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Prologue


July 2nd 1928


Lake Katchewanooka,


Ontario, Canada





Lucy stayed absolutely still, knowing her life was in danger. Her heart pounded, but she concentrated on not making the slightest sound. Instead she squatted behind a stack of wooden crates in the deep shadows at the back of the boathouse.


It was a beautiful day outside, with sunlight glinting on the surface of the lake, but it was shady here in the old wooden boathouse. Despite the reedy, damp air, Lucy could feel a trickle of perspiration at the back of her neck. She wanted to wipe it away, but she forced herself not to move, and stayed crouched on the floor, her hands clasped around her knees to stop them from knocking together.


She listened to the two men who had entered the boathouse.


The bigger man, Brent Packham, was a wealthy businessman who was rumoured to be involved with running whiskey and rum across the Canadian border into America, where selling alcohol was still illegal. Smuggling liquor was a trade that involved gangsters, and Lucy had thought it would be exciting to sneak into the grounds and do a little snooping on the lakeside estate that Brent Packham had rented for the summer. She had thought that her friends Will and Mike would be impressed with her daring. But now she was terrified she was going to witness a murder.


The house and grounds were north of the town of Lakefield, on the upper corner of Lake Katchewanooka, near where Lucy and her mother lived on the Otonabee Reserve with other members of the Ojibwe tribe. The thought of her mother made Lucy wish she was home now. But there was no use longing for the security of being with Mom – she had got herself into this fix and she would have to get herself out again.


Now that she was twelve, Lucy had been given the freedom to explore the nearby lakes in her canoe, while painting and sketching. It was how she had met Will and Mike – though she hadn’t told Mom about making friends with boys who didn’t live on the reserve.


This afternoon she had been following the trail along the wooded shoreline when she almost stumbled onto the two men. Their voices alerted her just in time, and she ran into the rambling old wooden boathouse. Unfortunately the men stopped at the door.


‘Let’s step inside,’ said Brent Packham.


Lucy ducked down behind a pile of wooden boxes and held her breath.


‘We won’t be disturbed here,’ said Packham, entering the boathouse.


Lucy peeked out. She was frightened of being found, but also curious about what was going on. Mr Packham was said to have a shady past, but he owned a brewery and a transport company in the nearby city of Peterborough. He was a big, muscular man with oiled black hair. And although he dressed in fine clothes – almost to the point of looking like a dandy – there was still an air of threat about him, the sense of someone that it would be foolish to cross. The other man was slighter and less prosperous-looking.


‘I’m glad you came to see me, Jake,’ Packham said. ‘Always better to iron out problems man to man.’


‘That’s what I think too.’


‘So?’


‘So, I think we should renegotiate. Each month we’re shifting more whiskey over the border, Mister P – making you a fortune.’


So he was a smuggler, thought Lucy.


‘I’m running a profitable business,’ said Packham, his tone reasonable. ‘And you’re sharing those profits.’


‘Not sharing them enough.’


‘I say it is enough.’


‘And I say it’s not.’


Lucy listened intently, intrigued despite her nervousness.


‘Then don’t work for me,’ said Packham, his voice taking on a hard edge. ‘The Verelli family are eager to expand – I can go to them.’


‘I’m your American partner. Using someone else…that would bring problems…’


‘So now you’re threatening me, Jake,’ said Packham, and Lucy knew instinctively that, despite Packham’s controlled tone, the man called Jake was living dangerously.


‘Just stating the facts,’ he said.


‘Let me state a fact,’ said Packham.


Lucy heard a quick rustle of clothes, then a sharp intake of breath.


‘This is a Colt Forty-Five,’ said Packham, ‘and I’ve used it before. How do you like that fact?’


Lucy bit her lip in fear. On the reserve people hunted for food with rifles, but Lucy knew what a Colt pistol was, and the kind of damage it could do at close range.


‘Please, Brent!’ cried Jake. ‘I was just…I was just negotiating!’


‘Really? Sounded like you were threatening my business.’


‘It wasn’t personal, Brent, I swear! It was just…just dealing!’


‘Threaten my business and you threaten me. I can’t have it out there that Brent Packham was threatened.’


‘No, Brent, please, we can work this out! No-one needs to know!’


‘But I’d know, Jake. And you’d know. You’d know you threatened me and got away with it. I can’t have that.’


Lucy felt her heart pounding as though it were going to explode. She thought of the words of her pastor, who said all it took for bad things to happen, was for good people to do nothing. And if she did nothing Brent Packham was going to kill another man! But if she stepped out of her hiding place and pleaded for Jake’s life what would happen then? A man who was willing to shoot his business partner – even if that partner was a gangster – might have no qualms about killing her as a witness. Especially as she was a trespasser, and from the Ojibwe Reserve.


‘I’m sorry I offended you, Brent,’ pleaded Jake. ‘but we can fix this. I see your point. I understand that I have to pay a price, so how’s this? Instead of increasing my share, I drop my price. As a peace offering I drop my share by ten percent for the rest of this year? What do you say, Brent?’


Say yes, thought Lucy. Please, say yes!


There was a pause, then Packham spoke. ‘I don’t think so, Jake. Threatening me was stupid and greedy. Worst of all it was a betrayal. Bad move. Fatal move.’


‘Please, Brent! I’m sorry! We’ll make it twenty – no, twenty-five percent less! You’ll never get a deal like that from the Verelli family. What do you say, Brent, twenty-five percent of a saving, and I swear I’ll never let you down again!’


Lucy heard a trigger being cocked. Despite all her efforts to remain still, she flinched at the sound. To her horror she realised that she had pushed backwards against the boathouse wall, which creaked. It wasn’t a loud sound, but had Packham heard it? Lucy looked around in panic. There was a door in the rear wall of the boathouse. If she got it open now, maybe she could get out the back before Packham got to her. Or would that be suicidal, with Packham likely to shoot her in the back, as she tried to run away?


Time seemed to stand still and she struggled to control her panic. She looked at the door, five or six feet away, and listened intently to hear if Packham was coming. She tried to still her mind and think clearly. Run and maybe escape? But also maybe get shot. Or stay and risk discovery – but maybe get away with it?


Suddenly the decision was made for her, as Packham spoke, and Lucy realised that his attention was still focussed on Jake.


‘You were a two-bit hoodlum when I met you,’ said Packham. ‘I gave you your break, and you stab me in the back. No loyalty. In your heart of hearts, you’re still a two-bit hoodlum.’


‘No, Brent.’


‘Yes, Brent!’ cried Packham, his voice raised now. ‘You’re not worth a bullet – I won’t waste one on you.’


Packham had raised his voice in anger for the first time, yet despite cocking the pistol he was now saying that he wouldn’t shoot. Had he just wanted to terrify Jake to teach him a lesson? Lucy prayed this was the case and that the two men would leave the boathouse alive. But part of her felt that that was too good to be true. Maybe Packham was lying about not wasting a bullet, maybe he was playing cat and mouse with his victim while intending to shoot him in the end.


Before Lucy could agonise any further there was a flurry of movement and the sound of a sickening blow, immediately followed by a cry from Jake. Lucy heard him slump, moaning, to the ground, then came the awful sound of three more heavy blows in swift succession, after which Jake moaned no further.


Lucy remained completely still, crouched in the gloom of the boathouse, horrified by what she had heard, and terrified of being discovered.














 






[image: ]





Part One


Introductions
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Chapter One





Terminal Two, Dublin Airport


April 2015





Ciara loved a mystery. Her nineteen-year-old brother Connor had affectionately nicknamed her Sherlock, and her favourite books were crime stories in which someone had to unravel a mystery. Ciara’s sister, Sarah, who was seventeen, and who thought she was too advanced now for stories like that, had given Ciara all of her Nancy Drew and Anthony Horowitz books – which Ciara had devoured.


However, it was one thing to read about a mystery, another thing altogether to solve one in real life. But that was what Ciara hoped to do. She sat with her father in the coffee dock opposite their departure gate, sipping a smoothie and savouring the novelty of preparing to cross the Atlantic on a special trip.


She was enjoying the smoothie’s sweetness as she took in her surroundings. She loved the airport and its futuristic terminal building. With its blue lights, soaring escalators, and gleaming glass and steel, it seemed to Ciara like a space station. She liked the hustle and bustle as passengers prepared to fly all over the world.


‘Excited?’ asked Dad now as he put down his coffee cup, smiling.


‘Yeah, can’t wait to get there.’


‘Enjoy the build-up, Ciara. Sometimes it’s the journey, not the destination.’


Usually her father made more sense, but Ciara realised that this trip back to Toronto to sort out his recently deceased father’s house was not as exciting for him as it was for her. ‘This trip is different, Dad,’ she said.


He nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess it is, at that.’


Just then Ciara’s mobile phone pinged to indicate a text message. Instinctively she went to reach for the phone, but her father smiled and pointed at it. ‘You know the rule!’


‘Don’t interrupt a conversation to text,’ intoned Ciara, mimicking Dad’s deep voice and Canadian accent.


‘Got it in one!’ he said.


Even though her father worked in software development and was more tech-savvy than most of her friends’ parents, he had strong views about mobile phone etiquette. Secretly Ciara felt he had a point when he claimed that manners hadn’t always kept up with technology, though of course she didn’t admit this to his face. And in fairness he was pretty cool most of the time – her friends had been really impressed when he had performed songs by Neil Young and Gordon Lightfoot on his guitar at the Residents’ Day barbeque.


‘Anyway,’ he said now, ‘we’ll be in Canada in seven hours.’


‘And two hours after that we’ll be in Lakefield,’ said Ciara, unable to keep the excitement from her voice.


Dad reached out and squeezed her hand affectionately. ‘Don’t get your hopes up too high, honey. We don’t know what we’re going to find.’


‘It has to be something big, Dad, for it to be kept secret all these years.’


‘Maybe,’ he conceded.


Before they could discuss it any further, a tannoy sounded and their flight was called.


‘OK,’ said Dad, rising from his seat in the coffee dock, ‘next stop Toronto.’


‘Right,’ said Ciara. Then she rose and followed him, eager to reach Canada and to get to the bottom of a mystery that was almost ninety years old.

















Chapter Two





Lake Katchewanooka, Ontario, Canada


25 June 1928





Mike knew that they would be trespassing, but that made landing on Webster Island an adventure. He kept his hand steady on the tiller, a gentle breeze tossing his hair as the boat glided over the surface of the sparkling water. He loved being out on the lake on hot summer days, and he savoured his sun-kissed surroundings, recalling how the same landscape looked with the lake frozen and the island and shoreline buried under snow. Mike was a boy who enjoyed contrasts, the warmth of the sun on his shoulders today all the sweeter after the numbing cold of winter. His musings on the seasons were cut short when the other occupant of the small sailing skiff spoke up nervously.


‘Are you sure we should do this?’


Mike looked towards the bow of the boat where Wilson Taggart sat. Wilson was the same age as Mike, but he was skinny and small for a twelve-year-old, whereas Mike was well built and tall. ‘Of course we shouldn’t, the island’s private property,’ he answered with a grin, ‘but that’s half the fun, isn’t it?’


‘Is it?’


‘Relax, Will, there’s no-one living there. And we won’t be seen. We’ll sail round the island and approach from the far side.’


‘OK. It’s just…I don’t want to get into trouble with the school – or with your dad.’


Mike shook his head. ‘He has better things to worry about than us going to an empty island. Anyway, no-one’s going to know.’


‘I just thought that someone could track us if they were watching from the shoreline with binoculars.’


‘Who’s likely to do that?’


‘Well…I guess it’s not that likely.’


‘Exactly,’ said Mike. ‘Look, we could be hit by lightning, we could be, I don’t know, swallowed by a whale! I could have a heart attack and you could have a stroke!’


Mike was rewarded by a smile from Wilson, and he grinned back. ‘Don’t meet your troubles halfway, Will, that’s what my ma always says. Most things that people worry about never happen. That’s another of her gems!’


Wilson considered this, and nodded. ‘That’s probably true.’


‘Of course, I don’t do everything she says,’ added Mike quickly, not wanting to sound like a mammy’s boy, ‘but she’s right on that one.’


‘I know she’s not a teacher, but she seems smarter than half the teachers in the school.’


‘Don’t say that to her, she’ll get a swelled head!’ answered Mike. But even as he laughed off the compliment, he couldn’t help but feel pleased on his mother’s behalf. There was no doubt that Ma was smart, though she would never have the opportunity to qualify as a teacher in The Grove School.


Mike looked back over his shoulder towards The Grove. It was a private college on the outskirts of the town of Lakefield and a three-hour train journey from Toronto. It was regarded as one of the top schools in Ontario, and perhaps in all of Canada. It educated the sons of the wealthy and powerful, and boys came as boarders, both from abroad and from throughout Canada. Mike’s father worked there as a janitor, and his mother was a nurse who ran the school infirmary. Mike’s parents could not afford the fees at The Grove, and so he attended the local school in Lakefield.


By contrast, Wilson had no money problems. He was a member of the Taggart clan, a family of wealthy steel magnates who had emigrated from Antrim in Northern Ireland in the previous century, and made a fortune in Canada’s booming steel industry. Mike’s family had also left Ireland, though only five years ago, and Mike still had memories of leaving their home in Dublin as a seven-year-old.


But although the Taggarts were enormously wealthy and influential, Mike had no sense of inferiority. As a matter of fact, he felt sorry for Wilson.


He looked at the other boy now, who was in high-quality casual clothes that made him look slightly overdressed for a summer boat trip. Mike had just got to know him this week, and he reckoned that his own friends in Lakefield would regard Wilson as posh, and even a figure of fun. But although the other boy was rich and well spoken, he wasn’t stuck up, and Mike felt that despite being a bit timid he was still interesting.


Normally Mike didn’t mix much with students at The Grove, even though his family was provided with a house on the school grounds. Wilson’s case was different, however, in that he had stayed on after school had broken up for summer holidays the previous weekend. With all his fellow pupils gone back to their families, Wilson had been left alone because of some complication in his father’s business, which had delayed his arrival to collect Wilson.


Mike had been a little put out at first when his mother had taken the solitary boy under her wing, inviting him to their family home, and suggesting that Mike go sailing with him in one of the school boats. But as he got to know Wilson he was impressed by how many quirky facts he knew about popular music, and history, and sport. And when it emerged that they shared an interest in the latest craze of flying, with both of them hero-worshipping Charles Lindbergh, who had flown non-stop from America to Paris, a friendship had begun to emerge.


It would only be temporary, Mike knew, and once Mr Taggart arrived in Lakefield he would whisk Wilson away on holiday to some fancy resort. Meanwhile though, Mike was enjoying getting to know a boy whose background was so different to his own.


Dad had warned him to be polite and not to question Wilson too much, but Mike was naturally curious and there were lots of things he wondered about. Like why did business come first with Mr Taggart, leaving his son stranded at The Grove? Or, with his mother dead, why had Wilson not been invited by any aunts or uncles to stay with them until his father could collect him? Because what was the use in being rich if you ended up on your own when you should be on holidays?


A wave slapped the side of the boat and Mike realised that his mind had been drifting. He swung the tiller, correcting his line of approach. Despite his father’s warning not to be too nosy he was fascinated by Wilson’s unusual situation. But he would go carefully, he decided, and not rush things or make the other boy uncomfortable. Instead he sat back in the boat now, enjoying the glorious June sunshine as he kept on course for the island.

















Chapter Three





Pearson International Airport, Toronto


April 2015





The scream of the jet’s engines grew louder as the 757 touched down; Ciara knew that the pilot was applying reverse thrust to slow the plane as it hurtled down the runway.


She had loved aeroplanes from the first time she had gone up in one as a three-year-old, and a career as a pilot was right at the top of her list of jobs, alongside writing best-selling mystery novels. And maybe she could do both. After all, pilots on trans-Atlantic stopovers must have time on their hands in hotel rooms, and that time could surely be used for writing.


Right now, though, her usual excitement at a smooth landing was overshadowed by the excitement of her mission. She loved the word mission, and thought it wasn’t an exaggeration to use it to describe her task of getting to the bottom of the mystery surrounding Granddad. Ciara thought he had been the coolest granddad of any of her friends, and she had been really sad when he died the previous year at the amazing age of ninety-eight.


How mad must it have been to be born in 1916, when there was no such thing as television, no mobile phones, no computers? Granddad had even shown her a scrapbook with a signed photograph of Amelia Earhart, the first woman to fly the Atlantic. Ciara wondered if her interest in flying had its roots in her grandfather telling her stories about the pioneering days, when people like Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart were aviation’s early superstars.


Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted when her father spoke. ‘So, Ciara, marks out of ten?’ he asked, smiling.


‘Smooth landing, I gave him an eight.’


‘I’m sure he’d be thrilled,’ said Dad with a grin.


The 757 had slowed down now and was taxiing in, and all around her Ciara could see people switching on their mobile phones. She turned her own on but the only message was from the local telephone network. Just then the steward came on the intercom and welcomed everyone to Canada.


‘Nice to be home, Dad?’ she said.


‘Yeah. Though Dublin is home now, really.’


Ciara knew that as a young man her father had travelled from Canada to Dublin to study. It was where he had met Mam, after which they had got married and settled in the suburb of Seapoint, where Ciara grew up with her brother and sister. Ciara loved Seapoint, and knew its every nook and cranny. Dad must surely have similar feelings about Lakefield, where he had grown up.


‘It’ll still be good to go back though, won’t it?’


‘Kinda bittersweet, Ciara. It’s my hometown and I’ve lots of happy memories of it. But Lakefield without Granddad – it’ll feel strange.’


Ciara felt a stab of affection for her father and she reached out and squeezed his hand. It had been strange late last year when all the family had flown over for Granddad’s funeral, with the empty house seeming weird without his familiar presence. It had taken until now to sort our all the legal details of Granddad’s estate, and Ciara was coming back with her father to keep him company as he signed off on the legal paperwork and put the house up for sale. But there was another reason for her making the trip.


She had shared with her grandfather a love of puzzles, and in his will he had left a letter addressed to Ciara. It was only to be given to her by his lawyer when all other legalities were finalised. Some of her family had assumed that it was a piece of advice, or a poem, or a farewell note to his youngest grandchild, but Ciara suspected otherwise.


Granddad had been renowned for his love of mysteries. He read lots of crime novels and often claimed to solve the puzzle before the end of the book. The last summer that she had visited him, Granddad had mentioned that his boyhood contained an incident that had been kept secret ever since. In his mid-nineties he was the last of his circle still living, but when Ciara had pressed him for details he had said that he couldn’t break a sworn agreement not to disclose what had happened. But then he had smiled mischievously and said that if someone good at solving mysteries were to unravel the clues to the story after he was dead, that would be a different matter. Ciara had been wondering ever since. What on earth could he have kept hidden for nearly ninety years?


The plane came to a standstill, and passengers immediately began unbuckling their belts. Ciara quickly undid hers, and her father looked at her and smiled.


‘Eager to get going?’


‘Can’t wait, Dad,’ she answered. ‘Can’t wait!’

















Chapter Four





Lake Katchewanooka, Ontario, Canada


June 25th 1928





Wilson felt excited as the boat drew near to the heavily wooded island. Normally he would be nervous of trespassing, but Mike’s carefree attitude had affected him, and now he felt pleased by his own daring. Mike had made the island trip feel like fun, calling out Land Ho! and other mock-pirate phrases, and Wilson had entered into the spirit of the thing, replying in his best attempt at a pirate accent.


This must be what it was like to have an older brother, he thought, and he wished that he wasn’t an only child. Of course, Mike wasn’t actually any older than him, just bigger and stronger. And it wasn’t anyone’s fault that he was an only child – his mother had died giving birth to a sister who didn’t survive, so it was just Wilson and his father now. But being allied with Mike, even temporarily, made him feel somehow protected, and so he felt bolder.


It was a good feeling, and he envied other boys in the school who had brothers to give them moral support and prevent them being bullied. Most of the boys in his class had been sympathetic when they heard he wasn’t spending the holidays at home. A couple of them, though, had made smart remarks, and Moose Packham, a nasty boy from the class above Wilson, had said that his father mustn’t want him if he was abandoning him during the school holidays.


Wilson had denied this vehemently, but he had still been hurt by the comment. And a small part of him was disappointed that his father’s business commitments always came first, even though he understood that, as Managing Director of Taggart Industries, Dad had a demanding job.


He wished that his father had invited him to come to Ohio, where he was negotiating with a group of steel mills that Taggart Industries wanted to buy. But Dad didn’t think it professional to have his son along on an important business trip. Normally Wilson could have gone to stay with his father’s sister, Victoria, at Cobourg. This summer, however, Aunt Vickie was keeping up the Taggart tradition of maintaining contact with Northern Ireland, and had gone with her husband and servants to spend a month at the old family estate in County Antrim.


‘OK, Will, mooring rope ready?’ cried Mike, cutting short Wilson’s musings.


‘Mooring rope ready, Captain!’


Mike was lowering the sail and pointing. ‘See that grassy bank up ahead?’


‘Yes.’


‘Jump ashore when I bring us alongside, and moor us to a tree.’


‘All right!’ answered Wilson more confidently than he felt. Although he could swim well, he wasn’t athletic, and he hoped he could jump from the moving boat and land safely on the bank.


Mike gave him a thumbs up, and the gesture lifted his spirits.


He was really glad that Nurse Farrelly had taken him under her wing and introduced him to Mike, her son. He would have preferred not to be stranded in Lakefield, but spending time with Mike proved a consolation.


Wilson was realistic enough to know that, as wealthy Protestants, the Taggarts wouldn’t normally mix with working-class Catholics like the Farrellys. Even though both families had originally come from Ireland, his father would see their differing religions as a big bar. That – and the gap in social class – meant that Dad would see more differences between them than common ground.


But although he rarely contradicted his father, Wilson felt he was too rigid on things like that. Why write someone off just because they were a different religion, or they weren’t as rich as you were?


‘All right, Will, stand by to board!’


‘Standing by, Captain!’


Mike skilfully drew the boat close to the grassy bank, and Wilson rose and crouched in the bow. He balanced himself and gauged the gap between the moving craft and the shore. He was anxious not to capsize the boat.


‘Ready?!’


‘Yes!’


‘Go!’


Wilson hesitated, the gap still seeming wide to him. Then he grasped the mooring rope tighter and leaped for the bank. Please God, he thought as he jumped, let me not look like a fool! His prayer was answered in part, in that he made the grassy bank, but he landed awkwardly. As he was falling, he saw a small tree stump. At full stretch he managed to throw the mooring rope over it, and pull it tight, before rolling to a stop himself.


‘Well done, Will!’ cried Mike as he used the mooring line to pull the boat alongside the bank.


‘Thanks,’ answered Wilson. He grinned, pleased. He sensed that his adventures with Mike were just beginning.
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Lucy froze, her charcoal pencil halfway to her sketching pad. She was sitting on a tree stump in a sun-dappled glade on Webster Island, her canoe hidden nearby under heavy foliage. But now the snap of a twig had alerted her to the presence of – what? An animal, another person? She listened intently. The sound had been some distance away, but it had been a clear snap, which suggested something heavier than a rabbit or a fox.
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