began. Hartigan ignored him.


‘The kids should be at school, Joe. They should be motivated, keen. They should be committed. Instead of which we’re chasing them around Somerstown at God knows what expense. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t resent the resource implications. That’s what we’re here for. But where does it lead? Where is it taking us as a society? Any ideas, Joe?’


For a moment, Faraday was tempted to believe that this was a prelude to a serious debate, that Hartigan really was keen to follow through on the events of last year, but then the little figure behind the desk gave himself away, mentioning a speech he was due to make to the Government Office for the South-East up in Guildford, and at once Faraday realised that this little outburst of civic concern was simply a rehearsal. Real life goes on, Hartigan was saying. While you guys hog the money.


Ten minutes later, after agreeing that Major Crimes should tread as carefully as possible in Niton Road, Hartigan brought the conversation to an end. Only at the door did Faraday voice his misgivings.


‘You’re sure that’s enough?’ he queried. ‘Assessment-wise?’


Hartigan, back behind the desk, glanced sharply up.


‘It’s all about absent mothers, Joe.’ He shook his head. ‘Kids go off the rails. I’m surprised you can’t see that.’





Two



TUESDAY, 4 JUNE, 2002, 17.30


When the bent figure in the stained polyester dress tottered back with yet more refreshments, even DC Paul Winter couldn’t manage it. He and DC Dawn Ellis had been sitting in Doris Ackerman’s tiny bay window since lunchtime. A fourth pot of Shopper’s Choice teabags, and his kidneys would explode.


‘No thanks, love.’ Winter eased her gently back towards the open door. ‘Nice thought, though.’


Ellis looked around the stuffy little sitting room. The furniture had seen better days and there was a powerful smell of cats. A copy of last month’s News lay folded on the dresser and a limp-looking plant on the mantelpiece badly needed watering. The framed black and white snap beside it showed a much younger Doris arm in arm with a sailor.


Denied a perch in the corner store itself by the nervous Bangladeshi shopkeeper, Winter had phoned Mrs Ackerman first thing from the CID office at Southsea’s Highland Road police station. Mrs Ackerman remembered nothing of her previous encounter with DC Paul Winter, but was happy to confirm that her house was right across from Mr Patel’s corner shop. She often went over for biscuits and cat food. Saved her legs the trip down Elm Grove to the Co-op.


Ellis, as amazed as ever by the sheer depth of Winter’s contacts book, had been curious about this woman’s willingness to convert her front room into a CID observation point. In an area as rough and unforgiving as the Somerstown estate, any association with the Filth was a guaranteed brick through the window. So how come she was putting out like this?


Winter, predictably tight-lipped, had shrugged the question aside and only when they’d turned up on her doorstep did Ellis realise that the old lady thought they were from Southern Electric. Quite why a power company should have been interested in mounting surveillance on the Patel store was anybody’s guess, but Doris Ackerman was charmed by Winter’s smile and happily let them get on with it.


There were, of course, strict regulations about the use of private premises for covert operations. The standard risk assessment called for prior consultation and a sheaf of double-signature forms, but Winter had seldom let procedure stand between himself and the prospect of a modest result. If Hartigan wanted a bunch of scrotey kids off the plot, and if Cathy Lamb thought a stake-out might do the trick, then so be it. With the clock ticking on, and the wastelands of Somerstown a virtual no-go area, then the time had very definitely come for a spot of creative policing.


Personally, Ellis had thought using the cross of St George to camouflage the camera a crap idea. Winter had spotted the big, grubby England flag in a Fawcett Road junk shop, arguing the price down to fifty pence, and back in the car Dawn couldn’t believe he really meant to use it, but the moment they’d turned into the Somerstown estate she’d had to give him the benefit of the doubt. These same flags were everywhere, hanging over balconies, draped in front windows, knotted to the rusting bodywork of builders’ pick-ups, part of the city-wide carnival that would doubtless carry Sven’s boys into the World Cup final.


In three days’ time, England were playing Argentina. The entire country was readying itself for an epic encounter but here in Pompey – the city which had despatched the Falklands Task Force – the game already reeked of expended cordite and hand-to-hand combat. Several gallons of lager and a goal or two were bound to kick off the usual mayhem, a source of some anticipatory excitement for the younger uniformed lads who enjoyed – in the parlance – a spot of robust policing.


Winter was morose. The afternoon had come and gone and the expected excitements had failed to kick off. At the morning briefing, Cathy Lamb had put her money on a blag just after lunch. That way, the kids could be ready at school gates across the area, flogging nicked gear to other kids en route home. Accordingly, the corner shop had been rigged with discreetly mounted hi-res video cameras, and the till had been stuffed with marked notes. Only an outbreak of lawful behaviour could keep the likes of Winter, Ellis and the uniformed lads on the pursuit bikes out of the medals.


For the umpteenth time, Winter phoned one of the DCs in the back-up unmarked Fiesta on his mobile. He’d long ago given up on the police net because these days the kids were way ahead in the comms war and routinely used scanners. He knew this because they, too, were nicked and regularly turned up on the shoplifting reports.


The conversation was brief. Winter pocketed his mobile.


‘And?’ Ellis shot him a look.


‘Bored stiff. Plus they’ve been clocked again.’


‘Tell him to move.’


‘They’re going to.’ Winter glanced across at her. ‘You want some really bad news?’


‘About what?’


‘That dead screw in Niton Road.’


Ellis nodded, saying nothing. The Coughlin murder in Niton Road had been common knowledge since mid-morning and there wasn’t a Pompey DC who wasn’t praying for secondment to Major Crimes. The suspicion that none of them – not Winter, not Ellis, not either of the guys in the Fiesta – had made it on to the squad was galling, to say the least. In overtime alone, a decent murder would pay for a couple of weeks in the Caribbean.


‘Well?’ Ellis said at last.


‘Bev Yates, for starters.’


Dawn absorbed the news. At forty-five, Bev Yates was a veteran DC. His glory days as centre forward on the CID team were long gone and three decades of heavy-duty partying had taken their toll. Nonetheless, with his sleepy eyes and slow smile, he knew he was still a looker and had a recently acquired young wife to prove it.


‘They’ve just had another baby,’ Winter murmured. ‘Did you know that?’


‘Everyone knows it.’ Dawn was studying her fingernails. ‘What a waste.’


‘The baby?’


‘Bev. He was discussing the price of Pampers the other day. Can you imagine that? Bev Yates? Sex god? Into Pampers?’


Winter chuckled softly. He’d set up the Minolta from Technical Services on a tripod a pace or two back from the window. The telephoto lens offered a close-up of the Patel shop doorway through a carefully torn rent in the flag and he leaned forward yet again to check the viewfinder. Two Bangladeshi women standing in the sunshine yakking about God knows what. Absolutely no sign of impending trouble.


‘They must do these secondments on purpose.’ Ellis yawned. ‘They know Bev’s really up for the World Cup.’


‘He’d be at work anyway, times they’re showing these games.’


‘Not at half past seven in the morning he wouldn’t. And the later games he’d sort somehow or other. You know what he’s like when it’s something he really wants.’


Winter grunted, saying nothing. Even older than Yates, he had a legendary mistrust of team spirit, chiefly because he’d never seen the point of it. Winter was the detective who belonged in a museum, a bulky, balding, streetwise DC who made his best moves in a suede car coat and a haze of after-shave. He’d always hunted alone and the fact that he was still around was a tribute to his predatory skills. According to the likes of Hartigan, successful detection relied on good intelligence, disciplined teamwork and the scrupulous gathering of evidence. Winter, with his unrivalled city-wide sources, agreed about the intelligence but viewed the rest as bollocks.


Dawn Ellis, who’d learned a great deal from Winter, rather liked him. Looks like hers could be a handicap in a culture as macho as CID, and the fact that she was a born-again veggie didn’t help. Why a slim, bright, attractive twenty-eight-year-old was wasting herself in the gloom of a Portchester semi was a source of perpetual mystery in the CID room but only Winter, she suspected, knew the truth. That she was lonely, as well as increasingly nervous.


Earlier in the afternoon, she’d mentioned calls she’d been getting, two o’clock in the morning calls, the kind of weirdo calls where the line stays open and all you can hear is breathing at the other end. They’d been happening a lot recently, two or three times a week, and they were beginning to spook her. Winter hadn’t said very much, just the obvious, who might they be, but when she’d shaken her head and said she hadn’t a clue, he’d made a little joke about the length of the list and left it at that.


Now, though, he wanted to know more.


‘There isn’t any more.’


‘Doesn’t he ever say anything?’


‘I don’t even know if it’s a bloke.’


‘Something you’re not telling me?’


‘Not at all. I’m not saying it’s a woman. I’m just saying I don’t know. And that’s the point really. Two o’clock in the morning, stuff like this starts to get to you.’


Glued to the viewfinder again, Winter changed the subject.


‘Tell me about Andy Corbett.’


‘What makes you think I know anything about Andy Corbett?’


‘Because you’re supposed to be shagging him.’


‘Who said?’


‘You’re not shagging him?’


‘We’ve been for a couple of drinks. He’s a nice bloke, breath of fresh air. That’s not shagging, Paul. That’s conversation.’


Winter eased away from the tripod, rubbing the back of his neck.


‘Met, wasn’t he?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Rides a big bike? Ponces around in black leather?’


‘What is this?’


‘Just curious. He’s another one who’s copped for the Coughlin job.’ He smiled at her. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t know that already.’


The squad briefing for the Major Crimes team was delayed half an hour until 18.30. The incident room lay at the end of Major Crimes’ secured first-floor suite of offices at Kingston Crescent. There was space in here for the dozen or so desks that serviced the voracious demands of the HOLMES system, with a perch or two at the edges for all the other specialist officers who would be ducking in and out of the incident room. Other offices down the corridor already housed the Intelligence Cell and the forensic team, and a management assistant was organising more accommodation in a larger room at the far end. By now, the inquiry had acquired an official codename: Operation Merriott.


Deep in conversation with Dave Michaels, Faraday didn’t notice Willard’s arrival in the incident room. Michaels was the DS acting as Receiver, the all-important pair of eyes that scanned all incoming reports from DCs out there in the field. It was Michaels who would serve as the inquiry’s radar, highlighting the first shadowy indications of an emerging pattern.


On a nod from Willard, Faraday called the room to order. Most of the squad had now gathered, DCs from CID offices county-wide, bunched together on any handy surface, curious to know where this inquiry might lead. Only a couple of HOLMES-trained indexers Faraday had managed to poach from Basingstoke had yet to appear.


Willard wasted little time. The victim was a white male, fifty-three years old, unmarried, name of Sean Arthur Coughlin. He worked as a prison officer in Gosport nick and lived alone in a ground floor flat at 7a Niton Road. The flat upstairs was empty and neither set of neighbours on either side had reported any disturbance the previous evening. One of them, an eighty-seven-year-old, was deaf. The other, a young professional couple, had gone to bed early. No joy there.


An anticipatory ripple of approval ran round the room. Already, these men and women sensed an inquiry with legs.


Willard stilled the murmuring voices with a glance. Cause of death appeared to be assault, with or without some kind of weapon, but the post-mortem had barely started and the preliminary results wouldn’t be through until later. The Scenes of Crime team would be knocking off around eight and the premises would be secured for the night. In view of the fact that the house was empty upstairs and down, the SOC boys would be taking their time over the forensic search. Jerry Proctor, the SOC coordinator, was guesstimating a minimum three days for the job.


Proctor himself was in the incident room, a large, bearded, bear-like man who had begun to remind Faraday of an Afrikaans farmer. Passionate about sailing, his big face was tanned and wind-roughened, and his deep-set eyes had the kind of thousand-yard stare tailor-made for hot, dusty days on the veldt. Willard’s news about the protracted forensic search drew a curt nod of agreement. When Willard asked him whether he had anything to add, he shook his head.


‘Just the shoeprint,’ he said. ‘And the porn.’


Prompted by Willard, Proctor filled in the details. Early afternoon, completing their visual search back and front of the premises, one of the SOC team had found a perfect footprint in a flower bed softened by last night’s rain. The footprint, directly underneath Coughlin’s bedroom window, had been photographed, and a plaster cast had also been made. Early indications suggested a size ten moulded sole, very probably a jogging shoe of some kind.


Willard stirred.


‘Wouldn’t be Coughlin himself?’


‘No, sir. Wrong shoe size.’


Proctor glanced down at his notes, then added a word or two about the magazines on the floor and Coughlin’s affection for the rougher end of the porn sites. Late afternoon, a DS from the Computer Crime Unit had driven over from Netley and removed Coughlin’s Hewlett Packard for detailed analysis. A phone check with the Eastleigh company who managed the porn site had established that Coughlin – or someone using his computer – had logged on at seventeen minutes past midnight. Given the fact that the site remained live for sixteen hours, Coughlin had run up a bill of nearly fifteen hundred pounds.


The laughter this time was louder. For fifteen hundred quid, a porn site owed you something truly special.


Willard took the briefing back to Coughlin. He’d put a two-man interview team into Gosport prison. They’d spent the afternoon talking to Coughlin’s colleagues and an interesting story was beginning to emerge. Willard glanced towards Dave Michaels.


‘Yeah.’ Michaels took his time. ‘Seems the guy was an arsehole. Bev?’


Bev Yates had been one of the interview team. He’d just returned from Gosport and briefly he paraphrased the findings from half a dozen interviews. POs on the same wing as Coughlin were naturally wary of speaking out of turn, but the agreed consensus on the dead man was clear enough. The bloke was a loner, no friends, no drinking buddies, and precious little small talk. On shift, he kept himself to himself, never overtly aggressive, nothing like that, but not the kind of bloke you’d want to pass the time of day with. Nothing seemed to excite him. Not football. Not women. Not DIY. Not even car boot sales. Ask Coughlin the time and you were lucky to get a reply. Ask him for a loan of his Sun and he’d tell you to buy your own copy.


‘Why does that make him an arsehole?’


Yates looked up from his notes. Willard’s was a fair question.


‘It doesn’t, sir. But one of the blokes I talked to took it a bit further. This guy’s off on a transfer to another nick next week so maybe he doesn’t mind having a pop.’


‘What did he say?’


‘He said that Coughlin had a terrible reputation amongst the prisoners.’


‘What for?’


‘Bullying.’


‘And nothing got reported?’


‘Apparently not. He seems to have chosen his targets. He knew the weaker ones would keep their mouths shut and he’d take it out on them. But he’d try it on with others too, nothing physical, but little games, wind-ups, you know the way it is inside.’


‘You checked this out with the governor?’


‘He was away this afternoon.’


Willard nodded, scribbling himself a note, aware of a stir of movement amongst the DCs blocking the open doorway to the corridor. Then the bodies parted and a tall figure in a well-cut suit slipped in. He was young, mid-twenties, with neatly cropped hair, steady eyes and the kind of all-over leanness that suggested regular work-outs. Spot him in a magazine, and you’d have said footballer or dotcom entrepreneur. Either way, he wasn’t averse to attention.


He nodded at Willard and apologised for the late entrance. Flat London vowels, and a voice pitched slightly higher than you’d expect. Willard, who clearly hadn’t a clue who he was, demanded a name.


‘DC Corbett, sir. Working with DC Yates.’


‘We’ve been going twenty minutes, Corbett. Where the fuck were you?’


‘On the phone, sir. To the nick.’


‘That’s not an answer. That’s an excuse. On this squad, briefings mean just that. You drop what you’re doing and turn up. End of story. You understand that?’


‘Yes, sir. I apologise.’


Faraday was watching Bev Yates. It had been Faraday’s decision to pair them up and send them into Gosport prison, and just now Bev seemed as curious as everyone else to find out what kind of phone conversation could possibly have kept Corbett out of the squad briefing.


‘Well?’ Willard, too, wanted to know.


Corbett had found himself the corner of a desk by the window. Silhouetted against the light, it was difficult to read his expression. As he produced a pocketbook from an inside pocket and began to flick through, Faraday had the feeling that he was watching some kind of performance. The self-possession, the sheer nerve, was too measured to be spontaneous.


‘His name’s Ainsley Davidson, sir,’ he said at last. ‘I’ve been going through the list of recently released prisoners, and he’s the one who definitely fits the bill.’


‘What bill?’


‘The job, sir. Coughlin . . .’


For the first time, an edge of uncertainty crept into Corbett’s voice. He’d just produced a rabbit from the hat. Where was the applause?


‘And?’


‘Davidson was one of the guys who’d been getting a hard time from Coughlin. There’s a lot of stuff about his conviction. Basically, he never held his hands up to being guilty and Coughlin wound him up. It’s a long story. I’m not sure this is the time and place . . .’ He tailed off, folding the pocketbook and returning it to his jacket.


It was Dave Michaels who broke the ensuing silence. As Receiver, he took first bite at all incoming information.


‘You’re going to let me have that?’


‘Of course, skip.’


‘See me afterwards, yeah?’


The briefing broke up within minutes, stalling on the hard shoulder after a blow-out in the fast lane. Corbett’s showboating would doubtless earn him closed-door bollockings from both Willard and Michaels, but the fact remained that Coughlin’s prison was an obvious place to find a prime suspect. Whether or not Ainsley Davidson was the name to put in the frame was anybody’s guess but for the time being it was Willard’s priority to establish a time-line for Coughlin’s final hours. He wanted to know where the guy had been, who he’d met, who might have clocked him. A receipt retrieved from the premises already indicated a fifty-pound withdrawal from an ATM at 18.46 on Monday evening, and Coughlin appeared to have spent most of it by the time he met his death. Pubs were an obvious place to start. The city’s web of CCTV cameras was another. Willard added the usual health warnings – explore every option, keep an open mind, work like bastards, and always but always think court – while afterwards it fell to Faraday to take care of the routine bits of housekeeping.


Only at the end, amongst the closing rustle of papers, did Willard add a final footnote to the briefing. He was off tomorrow on a five-day course up at Centrex. The course had been booked for the best part of a year and he was buggered if he was going to miss out on it. Naturally, he’d be available on the end of a mobile, but he was lodging the Policy Book with DI Faraday, and he had every confidence that the DSIO would drive the investigation forward. With luck, Merriott would be sorted by the time he got back. Otherwise, they’d doubtless get to know each other a great deal better.


He glanced across at Faraday.


‘OK, Joe?’


A couple of miles away at Highland Road police station, Cathy Lamb was doing her best to make sense of the quarterly overtime allocations when Winter appeared at her open door.


Promotion to DI on division had earned Lamb a first-floor office of her own, accommodation entirely in keeping with the rest of the building. The police station had once been the headquarters of the pre-war bus company, an organisation keen to establish a certain architectural tone, and the oak panelling and lead-light window above Cathy’s ample desk had survived acquisition of the premises by Hampshire Constabulary. Indeed, with its heavy oak staircase and imposing boardroom, Highland Road had become one of the county’s showpiece stations, living proof that state-of-the-art policing could march hand-in-hand with delicate and painstaking conservation.


Winter wanted to talk about the Somerstown kids.


‘We’re never going to sort them this way.’ He settled into the armchair Cathy kept for important visitors. ‘We’re wasting our time.’


In her heart Lamb felt the same, but the last thing you did with Winter was agree with him.


‘You found yourself an OP, then?’


‘Couldn’t have been better placed. But they never showed, did they?’


Lamb, irritated by the ease with which Winter had put her on the back foot, refused to take the bait. Analysis by one of the field DCs in the Crime Incident Management Unit had indicated a definite pattern to the shop blags. Tuesdays and Thursdays, early afternoon, were favourite. Last month or so, you could practically set your watch by them, just one of the reasons Asian shopkeepers were threatening to take things into their own hands. The latter threat, all too credible, had sent Hartigan scurrying for cover. Racial incidents figured importantly in the Home Office performance tables and Asian heavies laying into local white kids could spark all kinds of trouble. The last thing the newly promoted Chief Supt wanted on his precious CV was any kind of race riot.


‘You don’t get lucky every time,’ Lamb insisted. ‘You know that.’


‘So we do it again? And again? Just tuck ourselves up and wait? How much budget are we talking here?’ Winter’s derisive gesture took in the spreadsheet on the desktop PC. ‘You’re telling me there’s money to burn?’


Lamb fought the urge to turn the computer off. Lately, she’d noticed a change in Winter. For a while, after he’d lost his wife, he’d beaten a tactical retreat, spending far too much time trying to maintain Joannie’s precious garden, but the Bradley Finch job had rekindled the old spirit, revived the old trademark deviousness, and lately he’d taken to playing the elder statesman. With five years to serve, the guarantee of a decent pension and absolutely no prospect of promotion, he could afford to offer a suggestion or two. Like now.


‘Suppose you let me talk to a couple of people . . .’ he began.


Lamb shook her head.


‘Suppose we ask ourselves about this afternoon. Just whose house was this?’


‘The OP? A woman called Doris Ackerman. Used to be married to an ex-stoker before he fell under a bus. Nice as you like.’


‘And you took her through the paperwork?’


‘Of course.’


‘So she knew what you were up to?’


‘She knew we were in her front room with a camera.’


‘Pointing at Patel’s?’


‘Of course.’


‘So who did she phone?’


‘No one.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because the phone was in the hall and I pulled the jack out.’


‘Mobile?’


‘She wouldn’t know the meaning of the word. She’s eighty-seven.’


Cathy gazed at him for a moment. It didn’t really matter whether it was true or not about the phone. The only point of pursuing the argument any further was to test Winter’s footwork. Could he still match you move for move? Anticipate the traps? Box you in with his case-hardened experience and cheerful contempt for procedure? The answer, she knew, was yes. Banging on about Doris Ackerman would get them nowhere.


‘So what’s the big idea?’


She waited for Winter’s slow smile. It didn’t happen. Perhaps, she thought, he’s started taking recently-promoted female DIs seriously.


‘There’s a guy I know runs charlie and smack for Bazza Mackenzie. He’s not near the top of the food chain. He’s not even halfway up. But he shifts a lot of gear and he’s extremely pissed off.’


Lamb reached for a notepad. Bazza Mackenzie had the local Class A drugs market by the throat. Put in a call for cocaine, or heroin, and it was ninety-five per cent certain you’d be buying from him. Not directly. Nothing as silly as that. But the cash you swopped for doing your head in would, one way or another, almost certainly end up in one of Bazza’s many bank accounts.


‘Go on.’


‘I’m due a meet with this guy. He’s talking next week but he can be ever so flexible if he tries.’


‘You thinking earlier?’


‘I’m thinking tonight.’


‘And?’


‘We have a chat.’


‘But why? What’s he got to do with kids wrecking corner shops?’


‘I dunno but there’s a name he keeps using, crops up all over. This kid’s fifteen, Cath. And Tuesday lunchtimes, I bet he doesn’t go to school.’


Bev Yates and Andy Corbett sat in Faraday’s office in the Major Crimes suite. After a punishing fifteen-minute wrangle with Willard, who was less than happy about having his briefing hijacked by some upstart DC, Faraday was in no mood for more showboating. He wanted to know the real strength on Ainsley Davidson. Not hearsay. Not speculation. Strictly the facts.


‘Sure, sir.’


Corbett laid it out, date perfect, pausing at every bend in the road in case Faraday couldn’t keep up. Bev Yates, a mere spectator, couldn’t believe his ears. Maybe this was what they taught you in the Met. Maybe this kind of arrogance came with the turf.


Corbett had just spent another fifteen minutes on the phone.


‘Number one, Davidson’s a known South London criminal. As a kid, he did a couple of spells in YOIs for robbery, street crime mainly, wallets, handbags, stuff like that. Later he took to TWOCing. According to the screw I’ve been talking to, he was happy to admit it. Loved motors, loved everything about them, couldn’t keep his hands off anything with wheels. He’d steal for the fun of it, for the drive afterwards. Then he got himself in deeper shit.’


‘Like what?’


‘GBH with intent. By this time, he’s twenty-one. His local manor’s Balham. He’s running around with some serious criminals. Then he makes his big mistake. He nicks an Astra. That’s uncontested. He admitted it in court. White M reg from a car park in Wandsworth. Couple of days later, Balham High Road, that same Astra knocks over a woman pushing a pram across the road. The Astra doesn’t stop and the woman dies later in hospital.’


‘That was down to Davidson?’


‘You got it. The car is recovered the following week. Davidson’s prints are all over it, he’s got a dodgy alibi, plus a witness to the incident IDs him on a parade.’


‘So he admitted the GBH?’


‘No way. Not then. Not in court. And not afterwards. A hundred per cent not guilty, m’lord.’


‘What about the prints?’


‘Obviously his. He admits he nicked the Astra in the first place but he insists he never touched the car that day. Never knocked the woman down. Never killed her. Not just innocent, but bitter and extremely twisted.’


‘And he went down?’


‘Sweet as you like. Trial lasted less than a fortnight.’ Corbett paused, glancing sideways at Yates. ‘Seven years, six of them in Gosport. Most of the time on Coughlin’s wing.’


‘And?’


‘The screw’s saying it was party-time for Coughlin. Guy had a ball. Nothing physical. Apparently Davidson’s a tough little bugger. But everything else, every little wind-up you can imagine, access to lawyers, access to computers, stamps for his little envelopes, lots of conversations about food outside the cell when Davidson went on hunger strike, whatever he could dream up to make life a misery. Davidson never stopped trying to prove his innocence. Coughlin did his best to make sure he never could.’


‘How come this screw’s so forthcoming?’


‘Because he hated Coughlin. Like they all did.’


‘Hate’s a big word.’ Faraday reached for a pencil. ‘Bev?’


Yates stirred. His face was pouched with exhaustion.


‘He wasn’t flavour of the month,’ Yates agreed. ‘I’m not sure about hate, though.’


Faraday nodded, then pushed his chair back from the desk and stared out of the window. Beyond a thousand rooftops, the swell of Portsdown Hill. Finally he turned back to Corbett.


‘And your suggestion is?’


There was a longish silence, then Corbett cleared his throat. He sounded pleased with himself, the voice of a man who’d just spared the rest of the squad a great deal of work.


‘Davidson was released a couple of weeks ago.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe he had a debt to settle.’


Two hours later, nearly dark, Faraday was still at his desk. He’d been long enough with Major Crimes to know that the first two days were the most important, not simply because the majority of cases were solved within forty-eight hours but because of the sheer volume of work that went into bump-starting the investigative machine. Lately, he’d taken to keeping a checklist of must-do reminders in his wallet – everything from elimination strategies and lab submission protocols to poster circulation and funding codes – because rule one on homicide investigations was brutally clear: a single missed detail, a single slip on the rock-face, and you were looking at disaster.


Faraday knew of SIOs and their deputies who’d let their concentration wander in the early stages of an inquiry only to realise – months later in court – that they’d surrendered the verdict to the defence team with the body still warm. Pressure like that, he supposed, was the charm of the job. Major inquiries put you to the ultimate investigative test, chucking up lead after lead, thousands of words on hundreds of forms, daring you to flag a pathway forward, daring you to eliminate a line of enquiry that just might – despite every indication to the contrary – be productive.


What to make of Andy Corbett’s little hunch? In truth, Faraday didn’t know. The DC was new to Portsmouth. A couple of months on the CID strength at Kingston Crescent hardly qualified him for in-depth local knowledge, yet that wasn’t the point. What they were dealing with here, what they always dealt with, were the fathomless mysteries of human interaction. What made one man take against another? What turned impatience, or irritation, or anger into hatred? And what kind of special demons possessed a man to batter someone else to death?


On the face of it, Ainsley Davidson was a strong lead and Faraday would be crazy not to pursue it. Prison was a pressure cooker and if Davidson’s belief in his innocence was genuine, then he’d have been putty in the hands of someone like Coughlin. There were individuals on this earth – mainly men – who got their kicks from situations they could control. Prison was an obvious example. Marriage, oddly enough, was another. Bang someone up, make them deeply unhappy, and your pleasures were there for the taking.


But was that sufficient motivation to justify murder? Would you really spend seven miserable years in a six by ten cell and then risk the same nightmare all over again? Faraday rather doubted it, but knew that his own instincts were irrelevant. He’d come across men who’d killed on far less provocation than this. Indeed, the longer he did the job the more mundane the act of murder became. In books and movies, homicide still attracted an aura, an unsettling glamour, an apartness that spoke of something deeply special. In real life, it wasn’t like that at all. You lost your rag. You pulled the trigger or raised a fist or reached for the kitchen knife. And that – all too finally – was that.


The Policy Book lay on his desk. This held the record of every decision the SIO made, hour after hour, as the inquiry developed. In days and maybe months to come it would be invaluable as a retrospective source, charting and justifying every tiny investigative shift, and bosses like Willard understood its value. In complex inquiries it was impossible not to make mistakes but this painstaking process of adding a rationale for every decision provided a comforting degree of protection. The Policy Book was the body armour that lay between the SIO and the small army of career assassins who lay in wait down the investigative road. Take care of the Policy Book, and the Policy Book would take care of you.
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THE PRICE OF DARKNESS






