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Not a lot happens in Niagara Falls. It’s a sleepy Canadian town full of honeymooners and tourists, and that’s how Inspector Frank Corrigan likes it. He saw enough trouble as a cop in Northern Ireland. Now he’s happy dealing with parking offences and the odd drunk, although since his wife left him and took their daughter, ‘happy’ may not be quite the word.

Then a reincarnated Native American princess by the name of Lelewala canoes over the Falls – and survives. Or so she says. And Frank falls in love. And finds himself confronting the greatest terrorist of the age at an international gathering of drug dealers.

And that’s before the music starts . . .
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PROLOGUE

Death came to the village set on the banks of the great Niagara. It arrived with the autumn and liked it, so it stayed on into winter.

The Indians prayed and they made offerings to appease the great God Hinum, but the deaths continued. The witch doctors were summoned. They put on their masks and rolled their bones and after many hours cried in one voice: ‘A great sacrifice must be made!’ Although in Indian.

And so it was that on the eve of her marriage to Sahonwadi, the beautiful princess Lelewala, daughter of Chief Eagle Eye and Najaka, agreed, eventually, to sacrifice herself.

Her betrothed, Sahonwadi, bravest of the braves, labouring over his wedding canoe on the edge of the village, was not told.

Lelewala, her heart heavy, could not even say farewell to him.

But he saw her setting out into the current in her canoe. He raced into the village and only then discovered the awful truth. She looked back and saw him climb into another canoe and paddle after her. She screamed at him to stay, but he would not. He was in love.

He was strong and soon drew level with her. But it was too late. They were in the grip of the great Niagara. Even as the river sucked them over the edge of the Falls he reached out to her and she to him and their fingers almost, almost touched.

And then they were gone.
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The Artist Formerly Known as Pongo was off his head on coke again. He lolled in the rear of the white Cadillac as it embarked on its third trawl through the backstreets of Niagara Falls, occasionally breaking into backing vocals on one of his own songs as it rattled out of the speakers, but soon trailing off, bored. It had been a quiet and unsuccessful night, and his driver, ‘Uneasy’ Rawlins, was hoping it would stay that way. His eyes flitted occasionally to the sad wreck in the back and not for the first time he regretted the fact that there were no weekends in rock’n’roll. He was still waiting for his day off. Even God rested on the Sabbath, although he probably didn’t have an album to finish.

‘Here,’ Pongo yelled from the back, ‘stop here! This is the place. I can smell it.’

Rawlins muttered to himself as he pulled the car off the road into the car park of a rundown-looking diner. They’d exhausted the regular bars already. Now they were reduced to diners. As a last resort it would be the brothels. Rawlins would do the paperwork, credit cards and confidentiality agreements, Pongo the screwing. It was satisfactory for neither of them. In the bars he couldn’t drink because he was driving, in the brothels he couldn’t screw because he was married and loved his wife. At least in Texas Slims he could maybe get something to eat while he checked the place out.

Rawlins, as per usual, parked the Cadillac far enough from the main window to ensure that everyone inside had a good view of it. While Pongo set about organizing another line, Rawlins hurried across the car park.

It was a little after midnight. There were a dozen customers in the place. On first look, none of them appeared to be in the required range. Four fat bikers squeezed into a single booth. Three elderly black women at separate tables. A young guy asleep beside some school textbooks. Another booth with two couples, holding hands, laughing. Rawlins took a seat and ordered a coffee, glanced back at the Cadillac, then added a hamburger to the order.

As the waitress finished writing, she nodded through the window at the car. ‘Who’s the bigshot?’ she said.

Rawlins’s eyes narrowed. Maybe . . . she was stick-thin; she was chewing gum; her hair was short and dark; her complexion pale; the only make-up she wore was some badly applied eyeliner.

‘Can’t say, miss.’

She looked back to the vehicle, then turned and passed the order through to the kitchen. She returned a moment later with his coffee. ‘Somebody famous?’ she asked. Rawlins gave a little nod. ‘Like, rilly famous, or just slightly famous . . .?’

He shrugged. ‘Depends, miss . . . y’know, on what kind of music you like.’

‘Music? Hey, is he a . . . I like all types . . . gimme a clue? Is he, like, on MTV or something?’

Rawlins nodded again. ‘All the time.’

‘Jeez.’

Not that he was, not for a few years, but people presume, once you get that household name.

Her eyes were wide now, the starry look he’d seen a thousand times. She wasn’t far off being hooked. A cute kid. Working late in a diner to keep her in cheap clothes or to pay school fees. Smart enough to serve hamburgers, not smart enough to ask herself why the hell a rock’n’roll superstar needed to trawl second-rate diners for dates. Dates. Jesus, that was the word Pongo used. It was quaint and old-fashioned and totally inappropriate. He shook his head. He shouldn’t even bother. Say there was no one suitable. Throw her back in the river.

‘How’s that burger doin’?’ Rawlins asked.

‘Few minutes. Go on, who is he?’

‘He doesn’t like to cause a fuss. Hates crowds.’

She crept closer. ‘Won’t say a word,’ she whispered.

‘Look, miss, I really . . .’

‘Please!’

She virtually squealed it. The bikers looked round. Rawlins summoned a pained expression. Hell, it was what he was paid for. Part of it, anyhow. ‘Shhhh now . . .’ he said, all cute and folksy, ‘what did I say? Hates a fuss. OK, if I tell you, you won’t shout and scream?’

‘I promise!’

‘OK. OK. A clue. OK?’

‘OK.’

‘His last album was called Sincerity.’

Her brow furrowed. She glanced out at the car. ‘Michael Jackson?’

Rawlins shook his head, grinned over the rim of his coffee cup.

‘Bon Jovi? Bruce . . .? Michael Bolton?’

He kept shaking. He set the cup down. Here we go. He began to sing, his voice poor, the volume low, but the chorus virtually a national treasure: ‘I got the ice/You got the heat/I got the groove/You got the meat . . .’

‘Pongo!’

‘Shhhh! Jesus, girl . . . I told you to keep it . . .’

‘Pongo! At our diner!’ She slipped into the seat opposite him and pressed her face to the window. ‘He’s in there? God!’ She put her soft white hand on his arm. ‘Could I meet him?’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Oh please, please . . . just for one minute . . . please. Just let me say hello. Get his autograph. I have all his records. Please. I’m his biggest fan! Please!’

Rawlins rolled his eyes. ‘Well . . .’

‘Please!’

‘He really doesn’t like . . .’

‘Please!’

He hunched forward conspiratorially. ‘I tell you what. You bring me the burger. If it’s good I’ll go out and have a word with him. If, and I mean if, he says it’s OK, I’ll bring you out to see him, OK?’

‘Oh God . . . would you!’ She was half laughing, half crying. ‘Oh God.’

‘What’s your name, miss?’

‘Katharine, Katharine Stewart.’

‘How old are you, Katharine?’

‘Uh . . . fift . . . seventeen.’

‘OK, I’ll see what I can do. The burger?’

‘Comin’ right up! God, I can’t believe I’m going to meet Pongo.’

He stuck a finger out at her, cute folksy to stern uncle. ‘One thing, Katharine. You must never refer to him as Pongo. If you have to use a name at all, you call him The Artist, OK?’

‘The Artist? What’s the . . .?’

‘Just do as I say, OK?’

‘OK!’ She slipped out of the seat and hurried towards the kitchen. ‘God,’ she whispered dreamily, ‘I’m going to meet Pongo.’

Katharine had her top off and Pongo’s cock in her mouth.

As he drove Rawlins had one eye on the road, one on the mirror. She was stoned, of course. A couple of lines of the finest Colombian did that to most of the little ones; if they’d used drugs before, and most of them had, they certainly weren’t of such quality. Usually they didn’t take much persuasion. Katharine certainly hadn’t, which was a good thing as Pongo was well beyond using his communication skills. He’d barely grunted at her awed hi, merely sat her down, pulled down his zip and shaken his penis at her like it was the polite way of saying hello. And there she was, working away at it like it was an honour to be asked. Rawlins shook his head. Maybe it was.

He mouthed at Pongo in the mirror. ‘Home?’

Pongo shook his head and thumbed out the door.

Rawlins nodded. Back to the diner within thirty minutes and just a bad taste in her mouth to remember him by. Not even an autograph. Usually they didn’t remember until they were out of the car. Other times he signed with the disappearing ink he had shipped in from a joke shop in Brooklyn.

There was a low groan from the rear. Then the customary awkward silence. Pongo was looking out of the window, bored, not even bothering to zip himself up. The girl was deciding whether it was love or lust: swallow or spit. She decided on love. She looked up at him, still star-struck.

‘Gee,’ Katharine said, sitting back, wiping her lips, ‘I sucked Pongo’s cock!’

Pongo’s head rolled towards her. His eyes were bloodshot, his nostrils flared. ‘I’m not fucking . . . Pongo any more!’

She giggled, not sure if he was serious or acting. Rawlins had seen his one movie effort, Dance Little Sister, and wasn’t sure either. She squeezed his knee, then moved to rest her head on it with the undoubted intention of looking lovingly up into his eyes. Except, she said: ‘You’ll always be Pongo to me,’ as she brought her face down.

Pongo screamed: ‘I’m not fucking Pongo!’ and brought his knee up, catching her under the chin, ramming her jaw closed and forcing her teeth into her tongue. She leapt backwards, hitting the passenger door with force.

The door shot open. Rawlins yelled as the girl disappeared. He turned, could see just her legs on the back seat. She hung precariously out of the door, her head just a couple of inches off the road. Pongo just looked at her, a half-vacant grin on his lips.

Rawlins slammed on the brakes, but knew immediately it was the wrong action. The girl’s legs bounced off the seat and out. As the wheels locked her head crashed off the asphalt with a sickening thud. Pongo’s head rebounded off the front passenger headrest. He sat back as the car came to a halt, peering forward to check his face for damage in the driver’s mirror.

‘What the fuck you doing, man?’ Pongo shouted, hand to his nose. There was a drop of blood on his hand. Just one.

Rawlins looked to his mirror, just in time to see a Coca-Cola delivery truck round the bend and crush the rest of the poor little waitress to pulp.

‘Oh shit,’ Rawlins said.

‘Rawlins, shit! Get back in the fuckin’ car!’

He ignored Pongo. His legs were jelly, but he walked, walked like a zombie towards her, the crushed little girl. His fault. His fault. She was just some dumb waitress working late because she needed the money. Dammit, he knew she wasn’t as old as she’d said. She didn’t look no more than thirteen. Thirteen. And he’d killed her as surely as if he’d thrown her out of the Caddy himself.

Pongo was out of the car now, yelling after his driver. He stamped his silk-slippered feet. Rawlins was walking up to the bitch like he could do something about it and with every step Pongo’s career was disappearing down the plughole.

Pongo turned back to the vehicle. The driver’s door was open, and Godfuckit if Rawlins hadn’t taken the keys as well. Pongo knew for sure he was fucked now. He climbed into the back and scrambled around locating every stash he could remember, then he walked to the side of the road and opened them up to the wind. Fuck it.

He turned and looked back up towards where the body lay. He sniggered. At least she’d died happy. And he sniggered again, because the Coke lorry driver had been stupid enough to stop too; he wasn’t laughing at that, but at the sign in huge letters on the side of his truck: COKE ADDS LIFE. Not in this fucking case it doesn’t.

The Coke man and Rawlins were standing together, a little to the side of the body, and looking up at the windscreen. Pongo giggled. They were examining the damage, they didn’t care about the young thing squished across the road. Talking insurance.

As Pongo started to walk towards them, with every intention of offering the Coke man cash to drive on, a police car pulled up. Maybe the Coke man had CB’d them. Maybe they were just passing; whatever, that plan was out the window. Pongo was still about a hundred yards off – cocaine certainly wasn’t speed, he felt like he was walking uphill through snow, and in a sense he was – and he could see that there was just one cop. He’d joined Rawlins and the driver in looking up at the windscreen.

Whatever happened to compassion? He would write a song about the death of compassion.

Still, if even the cop was primarily interested in the damage to the vehicle, maybe he could be bought off too. Be more expensive. As much as a million, but shit, the Old Cripple could stump up that much, no problem.

The cop didn’t even turn as he drew level. Pongo gave a little smile: it was undoubtedly a tragic accident, but there was no reason why he shouldn’t also enjoy the look of shocked recognition when the cop did finally realize whose presence he was in. The Artist Formerly Known as Pongo. He would probably ask for an autograph, and then pretend not to be disappointed when he scrawled ‘The Artist’.

Rawlins, the Coke driver, the cop: their eyes, their heads, were moving in tandem, mesmerized by the beat of the windscreen wipers. Pongo followed their gaze and for a bored moment didn’t realize what he was seeing.

And then he saw what they saw, and he screamed. Caught in the blades, moving left, right, left right, was the little girl’s nose.
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When Inspector Frank Corrigan called his grandfather to tell him he was going to settle in Niagara Falls, his grandfather shouted: ‘What the hell do you want to live in Africa for?’ down the line, his voice so strong and caustic that he sounded like he was guldering in the next room, not three thousand miles away in Ireland.

This was way before Lela, of course. This was in the Nicola period, which started about six months after he arrived in town, transferred up after getting shot in both legs dealing with a bank job in Toronto. There’s no need to go into that too much beyond saying that it was not a good time for him. He was depressed. He drank. He went and wrote something stupid: his signature on the marriage licence, and that was the start of the Nicola period.

Of course it didn’t seem stupid at the time. It seemed wise and adult and romantic and the way it was meant to be, right up to the point where he was living alone in the darkest, dingiest apartment on Garner Road. Nicola had nailed him for some pretty good alimony, but they still got on OK. She gave him unlimited access to his daughter at weekends. All four of them – that’s her new guy, Born Again Bobby, as well – even got together for dinner sometimes. Not too often, as Bobby didn’t drink and Corrigan most certainly did. The table chat would invariably get heated, then plain angry, with Nicola somewhere in the middle trying to act as peacemaker even though she knew she should throw Corrigan out for doing it to her again.

That’s where he was, causing trouble, cradling the child, drinking a beer, half-watching Canada vs Team USA in the final of the Ice Hockey World Cup, the night Maynard Dunn, crewman on the Maid of the Mist and occasional drinking partner, called, all excited. Maynard’s big voice boomed, ‘Hey, Corrigan, we just pulled a woman from the water . . .’

And then the line went dead and there was little Aimie grinning up with her finger on the button. ‘Aw for Jesus . . .’

Corrigan bundled her on to the ground and stared at the phone – Bobby smirking at him the whole time – waiting for Maynard to call back, but guessing he wouldn’t because he’d be pissed at Corrigan hanging up on him. Nicola eventually got him the phone book, but by the time he tracked Maynard down it was too late; there was no reply.

Bobby was pretending to watch the hockey but the supercilious smirk remained in place and Corrigan had a sudden urge to slap his fat face. He could think of better ways of spending a Saturday night than looking at something blue and bloated, though looking at Bobby wasn’t that much less repellent and besides, he’d probably get more interesting conversation out of the corpse.

Bobby was stressed out because he was a manager up at the Sir Adam Beck Generating Stations. He wasn’t personally responsible for sucking out the 54 million litres that came from the Niagara River every minute to light up Ontario, but he acted like he was. Bobby was personally responsible for good relations with the employees, and right now the unions were out on strike. There had been threats and accusations and some bastard had released 1.8 million litres of raw sewage into the river just to further muddy the whole situation.

No wonder they’re on strike, you big fat balloon, you’re an overbearing, self-righteous, judgemental bastard. And my wife chose you instead of me.

Corrigan said he had to go. There was no big campaign to make him stay; even Aimie just gave him a bored You’ll be back stare and went to sit on Bobby’s knee. This annoyed Corrigan as much as it pleased Bobby, but he said nothing. He tousled her hair on the way past and when the door was closed behind them he surprised Nicola with a kiss on the lips from which she extracted herself just milli-seconds into lingering. This gave him a nice, warm, if very slightly bitter feeling as he stepped down on to the drive and then looked up at her on the porch.

‘Sorry,’ he said, with a little shrug of his shoulders. He meant for being argumentative, but she thought he meant for the kiss.

She gave him a little smile. ‘That’s OK,’ she said softly. They looked at each other for a few more moments, then he turned to the car and she shouted after him: ‘Are you OK to drive?’

He looked back up. ‘Do you want to drive me?’

She smiled and shook her head. He leant against the car. ‘So how’s it really going with Moses the Lawgiver?’ he asked.

The smile faded. ‘Don’t start, Corrigan.’

‘I’m not starting anything. You look like you’ve lost weight.’

‘What’re you saying, he made me lose weight?’

‘No! Just an observation. An unconnected observation. You look good.’

‘Thanks, Corrigan.’

‘What’d he do, lock you in a cupboard and feed you through a straw?’

‘Corrigan . . .’

Corrigan scuffed a foot on the grass. ‘I don’t like the way he’s moving in on Aimie,’ he said quietly. ‘Does he ever hit her?’

‘No!’

‘I mean, does he chastise her when she’s bad? I’ll bet he doesn’t, and that’s why she likes him and doesn’t like me.’

‘Corrigan, she loves you. You’re her father, you’ll always be her father.’

‘And you were my wife, and you said you’d always be my wife.’

‘I thought there was a body up at the Falls.’

Corrigan nodded. ‘Well at least she isn’t going to run out on me,’ he said, and climbed into the car. He regretted it immediately. He rolled the window down and smiled weakly up at her. She hugged herself and managed to return the smile.

‘You’ll drop by tomorrow.’

‘What?’

‘The house. There’s people coming to see the house.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘It’s your house, Frank.’

‘I know. I’ll do my best.’

‘Don’t do your best, Frank. Just do it.’

He nodded once, but it was neither a nay nor a yeah.
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‘You look like you’ve been to see the Fat Man,’ Maynard said cheerily, turning from the group of crewmen he was chatting to as Corrigan approached.

Corrigan rolled his eyes. ‘He’s got some sort of sinister hold over her. He’s brainwashed her. Drugged her. Subjected her to weird sexual practices. You know it. I saw her reading the fuckin’ Bible for godsake. I don’t want my daughter exposed to that kind of environment.’

Maynard laughed. ‘Still, rather a fat Christian than a loser like you.’

Corrigan managed a little sneer and changed the subject. ‘So,’ he said, ‘tell me about the stiff.’

‘A stiff? Who said anything about a stiff? The woman’s alive.’

‘Oh,’ said Corrigan.

The first woman to go over the Horseshoe Falls – as opposed to the smaller, less impressive American Falls a stone’s throw down the river (although it would have to be a pretty small stone and a really strong arm) – and ignoring for the moment the legend of Lelewala, was Annie Edson Taylor, a sixty-three-year-old school-teacher from Bay City, Michigan, who on 24 October 1901 stuffed some pillows into a metal-hooped barrel and climbed in. Her assistants sealed the top of the barrel then pumped in what they believed would be enough air for a week, using a common bicycle pump, before towing her out into the river.

At just after 4 p.m. the barrel went over the edge and instantly disappeared into the curtain of falling water. Seventeen minutes later it floated out from behind the Falls and got dragged ashore. Out staggered Annie Taylor, somewhat delirious but utterly triumphant, convinced that not only fame awaited her, but also fortune. She died in the poorhouse.

At least old mad Annie had had a barrel. This woman, whoever she was, if she’d gone over without one and survived, could be worth a fortune in the right hands. The only other person who’d gone over without protection was a seven-year-old boy called Roger Woodward, who’d been swept over after falling out of a boat. It was 1960 and values were different; he was written about all over the world and probably hadn’t made a cent.

Corrigan was thinking films. TV. A book. Several books. Newspaper serialization. Why not? Everyone else does it. Befriend her. Sign her up. Shit, he was going to arrest her anyway; get her to write it all down then flog off her statement to the networks. Corrigan tutted, shook his head. Were things really that bad?

Yes they were.

A damp friggin’ apartment.

A permanent hangover.

Life’s a bitch, then you die.

He looked at his watch. A little after 11 p.m. Maynard had phoned at 10.20. It was a wet, miserable Saturday night and most of the country was watching the hockey. There’d only be skeleton crews on most of the Toronto or Buffalo TV stations. Maybe he’d just ask for her autograph and inquire how she managed to hold her breath for so long.

They rode the lift to the Maid of the Mist dock in silence. The Falls illuminations had been switched off at eleven so there was nothing to see, but the sound was thunderous. Corrigan loved it. Loved the power of it. Sometimes he thought he didn’t genuinely like Maynard at all, he just liked the excuse to come down here and see him and feel the Falls. Since he’d come to Niagara, Corrigan’d been out on the boat nearly two hundred times. Sometimes pressed in with three hundred Japanese tourists, them all decked out in the identical little blue macs they got free to keep the spray off, sometimes with just Maynard, late at night, cruising into the mist.

Maynard punched him on the arm and nodded forward. Corrigan explained about Aimie cutting off the call. Maynard shrugged. ‘So what’s the crack?’ Corrigan asked.

Maynard stopped, looked towards the Falls. ‘We pulled a woman from the water. She’s alive. Wasn’t even wearing a fucking lifejacket.’

‘A suicide?’

‘Who gives a fuck? She went over. She survived. We got a call from a tourist up on the Parkway, says he’s seen a body in the water, just as the lights were being switched off. That’s all we need, night like this and Canada one up in the second quarter, but hell . . . we get the Maid out there and spend fifteen minutes cruising up and down. Finally we see her, floating face down, and drag her in. Thought we just had another floater, but then she coughs up half the river and there she is good as new. Pretty beat up, but good as new.’

‘So what’d she say?’

‘Nothing. But get this: she’s wearing a Native American dress.’

‘She’s a fuckin’ Indian?’

‘A Native American.’

‘Uhuh. I’m Irish. You’re American. She’s a fuckin’ Indian. That’s all we need, an Indian protest. It’ll be the friggin’ environment. Or they’ll be pissed off about not getting a casino on the reservation.’

Maynard shrugged. The rain was growing steadily heavier. Corrigan shivered again. Maynard spent half his life in the Falls’ mist; dampness was second nature.

‘So,’ Corrigan said, ‘she’s in hospital.’

Maynard shook his head. ‘I got Annie Spitz to take her. Keep her away from the vultures, y’know? Gave her a call, explained my situation, within five minutes she was down here, lawyer in tow, signed the Indian . . .’

‘That’s Native American to you . . .’

‘. . . on the spot despite the fact that she was staring at a fuckin’ wall the whole time, and now she has her own room down at Turner. You know that place.’

The Turner Women’s Refuge. Through police work, of course. But also. Nicola had sought refuge there. Once. They’d been rowing for two days solid and she’d needed the break. To the best of his knowledge there were no refuges for men who needed a break from their wives, except for those that served beer. He’d sat outside in his car, but he hadn’t gone in, and after a couple of days she’d come home and they were all smiles again. And then she’d filed.

‘Yeah, I know it. Easier to get into fucking Fort Knox.’ Corrigan’s radio crackled. He said: ‘Excuse me,’ and turned away. Maynard lit a cigarette and listened in.

‘You better come down, Frank.’

It was Mark Stirling, down at the station, sounding breathless.

‘Tell me why.’

‘Just come down, Frank.’

‘Mark, stop being so fucking cryptic.’

‘Trust me, you’ll love this.’

‘Trust me, I’m busy.’

‘OK, your loss. I’ll handle it myself.’

‘Handle what yourself?’

‘If you’re not interested, it doesn’t matter.’

‘Mark.’

‘Frank.’

‘At least give me a clue.’

‘I’d give you one, Frank, but I’m not much of a singer.’

‘What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’

‘I’m being cryptic. Come and see, Frank, you won’t regret it.’ He cut the line.
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Turner House was a three-storey building on Stanley Road. Year round it was a safe harbour for some eight to ten women. That night eight to ten women stared Corrigan down as he was admitted through a side door, then searched. There were jokes to be made about a woman patting him down, jokes about pistols and being pleased to see him, but it wasn’t the time or the place so he kept his mouth shut and sucked some more on the breath fresheners he’d found in the glove compartment.

Off to the left he could see a dining table littered with plates and maybe a dozen bottles of wine. ‘Celebrating?’ Corrigan asked.

‘Divorce came through,’ said his searcher, a bulky woman with tattoos on her tattoos, who then led him down the hall to a small, cluttered office. ‘Wait here,’ she said.

Corrigan took a seat. There were piles of folders on the desk, others spilled out of a filing cabinet behind it. One wall was entirely dominated by Polaroids of women. One half of the wall showed them with their black eyes and busted noses and swollen lips; in the other half they were smiling, confident, glasses raised, sisters together. He lifted the cover of the top file on the desk and . . .

‘I wouldn’t, if I were you.’

He sat back. ‘Sorry, just . . .’

‘Just leave it alone.’

Annie Spitz was tall, maybe six foot, too thin for her height. She’d a pair of spectacles perched halfway down a slightly bent nose, at the top of which was a thin scar where it had once been split. She wore a man’s dinner jacket over a white open-necked shirt and black jeans. He’d seen her talking to the hookers on Ferry Street three or four times and reckoned she was either a pimp or a social worker.

Corrigan stood and extended a hand. ‘I’m Frank Corrigan . . .’

‘I know who you are.’

‘Maynard, of course . . .’

‘Maynard, of course. But also – I know who you are.’ She looked at him over the top of her glasses, patting as she did the pile of folders. She let it hang in the air.

‘We’re divorced now,’ Corrigan felt compelled to say.

‘I know,’ said Annie.

He glanced at the wall. He felt like there were three hundred bitter women looking at him. Eventually he said: ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’

She shook her head. Then she pushed a heavy glass ashtray across the table. ‘Do you know that ninety per cent of battered women smoke?’ she said.

‘Before, during or after?’

‘Are you trying to be funny?’

‘No. I’m genuinely interested.’

Annie drummed her fingers on the table. ‘OK. You’re here to see the swimmer.’

Corrigan nodded. ‘How’s she doing?’

‘She’s pretty shaken up. She’s in her room.’

‘Has she said anything?’

‘Sure.’

Corrigan leant forward. ‘And?’

‘And how much?’

‘And how much what?’

‘How much are you paying?’

‘I thought I showed you my badge. Police business.’

She nodded and repeated the question.

Corrigan tutted. ‘You’ll be looking for a donation to Turner House. How much are you thinking of?’

‘Twenty-five.’

‘That shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Per cent of whatever you make on the story.’

‘Whatever I make? Lady, I . . .’

‘And I wasn’t born yesterday. Anyone survives going over the Falls, it’s a licence to print money. We’re a women’s refuge. We need money to survive. She will need money to survive. I’m sure we can come to some arrangement.’

Corrigan smiled. ‘I suppose it’s not unheard of for a few dollars to be offered for my co-operation. The question is, how would you ever know what I make from the story?’

‘Because I have the best lawyers and accountants in the state, because I’ve had all their wives in here at one time or another. They can’t afford not to work for me. Do we have a deal?’

She led him up two flights of stairs.

Nicola had been seven months pregnant. He’d come home and found her in bed with Born Again Bobby. Seven months pregnant, and he had a bigger stomach than she did. And she could never explain it, certainly not while he sat staring at the TV, while she walked round and round him, trying to say something, but not saying anything; as Bobby languidly pulled himself into his circustent trousers and sauntered out the door like he’d just fucked a $10 whore. Even later, when things had quieted down, she couldn’t say how or why Bobby had talked her into bed, although she muttered a lot about hormones.

The whore moans. He’d thought it, but hadn’t said it.

When they reached the top floor Annie led Corrigan to the end of a narrow corridor. She produced a key and slipped it into the lock, and, guessing what he was thinking, said: ‘For her own protection. There are bars on the window too. They’re supposed to stop you lot getting in, but if you’re prepared to go over the Falls, jumping out a window isn’t going to faze you.’

They stepped into the room. The light was already on. On a single bed opposite the window a woman lay with her back to them. She’d thrown off her bedclothes, exposing tawny skin. A dress was draped over the back of a chair, water dripping from it on to the floor. It looked suitably native.

‘You asleep, honey?’ Annie said quietly. There was no response. ‘Poor dear,’ she said after a few moments.

Corrigan wasn’t impressed. ‘Can’t you poke her, or something?’

Annie glowered at him. ‘Sure. Why don’t I just go up and punch her?’

He stepped back. He took hold of the door handle. ‘Is it my imagination,’ he said, ‘or is there a bit of a draught in here?’

‘Don’t you . . .’

He slammed the door.

The Indian came rearing up out of the bed, naked.

Later, analysing it, he thought his jaw hung down like a fool because she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.
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While Annie hurried her into a nightie and Corrigan looked diplomatically half-away, the words just flowed from her. As she spoke her long black hair danced about her shoulders the way long black hair had danced about shoulders back in primeval times, around the campfire with wolves howling in the background, and warriors and stuff. With the nightie in place she stood and stepped towards him, brushing Annie off as she tried to restrain her. She stared into his eyes and he stared helplessly back.

Her words were tough yet lyrical, guttural but somehow poetic, all aided and abetted by rapid hand movements and little spastic jerks of her head. There was an anger about her, a pleading intensity that threatened to overwhelm him. He wanted to grab her, hug her to him, whisper words of reassurance, but he stood stiff and awkward and embarrassed as the tears began to cascade down her cheeks. She turned from him, disappointment etched on her face like broken stick bridges over a flooded land, and turned her imploring eyes on Annie, who stared back, bewildered. Then she threw up her hands in frustration and sank slowly to her knees.

Annie knelt by her side and put a consoling arm around her. She looked hopefully up at Corrigan and gave a little shrug.

‘Have you any idea what the fuck that was all about?’ Corrigan asked after a few moments. ‘What language?’

Annie shook her head.

The woman – girl, whatever, he reckoned she was pretty young, early twenties maybe – was shivering in Annie’s arms, looking at Corrigan and whispering something simpler now, just the single word, over and over.

‘It sounds like sahon . . . waddy . . .’ Annie said, ‘. . . sadhon . . . wadi . . .?’

The girl looked at her, as if there might be the beginnings of some communication, then pointed suddenly at Corrigan.

She yelled, ‘Sahonwadi? Sahonwadi!’

Corrigan raised his palms to her. ‘What can I do . . .? Sahon . . . wadi . . .’ he said.

She started to try and raise herself, but her legs had been sucked by the great Niagara and would no longer work for her. Annie tried to help, but her own legs were too long for her to manoeuvre comfortably with such a weight in her arms. They began to splay like a baby giraffe’s. Corrigan shot out a hand to help.

The girl cowered back. Annie and Corrigan exchanged glances.

‘I guess,’ Annie said quietly, ‘a refuge is a refuge in any language.’

Downstairs, Corrigan said he was going to the casino.

Annie said: ‘Well, that’s helpful.’

‘I know someone might understand all that crap. And maybe recognize this.’

He held up the girl’s dress. It looked black, with the water, but was probably a dark blue. It was elaborately embroidered with light blue, white and pink beads in the shape of a tree. At the front it was buttoned by a series of silver brooches, each around six inches across. Besides feeling damp, the dress smelt old. Corrigan suspected that it was either a tribal heirloom, or something that’d been salvaged from a ’70s disco.

‘Not tonight,’ Annie said. ‘She’s been through enough.’

Corrigan pulled his collar up. ‘Just remember, the longer we wait, the quicker it becomes old news, the less money we make for the shelter.’

‘If I thought for one moment you were interested in making money for the shelter, Inspector,’ Annie said, folding her arms across her chest, ‘I’d welcome you back tonight with open arms. As it is, I think you’re wasting your time. I’ve seen cases like this before; women from ethnic backgrounds often revert to their native language when in trauma. You come back tomorrow, I guarantee she’ll be speaking perfect English.’

Corrigan stepped out into the rain.

Annie said: ‘Well, good luck anyway.’

‘Thanks.’ It was nice. He stopped, nodded back. ‘Incidentally, the scar on your nose. Did a man do that by any chance?’

There was a sharp intake of breath and her face reddened. ‘What scar?’ she said.
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Pongo shivered. He cried. He lay on the bed. He stood in the corner. He pummelled his head against the cell door. The police officer with the little Hitler moustache, the one who’d arrested him and hit him with his nightstick when he’d started screaming uncontrollably at the little girl’s nose and wouldn’t shut up, came in to the cell and started taping up the glass panel in the door.

‘What’re you doing?’ Pongo sobbed.

‘Fuck up and sing us a song,’ Officer Mark Stirling said.

Pongo sat on the bed and started singing.

The girl’s nose, left, right, left, right, left, right.

Or was it right, left, right, left, right, left?

His life was over.

The cop was right. In the squad car he’d said: prison and fucked up the arse by an enormous black man. A beautiful boy was a prized asset in priz. He’d be singing one notch higher by Friday.

He couldn’t control his knees. They were popping up and down like he’d been whacked with a reflex hammer. He needed Colombian.

‘FBI,’ he said again.

‘What the fuck is this fixation with the FBI?’ Stirling asked again.

‘FBI,’ Pongo said.

Barry Lightfoot was a member of Egg Scramblers Synonymous (Synonymous with what? Shit work, man, shit work) Corrigan knew from his early mornings at the Clifton Diner. Like most short-order cooks, he had another job as well, working overnight as a slot technician at Casino Niagara, the new gambling emporium overlooking the Falls.

Corrigan arrived at a little after 1 a.m., dank and tired, and hurried to the elevator. He rode to the second floor, ignoring the atrium waterfalls and the babble of the high and low rollers. He found Lightfoot, with some difficulty, wedged behind a slot machine; there were fifty one-armed bandits in this particular bank of machines, all but one being played. A low roller, shorts, Hawaiian shirt, three chins, was waiting for Lightfoot to finish repairing his machine. Corrigan tapped him on the shoulder and said: ‘Police.’

The guy went to find another machine. Corrigan loved the power of that word. There were others too. Lawyer, heroin, terrorist and hippopotamus usually got them moving too. Lightfoot didn’t look impressed; he watched the gambler depart, then glanced at the ceiling. Corrigan followed his gaze. Video cameras.

‘Thanks,’ Lightfoot said. Like all of the employees, he was not only immaculately turned out but had also undergone a lengthy indoctrination in customer relations. Rule number one was not to piss them off. His smile remained in place, but his eyes told another story.

‘You’re working long hours, my friend,’ Corrigan said.

Lightfoot turned back to his slot. ‘You sound like the Lone Ranger.’

‘What do you do, go direct from here to the scramblers?’ Corrigan asked.

‘I’m working,’ Lightfoot hissed in response, ‘I’ve three warnings over my head. Now what the fuck do you want?’

Corrigan produced the dress from inside his coat. He’d half dried it on the car heater on the way over. ‘Do you recognize this?’ he asked. ‘It belongs to one of your people.’

Lightfoot snorted. He barely glanced at it. ‘My people. You mean a slot technician?’

‘You know what I mean. She’s in some kind of trouble; problem is we can’t communicate with her. She’s talking . . . Native American.’

‘Corrigan, I’m not into all that crap. You want to talk to someone, you go down to the basement, ask for Tarriha. Maybe he’ll help you.’

‘Tarriha. OK. Tarriha. What’s that, an old Indian name?’

‘Sure,’ Lightfoot said, ‘means Valet Parking.’

He found Tarriha in the underground parking bay, jumping from a Merc like a teenager, but his face looked old enough to have spat on Custer at the Little Big Horn.

‘Lemme see,’ he said when Corrigan told him about the dress. He took hold of it, pressed it against his nose and breathed in. Then he unfolded it and examined the beadwork and the embroidery.

‘I’m trying to identify the girl who was wearing it.’

Tarriha’s lip curled up. He handed the dress back. ‘She dead?’

Corrigan shook his head. ‘Can you tell me anything about it?’

Tarriha shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

Corrigan took out his wallet and removed a twenty-dollar note. He folded it in half and flicked it back and forth across his fingers.

Tarriha’s lip curled further, exposing yellow teeth. ‘You insulting me? I am Tarriha, of the people of the hill, of the Tuscorora Iroquois. I earn more than that for parking one fucking Merc, and you’re asking me to betray my nation.’
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