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‘[His] Portsmouth-based series gets better with each book . . . Hurley handles the two stories skilfully, with a particularly good murder mystery and, as always, vividly realised characters’
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‘One of the most able proponents of the crime novel . . . Questions of loyalty and betrayal are handled with quite as much skill as the standard crime novel apparatus of violence and suspense’

Good Book Guide

 



‘Dark, gritty, engrossing and totally believable’
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‘With his customary flair for authenticity, Hurley plunges Winter and Faraday into thoughtful study of broken friendships and betrayals, wrapped up in a satisfyingly complex mystery story’
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When we are not sure, we are alive.

Graham Greene




Prelude

MONDAY, 4 SEPTEMBER 2006. CAMBADOS, SPAIN

 



Uncomfortable in the heat, Winter followed the funeral cortège as it wound up the path towards the cemetery. From here, high on the rocky hillside, he could sense what had drawn the dead man to Cambados. Not simply the lure of Colombian cocaine, delivered wholesale across the Atlantic. Not just the prospect of ever-swelling profits as he helped the laughing powder towards the exploding UK marketplace. But the chance to settle somewhere remote, somewhere real, to make a life for himself amongst these tough, nut-brown Galician peasants.

The cortège came to a halt while the priest fumbled with the gate of the cemetery and Winter paused, glad to catch his breath. The view was sensational. Immediately below, a tumble of houses crowding towards the waterfront. Further out, beyond the estuary, the aching blueness of the open sea.

Last night, after an emotional tour of his brother’s favourite bars, Bazza had ended up locked in an embrace with Mark’s girlfriend’s mother. Her name was Teresa. She was a plump, handsome woman who walked with the aid of a stick and, as far as Winter understood, the funeral arrangements had been entirely her doing.

The priest had accepted her assurances that Mark had been a practising Catholic. The friends he’d made had secured a plot in the cemetery. God had doubtless had a hand in the jet ski accident, and Mark’s death doubtless served some greater purpose, but the only thing she understood just now was that her daughter’s life would never be the same. Bebe had been only months away from  becoming Mark’s wife. There would have been children, lots of children. God gives, and God takes away, she’d muttered, burying her face in a fold of Bazza’s linen jacket.

The mourners began to shuffle upward again, and Winter caught a whiff of something sweet, carried on the wind. Beside him, still hungover, was a lifelong friend of Bazza’s, a survivor from the glory days of the eighties. The last time Winter had seen him was in court, a couple of years back. He’d been up on a supply charge, coupled with accusations of GBH, and had walked free after a key witness had changed his mind about giving evidence. Last night, by barely ten, he’d been legless.

‘What’s that, mush?’ He had his nose in the air.

‘Incense.’ Winter paused again, mopping his face. ‘Gets rid of bad smells.’

 



Late evening, the same day, Winter was drinking alone at an empty table outside a bar on the waterfront. The bar belonged to Teresa. According to Bazza, she’d won it as part of a divorce settlement from her husband, an ex-pro footballer, and for old times’ sake it was still called the Bar El Portero, the keeper’s bar. Winter had been here a lot over the last couple of days, enjoying the swirl of fishermen and high-season tourists, conscious of the black-draped photos of Mark amongst the gallery of faces from the goalie’s past.

Tonight, though, was different. Bazza and his entourage had disappeared to a restaurant, and to be honest Winter was glad of an hour or two on his own.

The first he knew about company was a hand on his shoulder, the lightest touch. He looked up to find a tall, slim Latino helping himself to the other chair. He was older than he looked. He had the hands of a man in his forties, and there were threads of grey in his plaited hair. The white T-shirt carried a faded image of Jimi Hendrix.

‘You’re a cop,’ he said.

‘Yeah?’

‘Sí.’

‘Who says?’

‘Me. I know cops. I know cops all my life. You tell me it’s not true?’

‘I’m telling you nothing. Except it’s none of your fucking business.’

There was a long silence. The Latino produced a mobile and checked for messages. Then he returned the mobile to his jeans pocket, tipped his head back against the chair, and stared up into the night sky.

‘We’re wasting time, you and me, Señor Winter. I know who you are. I know where you come from. I know . . .’ He shrugged, leaving the sentence unfinished.

Winter leaned forward, irritated, pushing his glass to one side.

‘So why bother checking? Why all this drama?’

‘Because we need to talk.’

‘About what?’

‘About you.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Sí . . . you want to tell me what you’re doing here? In Cambados?’

‘Not especially.’

‘You’re a friend of Señor Mackenzie.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And you’ve come over because of his brother.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Because you and Señor Mackenzie are . . .’ he frowned, ‘. . . friends.’

‘Spot on, son. Bazza and me go back a while. And it happens you’re right. I am a cop. Or was. I’m also a mate of Bazza’s. A family friend. Here to support the lad. Here to help. Here to do my bit.’

‘But cops never stop being cops. And that could be a problem.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Sí.’ His gaze had settled on Winter’s face. ‘I have a question for you, Mr Winter. It’s a very simple question. As it happens, I know about your friends, about Señor Mackenzie, and I know about you. This man is a cop, I tell them. It’s all over his face, the way he talks, the way he moves, his eyes, who he watches, how he watches, everything. Sure, they tell me. The man’s a cop. And a good cop. A good cop turned bad. But clever. Useful. Me? I tell them they’re crazy. Loco. And wrong, too. Why? Because like I say cops never stop being cops. Never. Nunca. Not here, in Spain. Not in my country. Not in yours. Nunca. Whatever they say. Nunca.’

‘And the question?’

‘Tell me why you’re really here.’

‘You’d never believe me.’

‘I might.’

‘OK. And if you don’t?’

‘It will be bad, very bad. For you. And maybe for us, also.’

‘How bad is very bad?’

‘The worst.’ He smiled. ‘Lo peor.’


Winter took his time digesting the news. Bazza had pointed out this man twice in the last couple of days. His name was Riquelme, though everyone seemed to called him Rikki. He was Colombian. He was said to hold court in a four-star hotel along the coast. Not a gram of cocaine came into Cambados without his say-so.

Rikki was still waiting for an answer to his question. Winter swallowed a mouthful of lukewarm lager and glanced at his watch. Conversations like this he didn’t need.

‘I’m fifty in a year or two . . .’ he looked up ‘. . . and you know the present I’ve always promised myself? Retirement. No more fannying around. No more working my arse off for people trying to stitch me up. No more chasing brain-dead junkies around. But you know something about my line of work? It doesn’t pay. Not  the kind of money I’m going to need. So what do I do? I look for someone who might take me seriously for once. And for someone who might understand what I’m really worth. Happens I’ve found that someone. And that someone, just now, needs a bit of support. Comprende?’

Winter waited for some kind of response. The Colombian studied him for a moment or two, then produced a thin cheroot.

‘Bullshit,’ he said softly.




One

TUESDAY, 5 SEPTEMBER 2006. PORTSMOUTH, ENGLAND

 



There are no post-mortem clues for last impressions. Was this body on the slab really asleep when it happened? Was he dreaming? Or did some faint scrape jolt him into wakefulness? Did he half-discern a strange shape - mysterious, uninvited, inexplicable - beside the bedroom door? Did he hear the lightest of breaths? A footfall on the carpet? Was he aware of a looming shadow in the darkness? And maybe the soft rustle of clothing as an arm was slowly raised beside the bed?

Faraday, watching the pathologist lift the glistening brain from the cuplike remnants of the shattered skull, could only wonder. Soon, he thought, they’ll be developing a test for all this, some kind of clever biochemical method for reproducing a man’s last thoughts imprinted before the neurones shut down for ever. The process would doubtless be both lengthy and expensive but days later investigators would find themselves looking at a multicoloured printout, admissible in court, a digital snapshot of this man’s final seconds of life. What had gone on inside his brain. What he’d seen. What he’d felt. The green line for apprehension. The red for disbelief. The black one, the thickest, for terror.

Looking up, the pathologist caught Faraday’s eye. Earlier, before peeling back the face, he’d indicated the powder burns on the pale skin of the man’s forehead. Now he pointed out the pulpy blancmange of the frontal tissue, pinked with blood and tiny fragments of bone, where the bullet had tumbled into the deep brain, destroying everything in its path.

‘Single shot,’ he murmured, reaching for the scalpel, ‘Unusual, eh?’

It was. Driving back to the Major Crimes suite at Kingston Crescent, Faraday pondered the investigative consequences of the pathologist’s remark. The post-mortem he’d just attended was a coda to the day’s events, a painstaking dismemberment of flesh, bone and connective tissue that normally yielded a modest helping of clues. Killings were usually ill-planned, spontaneous explosions of violence, sparked by rage or alcohol, or a simple desire to get even, and that kind of retribution left a telltale spoor of all-too-familiar wounds. In this case, though, it had been evident from the start that the Major Crime Team were dealing with something very different.

A single bullet at point-blank range was the mark of a professional hit, a calling card rarely left at Pompey scenes of crime. The news had found its way to the duty D/C at Major Crimes at 07.56. An agency cleaner, failing to raise the tenant at a leased house in Port Solent, had let herself in. In the master bedroom lay the body of the man she knew as Mr Mallinder. At first she’d assumed he’d overslept. Only when she saw the blood on the sheet beneath his head did she take a proper look at his face. She’d never seen an entry wound before and the statement she’d volunteered that afternoon had recorded the faintest disappointment. So small. So neat. So different to what you might have expected.

Faraday had driven up from the Bargemaster’s House, pushing north against the incoming rush-hour traffic, summoned by the Duty D/S at Kingston Crescent. Port Solent was a marina development tucked into the topmost corner of Portsmouth Harbour. No. 97 Bryher Island was an end unit in a tightly packed close of executive houses, and uniforms had taped off the scene within minutes of their arrival. By the time Faraday added his ageing Mondeo to the line of cars in the central parking bay, an investigator from Scenes of Crime was already  sorting out a pile of silver boxes from the back of his van.

‘Beautiful job.’ He nodded towards the open front door. ‘Nice to have a bit of quality for once.’

 



Back at Kingston Crescent, early evening by now, the car park was beginning to empty. Faraday slotted his Mondeo into a bay beside the rear entrance and spent a moment or two leafing through the post-mortem notes he’d left on the passenger seat. Amongst them was a reminder to phone home and tell Gabrielle that their planned expedition to the Farlington bird reserve would have to wait.

He peered out through the open window. After another glorious September day, it was still warm, the air thick with midges. Shame, he thought. There would have been swallows everywhere, a manic scribble of scimitar wings overhead, and later a chance for Gabrielle to pit her camera skills against a classic Pompey sunset.

He took the stairs two at a time, with a steely resolution that lasted until the first landing. A minute or so later, still out of breath, he put his head round the door of the office that housed the Intelligence Cell. D/C Jimmy Suttle occupied one of the three desks.

‘So what’ve you got for me?’

Suttle abandoned a packet of crisps, wiped his fingers on the chair, and reached for his notepad. Still on light duties after a serious run-in with a Southsea drug dealer, the young D/C had surprised even himself with his talent for coaxing some kind of picture from a multitude of databases and carefully placed phone calls.

‘You want the story so far?’

‘Yeah.’

‘The guy was a property developer. Jonathan Daniel Mallinder. The firm’s called Benskin, Mallinder. His oppo’s name is Stephen Benskin. They work out of a suite of offices in Croydon. The stuff they do is residential  mostly, town-centre developments, mainly in the south. I talked to the FIU and belled a couple of contacts they gave me. Seems that the blokes themselves, Benskin and Mallinder, are a bit of a legend in the business. Came from nowhere but put together some really shrewd deals. Class operators. Staked out some territory of their own. Real respect.’

Faraday nodded. The Financial Investigation Unit was an obvious port of call in a case like this.

‘You’ve talked to Benskin?’

‘Yeah, this morning. I assumed the news would have got through but it turned out it hadn’t. The bloke couldn’t believe it. He was sitting in Heathrow waiting for a flight to Barcelona. He’ll come back after the meeting and says he’ll be down here first thing tomorrow.’

Suttle glanced up, his finger anchored in the pencilled scribble on his notepad. According to Benskin, Mallinder had been shuttling down to Portsmouth for a while in a bid to sort out a major project. Lately, he’d been staying over for nights on end. Hence the three-month lease on the house in Port Solent.

‘Project?’

‘The Tipner site. You know when you come in on the motorway? The greyhound stadium? The scrapyard? All that? The land’s zoned for development. It’s complicated as hell but it seems that our Mr Mallinder had become a player. There was nothing signed and sealed but it seems that he was keen to have the whole lot off the people who own it. Benskin says that Mallinder was looking for a result before Christmas.’

Faraday sank into the chair across the desk. Tipner was a muddle of terraced houses, light industrial sites and acres of scrapyard littered with the bones of dismembered military kit. The spur motorway straddled the scrapyard and on the harbour side, for years, incoming motorists had enjoyed a fine view of a rusting submarine alongside the tiny quay. The sight had often brought a  smile to Faraday’s face. It buttonholed you. It made no apologies for the mess. It was chaotic, deeply martial and spoke of the perpetual struggle to make money out of half-forgotten wars. As an introduction to the rest of the city, it couldn’t have been more perfect.

‘What are they going to do with the site?’

‘Develop it. There’s some kind of plan already. Basically, we’re talking offices, a bit of retail, plus a load of apartments. That’s where the real money is. Secured parking, poncy kitchen, balcony you can sit out on, nice view of Portchester Castle, three hundred grand a shot, easy.’ Suttle glanced up. ‘That’s according to an estate agent mate of mine. Put in a couple of hundred units and you’re looking at serious money. No wonder Mallinder was up for it.’

‘What else have you got on him?’

‘Married, Wimbledon address, two kids, both school age.’

‘Anyone been in contact with the wife yet? Apart from the local uniforms?’

‘Me, boss. She’s coming down tomorrow with Benskin first thing. Jessie’s going to find somewhere up near Port Solent for her to use as a base. The scene won’t be released for a while yet.’

‘Jessie’s FLO?’

‘Yeah.’

Jessie Williams was a long-serving D/C, new to Major Crimes, with a smile that could warm an entire room. As Family Liaison Officer, she’d be doing her best to buffer Mallinder’s widow from the pressures of the coming days.

Faraday sat back in the chair, turning his gaze towards the window. Try as he might, he couldn’t rid his mind of the sight of Mallinder’s brain, lying in a big stainless steel bowl, swimming in a thin broth of pinkish fluids. How many enemies might a man like this have acquired? Who had he upset?

‘Form?’

‘Nothing to get excited about. Got himself involved with a traffic stop a couple of months back. Some kind of dodgy manoeuvre on the A3 running north towards Petersfield. The woollies let him off with a caution.’

‘But nothing on PNC?’

‘Zilch.’

‘Shame.’

The Police National Computer listed all known offenders. A conviction for fraud or money laundering would have been nice, thought Faraday. In these situations you were always looking for short cuts, the first hint of debts unsettled, just a single tiny straw poking out through the toppling haystack of a man’s life.

‘Timeline?’

‘He came down from London yesterday morning. His wife said he left after breakfast. His diary had a couple of meetings in the afternoon, one with a council bloke, the other with a planning consultant. That last meeting went on a bit and they had a drink afterwards.’

‘Where?’

‘Gunwharf.’ Suttle named a pub, the Customs House. ‘The guy he was with says Mallinder was on good form. In fact this guy would have stayed for a meal with him but he had to get home.’

‘So Mallinder ate alone? At the Customs House?’

‘As far as we know, though the girl at the food bar couldn’t put a face to the cheque and card slip. His next-door neighbour in Port Solent says he was back at the house around half nine. It all seems to fit.’

‘And was he alone then?’

‘No idea. She just heard the car pull in.’

‘Did she say anything else? Anything . . .’ Faraday frowned ‘. . . about regular visitors, for instance?’

‘Yeah. Seems Mallinder had a girlfriend.’

‘Description?’

‘Asian girl. Medium height. On the young side. Nicely  dressed. Called by three or four times that the woman knew about, mostly around ten. Stayed an hour or so, then left.’ Suttle was grinning. ‘Not rocket science, is it?’

‘A tom?’

‘Has to be. The guy’s married. He has kids, a career, a reputation, all that bollocks. Plus he’s probably minted. A proper relationship, a girlfriend, she’s liable to have stayed the night. No . . .’ He shook his head. ‘A tenner says Mallinder was buying it. Makes every kind of sense.’

‘She came by car?’

‘On foot, according to the neighbour. Need we enquire further?’

Faraday nodded. Suttle was probably right. Currently Port Solent supported two escort agencies, both catering for the higher end of the market. For someone in Mallinder’s position, company was a phone call away.

‘We’ve actioned it?’

‘Tomorrow, first thing. We didn’t get to the neighbour until close of play. She works at IBM. Gets home at five thirty. The description’s pretty detailed. Piece of piss, boss. Should be.’

‘Excellent. What have we got in the way of seizures?’

‘Just a laptop and a digital camera. Plus Mallinder’s briefcase. There’s an address book in the briefcase and some paperwork, but according to Benskin most of the real stuff will be on the laptop. Bloke came over from Netley to sort it out.’

Faraday nodded. In evidential terms, PCs and laptops needed careful handling. The process was time-consuming and the Hi-Tech Unit was overwhelmed with jobs. The last time he’d checked, there was a three-month wait for hard-disk analysis.

‘We may need to fast-track it,’ he said. ‘Is there anything else?’

Suttle shook his head, then bent to his notepad to make  sure. Faraday was on his feet, tidying his own notes, when there came a knock at the door. It opened to reveal a woman in her early thirties. She was wearing jeans and a pair of battered Reeboks. A rumpled off-white linen jacket hung loosely over a bleached pink T-shirt and the tan suggested a recent vacation. She was looking at Faraday. Lightly freckled face. A hint of caution in the green eyes.

‘D/C Suttle?’

Faraday shook his head, nodded at the figure behind the desk. Suttle clearly hadn’t a clue who this woman was.

‘D/I Hamilton.’ She smiled. ‘Gina. We talked on the phone.’

‘Yeah, of course we did.’ Suttle pushed his chair back and shook the outstretched hand. ‘Shit, I’m sorry. This is D/I Faraday.’

Faraday, too, recognised the name. Gina Hamilton was a Devon and Cornwall Detective Inspector attached to the Major Crime Incident Team at Exeter. A long-term drugs inquiry had brought her to Portsmouth, though Faraday was vague about the details. A phone call from HQ earlier in the week had asked him to sort out a D/C to give Hamilton whatever assistance she required, and Jimmy Suttle - still largely office-bound - had been the first name in the frame.

Suttle was indicating the spare chair across the desk. In a couple of minutes he’d be through for the day. She could use the phone, read the paper, whatever. Then, if she fancied it, he’d take her to the bar upstairs for a drink. Hamilton was watching him, amused.

‘A phone would be good,’ she said.

 



Detective Superintendent Martin Barrie headed the Pompey Major Crime Team. He was thin to the point of near-invisibility, chain-smoked whenever the opportunity offered itself, and had never bothered to scrub the flat  Essex vowels from the throaty whisper that passed for his voice. In the early days, barely a year ago, a couple of the younger detectives on the MCT had found it difficult to take him seriously as a boss - no obvious presence, none of the bullish leadership qualities of their former leader - a mistake Barrie hadn’t allowed them to repeat. One was now back in uniform, teaching road safety awareness to class after class of stroppy Pompey kids. The other had binned the job completely.

Now, finding Faraday at his door, Barrie nodded at an empty chair. As Senior Investigating Officer, he was in formal charge of the Mallinder inquiry but a year under Barrie’s command on other jobs had taught Faraday to expect the lightest of touches on the investigative tiller. If you’d won this man’s trust, then he gave you plenty of leeway. Better still, if you got into trouble, there was no one better to watch your back. And for Faraday, as Deputy SIO, that was no small comfort.

‘The PM?’ Barrie ripped a page from his notepad and reached for a pencil.

‘Exactly as we assumed, sir. Single bullet, point-blank range. According to the cleaner, Mallinder slept with two pillows. Both were missing, so we’re assuming the bullet got no further than the bottom one. Remove it from the scene, and we’re left with nothing.’

‘How about the shell case?’

‘Same MO. The pathologist recovered tiny shreds of fabric from the entry wound. That tells me the killer had the gun in a cloth bag of some kind to contain the expended case. This is a guy heading for sainthood. The anti-litter people would love him.’

‘Any other keyholders? Apart from Mallinder and the cleaner?’

‘Only the agency. We’re checking on keys.’

‘OK.’

Barrie was scribbling himself a note. Faraday watched the bony, yellowing fingers racing across the notepad. At  length the Detective Superintendent looked up. Less than an hour earlier, he’d chaired the first Operation Billhook  squad meet. The size of the investigative team - twenty-three and counting - was testimony to the importance he attached to an early result. People like Mallinder were Pompey’s guarantee of a decent future. The fact that somebody had killed him did little for the city’s reputation.

‘So forensically, we’re nowhere,’ Barrie muttered. ‘No bullet, no shell case, no reports of a gunshot from neighbours. Scenes of Crime have found entry damage around the front door but nothing we can positively ID. We’ve got prints everywhere but I’m betting most of them are Mallinder’s or the cleaner’s or this bloody girlfriend of his. Is the pathologist sticking with three to four in the morning?’

‘Yes. I think he’d like a bit of wriggle room either side but basically . . . yes.’

‘Terrific. So here’s a guy turns up in the middle of the night. No one sees him arrive, no one hears him at work, no one has a clue how or when he goes. He wears gloves, he uses an automatic and presumably a silencer, and he leaves sod all behind. He isn’t pissed, he isn’t forgetful, in fact he’s Mr Tidy. These people don’t exist in Portsmouth . . .’ he shot Faraday a bleak smile ‘. . . do they?’

‘Prima facie, sir, you’d say not.’

‘Fine. So where next?’

‘We need to take a good look at his laptop. It’s over at Netley at the moment but we ought to fast-track it. Do you want me to talk to Wowser?’

Wowser Productions was a Southsea consultancy security-cleared to analyse seized computer equipment. They normally turned jobs round within a working week but charged the earth.

‘I’ll give them a ring.’ Barrie was wincing. ‘What else?’

The two men quickly ran through the tick-list of  actions generated by a major incident like this. Checks on CCTV footage were already under way, with two D/Cs trawling through videotapes at the Civic Centre control room. Suttle was pressing the force Telephone Intelligence Department for billings on Mallinder’s mobile and landlines, and had drawn up an application for a Production Order to access the dead man’s bank accounts. The D/S in charge of Outside Enquiries had detailed two D/Cs to locate and interview Mallinder’s lady friend, and Barrie seemed confident that further actions would follow.

Within days Billhook should be a great deal wiser about the small print of Mallinder’s private life, but in the meantime Barrie could do little but steadily extend the reach of the house-to-house teams in the hope that someone in Port Solent might have noticed a tiny blip in the steady pulse of marina life. A strange car. A new face. Maybe even a visiting boat that no one had seen before. Anything, in short, that might flag a pathway forward.

Faraday mentioned Benskin, Mallinder’s partner. Barrie nodded.

‘He’s down tomorrow, first thing. According to Suttle, he’s cleared his diary. You need to talk to him, Joe, find out what the firm’s been into. These developer guys are canny, keep their cards well hidden, but a class job like this might concentrate the man’s mind. Unless . . .’ he frowned ‘. . . he knows more than we think.’

Faraday nodded. Barrie had a point. Business partnerships could be as volatile as a marriage. According to Suttle, Mallinder and Benskin had come from nowhere, piling deal on deal, taking established developers by surprise. The closer the relationship and the higher the stakes, the greater the possibility of events running suddenly out of control.

‘You’re suggesting Benskin might have something to do with this?’

‘It’s possible, Joe.’ Barrie smiled thinly. ‘Either that  or Mallinder’s pissed a rival off. We have to start somewhere. ’

He produced a packet of Rizlas from the desk drawer and got to his feet. The pouch of Golden Virginia lay on the sill beside the open window. He slipped off the elastic band and began to roll himself a cigarette, gazing down at the near-empty car park. At length came the scrape of a match and a long sigh as he expelled a thin plume of smoke through the open window. Then he turned as Faraday asked whether there was anything else he needed to know.

‘Yes. Willard’s been on a couple of times.’ He nodded at the phone. ‘It seems the Chief’s taking a personal interest. I gather the emphasis is on an early breakthrough. Quicker the better, Joe, eh . . . ?’

 



Returning to his own office, Faraday sorted quickly through his e-mails, tapped a reply or two, and then put through a call to the Bargemaster’s House. As he’d half-expected, there was no response. Gabrielle loathed answering the phone. Her years as an anthropologist in various remote corners of the planet had taught her very different ways to measure the world’s pulse and he pictured her now, out in the garden enjoying the last of the sunshine, content for the caller to leave a message under this electronic stone.

‘Me,’ he announced. ‘Sorry about the birds. Back soon.  À bientôt.’

He put the phone down and eyed it for a moment. Accounting for his every move was something new in his life and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. Gabrielle was on holiday from her apartment in Chartres, a month at the very most, but even so he’d found it odd to be fitting the rough contours of a copper’s life into someone else’s routine. Not that Gabrielle had burdened him with demands. Far from it. In fact he’d never met anyone who was so cheerfully self-sufficient. But in a relationship that  was getting deeper by the day, he felt he owed her an honest account of himself. This is who I really am, he wanted to say. And this is the life that has made me this way.

He found Suttle upstairs in the social club. The young D/C had commandeered a couple of stools at the far end of the bar and was locked in conversation with Gina Hamilton. The moment Faraday appeared, he was on his feet.

‘What are you having, boss? My shout.’

Faraday settled for a pint of Guinness and found himself a stool. Gina made room for him at the bar. The spareness of her frame and the steadiness in her eyes spoke of an appetite for regular exercise. She’d barely touched the glass of lager beside her battered leather bag.

‘You’re here for a while?’

‘Couple of days. Max.’

‘Drugs job?’

‘Yeah.’ She nodded. ‘Big time. At least in our neck of the woods.’

Without going into details, she outlined an operation she’d obviously been nurturing for a while. A distribution network centred in Plymouth. Cocaine mostly, with special offers on crack and smack when the Scouse dealers could be arsed to get out of bed. A supply chain running into Devon and Cornwall from sources upcountry. Dozens of outlets around the coast. Kick down a few doors, she said, and you’d spoil the party for a couple of weeks. But nail a truly major supplier and the damage might be a little more permanent.

‘So why Pompey?’ Faraday didn’t bother to hide his interest.

Gina hesitated a moment. She looked on the young side to be an experienced D/I, and she was plainly worried about sharing too much intelligence. Faraday was about to put the question a different way when Suttle helped him out.

‘Terry Byrne.’ He handed Faraday a brimming glass of Guinness. ‘Who’d have believed it, eh?’

Terry Byrne was a young Scouser who dealt from a chaotic terraced house barely a mile from Kingston Crescent and had won himself a city-wide reputation for ultra-violence. Lately he’d been settling heroin debts with a kettle full of boiling water tipped over the lower body, a process known as jugging.

Suttle resumed his seat beside the West Country D/I. Faraday could sense already that he was determined to make the most of his social responsibilities.

‘Cheers, boss.’ Suttle turned to touch glasses with Gina. ‘And here’s to some decent scalps, yeah?’

Faraday was still thinking about Byrne. The city’s cocaine trade was largely controlled by a prominent local criminal, Bazza Mackenzie. Recently, he’d been setting up a series of arm’s-length franchise operations, minimising his own risk while still enjoying huge profits, which he washed through his ever-expanding business empire. Dealers staked by Mackenzie were all Pompey boys, people he’d known most of his life, and collectively they’d made it very plain indeed that they intended to keep things local. A toerag Scouser like Terry Byrne could flog as much smack as he liked. But the moment he moved into something respectable like cocaine he’d be looking at a serious turf war.

‘Byrne’s really the target?’ Faraday needed to be clear.

‘Yes.’ Gina nodded. ‘He is.’

‘And you’re sure about the intel?’

‘Yes. I gather our Force Intelligence blokes have been talking to yours. I don’t know whether you’re in the loop or not but he’s expecting a delivery. Wholesale. Industrial quantities. Tomorrow, if we’re lucky.’

‘Cocaine?’

‘Yes.’

‘With some of it heading your way?’

‘That’s the story.’

‘How much?’

‘Between one and two kilos.’

‘Shit.’ It was Suttle. He looked impressed.

Faraday was still watching Gina. That weight of cocaine in the lock-up would be the making of a young D/I.

‘You’re serious? Two kilos?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve got Byrne plotted up? Pennington Road? Surveillance? The whole nine yards?’

‘Absolutely. And tomorrow, if it all pans out, we’ll be on the road back west with him.’

‘So who orders the strike?’

‘Exeter makes the decision. Then I handle the tactical end. That kind of weight, I imagine we’ll settle for a traffic stop once we’re close to home. There’s no way my bosses would let it run. We’d have the media all over us if we fucked up.’

‘Sure.’ Faraday nodded. ‘So you’ll be relying on interview for further arrests?’

‘That’s the plan. The bloke at the wheel will be looking at five to six years. That’s a big incentive to come up with a few names.’

‘And this guy’s known to you? The courier?’

‘We’ve had dealings, yes. Bloke’s an animal but he’s just hooked up with a Ukrainian lady, a real stunner, and she’s another reason he might come across. Who knows?’ She reached for her drink, took a tiny sip, then checked her watch. ‘Shit. I’d no idea it was so late.’

Faraday ignored the hint. He still wanted to know how Byrne had laid hands on a couple of kilos of cocaine. In Pompey.

‘I’ve no idea. Force Intelligence are talking some kind of deal in Manchester but that’s something I can’t vouch for. Me? I’ll be happy with that kind of seizure and a day or two in the interview suite. Fingers crossed, we’ll end up with both. Plus a handful of arrests down the line. You want the rest of this?’

She handed Suttle her glass, still two-thirds full. Suttle looked at it a moment, then poured the contents into his own glass.

‘You know who’d cream themselves over a conversation like this?’ He was looking at Faraday. ‘Paul Winter. Two kilos of the laughing powder? Plus someone to work over in the interview room? Shit. A couple of days and you’d start running out of holding cells. Shame, eh?’

‘Shame, what?’ Gina had slipped off the stool, slipping her jacket over her shoulders.

‘Shame Paul’s not around any more. You’re driving?’

‘Yeah.’

‘No wonder.’ Suttle gestured at her empty glass. ‘If only he’d been as cluey as you.’
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Paul Winter had always hated Gatwick Airport. Now he edged the luggage trolley through the scrum of waiting relatives and friends on the Arrivals concourse at the South Terminal, following the couple ahead of him. For reasons he didn’t fully understand, he seemed to have acquired three sets of bags. A dodgy wheel gave the overloaded trolley a mind of its own, and two hours of business-class hospitality on the flight from Santiago de Compostela didn’t help. When the short, stocky figure in the tan chinos came to a sudden halt, Winter caught him squarely in the left thigh.

‘Shit, mush, what the fuck are you about?’ Mackenzie hopped around, rubbing his leg.

Winter muttered an apology. Mackenzie was with his daughter, Esme. Esme’s husband had been waiting for the best part of an hour. The three of them walked across the concourse towards the exit to the car park, Winter in pursuit. No one bothered with introductions, and it wasn’t until Winter was sitting in the back of the big Volvo estate, mopping the sweat from his face, that he was any the wiser. Mackenzie had disappeared.

‘My name’s Stuart.’ Esme’s husband was a tall, bulky man, in jeans and a new-looking suede jacket. He half-turned in the driving seat, offering a perfunctory handshake. ‘My wife says you’re a mate of her dad’s.’

‘That’s right. Me and Bazza go back a while.’

‘Behave himself, did he?’

‘Good as gold.’ Winter’s attention had been caught by an African family trying to wrestle a fridge into the  back of a rusting Mondeo. Christ knows where the seven kids would go. ‘You know something?’ He said to Stuart. ‘This country’s fucked.’

Stuart ignored the comment. By now, he was talking to Esme. He wanted to know more about some incident they’d already discussed over the phone. Last night, Winter thought. In the restaurant.

‘Did you manage to square it with the management in the end?’ Stuart was looking for the parking ticket.

‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘I thought it was just a question of money at first. I went round this morning and gave them a couple of thousand, but then I realised it was more than that. They wanted an apology. I suppose it’s pride. Dad sussed that at once.’

‘And?’

‘No problema. He said he was sorry, really sorry, and they said they understood - difficult time and all that - and they ended up having a couple of brandies on it, which is ironic really because that’s pretty much where it all kicked off last night.’ She laughed, reaching for her seat belt. ‘They even gave me half the money back, said two grand was way over the top for that amount of damage. Bit of a result really . . .’ She glanced behind her. ‘Eh, Paul?’

Winter grunted. He hadn’t been there in the restaurant himself but one of Mackenzie’s younger lieutenants had given him chapter and verse over breakfast this morning. Bazza, he said, had taken offence at something a bloke at another table had apparently said. This was a bit of a mystery because the guy was a local and Bazza didn’t speak a word of Spanish, but nothing got in Bazza’s way in that kind of mood and in the end, when everyone else piled in, it had all got out of hand. Later, back at the hotel, Bazza had dismissed the whole incident. The restaurant had been dead, he’d said, and he’d had more than enough of death for one day. What the place needed was a spot of entertainment and he’d been happy to  oblige. Shame these people had no sense of humour.

‘Where’s he off to now?’ Winter wanted to know.

‘London. That’s why he left his car here.’

‘Business?’

‘Haven’t a clue.’

They left the airport and joined the motorway. As the Volvo headed south, Winter took advantage of the empty back seat, his legs stretched out, his eyes closed, listening to the murmur of conversation in the front.

Esme was Mackenzie’s only daughter. Winter had known of her existence since the early eighties. By then Bazza had become a target for the city’s Drug Squad, dealing recreational narcotics with enough success to catch a sniff or two of the serious money. He’d binned his job in an estate agency and set about turning the city’s appetite for amphetamines, Ecstasy and quality marijuana into the beginnings of a properly organised business. In this enterprise, he’d had the enthusiastic support of a bunch of mates from the legendary 6.57 crew, Pompey’s army of soccer hooligans, and being Bazza he’d felt the need to add a bit of social tone in the shape of a leggy, well-connected high school dropout called Marie.

Esme had appeared within a year, by which time Bazza had moved on, but over the following decade Pompey’s apprentice drug baron had warmed to the notion of fatherhood and Esme had celebrated her fourteenth birthday by attending a raucous gathering at the local Register Office where her parents pledged each other their undying love.

By now, thanks to the cocaine trade, Bazza was a wealthy man, and by the time Esme herself got married - barely three years ago - he’d acquired a circle of friends from every corner of the city’s establishment. The wedding had taken place at the Cathedral in Old Portsmouth and a handful of the photos taken afterwards had found their way onto the noticeboard in the upstairs bar at the Kingston Crescent nick.

Give or take minor convictions for assault and affray, no detective had ever managed to lay a hand on Mackenzie, and by now - especially amongst the older hands - there was a rueful acceptance that he’d become too successful, too armour-clad, to take down. Criminals as wealthy as Bazza could afford to hire the very best advice from white-collar professionals who’d keep him at arm’s length from the law, and there in the Kingston Crescent bar was the living proof of the immunity he’d so cannily bought himself.

Winter smiled at the memory. The line of beaming faces had included three solicitors, a couple of accountants, two members of the Pompey Premiership team, an architect who’d made a fortune in Dubai, a prominent local journalist, a handful of minor TV celebs, as well as an assortment of builders, publicans and shaven-headed men of leisure who couldn’t wait to get stuck into Bazza’s limitless supply of Krug. Coupled with the reception at the Royal Trafalgar, Bazza’s own seafront hotel, the day had been a kind of coronation. After twenty busy years, he’d become the undisputed king of the city.

An hour into the journey, Winter felt a tap on his knee. It was Esme. Stuart had asked him a question.

‘What about?’ Winter struggled upright, rubbing his face. He wasn’t certain but he thought he sensed a headache coming on.

‘Bazza. Tonight. Back at the airport. He just seemed different, that’s all.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yes. Definitely. My wife here tells me he’s taken it pretty badly.’

‘About Mark, you mean?’

Winter’s eyes found the rear-view mirror. Stuart was watching him carefully.

‘Of course. It’s not every day you lose someone you grew up with. Not at that age.’

‘Sure, Stu, but you’ve got to be realistic. The two of them were virtual strangers, totally different personalities, chalk and cheese. OK, they shared the same surname, but Mark found it hard sometimes, having to play the elder brother.’

‘Really?’ Stuart sounded surprised.

‘Yeah. Mark and Bazza were always falling out. Back in the early days they shared a dossy old flat in Southsea, just off Goldsmith Avenue, up near the football ground. In fact there were four of them in there - Mark, two of his mates, and Bazza. Mark was on the building sites, earning good money, and his mates were in the same game. Baz had binned school and was flogging crap houses for some toerag estate agent at that point, brilliant at it he was. In fact that’s how he met Marie. Her dad was an architect, had some connection to the business.’

‘Is that right?’ Esme had turned in her seat. She sounded slightly shocked.

‘Yeah. Baz never fancied the tools. Getting pissed on in the rain was never his idea of a good day out. Job for inbreds, he used to say. That was the thing about Baz though, even then. Number one, he was absolutely sure he was always in the right. Number two, he never kept his opinions to himself. It used to drive Mark mad. “Titch” he used to call him.’

‘Who?’

‘Bazza. Your dad. The short-arse. He ignored it, of course, like he ignores more or less everything else in life unless it turns a profit. That’s why he’s been so successful. But that’s the secret, isn’t it? It was the same in my game. The bloke who kept his eye on the ball was the bloke who got on the scoresheet. Regardless of what everyone else might be saying.’

Stuart’s soft laughter brought the conversation to a halt for a moment. He glanced across at Esme, then up at the mirror again.

‘So how come you know all this? About the flat and everything?’

‘Because we busted them. Bazza was ambitious, even then. Plus he’d upset people. In that kind of situation it’s easy to squeeze people for a cough or two. One Sunday morning I had three blokes in the holding cells on possession charges, three of them, and they were all dying to stitch Baz up. We had an auction in the end and the scrote I was silly enough to believe put Bazza alongside a couple of thousand Ecstasy tabs. The bloke said he’d bought them in Amsterdam, then shipped them home on the ferry. That kind of weight, we were bound to knock a few doors down.’

‘You did Mark’s flat?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And?’

‘Nothing. Or not much, anyway. A bit of weed, a couple of tabs of speed, but all of it recreational. We tore the place apart, trying to stand the intelligence up. Shame really. Mark had just redecorated.’

‘You pulled them all in?’

‘Of course. Mark was outraged and his two mates weren’t too happy, either.’

‘What about Bazza?’

‘He was clever. The rest of them used the duty brief but he phoned for another solicitor, someone he’d met through the estate agency. This guy was shit hot, ran rings round us. Mid-twenties, he was, mad on football, used to guest in Bazza’s team when they were so far ahead of the rest of the league they could afford to drop a point or two. Fact was, we had nothing on Bazza except the whisper from the shitbag grass, and this brief knew it. It all came down to the passport in the end. Bazza had stuffed the ferry tickets and an Amsterdam hotel receipt in the back, and there was a Dover entry stamp bang on the date we got off the bloke in the holding cell. Naturally we challenged him and you know what he  said? He swore blind he’d gone to Holland to buy tulips for his new girlfriend.’

‘Was that my mum?’ It was Esme.

‘Yeah. Before you were born.’

‘She hates tulips.’

‘Exactly. Baz was winding us up. Not just us, but Mark too. They threw Baz out after that little episode, made him find a place of his own. Wise bloody move, says me.’

‘And this solicitor?’ Stuart again. ‘He’s still around?’

‘No. He went to London and made his fortune. You’ll see his name in the crime reports sometimes, exactly the same MO. Get alongside the quality criminals and help them to a bigger fortune. Down here he’d have got the same result with Bazza but it would have taken a bit longer. A young bloke like that, he was impatient. And who can blame him, eh? In the end it’s just money, whichever way you cut it.’

Winter chuckled, gazing out at the blackness of the night, waiting for a response that never came. Finally, he caught a murmur from Esme. She wanted her husband to drop her at home before he ran Winter back to Portsmouth. She was tired. She’d had enough of travelling and she needed to check that the live-in nanny hadn’t done anything vile while they’d been away.

 



Bazza’s daughter lived on a seven-acre spread on a flank of the Meon Valley. Winter caught a glimpse of a sprawling hacienda-style confection in white stucco and black wrought iron as the Volvo purred up the drive. Two double garages formed a right angle at one end, and there was a line of trellis around a swimming pool at the other. A child’s red and yellow tractor lay abandoned outside the front door and there were lights on in three rooms upstairs.

‘Slut.’ Esme got out. Without a backward glance, she walked to the door, unlocked it and disappeared inside.  Moments later the lights upstairs went out. Then the front door slammed shut, leaving Stuart and Winter alone in the darkness.

‘She’s knackered,’ Stuart said. ‘You can always tell.’

They set off again. For miles, as they sped down the Meon Valley, Winter was glad of the silence in the car. Then, as the lights of the city appeared, he stirred. He wanted to know why Esme had never used her law qualifications. Bazza had put her through years of university, followed by a pupillage at a leading barristers’ chambers just off the Strand, but to Winter’s knowledge Esme had never set foot in court to plead a case of her own. So what had happened?

‘Me.’ Stuart didn’t elaborate.

‘And the kids?’

‘Yeah. She still wants four. I say three’s plenty.’

‘And she’s no regrets . . . you know . . . about a career?’

‘Not in the way you’d expect, no. The kids were a handful, and I think that surprised her, but we’ve got the nanny now, and the horses, and that seems to have done the trick. Most days she’s like a pig in shit, can’t get enough of all that country air. She might be a bit arsey tonight, but that’ll pass.’

‘And you?’

‘I earn the money.’

‘I meant liking the countryside.’

‘It’s fine. Buy that amount of land and no one really bothers you.’

Winter nodded. He felt like a taxi fare in the back. No harm in that.

‘You’re in the City, right?’

‘Canary Wharf. But it’s the same thing.’

‘Investment banking?’

‘Yes.’

‘Like it?’

‘Love it. Most days.’

‘American firm?’

‘Yes.’ He nodded, his eyes still on the road. ‘Tell me something . . . a guy like you, given what you’ve done with most of your life, all this must be pretty strange, musn’t it?’

‘All what exactly?’

‘Coming in with Mackenzie. Turning your back on the rest of it.’

‘It wasn’t me who turned my back. They sacked me.’

‘Sure, but we’re talking a driving offence, aren’t we?’

‘I was three times over the limit. The people I worked for didn’t even give me a hearing. Sometimes I think they were just waiting for the right excuse.’

‘You sound bitter.’

‘I am. Or I was. But you learn pretty fast that there’s no percentage in all that bitterness bollocks. You’ve got to get on with it. You’ve got to get up in the morning. You’ve got to earn a living, for fuck’s sake. If you want the truth, Stuart, I now regard it as a career decision. Why? Because there comes a time in your life when you know you’re due for a change.’

‘Yes but . . .’ He frowned, struggling to find the right word. ‘Change? Is that all it is? You’re telling me you spend years and years trying to put the likes of Esme’s dad away and then suddenly, bang, you’re working for him? That’s just a bit of a change?’

Winter took his time answering. Finally he said the two jobs weren’t as wildly different, as totally incompatible, as most people might think. The best thief-takers could have made equally blinding careers as quality criminals. You needed focus. You needed cunning. You needed to dream up all kinds of ways of getting people into the deepest shit. Above all, you needed not to care about the human consequences of the job you did.

‘What you were really after,’ he said, ‘was a decent war record. You need to be putting blokes away on a regular basis. I took lots of scalps, hundreds of the fuckers. And  you know how? By making friends with these people. You do that in pubs, in low-life caffs, in holding cells, and then - when the time is right - in interview. By then, if you know what you’re about, these people think you’re their best mate. Most of them are seriously fucked up. Either that or they’re plain inadequate. They like you. They trust you. They’re absolutely fucking positive you’ve got their very best interests at heart. And you know what you do next? You put an extra big smile on your face. And then you screw them.’

‘You make it sound like acting.’

‘That’s right. You play a part. It is acting. And the better you are, the more blokes you pot. I’ve done it most of my life. I’m an expert. Believe me.’

‘I do.’ Stuart fell silent for a moment. Then he glanced up at the mirror again. ‘Have you had this conversation with my father-in-law?’

‘Bazza, you mean?’ Winter met the eyes in the rear-view mirror, then lay back against the seat, staring up at the vanity light, letting the question settle in his aching head. ‘Yeah, several times. But you know what it is with Bazza? The bloke just never fucking listens.’

‘Should he?’

‘I’m not with you.’

‘Should he listen? Should he understand what a great actor you are? I mean let’s not piss around here. You’re family now. He’s let you close. I’m in the risk business. I do it every day of my working life. I know how to calibrate these things. For my money, Mackenzie’s wildly exposed.’

‘Thanks to me, you mean?’

‘Yes.’

Winter shrugged, fingered the stitching on the cold leather, admitted how odd the situation must seem to anyone with half a brain. But in truth, he said, the invitation had been Bazza’s. He’d made the running. He’d offered the deal, negotiated the terms, made an  improvement here and there on Winter’s prompting. And now, for a sum approaching twice his annual CID salary, plus a windfall bonus or two, ex-D/C Paul Winter was on a trial contract. Depending on results, the arrangement might continue. If it fell apart, the consequences could be awkward.

‘How awkward?’

‘Very.’

‘We’re talking violence?’

‘We’re talking serious damage.’

‘To you?’

‘Oh yes. Big time.’

‘That sounds like blackmail.’

‘That’s your word, not mine.’

‘But am I close?’

Winter smiled, refusing to answer. They were back in the city by now, closing on the forest of cranes that badged the final stages of the new development at Gunwharf Quays.

‘Drop me at the gate here,’ Winter said suddenly. ‘I could do with the walk.’

 



After the warmth of Cambados, the night air felt chill. Winter trailed through Gunwharf, hauling his bag behind him, avoiding clusters of Portsea youth loudly debating which waterside bar to hit next. At the prices they charged here, he was amazed they could afford to drink midweek. No wonder volume crime was on the up again.

Winter lived in a third-floor apartment in Blake House, one of two waterside blocks that put a shine on the residential side of the Gunwharf development. For £550,000 he’d bought a view of the harbour, two en-suite bedrooms, a video entryphone and a state-of-the-art kitchen that still defied his attempts to make sense of the instruction manuals. Eighteen months after moving in, he’d yet to risk using the oven.

He dumped his bag in the master bedroom and wandered through to the living room. He’d left the big picture windows curtained against the sunshine, and now he drew them back with a flourish. If anything brightened his glummer moments it was this: the lights of Gosport across the water, the shadow of a big yacht ghosting through the harbour narrows, the faintest tootle of a trad jazz band aboard one of the charter boats that offered evenings afloat for anyone with lots of friends and a couple of grand to spare.

All his working life Winter had dreamed of a view like this. Every day it changed. Every day it offered something new, something different. He’d always regarded Pompey as theatre - the faces, the mischief, the ever-thicker tangle of plots and subplots - and now, thanks to the move into Gunwharf, he’d found himself a seat in the front row. This was a city with a pulse. From here you could almost reach out and touch it.

He stood by the window for a moment or two, waiting for the view to work its usual magic, but nothing happened. Four days on the Galician coast had been his second taste of life inside the bubble that was Bazza Mackenzie’s world. These were people he’d known for most of his professional career. As a working detective, he’d held their files on various jobs. He knew what they drank. The kind of women they fancied. The kind of madcap expeditions they still organised to the more remote Pompey away games. But this time he’d had to become one of them.

A couple of weeks back, once he’d agreed terms with Bazza, they’d insisted on including him on a weekend expedition to Middlesbrough. They’d flown up there on a chartered jet, half a dozen of them. Bazza had arranged transportation at the other end. Expecting a couple of hired Mercedes, Winter had stepped off the Learjet at Newcastle Airport to find himself looking at a Hummer, desert brown, tinted windows and a mounting for a  heavy machine gun on the roof above the cabin. Bazza had insisted on driving the thing himself, tying Pompey colours to the whiplash aerial and ploughing the widest of furrows through the bank holiday traffic on the way to the ground.

Inside the Riverside stadium, they’d trooped upstairs to the hospitality box and settled in. By half-time, with Kanu on fire and Pompey ahead, they were calling for more Moët. By the end of the match, celebrating with a toot or two, they were arguing over which escort agency to call. Winter had ended up with a pale nineteen-year-old from Lithuania. She’d done her best under the circumstances but in the end he’d felt sorry for her. She’d shown him photos of her nipper back in Vilnius. She was a nice kid.

Winter turned away from the window. He’d never realised how useless money could be, how little - in the end - it really bought you. The trip up north had been a laugh, no expense spared, but flying back next day with a planeload of hungover middle-aged criminals, he’d started to wonder how you could ever survive a life like this. Limitless Moët. As much cocaine as you could handle. The girl of your choice. The finest restaurants. Plus the best seats in the casino afterwards. But who, in the end, cared a fuck about any of that?

Bazza, he now realised, didn’t. Winter had watched him carefully over those couple of days. He’d footed most of the bills and clearly enjoyed the chance to buy huge helpings of showboat anarchy, but when the Moët came round he barely touched it, and he’d even shaken his head at a second line of coke. No, what had really mattered was the fact that he could do it, that he could flaunt his wealth, because wealth was power and power was the currency that Bazza enjoyed spending most of all. In that sense, thought Winter, the entire trip, doubtless like others, had been yet another billboard for Bazza’s achievements, for the journey he’d made, for the distance  he’d come since the 6.57 days. Not that he’d ever, for a second, forget about the football. The fact that Pompey had ended up screwing Middlesbrough 4-0 had put the biggest smile on his face.

Winter drifted into the kitchen in search of a couple of paracetamol, still faintly depressed, thinking again about what he’d heard about last night’s scene in the Spanish restaurant. Getting that pissed, that out of control, just wasn’t Bazza’s game, not any more. So maybe Stuart was right. Maybe Mark’s death really had shaken him. Winter found the tablets, then caught sight of the answerphone winking through the open door. Returning to the lounge, he bent to the machine. Bazza’s throaty rasp. What a surprise.

‘I need you up here first thing.’ He sounded impatient. ‘There’s a train at half six, gets to Waterloo around eight. I’ll be at Costa Coffee. OK?’

 



Faraday pushed the remains of his pasta aside to look at the photos again. Gabrielle had just printed them out.

‘You managed to find it OK?’ He recognised the distinctive shimmer of the mudflats beside Langstone Millpond. Gabrielle must have taken this first shot an hour or so before sunset. In the rich yellow light the mud had the consistency of warm chocolate.

‘Bien sûr. I found a map. Upstairs.’

‘But how did you know where to go?’

‘I looked on the Internet. I found a site. The man who makes this site, he was there yesterday and again this evening. He counted. I counted. Me? I won.’ She laughed, nodding at the photo. Against the sun, the birds had lost their whiteness but their sheer number was deeply impressive. Faraday began to count but quickly gave up.

‘You know what these are?’

‘Oui. In French we say aigrettes.’

‘Little egrets.’

‘The same, d’accord. So maybe petites aigrettes.’

‘So how many?’

‘I count two hundred and thirty-one. The man, he says two hundred and nine. He has the website. He has to write the figure. I say that makes him . . .’ she frowned. ‘. . . prudent?’

‘Cautious.’

‘Oui. Mais c’est spectaculaire, n’est-ce-pas?’

Faraday wasn’t sure whether she meant the photo or the birds themselves but either way it made no difference. Egrets were one of his all-time favourites, a slim, elegant, china-white bird, a member of the heron family. In twos and threes they could freeze him in mid-step. En masse, like this, and he wouldn’t have moved for hours.

‘You were lucky,’ he said. ‘And I’m bloody jealous.’

The last time he’d seen little egrets in these numbers was five or six years ago, on nearby Thorney Island. A colony of them had found a roost in a clump of trees behind the sea wall, and Faraday remembered the evening he’d ventured slowly closer, hugging the cover of the dyke until the dazzling whiteness of the trees had resolved itself into hundreds of individual birds. He described it now, the shuffle and mutter of the birds in the branches overhead, the way they made space for each other, the way that more and more of the colony returned from a day on the mudflats until every tree was complet. Later, he said, J-J had drawn a picture of the scene, each bird suspended like a Japanese paper lantern, impossibly decorative.

‘Your son? He saw them too?’

‘Of course. He was there with me.’

‘But the noise they make. Tonight . . .’ She gave a little bark, a small hard sound, then followed it with a gullagulla-gulla  . ‘C’est comme ça?’


‘Oui, absolument.’ He was laughing.

‘You think it’s OK? Authentique?’

‘Definitely.’

‘Et J-J?’ She pronounced the J with a softness Faraday had always loved.

‘He’s deaf. I told you.’

‘I know. But the sound, the calls they make. He can’t ever hear this thing. C’est dommage . . . non?’

She was right. It was a very big pity. For the benefit of his deaf son Faraday had spent years and years trying to figure out ways of translating sound, rather than meaning, into sign language but had finally given up. J-J was simply missing one of the senses that gave depth and dimension to the world around him and there seemed no way to compensate for this loss. How do you describe the colour red to a blind man? It was impossible.

‘Here . . .’ Gabrielle had another shot, a close-up, four egrets pegged to a branch, each bird gazing out in a different direction. ‘Funny, n’est-ce-pas?’

Faraday reached for his plate. In his experience some individuals took to birding with an acuity that appeared to be entirely natural. They knew what to look for, taught themselves to remember details of plumage and flight, quickly absorbed the kind of knowledge that put a blur of movement through the binoculars or a perfectly framed moment of stillness into a wider context. How a sudden irruption of waxwings would indicate a failure of the berry crop in Scandinavia. How the presence of an exotic American visitor, like a yellow-billed cuckoo, might signal the presence of powerful frontal systems over the Atlantic on which the bird had hitched a lift.

Gabrielle was like this. To her, Faraday thought, birds were simply one more key to understanding the way that everything else hung together, a quest that appeared to have occupied most of her adult life. Maybe this gift of hers for catching and classifying the tiniest detail, something seasoned birders called jizz, had grown out of her career as an anthropologist. Maybe the study of man - his origins, his social habits, the way he organised  for peace and war - led inexorably to the biggest picture of all.

‘You remember the Vendée?’ He stabbed at an olive.

‘Oui.’

‘Purple herons? Marsh harriers? Blue-headed yellow wagtails?’

‘Oui. And the gentilhomme in white.’ She pushed her chair back, stood briefly on one leg, her arms held out in front of her, her fingertips touching, in imitation of the white stork they’d seen. There were several breeding pairs supplied with specially built nesting platforms in the marshland south of Brouage, and they’d spent the best part of an afternoon watching this single specimen, utterly motionless, half-curtained by reeds, waiting to snap at a passing grasshopper with its magnificent bill.

That was the afternoon, Faraday had often told himself, when he’d realised that this relationship of theirs might just survive the fate of others that had come and gone over the last few years. They’d spent a week or so in the Languedoc in her old VW camper van and the decision to detour west, on the long trek back to Chartres, had been hers. Not because the rumour of extraordinary bird life might have pleased her new friend. But because she was genuinely interested.

He tidied the last of the pasta onto his fork and drained his glass. Tonight Gabrielle was wearing a pair of khaki jungle shorts and an old T-shirt of his she must have found in the chest of drawers upstairs. The T-shirt was several sizes too big and the shorts were patched to death, but nothing could mask her vitality, a constant sense that every conversation was simply another unlocked door in her life, just waiting for a gentle push.

Gabrielle masked this nosiness of hers with a deftness that was itself a rare talent but Faraday had spotted her insatiable appetite for finding out, for knowledge, very early on. He’d met her on a bus in Thailand and fallen into conversation. The journey had gone on for  hours, up and down the lush green hills near the Burmese border, and he’d recognised at once the sheer force of her curiosity.

She needed to understand the way things were. She needed to figure out how they’d ended up that way, and how they might relate to everything else. Then she revelled in making the necessary connections, some of them obvious, some of them not. In another life, Faraday thought, she’d have made a great detective. As it was, with her mass of auburn curls, her slim, hard body and the brilliance of her sudden grin, he was rather glad she’d stuck to anthropology.


‘Et demain?’ Faraday was curious to know what she had planned for tomorrow.

‘I go to Heathrow.’

‘Why?’

‘To meet someone.’

‘Who?’

‘Your son.’ That softness again. ‘J-J.’
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The train was late. Winter joined the press of commuters streaming off the platform, glad he didn’t have to endure this pantomime every working day. How perfectly sane people ever put up with it was beyond him. Even the younger ones, if they managed to find a seat, were asleep within seconds, slack-mouthed, dead-looking, dribbling peacefully onto their laps as the train clattered towards Waterloo.

He found Bazza occupying a corner table in the Costa Coffee shop. With him was a fit-looking youth in motorcycle leathers. He’d unzipped the jacket to reveal a tiger tattoo on his pale chest and he had a red bandanna knotted around his throat. Beside him, on the spare chair, was a full-face helmet.

‘This is Deano.’ Bazza was evidently on his second cappuccino. ‘He’s big into jet skis. Semi-pro, so he says.’

The youth nodded. For the time being, he said, he was still doing shifts as a motorcycle courier. It was good money but the way things were going he’d be full-time on the circuit within months. He had a soft West Country accent and savagely bitten nails. Winter wondered what had brought him to Bazza’s attention. Bazza had anticipated the question.

‘I got Deano’s name from the QHM before we all went out to Spain. This bloke will mark your card, he said. What Deano doesn’t know isn’t worth ratshit.’

‘QHM?’ Winter was lost.

‘Queen’s Harbour Master. Bosses the Pompey water.  The Harbour, Spithead, the lot. Nothing moves without his say-so.’

Winter was eyeing the ever-lengthening queue at the counter. At this rate, coffee would be a prelude to lunch.

‘Know him socially do you, Baz? This QHM?’ He asked dryly.

‘Yeah. And that’s how I know he copped it big time over all those jet skiers. You know something, son?’ He was talking to Deano now. ‘QHM hates bloody jet skiers. Or used to, anyway. Just a bunch of blokes who fancied something big between their legs. That was his description, not mine, but he’s right as it happens. Some afternoons you can go down to the beach at Hot Walls, bang by the Harbour mouth, and this monster ferry comes in, P&O job, and you know what these arseholes are doing? Only riding the bow wave, the bow wave, right there, right under the fucking nose of the boat.’ His hand chopped across the table. ‘Can you believe that?’

Deano said he could. Stuff like that happened everywhere. Gave the sport a bad name.

‘Too right. And you know something else? QHM could do bugger all about it. Except it got serious, really serious.’

‘How?’ Even Winter was interested.

‘Can’t say.’

‘Why not?’

Bazza looked coy for a moment, shook his head, touched the side of his nose with his finger.

‘State secret, Baz?’ Mackenzie didn’t do coy.

‘Yeah.’

‘OK, so tell us.’

‘All right, then.’ He leaned forward, gesturing the two heads closer. ‘They call it asymmetrical warfare. Out in the Gulf the Navy guys are bricking it. Aircraft carrier, battleship, it doesn’t matter what you’re sitting on. A couple of dozen blokes on jet skis can see you off. Rocket  launchers, kamikaze attacks, it doesn’t matter how they do it. Dagger-dagger . . . boof . . . and you’re history. A million quid’s worth of guided missiles and there’s still fuck all you can do about it. Sweet, eh?’

Winter began to wonder where this conversation was leading. Bazza never did anything without writing the script beforehand. What part did he have in mind for Deano?

Deano was equally curious.

‘I don’t get it,’ he said.

‘Of course you don’t, son. All I’m trying to say is the QHM, my mate, he’s got a very big problem with blokes on jet skis. Leave out all the macho bollocks about the ferries and bow waves and there’s the real stuff underneath. Week one the ragheads are blowing themselves up on Tube trains. Next thing you know they’re strapping themselves to a load of Semtex and hopping on a jet ski.  Comprende?’

‘No.’ At least this youth was honest.

‘OK. Here’s how it works. The QHM has got himself in a bit of a state. He thinks he’s staring disaster in the face. Fuckwits on jet skis. Everywhere. Plus something much worse down the road. So what does he do? He does the clever thing. He makes some phone calls. He sorts out the blokes who take jet skis seriously. He gets them onside. He asks them to put on a little show, out there in the harbour. And you know what? They do it. They plan it. It all happens. Sixty-odd blokes on jet skis back around May time. All day. Off the naval dockyard. And you know something else? The punters turn up in droves and they just love it. Fancy displays from blokes like you. Free rides if they’re lucky. Brilliant. But you know the best thing of all? The QHM thinks it’s Christmas. From now on, he loves jet skis, can’t get enough of them, and pretty soon someone’s on the phone to Yamaha, and you know what they do? Give him three free ones, three kosher jet skis, so he can add them to the  Harbour Patrol. And you know what happens then? The bloke he’s talked to first, the bloke who’s organised the gala day out, all those jollies for the punters, he volunteers to organise a rota for weekends, guys from the club he’s in, so suddenly the QHM finds himself with full cover at weekends, all year round. Sweet, eh? Problem solved.’

Deano was still having trouble with the small print.

‘These blokes are taking on the terrorists?’

‘No, son. They’re sorting out the dickheads who’ve been making life on the Harbour a misery. The ragheads are something else. But that’s the whole point, see. It’s the same whatever game you’re in. You set a thief to catch a thief.’ He leant back, shooting a grin at Winter. ‘Ain’t that right, Paul?’

Winter ignored the dig. He’d spotted a break in the queue but when he got to his feet Mackenzie told him to sit down again.

‘The boy’s up against the clock.’ He nodded at Deano. ‘You need to hear this next bit.’

He turned back to the youth, explained about his brother. Mark had fallen in love with jet-skiing out in Spain. He was no great shakes at it, would never hold a candle to blokes in Deano’s class, but it was a good buzz and a bit of a laugh, plus Mark had ended up on a knockout stretch of coast. The best way of seeing that coast was on a jet ski and Mark had been out on the water whenever he got the chance.

‘So what happened?’

‘He hit a rock. Submerged, it was. Not his fault.’

‘And?’

‘He died. The doctor I talked to said he was knocked unconscious, swallowed a lungful of water, ended up drowning. Bloke said he wouldn’t have known a thing about it but he was probably being kind. Either way, it’s the same result. We buried him a couple of days ago.’

‘Bummer.’

‘You’re right.’ Bazza nodded, looked away for a second or two. Winter was watching his eyes carefully but there was no sign of emotion. Bazza, typically, had moved on. ‘So, son . . .’ he turned back ‘. . . question is, what do we do about it?’

‘Do about what?’

‘My brother. Mark. We need some kind of memorial. There’s no way we’re going to forget him.’

Deano frowned. Dimly, like Winter, he was beginning to fathom what Bazza had in mind.

‘Are we talking jet skis?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What, exactly?’

‘I dunno. That’s why I belled you. That’s why you’re here.’

He bent into the conversation again, mulling over the possibilities. At first, he said, he’d thought about some kind of parade of jet skis, like a waterborne funeral procession, loads of blokes, loads of people watching, pictures in the paper, flags at half mast, maybe even coverage on TV.

‘Where?’ It was Winter this time.

‘Pompey.’

‘But no one knows Mark there. Not amongst the jet skiers.’

‘Exactly. Wank idea. The QHM would stop shipping for a bit while the blokes did the business, I know he would, but you’re right - it doesn’t cut it, we’d be pissing in the wind.’

‘So what else do you fancy?’

‘Well, then I thought about some kind of statue, Mark in his skiing suit. There’s a launching ramp over at Lee-on-Solent. You could put it there.’

‘Same problem, Baz.’ Winter shook his head. ‘No one would have a clue who he was.’

‘You’re right. So then I came up with something else. Listen. The Mackenzie Trophy. How does that sound?’

‘Trophy?’ Deano had just looked at his watch. ‘Like in Cup?’

‘Yeah. A race. A Grand Prix race. The biggest jet-ski race in the country. In Europe. In any-fucking-where. Mega prize money. Sponsorship. Telly. Lots of fanny in little bikinis. Loads of celebs. Huge crowds. Plus people like you, Deano, the top blokes, the cream of the fucking cream, all fighting for the Mackenzie Trophy.’

‘Where?’

‘Pompey. Spithead. Every year.’ Bazza spread his hands wide, the sorcerer, the showman, the guy who makes things happen. ‘Genius, eh? And you know something else?’

‘What?’

‘The QHM loves it.’

 



It was nearly half past nine before the officer at the front desk rang to say that Stephen Benskin had arrived. Faraday grunted an acknowledgement and went next door to fetch an extra chair. D/C Tracy Barber was on standby to join him for the interview. When she put her head round his office door he asked her to sort out some coffees while he fetched the property developer from downstairs.

Benskin was a squat, powerfully built man in his early forties. His closely razored hair had left a blueish shadow on his pale skull and he wore his lightly striped grey suit with the restless impatience of a nightclub bouncer.

‘Mr Benskin?’

Benskin turned to face Faraday, tossing the copy of the Force news-sheet he’d been reading onto the counter. His eyes were hard, more black than brown, and the lines on his face, deeply etched, spoke of a sense of almost permanent irritation. Here was a man unused to being kept waiting.

‘And you are . . . ?’

‘D/I Faraday. You’ll have talked to my colleague, D/C Suttle.’

Benskin’s handshake was firm. He looked Faraday in the eye a second or two longer than was necessary, watched him punch the numbers into the door lock, then followed him upstairs.

Tracy Barber was already unloading the coffees onto Faraday’s desk. Benskin caught her eye before Faraday had a chance to do the introductions.

‘You do tea as well?’

‘Whatever.’

‘If you don’t mind, love. Earl Grey if you’ve got it.’

The word ‘love’ brought Barber to a halt beside the door. She might have been a year or two younger than this man but she always stood her ground.
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