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Chapter one



PORTSMOUTH: THURSDAY, 13 AUGUST 2009


D/S Jimmy Suttle had never had much time for Gill Reynolds. Not then. And certainly not now. The fact that she was a mate of Lizzie’s made him answer the call but he tried to keep the conversation as short as possible.


She said she was worried about Faraday.


‘Why?’


‘He’s not picking up.’


‘Maybe he’s busy.’


‘No way.’


‘How do you know?’


‘How do you think I know?’


Suttle had pulled in beside a bus stop on the Eastern Road. Rush-hour traffic was flooding out of the city. His ex-boss’s love life was no concern of his but he understood from Lizzie that Faraday’s brief fling with Gill was well and truly over.


‘You’re together again?’


‘Not exactly, but you don’t stop caring, do you?’


The question was blunt, with a hint of accusation. Like Lizzie, Gill was a journalist on the News. And like Lizzie, she had a habit of trying to back the rest of the world into a corner. Suttle’s wife managed it with a smile on her face. Gill didn’t. No wonder Faraday had binned the relationship.


Suttle knew what was coming next. Gill was doubtless at work. Gill was probably mega-stressed. And Suttle, in truth, was one of the few men Joe Faraday might count as a mate.


‘You want me to go round? See how he’s coping?’ Suttle checked his watch. Nearly half six. Faraday’s place was barely five minutes away. ‘Gill? You still there?’


He waited a couple of seconds for an answer then realised she’d hung up. Faraday, mercifully, had seen the light. The woman, once you got beyond first impressions, was a total nightmare: needy, impatient, determined to shape life the way she wanted it. He glanced up at the rear-view mirror and eased back into the traffic. Maybe Faraday would have a Stella or two in the fridge. Maybe he’d be in the mood for a chat. Maybe Suttle could mark the old boy’s card about manic divorcee News journos who refused to take no for an answer.


Faraday’s place was called the Bargemaster’s House. It lay at the end of a cul-de-sac that fringed Langstone Harbour, the stretch of water to the east of the city that helped give Pompey its island status. Suttle was vague about the origins of the property but assumed the house was connected to the nearby lock and the canal that had once ferried barges to Portsmouth Harbour. What he knew for certain was how much Faraday loved the place. He’d lived in it for years. He’d brought up his only child there, a deaf-mute called J-J or Joe Junior. And even now, maybe especially now, it meant the world to him.


The house was neat, square, brick built, with white-painted timber cladding on the first floor. Faraday’s ancient Mondeo was on the hardstanding. Suttle parked and walked to the front door. His first ring produced no response. He rang again, then hammered at the peeling woodwork. Still no answer. He pushed the letter box open and stooped to peer inside. The house smelled damp, unloved, and there was a hint of a sweetness, a pungency, he couldn’t quite place. As his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom of the hall, he saw the pile of uncollected post on the mat inside the door. He called Faraday’s name, listening for an answer. Nothing. He tried the door. Locked.


Stepping away from the door and into the sunshine, he phoned Faraday’s mobile number, returning to the letter box to push it open. Faintly, from the depths of the house, he could hear Faraday’s distinctive ringtone, a soft peal of bells. The second he ended the call, it stopped.


He began to circle the house, sensing that something was wrong, knowing that he’d have to get inside. As Detective Inspector on the Major Crime Team, Faraday had been his immediate boss on countless investigations. Back in February he’d suffered a nervous breakdown and had been on sick leave ever since. His collapse had taken everyone by surprise. Colleagues who didn’t know the man well, and that meant most of them, had blamed his condition on a road accident he’d suffered during a Christmas break in Egypt. Faraday, it was said, had gone through the windscreen and come back to work far too early.


A serious road traffic accident was plausible enough, but Suttle, who’d worked alongside Faraday on the inquiry that followed, had seen something else. His boss, in his opinion, had simply had enough. Twenty years of coppering had ganged up on him. His French partner, Gabrielle, had left in pursuit of a Palestinian child she wanted to adopt. These episodes had taken Faraday to a very bad place. Suttle had never seen someone so alone, so bewildered, so lost.


A gravel path led around the side of the house. Suttle paused beside a couple of dustbins. The space between was piled with Waitrose bags filled with wine bottles and empty beer cans. Suttle gazed at them a moment, then lifted the nearest dustbin lid. Two more bottles, malt whisky this time.


The rear of the house fronted onto the harbour. This, Suttle knew, was Faraday’s pride and joy, the view that seemed to offer him endless solace. The last time Suttle had been here, a month or so ago, his ex-boss had handed him a pair of binos and talked him through the mid-summer birdlife on the harbour. Under Faraday’s patient guidance, he’d settled on a gaggle of mallard, then a darting cloud of oyster catchers, ending with a single cormorant perched on a mooring post, the blackness of its wings spread wide in the last of the day’s warmth. ‘He’s hanging himself out to dry,’ Faraday had murmured, and the phrase had lodged in Suttle’s memory. Was this the way his ex-boss imagined himself? Skewered by circumstance? Waiting for the dying sun to work some kind of miracle?


Suttle tried the windows and the French door on the ground floor. Everything was locked. Peering in, he could make out a glass beside the sofa in the big living room. The glass appeared to be empty but he couldn’t be sure. He stepped back. For the first time, looking up, he realised that a sash window on the floor above was open. He stared at it a moment, wondering about a ladder.


He found one behind a shed at the far end of the garden. The garden itself, wildly overgrown after the recent rain, badly needed attention. He could see marrows and courgettes, unharvested, among the weeds. Some of the nearby tomatoes, hanging fatly in tresses, were beginning to split. Faraday had always been meticulous about his veggie patch. Now this.


Suttle carried the ladder to the house and propped it against the timber cladding. He’d never been upstairs in Faraday’s place but guessed the half-open window belonged to a bedroom. He began to climb, aware of a quickening in his pulse. In his uniformed days he’d been obliged to force an entry on a number of occasions and rarely had what awaited him been good news. Faraday’s gone off on a jolly for a couple of days, he told himself. Or maybe he’s had one call too many from the ever-eager Gill and decided to emigrate.


The top of the ladder rested against the window sill. Suttle steadied himself and peered in. The smell here was stronger but it still took him a second or two to recognise the figure sprawled on the bed. Faraday was wearing jeans and a checked shirt. He lay face down on the duvet, one knee drawn up, one arm thrown across the pillow. The giveaway was his watch strap, a Russian swirl of embroidered flowers, a much-loved gift from his son J-J.


Suttle hesitated a second, then pushed the window open until he could squeeze in. Stepping towards the bed, he knew at once that Faraday had gone. His face had the mottled blues and greens of death. Vomit had filled his mouth and crusted in his beard and there was more of it across the pillow. Suttle flapped a hand, stirring the flies, shocked by what he’d found. He’d liked this man a great deal. He’d respected him, learned from him, and tried to return the favour by offering some small comfort when the going got tough. No one, he thought, deserved an end like this. Least of all Faraday.


Beside the bed, an upturned bottle had bled a dribble of red wine onto the whiteness of the rug. Suttle knelt beside the bottle, taking care not to touch it. According to the label, it was a Grand Cru Côtes-du-Rhône. He gazed at it a moment, wondering how special a bottle like this might be, then got to his feet again. On the desk beside the PC were two blister packs of codeine and a pint glass with half an inch of water in the bottom. The blister packs were empty. Suttle knew already that this sad little tableau probably told its own story but he knew as well that he was standing in the middle of a crime scene. In his shoes Faraday would already be reaching for his phone.


Suttle was downstairs by the time he got through to the office. Detective Superintendent Gail Parsons was a month into her new post, leading the S/E Hants Major Crime Team, and this was the last news she needed.


‘Have you called anyone else?’


‘No.’


‘Stay there, then,’ she said at once. ‘We’ll need to handle this.’


Suttle noticed the envelope moments later. It was lying on the hall table. He recognised Faraday’s careful script. Marked Private and Personal, the envelope had J-J’s name on it. Among the clutter in the kitchen, tucked away in the cupboard beneath the sink, he found a new pair of Marigold gloves. He put them on and returned to the hall.


The envelope, when he turned it over, was unsealed. Inside was a single sheet of paper. The note – typed – was brief, the tone almost matter-of-fact. Faraday told his son he’d had enough of pretty much everything. The time had come to draw things to a close. He said he cherished the times they’d spent together and thought they’d made a great team. He wished him good luck for the coming years and told him that the Bargemaster’s House, plus everything else in his modest estate, was J-J’s for the keeping. If he wanted to sell the house, so be it. Otherwise, enjoy. The latter ended with a handwritten flourish. Take care, my son, Faraday had scrawled. Your dad loves you. Beneath, barely legible, was a brief postscript: And remember the eagle.


Suttle studied the letter in the gloom of the hall, trying to get inside Faraday’s head, trying to imagine the pressures that must have led to a decision like this. The house was still a crime scene. There were still bends in the investigative road that demanded careful exploration. But this brief voice in the gathering silence surely pointed to Faraday taking his own life. Suttle slipped the letter back in the envelope and returned it to the hall table. He was still wearing the gloves when Parsons appeared.


He let her in and followed her down the hall. She saw the letter at once. Suttle explained what was inside. The mention of an eagle in the postscript drew an inquisitive frown. She wanted to know what it might mean.


‘No idea, boss. Maybe we should ask his son.’


Parsons nodded, said nothing. Suttle sensed she was irritated by this sudden turn of events and found himself wondering to what degree Faraday had written himself out of her script. His illness had tidied him away. Faraday, alive, was no longer any concern of hers. Dead, on the other hand, he could be a real problem.


‘I talked to Personnel just now,’ she said. ‘They think we’re in the clear.’


‘In the what?’


‘In terms of procedure. We organised the counselling. We insisted he stayed the course. We were in touch with his GP. I just had to remind myself. That’s all.’


Suttle digested this news while Parsons bustled up the stairs and took a look at the bedroom. She was a small, squat, big-chested woman who rarely let emotion trouble her unswerving progress towards ACPO rank. Among some of Suttle’s older colleagues she’d become a byword for the kind of career pushiness that the bosses sometimes mistook for talent. Within seconds she was back at the top of the stairs.


‘Horrible,’ she said briefly. ‘I think we’re pretty safe with a Cat 2 death. Call the OCU.’


A Category 2 death is one stage down from an obvious homicide. Suttle needed a D/S from the Operational Command Unit to make an assessment of the facts. As he put the call through he was aware of Parsons leaving. She had a scheduled meet with the Police Authority at headquarters for half seven. With luck, she’d just make it in time for the pre-presentation drinks. Suttle heard the slam of the front door and then the growl of her new Audi TT before silence returned to the Bargemaster’s House.


Still in the big downstairs living room, Suttle looked around. Like every detective, it was his job to tease a story from a scene like this, to coax out a sequence of events that would explain the body upstairs. For a couple of years now he’d been driving the Intelligence Cell on the Major Crime Team and his special talent lay in the careful compilation of other people’s lives: what motivated them, what moved them out of their comfort zones, what made them angry, or hurt, or homicidal. To this end, before the Scenes of Crime blokes arrived, he knew he should be conducting a quick intel search, lifting all the usual stones beneath which most people hid their secrets: PCs, laptops, mobiles, landline messaging tapes.


That would mean another trip upstairs to Faraday’s bedroom. His PC was on the desk beside the window. His mobile was probably up there too. Both might yield vital clues as to exactly why he’d necked a bottle of decent wine, swallowed a load of tablets and called it a day. That’s where Suttle should go. That’s what he should do. But the thought of the body on the bed was too much for him. It wasn’t death that put him off. It was the fact that this needless collision with the buffers had happened to someone so close, and yet so distant. The real enigma, he sensed already, was the terrifying cul-de-sac Faraday had chosen for himself. Why had the guy been so desperate? And so alone?


The state of the body upstairs plus the post on the doormat suggested that Faraday had been dead for a couple of days. Suttle gazed down at the sofa, trying to picture how it must have been before he climbed the stairs that final time. The abandoned glass on the carpet had held alcohol – Suttle could smell it. He stepped across to the audio stack and hit the eject button on the CD player. He hadn’t a clue about Mahler’s Ninth Symphony so he reloaded the player, turned up the volume and waited for the opening bars.


The music was quiet at first, barely a whisper, but then came a passage on the violins full of sadness and regret and loss, and it was suddenly all too easy for Suttle to visualise Faraday stretched on the sofa, a glass of something consolatory in his hand, his eyes closed, his letter typed, his mind drifting off towards God knows where. The music gathered speed, bracing itself for the next hurdle, but the aching sense of desolation was still there, and Suttle shook his head, reaching for the stop button then turning away towards the big picture window with its semi-curtained views of the harbour beyond. If you listened to this kind of stuff too often, did topping yourself begin to make some kind of sense? Was Mahler a co-conspirator in Faraday’s death? Had he orchestrated a lifetime’s disappointments and somehow led him to his end?


Suttle didn’t know. More importantly, he was honest enough to acknowledge that neither Hantspol, nor the Coroner’s Office, nor any other branch of the judicial system had a reporting form with room enough for this kind of speculation. To understand Faraday when he was alive was challenge enough. To make sense of a death like this was, to be frank, beyond him.


Out on the grey shadowed spaces of the harbour a single swan was flying low, heading for the open sea. Suttle watched it for a moment or two then pulled the curtains back. He’d had enough of this gloomy half-light, of Mahler, of empty glasses and of the lifeless corpse in the bedroom above. He checked his watch and began to turn away from the window, but as he did so he caught sight of another letter. It was lying on the window sill. The masthead was all too familiar. Hantspol.


He picked up the single sheet of paper. It had come from a woman in the Personnel Department. She was pleased at the progress D/I Joe Faraday appeared to be making and noted that he had nearly a year to serve before he could retire on a full pension. Under the circumstances, she hoped he’d agree that a return to Major Crime would be inappropriate, but another vacancy had come up and she had great pleasure in making the formal offer. An interview would be unnecessary. The job was his for the asking.


Suttle checked the date. The letter had been written barely a week ago. Add the delay for second-class post and Faraday must have been living with this career-end curtain call for no more than a couple of days. He’d no idea what Theme Champions’ Coordinator on the Safer Portsmouth Partnership actually entailed, and Faraday had probably been equally clueless, but it was all too easy to imagine the eternity of meetings that lay ahead. A body like this would speak the language of the new policing. The language of Service Performance Indicators and Victim Focus, of the Outcomes Matrix and the Neighbourhood Policing Offer. After years and years of life at the coal face, of multiple homicides and complex stranger rapes, of high-profile kidnaps and simpler acts of mindless brutality, what would any half-decent copper make of a letter like this?


From Hantspol’s point of view, of course, it made perfect sense, the gentlest of landings after a bumpy ride. But for someone with blood in their veins, someone with an ounce of self-respect, someone who thought that coppering had some faint connection with justice rather than collective hand-holding, the thought of becoming a Theme Champions’ Coordinator would have been the kiss of death.


The latter phrase drew a shake of the head from Suttle. He returned the letter to the window sill. A knock at the front door took him down the hall. There were two figures waiting to come in. He didn’t recognise the D/S, but the duty D/I had decided to come too. Nick Hayder was probably the closest Faraday had to a friend in the job, a like-minded forty-something who rarely let sentiment get in the way of the facts. On this occasion, though, he looked shocked.


‘What’s going on?’


Suttle explained. Hayder nodded, made no comment, accompanied the D/S upstairs. Then came another knock on the door. Hayder, it seemed, had already contacted Scenes of Crime. There were two of them, a Crime Scene Investigator and the Imaging Specialist who’d tote his cameras up to the bedroom and put the lot on DVD. They both knew Faraday well. They took an appraising glance around the big living room and then followed Suttle up towards the bedroom.


Suttle had been through this routine on countless occasions. Normally, whether they were dead or alive, you were dealing with strangers. You stepped into the wreckage of their lives and did what you had to do. You were respectful and businesslike, but behind closed doors you often lightened proceedings with a muttered quip or two as the occasion suggested. Not this time. The CSI, a guy in his forties who’d had a great deal of time for Faraday, took one look at the body and left the image specialist to get on with it. There were windows to dust for prints, items to seize for analysis, the PC and Faraday’s mobile to bag for the techies at Netley. Soon, the doctor would arrive.


On the landing Hayder was conferring with his D/S. Back downstairs in the living room, Suttle waited for them to finish. He’d found an old address book in a drawer and was leafing through it, amazed at how few friends or family Faraday appeared to have had. He was transcribing J-J’s contact details when the CSI returned from the bedroom. He needed to know how far D/I Hayder wanted to take this thing. He’d boshed the bedroom and the bathroom and checked out the other windows upstairs. No signs of forced entry. Nothing remotely suspicious. Suttle shrugged. This was Hayder’s decision, not his. As far as he was concerned, the story told itself. Faraday had slipped his moorings. Maybe death had been a kindness. Maybe the voice in the letter to J-J had it right. Maybe that’s exactly the way he’d wanted it.


The CSI, drawn and pale, agreed. He said he’d check around downstairs just in case and then use the last of the daylight to have a nose outside. But, unless D/I Hayder had views to the contrary, he saw little point in turning this thing into a major production.


Suttle nodded. The two men looked at each other. In all probability Faraday had jacked it in. There was nothing left to say.


The doctor arrived within the hour. Suttle explained exactly how he’d found the body. Then he conferred briefly with Hayder and the D/S, and left them to it. Walking to his car, he suddenly realised how late it was. His wife, Lizzie, had long been used to the craziness of CID hours, but since the baby had arrived she’d been banged up at home on maternity leave, trying to coax some order into their domestic lives. Grace was a delight but a handful. A sight of her dad from time to time would be a real help.


The moment Lizzie answered the phone, Suttle knew things weren’t going well. He could hear his infant daughter in the background. If she wasn’t asleep by now they were probably in for another sleepless night.


Lizzie wanted to know where he was. He could hear the anger in her voice. Lately, more and more, married life was like living with a stranger.


‘I’m at Faraday’s place,’ he said.


‘You stopped for a drink? Only Gill’s been on. She still wants to know where she stands. I told her I had no idea. This time of night, you’re probably both pissed. Am I right?’


Suttle was looking out at the gathering darkness on the harbour. He felt suddenly very old.


‘He’s dead, love,’ he said. And rang off.





Chapter two



PORTSMOUTH: THURSDAY, 13 AUGUST 2009


The news got to Paul Winter late that night. Suttle, he knew at once, was drunk.


‘Son?’ he said. ‘What are you telling me?’


‘He’s dead. Gone. He topped himself. He did it.’


‘But who, son. Who?’


‘Faraday.’


There was a long silence. Winter didn’t know what to say. The television was off. He was in his dressing gown. Intercepted on his way to bed, he could only stare out at the blackness of Portsmouth Harbour. Faraday? Dead?


‘For fuck’s sake …’ he murmured.


‘Exactly.’


‘How? When?’


Suttle did his best to explain. He was slurring. Badly.


‘Where are you, son?’


‘At home.’


‘You want me to come round?’


‘No.’


‘You want to come here? Take a cab?’


‘No.’


‘Then what do you want?’


There was another silence before the line went dead. Then a shiver of wind blew in from the harbour, stirring the yachts moored beside the Gunwharf pontoon. Winter could hear the halyards rattling against the masts. He stepped closer to the window, the phone still in his hand, trying to understand what had just happened.


The last time he’d seen Joe Faraday was a couple of months ago. Jimmy and Lizzie had thrown a party to celebrate the arrival of their daughter, Grace. Winter, as godfather, had naturally been there, and he and Faraday had tucked themselves in a corner and sunk a couple of lagers. His ex-boss had seemed a bit vague, sure, and social chit-chat was something Faraday never found especially easy, but they’d talked about the new baby, about when Suttle might start thinking about the D/I promotion exams, and they’d shared one or two war stories from the old days on Major Crime. As far as the Job was concerned, Faraday seemed to have turned his back on all those years of nailing the bad guys, and when Winter had pressed him for some kind of explanation he’d simply shrugged and reached for another tinny. It felt like someone else’s life, he’d murmured. It had come and it had gone, much like everything else he’d ever touched, and he’d never been one for nostalgia.


At the time Winter had put this down to the Stella. Shortly afterwards their conversation had been interrupted by a mate of Lizzie’s, a looker with scarlet nails and a big leather belt. Winter couldn’t remember her name, but she’d introduced herself with a cheesy little flourish before towing Faraday across to the brimming display of canapés, and somewhat later Winter had spotted them leaving together. Good on you, he’d thought at the time. Enjoy.


Now, though, he began to wonder. As a D/C on division, he’d spent a couple of years working under Faraday, and later they’d been thrown together on a couple of Major Crime inquiries. Winter had always recognised his D/I as a fellow loner, and when he’d left the Job and journeyed to the Dark Side, Faraday had been one of his few ex-colleagues to spare him the time of day. For that Winter had always been grateful. The man had more in his life than canteen gossip. He’d taken the trouble to try and figure out why someone as difficult and gifted as Winter would end up working for the city’s top criminal face, and when circumstances had occasionally brought them together, he’d never rushed to judgement. On the contrary, he seemed to understand the path that Winter had chosen. That, of course, was why Faraday had been a decent cop. He was patient. He listened. He watched. He resisted the obvious conclusions. He let events play out, sharpened his pencil, reviewed the evidence, set a trap or two, and then joined the dots. Winter had always admired this MO because it so closely resembled his own. But then he, Paul Winter, was a survivor. Whereas Faraday, all too clearly, was anything but.


True? Winter eyed his reflection in the sliding glass door that led to the balcony. In his early fifties, he was Faraday’s age, give or take. He was overweight by at least a couple of stone. He drank too much, ate too much and took full advantage of any passing opportunity. He was losing his hair, and physical challenge of pretty much any description was definitely becoming an issue. But he had resilience, and resilience mattered, and what he also had was self-belief. There were few decisions he’d taken in his life that he’d ever regretted, and if he’d finally arrived at a parting of the ways with Bazza then that, too, could be sorted. Because it had to be faced. Because it had to be done. Because otherwise, for all his matey confidence, he knew he’d end up like Faraday.


He thought about a drink, a private farewell toast to mark the man’s passing, then shook his head. The light was still on in the bedroom, but Misty appeared to be asleep. Recently she’d taken to wearing a black silk camisole that cost a fortune and properly belonged on someone a bit thinner. She’d also installed her favourite stuffed animal, a pink leopard called Charlie with one eye missing and badly repaired damage around the hindquarters where Bazza had once attacked it with a broken bottle.


The beast stood knee-high and had occupied a corner of the bedroom for a couple of weeks now, an affront to Winter’s sense of independence. He’d loathed it from the moment it had invaded his space, and the more he saw of it the more he knew it had to go. It was chavvy. It was infantile. It clashed with his curtains and filled him with dread in case Misty turned up with the rest of the zoo he knew she kept at home. For years, at considerable risk, he’d been knobbing Bazza’s mistress at every opportunity. Now, for reasons he still didn’t fully understand, he and Mist appeared to have become an item.


Misty stirred. She wanted to know who’d been on the phone.


‘Jimmy Suttle.’


‘What did he want?’ She was struggling to look at the bedside clock.


‘It was just a personal thing. Mutual friend.’


‘Yeah?’ She was up on one elbow now. ‘And?’


‘Dunno, really. The boy was pissed as a rat.’


Winter smothered a yawn, unsure why he was sparing her the details. Misty had met Faraday on a couple of occasions and thought him a cut above the usual Filth.


‘So are you coming to bed, or what?’


‘Yeah.’ Winter didn’t move. Earlier Misty had been worrying about her place over on Hayling Island. Bazza had acquired it years ago when his business empire was going from strength to strength. A whisker under half a million had bought a waterside property with views across Langstone Harbour, the perfect love nest for the aspiring entrepreneur. Misty had added a pool with underwater disco lights and found ample time for Winter when Mackenzie wasn’t around. Bazza still paid her a visit from time to time, but Misty sensed his heart wasn’t in it. Winter wanted to know more.


‘I’m yesterday’s shag,’ she said. ‘We do it for old times’ sake.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘I think he wants the house back.’


‘Why?’


‘To sell it.’


‘Sell it?’


This was news to Winter. He knew exactly how tight things were in every corner of the business because that was his job, but he’d somehow overlooked the place on Hayling Island. That, in a curious way, was family. And Bazza had always been careful to keep family assets ring-fenced from the tax man and the recent credit crunch.


‘Did he buy it outright?’


‘I’m not sure. I don’t think so.’


‘What was the deal, then?’


‘I think he raised a mortgage on three quarters of it. The rest he must own.’


Winter perched himself on the edge of the bed, doing the sums in his head. In today’s market the house was probably worth around 650K. After expenses, that would still give Bazza at least 250K in equity. With the rest of his property empire in free fall, and the other businesses stretched to breaking point, there were a million pressing calls on a sum like this, but Winter’s heart sank when he realised why Mackenzie might be serious about Hayling Island.


‘Why all this? Why would he need the money?’ he asked.


‘Guess.’


‘Kinder.’


‘Of course. The guy’s got Baz by the nuts. He can’t get too much of all this politics shit. Honestly, my love, it’s pitiful to watch.’


Winter could only agree. He’d seen it for himself. Leo Kinder had become a regular fixture at Mackenzie’s Craneswater house. He was savvy, plausible and extremely well connected. Once, until they’d thrown him out, he’d been a full-time agent with the Tories, running parliamentary candidates up and down the country. Now, as a freelance political consultant, he was telling Mackenzie that – come the election – one of the two Portsmouth constituencies was his for the taking.


‘Can’t resist it, can he?’


‘Never. You know what he told me last time we shagged?’


‘Go on.’


‘He told me Kinder was a genius. And he told me that when he gets in he’s going to give the guy the freedom of the city.’


‘He said that?’


‘On my oath.’


‘And he believes it?’


‘Without a doubt.’


In certain moods, as Winter knew only too well, Bazza Mackenzie could be delusional. All he needed was a whiff of the big time, a glimpse of the summit, and he’d be off and running. All the usual obstacles would simply vanish. He’d charm and bully and buy his way to the top, exactly the same MO that had turned seventeen million quid’s worth of toot into a sizeable business empire. For a while running this empire had been fun. He’d earned respect, won new friends, banked another fortune in legitimate profits, but then the recession had come along, and he suddenly needed something else to keep his attention.


With the wolves at the door, the world of balance sheets and employment contracts and meetings with lawyers was suddenly a pain in the arse. There had to be another challenge, something sexier, and in the shape of Leo Kinder he’d found it. First the possibility of standing for the post of elected mayor. Then, when the required legislation never happened, the chance of becoming an MP. This little conjuring trick was a tribute to the spell that a guy like Kinder could cast. Nowadays, from where Bazza was sitting, the city had seen enough of the same old faces. The people, the voters, had been shafted by the mainstream parties. Pompey, his Pompey, deserved better.


‘So what’s it costing?’ Winter inquired. He had asked Bazza exactly the same question and got no answer.


‘He says fifty grand.’


‘Double it.’


‘You’re serious?’


‘Yeah. And probably double it again. You know the man, Mist. He doesn’t do losing. If Kinder puts a price on success, he’ll take no chances.’


‘Two hundred grand?’ Misty was doing the arithmetic. ‘That’s what he’d pocket from my house.’


‘Exactly.’


There was a long silence. Charlie the pink leopard had become a brooding presence in the room. Winter risked a glance, shut his eyes, shook his head. Then he felt the stir of bedsprings beneath him and a gentle tug on his arm as Misty tried to peel off his dressing gown. Moments later he was flat on his back while Misty busied herself with the knot on his pyjama bottoms. He knew exactly what was coming next. And he dreaded it.


Naked below the waist, he succumbed to her dancing fingers for a moment or two then levered himself half-upright. Supported on his elbows, he watched her bobbing head.


‘So what will you do?’ he managed at last.


Her head slowed. Her fingers closed around him and her face appeared. Winter recognised the smile she saved for special occasions.


‘I’ll move in here for real.’ She nodded at the bedroom and gave him a little squeeze. ‘You fancy that?’





Chapter three



PORTSMOUTH: FRIDAY, 14 AUGUST 2009


Suttle was at Det Supt Parsons’ office door at nine o’clock. For the first time in years a hangover had bent him over the toilet bowl. Lizzie, after a night of trying to cope with their daughter, had ignored him. Since he’d showered, dressed and risked a slice of cold toast, they hadn’t exchanged a word.


Parsons wanted to know about the post-mortem. The thought of Faraday on the pathologist’s table made Suttle’s stomach heave.


‘Half nine, boss. Up at the QA.’ The Queen Alexandra Hospital was Portsmouth’s newest and biggest, a sprawling complex on the fold of chalk overlooking the city.


‘I want you there, Jimmy. I know it’s tough but it has to be done.’


Suttle stared at her. For the first time he realised the role she’d assigned him over the coming days. Because Faraday’s death wasn’t being treated as suspicious, there’d be no need for a police presence at the post-mortem. But Parsons, as ever, wanted no surprises.


‘Are you serious, boss?’


‘Of course. We need to keep on top of this thing. You knew him. You worked with him. Intel’s your speciality. We need a motive, some proof of intent. You get my drift?’


The inquiry was already tagged Operation Castor. Any kind of oversight role in the unexplained death of his ex-boss was the last thing Suttle needed. He briefly contemplated appealing to Parsons’ better nature but knew it would be a waste of time. She wanted him to keep an eye on Faraday’s immediate family too, offering them whatever support they needed.


‘There isn’t any, boss, as far as I can suss.’


‘None?’


‘Only his son, J-J.’


‘Does he know yet?’


‘I’ve no idea. He might.’


‘Where is he?’


‘London. Chiswick.’


‘Then go up there and hold his hand, eh? After the PM.’


‘Fine, boss.’ Suttle glanced at his watch. ‘I’d better make a move.’


Winter was summoned to breakfast at Sandown Road. Mackenzie’s house was a big red-brick Edwardian villa with huge windows and an upstairs glimpse of the sea beyond the tennis courts at the end of the road. Bazza and his wife Marie had been living here for a while now, his most visible down payment on a new life among Southsea’s moneyed professionals. Regular dinner parties and summer barbecues had fattened his address book, and – according to Marie – he’d recently treated himself to golf lessons at a pricey resort complex on the mainland.


Winter had phoned Mackenzie earlier, demanding an urgent meet, and when Bazza had enquired why, he’d just laughed. For nearly a year now there’d been only one subject to justify this kind of call: money. The Mackenzie empire, besieged on all sides by the recession, was leaking funds at an alarming rate. The company accountant, a talented refugee from the Inland Revenue with fingers in all kinds of city pies, had long been telling his boss that he had to start selling assets, but Bazza was temperamentally incapable of throwing the corporate gearstick into reverse. Making any kind of retreat simply wasn’t his style. You got richer by taking risks. You survived by holding your nerve. One day, hopefully soon, the market would turn. In the meantime you manned the battlements, laid in stocks of boiling oil and repelled all boarders.


The big family kitchen was at the back of the house. Winter skirted the swimming pool and stepped in from the rain. Marie was laying the table. The smell of grilling bacon put a smile on Winter’s face.


‘Who else are we expecting?’ There were four places at the long wooden table.


‘Leo. He’s been with Baz for a while now.’ She nodded towards the door. ‘He wants you to join them.’


Winter shed his dripping raincoat and made his way through the adjacent living room to Mackenzie’s den. It was still early, barely nine o’clock. It wouldn’t surprise him if Leo Kinder had moved in, sparing himself the near-daily commute from his trophy cottage out in the country. Misty was right. The world of politics had gone to Bazza’s head. Only last week he’d described it as the new cocaine. Only better.


Kinder was a sleek thirty-something with a passion for designer jeans and crisp white collarless shirts. Most days he affected a hint of designer stubble and just now, to Winter’s alarm, he occupied the leather recliner Mackenzie reserved for special guests. This, as Winter knew only too well, meant that Bazza’s political guru, the company spaniel, had emerged from the long grass with something especially tasty.


‘Listen to this, mush.’ Mackenzie waved Winter into the other chair. ‘Leo’s come up with a media strategy for the big one. He’s got the mainstream lot sorted already. Remember the stuff we had in the Guardian? The Telegraph? Lots more of that to come. But here’s the kicker. We go into social media. Big time. We blitz it. We tie the whole fucking city up in knots. We get in their face. We go undercover. We go viral. It’s votes, mush. It’s all about votes. We set up these weirdo sockpuppet accounts and invite all those monkeys out there to join the party. Not any old party. But my party, our party—’ He broke off suddenly and shot a look at Kinder. ‘Sockpuppet accounts? Have I got that right?’


‘You have, Baz.’ Kinder granted him a nod of approval, then switched his attention to Winter. ‘It’s a group thing on Facebook. You make up a name and an email address, plant whatever seeds you like, and then step back and let it happen. You have to keep control, of course, but no one has a clue what you’re up to or who you really are. In my game you need to boss the agenda. This is one way of doing it.’


‘There are others?’


‘Lots. Twitter. Getting stuck into the big aggregators. Digg. Reddit. Targeting specific forums. How much time have you got?’


Winter shrugged, aware of the blaze of light in Bazza’s eyes. Switching him on had never been a problem, as Leo Kinder had quickly discovered.


Mackenzie was sitting at his desk. He swivelled towards his PC and reached for the keyboard.


‘Take a look at this, mush.’


Winter found himself staring at a logo. The distinctive silhouette of the Spinnaker Tower reared out of an eye-popping wash of yellows and reds. Put it on a bottle of crap lager, Winter thought, and you might just risk a mouthful or two. Mackenzie bent to the keyboard again. Two words appeared beneath the same image: Pompey First.


‘Brilliant or what?’ Bazza shook his head in admiration.


Winter was still gazing at the screen. He’d heard this phrase before in muttered conversations between Kinder and his boss but had always ignored it.


‘This is some kind of political party?’


‘An aspiration, Paul.’ It was Kinder. ‘We’ll need to badge the campaign, give it punch and presence. Starting a political party from scratch is a nightmare.’


‘Yeah.’ A vigorous nod from Bazza. ‘All kinds of bollocks. Right, Leo?’


‘Right. This way we get round all the nonsense from the Electoral Commission. Baz will be campaigning as an independent. That’s exactly what it’ll say on the polling slip. But as far as the rest of it’s concerned, Baz is Pompey First. That’s the way it works. That’s the retail offer on all the stuff we’re going to be putting out. That’s what we’re selling here.’


‘Pompey First?’


‘Exactly. And seventy thousand voters is a nice place to start.’


Winter nodded. His knowledge of the local political scene was rudimentary. The city was divided into two constituencies, Portsmouth North and Portsmouth South.


‘So what are you going for, Baz? Where does all this stuff of yours end up?’


‘Pompey North.’ He gestured towards the window. ‘I’m a Copnor boy, remember. It’s home turf, my patch, and Leo thinks it’s winnable. You know what MP stands for?’


‘Tell me.’


‘Mr Pompey.’ He grinned. ‘That’s me, mush.’


Next year’s general election dominated breakfast at Sandown Road. Winter, busying himself with scrambled eggs and four rashers of bacon, half-listened to the conversation, swapping looks with Marie when Kinder pushed her husband to the very edge of the known political universe. In this little game Bazza was a deeply willing accomplice, but Winter could only admire Kinder’s skill in playing to his candidate’s need to make the biggest possible splash in the claustrophobic little provincial backwater that was Portsmouth.


Watching him play Bazza, appealing to his vanity and his impatience and his raw appetite for mischief, Winter realised that Kinder had an almost feline talent for making the inconceivable – Mr Bazza Mackenzie, MP – seem a real possibility. How the city’s favourite son could play Robin Hood to thousands of kids just old enough to vote. How he could turn his days with the 6.57 crew, a mobbed-up bunch of football hooligans, into evidence that he’d put his very life on the line for the city he loved. How Bazza’s legendary business skills involved the kind of down-home aspiration that people on the hustings would readily understand. Bazza, Kinder kept saying, was real. He understood Pompey. He was passionate about the place. He was fluent in mush-speak. He smartened up failing businesses. He created jobs. He made the city a nicer place. Plus he wasn’t afraid to voice an opinion or two. The voters of Portsmouth North, according to Kinder, were in for a treat.


On his second cup of coffee, Winter finally managed to bring the conversation back to earth. By now Mackenzie appeared to have signed up to a largish staff of talented young guys, mainly students, who would take the city by the throat and – in the name of Pompey First – set the place alight. Winter had lost track of what these people would actually be doing, but even in Bazza’s world he knew that nothing came for free.


‘So who’s paying for all this?’


‘Me, mush.’


‘How?’


‘I’ll bung them a few quid. Make it worth their while. Students live on fuck all. Enough for a curry and a couple of pints? Easy.’


He seemed to think this settled the argument. Kinder disagreed.


‘Why the fuck not, Leo?’


Kinder spelled out the big-ticket items: printing costs, premises, clerical salaries, a decent whack for someone with the right IT skills to get on top of the social media campaign, his own fee, plus another ten or twenty grand for something he called the ‘stunt budget’.


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s a contingency, Baz. A lot of this stuff we can action any time. That gives us a head start on pretty much everyone else. But when next year comes round and the thing gets going properly, you’re in a different game.’


‘I’m not with you, mush.’


‘Anything can happen. Campaigns have to adapt. All the time. And to do that you have to make the weather.’


‘Yeah?’ Baz loved this. Winter could see it.


Kinder began to go into detail, calling on examples from previous campaigns: how to throttle another party’s bright idea at birth, how to take a slip of the tongue and turn it into a major vote loser, how to find the skeleton in a rival’s cupboard and give it a good rattle. In every case, he said, you needed to be quick on your feet, inventive and not afraid of spending a bob or two. To make that happen, you needed a war chest.


Bazza was grinning again. This was exactly the MO that had taken him from the backstreets of Copnor to up-market Craneswater.


‘No problem,’ he said. ‘You want moolah, it’ll be there for you.’


‘How?’ Winter again.


‘Fuck knows.’


‘I’m serious, Baz. The way things are going just now, we’ll be lucky to make Christmas intact. Next year it’s going to be even tougher. Unless you tell me where the money’s coming from, this stuff’s for the fairies.’


Mackenzie toyed with a corner of toast. For once he appeared to have been listening. Then his head came up.


‘The guy who nicked my toot …’ he began ‘… that Skelley guy.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Get in touch. Tell him it’s time he settled.’


Kinder caught the colder edge in Mackenzie’s voice. He also saw the expression on Winter’s face, the tiny turn of the head, the glance across the table towards Marie. Kinder wanted to know more about Skelley. Who was this guy?


‘Forget it, Leo.’ The grin was back on Bazza’s face. ‘Tell me more about that manga idea.’


Suttle had found a corner of the post-mortem room that was partly shielded by the pathologist and the mortuary technician who were bent over Faraday’s corpse. The pathologist had just made a big Y-shaped incision, cutting twin lines from Faraday’s shoulders to a point above his chest bone. From here, the scalpel sliced through the waxy yellowing flesh, stopping below the swell of belly that seemed to Suttle to have grown over the past couple of months. He heard the snap of bone as the front of the rib cage was removed and then turned away as the pathologist helped himself to the glistening jigsaw of organs that lay inside. In the grim parlance of autopsy procedure, this was termed the Pluck, a brimming double handful of windpipe, throat, lungs and heart carefully lifted and put to one side for later examination.


Suttle had been a witness at this procedure a number of times before. If you worked on Major Crime, it came with the turf. Yet never had he seen it happen to someone he liked to think he knew well. In one sense, it was difficult to associate the overweight body on the stainless-steel slab with Faraday. The essence of the man – his watchfulness, his humanity, the way he constantly worried about the real meanings of the word justice – had gone. Death robbed everyone of the person they’d been, and Faraday was no exception. What was hard, though, was trying to associate the pathologist’s careful exploration with any real notion of what he might find.


Every post-mortem began with a complete external examination. In Faraday’s case there’d been no visible signs of violence. No bruising, no abrasions, no ligature marks, nothing. Now, the pathologist was slowly emptying the rest of Faraday’s body cavity. Each of the abdominal organs would be subject to careful inspection. There might be signs of damage from long-standing disease. Given Faraday’s affection for a decent bottle of wine, his liver might come in for special attention. Tissue and other samples would doubtless confirm the chemical battering he’d probably given himself in the hours before he’d died. But that wasn’t it.


Suttle’s eyes returned again and again to Faraday’s heart. It nestled beside his lungs in a big stainless-steel bowl, a knot of shiny muscle laced with arteries. Suttle doubted whether technology would ever be able to test for disappointment in a man’s heart, but deep down he suspected that this, more than any other factor, had killed his ex-boss. Faraday was dead because, in the end, life hadn’t measured up.


The Job, over two decades, had worn away his sense of belief in a society he’d once believed in. Not because he’d grown any less adept at proving guilt. On the contrary, some of his recent investigations had won quiet applause at every level. But because his belief in innocence had taken such a battering. In a moment of rare candour he’d recently confessed to Suttle that people, more and more, disgusted him. They seldom looked further than their own needs. They dug holes for themselves and others without the faintest regard for the likely consequences. And when the shit hit the fan, which it inevitably did, there was always someone else to blame.


This sense of disillusion, increasingly acute, had finally seeped into his private life. Suttle sensed that long-term relationships had never been easy for Faraday. A number of women had come and gone. But the abrupt departure of Gabrielle, his partner of three years, had been – for Faraday – the end of the line. He thought he’d known her. He knew he’d loved her. Yet, come the finish, neither had been enough.


Suttle watched the pathologist removing the last coil of intestine, aware of a choking sensation in his own chest. Barely twelve hours ago, back home after leaving the Bargemaster’s House, it had been the same. He’d tried without success to explain it to Lizzie. Preoccupied with the baby, he sensed she’d barely listened. A bottle of red, followed by a couple of stiff vodkas, hadn’t helped. Now, faced with the cold facts of Faraday’s demise, he was completely lost. What did any of this have to do with the man he’d known? How could anyone’s life be reduced to a set of clinical observations folded into a post-mortem report?


By lunchtime, mercifully, the pathologist had finished. Suttle left a message on Parsons’ answering machine and set off for London. Twice he swapped stations on the radio, hunting for something, anything, that would take his mind off the body on the shininess of the post-mortem table, but nothing worked. Only an hour or so later, in a traffic jam on the M3, did he realise the full irony of the situation. Faraday, faced with something similar, would have probably felt exactly the same.





Chapter four



CHISWICK: FRIDAY, 14 AUGUST 2009


J-J lived in a terrace of houses three streets south of Chiswick High Road. The area, as far as Suttle could tell, had become a magnet for young professional couples with growing families. Mums pushing state-of-the-art buggies were everywhere, and it was hard to pass a parked 4 × 4 without noticing the baby seat anchored in the back.


Suttle found the address he’d copied from Faraday’s book and slipped into a gap across the road from J-J’s place. Yet another young mum was out in her modest patch of front garden, filling her recycling box with newspapers. From the car, Suttle could see her tiny daughter in the front bay window, jiggling away to unheard music, and he thought instantly of Grace, back at home in Southsea. His hangover was beginning to ease and he knew he owed Lizzie a call. He’d be crap at apologising for this morning’s little episode but he dreaded the thought of returning to any kind of atmosphere. Parenthood wasn’t quite as simple a proposition as he’d once imagined, as the woman with an armful of Daily Mails doubtless understood.


He locked the Subaru and crossed the road. After the morning’s rain, he enjoyed the sudden warmth of the sunshine on his upturned face. There was a single bell push on J-J’s front door, and as he pressed it he wondered how on earth the man would hear him. Early on, Faraday had discovered that his infant son was deaf, a condition that seemed to have shaped the long years to come. In Suttle’s book the fact that Faraday had coped so well told you everything you needed to know. J-J’s mum had died with the kid barely six months old. How on earth would you set about being a single parent after a trauma like that?


The door opened, and Suttle recognised the tall skinny figure from a photo beside Faraday’s bed. J-J was wearing a pair of patched jeans, no belt and a scarlet T-shirt several sizes too small. The message across the chest looked Russian – Cyrillic script, totally incomprehensible. He stared at Suttle blankly. He had a long bony face, utterly unlike Faraday’s, and it was several days since he’d last had a shave.


Suttle, who’d sent a text earlier, wondered if it had got through. Evidently not. He produced his warrant card. When J-J looked even blanker, he pointed at the Hantspol logo, hoping he might make a connection or two. Nothing.


The two men looked at each other for a long moment, then Suttle nodded at the shadowed hall behind J-J and invited himself in. The back of the house faced south. A small conservatory was splashed with more sunshine, and Suttle could smell fresh coffee. He turned to find J-J standing uncertainly behind him.


In situations like these it was normal to alert the local police to deliver the death message. They usually sent around one of the uniforms on shift and offered the services of a Family Liaison Officer if circumstances justified it. Last night, before leaving the Bargemaster’s House, Nick Hayder had asked the Met to do just this, but an email had been waiting for him this morning when he got back from the post-mortem, reporting that J-J didn’t appear to be at home. Hayder had phoned Suttle barely an hour ago, knowing he was en route up to London to offer J-J help over the funeral arrangements. Would he mind doing a brief interview with the man as well?


Suttle had been happy to say yes. Now, looking at J-J, he was trying to work out exactly how to break the news. Sign language was beyond him. Lip-reading opened the door to countless ambiguities. The letter was his only option. Last night the Crime Scene Investigator had taken a copy on Faraday’s printer before bagging the original as evidence. Suttle had tucked the copy in an envelope and brought it up. Now he gave it to J-J.


In conversation Faraday had always referred to him as a boy. In real life he was anything but. Doing the sums, Suttle calculated he must be in his early thirties, though his pallor and gauntness made him look older. He studied the letter, then read it again. When he looked up, he was visibly shocked, his eyes shiny with tears. He sniffed a couple of times and then wiped his nose on the back of his hand. Maybe Faraday was right, Suttle thought. A boy, after all.


Suttle shook his head in what he hoped was a gesture of sympathy. Then he tried to soften the news with a clumsy piece of mime, popping imaginary tablets in his mouth and then cushioning his head on his folded hands. Your dad took some codeine, he was trying to say, and then went to sleep. J-J followed him, gesture by gesture, not remotely fooled by this charade. He studied Suttle for a moment or two then drew a bony finger across his throat and raised an enquiring eyebrow.


Suttle nodded, extending a consolatory hand, patting him on the shoulder. He had no choice. There were a million ways of breaking this kind of news, but few were as brutal and bizarre as this.


The kitchen was next door to the conservatory. Suttle took charge, re-warming the pot of coffee and finding a couple of cups. J-J had disappeared and Suttle wondered whether there was anyone else in the house. Faraday had sometimes talked of a Russian actress his son was shacked up with, and Suttle hoped to God she was upstairs. In the event, to his immense relief, he was right.


She’d obviously been asleep. She stood in the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. She was slight, like J-J, but much shorter. The blue dressing gown she was wearing must have been his because it came down to her ankles. Her eyes were enormous and lent her face the kind of startling beauty that would turn heads anywhere. Her feet were bare on the kitchen tiles and she’d painted a single toenail the colour of J-J’s T-shirt.


‘What’s happened?’ Her English was perfect, if heavily accented.


Suttle explained as best he could. J-J’s father had been found dead. He appeared to have taken his own life. In all these cases the police had to make enquiries. He was sorry to have brought news like this.


She nodded and extended a hand. She said her name was Ulyana. She seemed neither shocked nor surprised by Faraday’s death, and Suttle found himself wondering why.


‘Did you know him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well?’


‘Only a little –’ she shrugged ‘– but …’


‘But what?’


She glanced at J-J, obviously reluctant to go on, but her partner seemed to have ghosted away into a world of his own. He was gazing out through the conservatory windows. There were rags of cloud in the blueness of the sky over the nearby rooftops and his eyes were still wet with tears.


Ulyana angled her body towards Suttle, her face invisible to J-J.


‘He wasn’t well,’ she said.


‘How do you mean?’


‘He was very nervous, always, and very sad.’


‘This is recently?’


‘Yes. And before as well. For years, maybe, since I first knew him, but it got worse.’


‘And do you know why?’


‘No.’


‘Does J-J?’


‘I don’t think so. They were very close once. Now, not so much.’


Suttle nodded, realising that she was hiding her mouth because J-J could lip-read. He found a third cup and poured the coffee before returning to the conservatory. There were a couple of fold-up garden chairs and a battered old sofa, but it was impossible to get J-J to sit down.


‘Is he the only next of kin?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Does he have any relatives? Family members?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t think so.’


‘Could you ask him, please?’


Ulyana got to her feet. J-J took a step back, but she reached out to him, folded herself into his chest, gave him a long hug. Then she began to talk to him, a flurry of sign. There was obviously far more to the conversation than the simple question Suttle had asked, but finally she returned with an answer.


‘His mum’s parents are still alive.’


‘Where do they live?’


‘America.’


‘Anyone else?’


‘He doesn’t think so. There were never any aunts or uncles. Joe was … how do you say?’


‘An only child.’


‘Da. Yes.’


Suttle nodded. Under these circumstances J-J would have to come down to Portsmouth asap. There was a long list of stuff to sort out, beginning with the arrangements for the funeral. It would be good, Suttle said, if he had a bit of support.


‘Of course. I’ll come with him.’


‘It may take a while.’


‘Sure. I have a couple of auditions but …’ She shrugged, leaving the sentence unfinished. She had her arms round J-J again, and for the first time Suttle caught the faintest hint of Faraday in his face, something vulnerable, something withheld.


‘You have a key to the house down there? Or do you want me to sort one out?’


There was a brief exchange of sign.


‘We have a key,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’


Suttle checked his watch and then found a visiting card. He gave it to Ulyana and told her to phone him any time if she needed help. He took her mobile number and asked when they might be heading south. She thought tomorrow, when J-J had had a chance to properly understand what had happened. Suttle looked at her, disturbed by what she had said.


‘He’s going to be OK?’


She smiled and then took Suttle’s hand. ‘Come.’


She led the way back through the kitchen. At the foot of the stairs she paused and then nodded up towards the first floor. For the first time Suttle became aware of a line of carefully framed photographs flanking the stairs. There were more of them on the top landing, all in black and white.


‘Please,’ she said. ‘Go ahead.’


Suttle edged slowly up the staircase, pausing beside each photo. They were all studies of children, some young, some less so. In every case the child was looking into the lens, their young face side-lit, and what came through every shot was a trustfulness tempered with something else. As he moved from picture to picture, Suttle realised that these kids came from a special place. Something was missing. You could see it in their eyes. There was a vacancy, a lack of engagement, but there was also a sense that the person holding the camera, the person talking to them, the person winning their trust, had somehow secured himself visiting rights.


Suttle knew that J-J had won a bit of a reputation in art photography. In this respect, and many others, Faraday had always been immensely proud of him.


‘J-J took these?’


‘Yes. There was a special exhibition. It was a couple of years ago. Joe came up. His girlfriend too.’


‘Gabrielle?’


‘Yes.’ Her eyes returned to a shot of a young girl. ‘These kids are autistic. That’s the whole point. If you understand that, you understand J-J. The kind of man he is, the kind of person he is.’


‘You’re telling me he’s autistic, too?’


‘Not at all. I mean he reaches out. He shows himself. He’s never afraid. Like that you can get hurt, believe me.’


Suttle nodded. ‘And these kids knew that?’


‘Of course. Which is why these photos are so good. That’s his gift. His talent. You understand what I’m trying to say?’


Suttle nodded. He understood exactly what she was trying to say. Like his father, J-J had the gift of empathy. He could get into other people’s heads, other people’s hearts. What Joe Senior had found there had begun to distress him, but it was this talent, all too rare, that had made him such a fine detective.


‘There’s a couple of other things …’ Suttle said. ‘Do you think J-J has a contact number for Gabrielle?’


‘Of course.’ She looked surprised. ‘Didn’t Joe?’


‘I can’t seem to find one.’ It was true. Suttle had searched both Faraday’s address book and his email. All traces of Gabrielle seemed to have been erased.


‘You want to get in touch with her?’


‘Yes. She ought to know. She ought to be told.’


‘OK.’ She said she’d get the number from J-J’s mobile before Suttle left. ‘What else do you need?’


Suttle hesitated, unsure where investigation ended and intrusion began.


‘Joe wrote J-J a letter …’ he said at last. ‘I’m sure you’ll read it.’


‘I have. He showed me upstairs.’


‘You remember the line at the end? The postscript?’


She frowned a moment, then nodded. ‘You mean about the eagle?’


‘Yes.’


‘And you don’t understand?’


‘No.’


‘You want to ask him?’


Without waiting for an answer, she took Suttle back to the conservatory. J-J, folded onto the sofa, was still watching the clouds. Ulyana signed to him. Suttle wondered which gesture meant ‘eagle’. J-J took his time replying, but when the answer came it seemed to transform him. He stirred. His bony fingers were a blur of sign. His thin body was perched on the very edge of the sofa. When the punchline came, he turned towards Suttle and grinned.


‘When he was a kid,’ Ulyana explained, ‘he and his dad played bird games. They’d go out all day, watching the birds. They had books, lots of books, and the books were all about birds. Sometimes there were programmes on the TV about birds. All the time, birds, birds, birds. That’s the world they made for themselves. Birds everywhere.’


‘And the eagle?’


‘It’s got to do with a poem.’


‘Which poem?’


‘He won’t tell me.’


‘Why not?’


She turned back to J-J and put the question. J-J shook his head, glanced up at Suttle and then put his finger to his lips.


‘He still won’t say?’


‘No. I think it’s private, personal.’


J-J was lip-reading. The nod was a nod of agreement. Then he stood up, extending his thin arms, and did a slow tight circuit of the conservatory, up on his toes, swaying and swooping, a performance no less startling for being so sudden and so ungainly. Suttle watched him, wondering if he’d pushed the conversation too far. He needn’t have worried.


‘He’s being an eagle.’ Ulyana was smiling. ‘He says it was his dad’s favourite bird.’


Winter had been back in his apartment at Blake House for the best part of an hour before he noticed the message-waiting light blinking on the answering machine. He finished his coffee and hit the replay button. It was a woman’s voice, faint, indistinct. The message lasted less than thirty seconds, but by the time it ended he knew exactly who it was. He reached for a pad and played the message again, scribbling down the numbers she’d left at the end. He’d no idea where the dialling code 00382 might take him, but that wasn’t the point. Five years ago this woman had helped save his life. Fingers crossed, she might just do it again.


Feeling infinitely better, he stepped onto the balcony and gazed out. The busy clutter of Portsmouth Harbour had always been his favourite view. This, as he’d told so many visitors over the years, was where you could take the real pulse of the city. The Gosport ferries churning back and forth across the water, the hourly FastCat heading for the distant smudge of the Isle of Wight, the occasional warship ghosting towards the harbour narrows and the open sea, the big cross-Channel boats, outward bound for Le Havre and St Malo. This ongoing carnival – part pleasure, part commerce, part defence of the realm – never failed to gladden him. It was evidence that this city of his, so crowded, so claustrophobic, so insular, also had another face. From here, in Gunwharf, it looked outward. There were ways you could escape, he thought. Which, under the current circumstances, was just as well.
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