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About Blood on the Water


London, 1856. It is a time of progress, with the Empire’s interests expanding and the Suez Canal nearing completion. Many people stand to gain – and to lose – as the world rapidly changes.

When a Thames pleasure boat is blown up with the loss of many lives, an Egyptian man is quickly sentenced to hang for the crime. But William Monk, head of the River Police, discovers the evidence was flawed. As he and his wife Hester investigate further, Monk begins to wonder if the wrong man was convicted. If justice itself has been tainted, exposing the true culprit will be far more hazardous . . .
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Chapter One

MONK LEANED back, resting on the oars for a moment, and stared back across the water at the Pool of London. Ships from every country on earth lay at anchor, riding lights swaying in the dusk wind. The sun was low in the early summer sky and colour flared red across the west.

Behind him, at the other oar, Orme rested also. He was a quiet man who had worked on the river all his life.

‘Good sight, eh, sir?’ he said, his wind-burned face creased in satisfaction. ‘I reckon there ain’t none like it in the world.’

Monk smiled. For Orme that was an emotional speech. ‘I think you’re right,’ he agreed.

In unison they bent to their oars again. There was a pleasure boat a hundred yards or so behind them. The lanterns were bright all along the decks and they could hear the music and the laughter, even from this distance. The boat had probably been out most of the day, perhaps as far as Gravesend on the estuary. It was perfect weather for it.

Some young men were playing around, mock-fighting – too close to the rail, Monk thought. The Thames current was deceptively swift, and the water filthy. There were a couple of small boats close by, one within yards.

A man shouted and waved his arms, running towards the railing, as if he would jump down.

Then suddenly there was a shattering roar and a great gout of flame leaped from the bow. Debris shot high into the air and the column of light seared the eyes. Instinctively Monk ducked as the shock wave struck, and pieces of wood and metal pelted into the water around him and Orme with deafening noise. As one, they grasped the oars and fought to steady the boat in the turbulence that washed out from the stricken vessel.

There seemed to be bodies everywhere, people thrashing in the water, shouting above the din.

Monk was speechless, his chest too tight almost to draw breath. He and Orme swung the light, two-man police boat around and dug the oars in deep to race back into the nightmare, shoulders bent, muscles straining, oblivious of everything but the horror.

Then darkness returned as the gaping hole in the bow was swallowed in water and, huge paddles still turning, the whole boat plunged beneath the surface.

Within minutes they reached the first body: a man floating face up, eyes wide and sightless. They tried to lift him before realising that both his legs had gone, bloody stumps half obscured in the filth. He was beyond their help. Monk’s stomach clenched as he let the corpse fall back into the water.

The second casualty was a woman, her huge skirts already sodden and dragging her down. It took all Monk’s strength to heave her aboard and Orme’s very considerable skill to keep the boat steady. She was barely conscious, but there were too many others sinking fast to take the time to revive her. All they could do was put her as gently as possible face downwards so the water she spewed did not drown her.

They worked as one, bending, lifting, keeping the boat from capsizing as it swung and tipped with their movement, and the clutching of desperate hands, white faces upturned in the gloom. Few could swim and their strength was fading fast. Monk reached for them and felt fingers like iron digging into his flesh as he heaved them aboard.

He and Orme were both soaked to the skin, muscles aching, arms bruised. Monk’s heart beat in his throat as if it would choke him. He could not do enough, not nearly enough.

It was only minutes after the explosion when the last of the boat slid into the dark river and disappeared. There was nothing left but the cries, the debris and the bodies – some motionless, some still fighting to stay above the water.

Other boats were coming. A ferry was less than forty feet from them. Light flashed for a moment on the painted name on its stern, and a picture above it, then it swung round as the men in it pulled another body out of the water. A barge was swinging round slowly, dragged against the current as it came closer and the bargee bent and reached out to help those closest to him. A small coal freighter was flinging everything overboard that anyone in the water could clutch onto before their imprisoning clothes dragged them, still screaming, under.

Monk and Orme heaved six exhausted people out of the water, all they dared carry. Sick with misery, they had to beat off others whose weight would have sunk the boat. Monk had to force one man away from the gunwales with the blade of his oar, striking him over the head. His added load would have drowned them all.

They pulled for the shore, hearing the repeated thanks of the survivors huddled together, trying to help each other in the body of the boat, holding up those barely conscious. Men on the banks were wading as far as they could, roped together, stretching out to lift and help.

Monk and Orme went back out again into the near darkness, directed now as much by cries as by sight. They pulled more people out of the water, and rowed them ashore.

Monk lost all track of time. He was wet to the skin and so cold he was shaking, yet he and Orme could not give up. If there were even one person still miraculously alive in that black water, then they must find him or her.

Every man in the River Police was here, and all manner of others joined in a common horror and grief. The banks were lined with people doing what they could. Some pushed mugs of hot tea and whisky into freezing hands, helping the rescued to hold onto them and drink. Others had blankets; some even had their own spare, dry clothes.

The moon was high in the sky when Monk and Orme moored the boat and climbed wearily up the steps from the river to the level dockside, acknowledging in a glance that they had done all they could. The wind had risen and scythed across the open stretch in front of the Wapping Police Station, which was their headquarters.

Monk hunched into his coat instinctively but it was pointless when everything he wore was soaking wet. He increased his pace. Weary as he was, the cold was worse. He could hardly feel his feet and all his bones ached. The palms of his hands were blistered so he could barely move them.

He reached the door with Orme a step behind him. Inside, the wood stove was burning. The air was blessedly warm.

Sergeant Jackson came bustling towards them immediately, attending to Monk first, as rank demanded.

‘You’d better get them clothes off, sir. We got plenty dry ones in the cupboard. Not your taste, sir, bein’ a bit of a dandy like you are. But dry’s all that matters now, or you’ll catch your death. Beggin’ yer pardon, sir, but you look like hell!’

Monk was shaking so hard his teeth were chattering and it was beyond his control to stop. ‘I thought hell was supposed to be hot!’ he said with an attempt at a smile.

‘No, sir, cold an’ wet. Ask any seaman, ’e’ll tell you,’ Jackson replied. He turned to Orme. ‘You too, Mr Orme. You don’t look no better. When you come out I’ll ’ave an ’ot mug o’ tea for yer wi’ a good dash o’ whisky in it.’

‘A very good dash, if you please,’ Monk added. He wanted the fire of it to take the edge off the horror inside him, the pity, the guilt he felt about those he had not saved. He sat down and let the ease wash through him, for a moment obliterating everything else, like a blanket around him.

Jackson did not answer. He had been all his life on the river, like Orme. He had seen other tragedies before, but nothing like this. He had been all night organising men, boats, and any kind of transport to take people to warmth or help, answering desperate questions as well as he could.

Twenty minutes later, skin towelled dry hard enough to hurt, in clean, dry clothes, but still conscious of the stench of the river on his skin and in his hair, Monk sat near the stove and sipped his tea. It was still hot, and at least half whisky. Orme was in the chair beside him, and Jackson was fussing over the next men to come in.

‘That explosion,’ Orme said grimly, pulling a face as the tea burned his mouth. ‘Couldn’t have been the boiler. Wrong place. The explosion was in the bow and nowhere near the engines. So what the devil was it?’

‘Can’t see any way it was an accident,’ Monk agreed. ‘That only leaves sabotage.’

Orme scowled. ‘Why, sir? What kind of a madman would blow up a pleasure boat? It doesn’t make any sense.’

Monk thought about it for several moments. He was exhausted. Few ideas made sense. Why would anyone intentionally sink a pleasure boat? There was no cargo to steal or destroy, only people to kill. Was it an enmity against the owners of the boat? A business rivalry or vendetta? Or against some group of guests on the boat? Was it political? Or even an act of war by some insane foreign power? Anarchists?

‘Someone who hates Britain,’ Monk said finally. ‘There are a few of those.’ He finished the last of his tea and stood up, stumbling but quickly regaining his balance.

The door swung open and Hooper came in. He was a tall, loose-limbed man, and was shedding water with every step, as they had. His face was haggard with grief. He folded himself up into one of the chairs as Jackson stood up to fetch him tea.

‘We’d better go and speak to the survivors,’ Monk said quietly to Orme. ‘Somebody must have seen something.’ He put his hand on Hooper’s shoulder for a moment. Words between them were unnecessary. ‘Big question is – did whoever did it escape, or did they intend to go down with the boat?’

Orme set his mug down. ‘God help us, we really are talking about madness, aren’t we?’

Monk did not bother to answer. He walked out into the night, cold to his face again after the warmth of the room. In the clear sky moonlight spread a silver path across the river and the dark debris floating on its surface. He shivered at the thought that the boats still out there were only picking up bodies now, although most of the dead would be trapped in the wreck settling into mud on the river-bed.

As he moved across the open space towards the dockside he thought of what he must do, and dreaded it. But it was inescapably his job. He was Commander of the Thames River Police. Any crime on the river was his responsibility, and this was the worst incident in living memory. There must have been the best part of two hundred people on the boat. The bereaved would be beyond counting. At the moment the whole tragedy seemed chaotic, senseless. Where could he begin?

One of his own men approached him in the dark. Monk could hardly see his face, but his voice when he spoke was rough-edged, only just in control.

‘Looks like we saved about thirty, sir. Got most of them here on the north bank.’ He coughed, his throat tight. ‘Put ’em anywhere we can. You could start with that warehouse over there, Stillman’s. A lot of survivors there and they’re making room for more. All sorts ’ave come with blankets, clothes, tea, whisky, anything that can help.’ He coughed again. ‘Got half a dozen sent to hospital, but I can’t see how they’ll make it. That water’s like to poison you even if you don’t drown in it.’

‘Thank you, Coleman.’ Monk nodded and walked on. The warehouse was close. He must put his emotions aside and concentrate on the questions he had to ask and the answers he needed to know to begin to make sense of this.

He picked his way between the boxes, kegs and bales outside in the warehouse yard. He went up the step to the cracks of light he could see around the door.

Inside was lit by bull’s-eye lanterns and there were a dozen or so people lying on the floor wrapped in blankets. Several women were ministering to them with hot drinks and towels, in some cases rubbing their arms and legs, all the time talking to them gently. Only a couple glanced up at Monk’s entry. He did not look like police; he was exhausted, unshaven and dressed in ill-fitting waterman’s clothes.

‘Monk,’ he introduced himself to the first woman he saw who seemed uninjured. She was carrying towels and bandages. ‘River Police. We need to find out what happened. Which of these people can I speak to?’ he asked.

‘Does it have to be now?’ the woman said sharply. Her face was grey with fatigue, eyes red-rimmed. There were stains of dirt and blood down the front of her dress.

‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘Before they forget.’

Another, older, woman rose to her feet from where she had been helping a man sip a hot drink. She was strongly built, her clothes so worn they were faded in patches where the surface was rubbed off the cloth. In the yellow light of the lantern her face suggested not only weariness but disgust.

‘I’ll never forget!’ she said between her teeth. ‘You want them to relive it the rest of their lives?’

‘None of us will forget it,’ Monk answered her. ‘But it wasn’t an accident. I need to know who did this.’

‘Find who built the damn boat!’ she retorted bitterly, turning away from him and towards a man cradling a broken arm.

Monk put his hand on her arm, holding her firmly. He felt her tense and then pull against him. ‘It was an explosion,’ he said between his teeth. ‘The whole bow blew out, tearing a hole in it you could drive a coach and four through.’

She turned back to him, her eyes wide. ‘Who told you that?’

‘No one. I was on the river, a hundred yards away. I saw it.’

The woman crossed herself, as if to ward off an unimaginable evil. ‘Don’t keep ’im long,’ was the only thing she said, glancing at the man with the broken arm. ‘Need to splint that and bind it up.’

Slowly Monk went from one to another of them, helping the women to hold them up, to keep the blankets around them. He refilled cups and mugs with tea and as much whisky as he dared, gaining the halting accounts of what little they knew. There were few facts, just that there was no warning. One moment they were laughing and talking, listening to the music, watching the lights, flirting, telling jokes. The next there was a deafening noise. Some found themselves in the water almost immediately. Others recalled scrambling across the deck and jumping as the whole boat seemed to heave them off.

Most of them had tales of how they were rescued, the despair as the water washed over them, then the feeling of relief as hands grasped theirs, all but wrenching their arms from the sockets, and they were pulled upwards, gasping and trying to stammer their gratitude. Others had clung onto wreckage for what seemed like ages until a barge or a ferry made its third or fourth rescue journey.

One man in a torn shirt broke down and wept. He had been on the deck with his wife. The very first shock of the explosion had separated them and he had never seen her again. Monk wanted to offer him some hope, but even before he spoke the words he cringed at how trite they were, as if he had no conception of the reality. How would he have felt had it been his wife?

His first thought was that if his wife, Hester, had drowned then he would wish he had too. Melodramatic? He could not even imagine never seeing her again or touching her, never being able to speak to her, hear her footsteps in the house. Never sharing anything more with her.

He gripped the man’s hand and let him weep, holding onto him as if he too were drowning.

All the survivors he spoke to were men, except one. It was more than just greater physical strength that had saved the men rather than the women. It was the complete inability of women to fight free of the heavy, wet skirts wrapped around them.

From all of them the story was the same. Everything was as normal, then with no warning at all the shattering explosion in the bow, the heaving deck, the shouts and cries, the roar as the water rushed in. And then the darkness and the cold. Within minutes the boat had disappeared and there was nothing but debris and people struggling in the water, calling for help. Memories were of terror filling everything – and the all-encompassing cold.

By dawn there was nothing else to ask, nothing to hear. Monk went back to the station at Wapping to snatch a brief hour or two of sleep, before starting again. And he must send a message to Hester that he was unhurt.

He found Orme standing before the pot-bellied stove warming himself as if he too had just come in. He straightened up as soon as Monk came in, and moved a little to one side to make room for him.

‘Learn anything useful?’ Monk asked.

Orme huddled further into his jacket, which was pulled up around his ears.

‘No, sir, nothing as I didn’t expect – poor devils. All on deck when it exploded. Everyone agrees it was in the bow. Just blew the whole thing off, but we knew that. Took in water like a scoop.’

‘No one saw anybody acting strangely?’ Monk persisted. He did not look at Orme’s face. He did not want to see the emotion in it. Only two days ago he had been celebrating the birth of his first granddaughter, wanting to share his happiness with everyone. Now his voice was hoarse, as if his throat hurt.

‘No, sir. Too busy having fun, dancing, joking, doing what people do on a cruise.’ He took a long breath. His voice caught in his throat with pain of some memory, perhaps a woman he had loved.

‘No one from below deck?’ Monk asked. They must keep talking; the silence was worse.

‘Not that I saw,’ Orme answered. ‘Some kind of a party going on down there. Special guests only. Best champagne and fancy food.’ His lips tightened. ‘We’ll get a list of them come daylight. It’ll be bad.’

‘I know. Get an hour or two with your head down. We’ll need all our wits when we have to haul the thing up. I’ve never lifted a big one. How’d they do it?’

‘What?’

‘Raise the wreck,’ Monk replied. ‘We can’t leave it there. Next thing you know, someone else’ll run foul of it and sink as well!’

‘I’ll take care of it, sir. We know builders with traction engines. It’ll be slow, but we’ll get ’er up.’ Orme looked pensive. ‘But it’ll move everything inside ’er. Could wash a lot of the bodies out. And there must be a hundred an’ fifty or more trapped inside below the decks. We’ll have to bury them decent . . .’

Monk remembered another case he had had, years ago, before he had joined the River Police. The horror of that blind, underwater work still made his skin crawl, but he could not evade it.

‘Maybe we should hire one of those diving suits and go down and look at it before that.’

Orme stared at him, his eyes wide with fear.

Monk smiled with a twist to his lips. ‘I’ve done it before. I’ll go down while you’re finding someone to raise it. We’ve got to see what it’s like, before everything moves.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Orme said hoarsely. ‘I suppose we have.’

Monk woke up slowly, his head thumping. He came to consciousness as if rising from a great depth. For a moment he was confused. The light hurt his eyes. He was in his office in the police station. He sat up, aching all over, and memory flooding back like a rip tide, bringing with it all the fear and grief he had seen.

Sergeant Jackson passed him a cup of tea, hot and much too strong. He took a mouthful of it anyway, then bit into the thick heel of bread offered him. He looked around. The sun was bright through the windows. It could have been summer.

Then he realised with a jolt that it was well into the morning, nothing like as early as he had intended to be up.

‘What time is it?’ he demanded, rising to his feet stiffly, every joint aching. For a moment he swayed, his balance rocky. He was so tired his eyes felt gritted with sand.

‘Time to go to the diving people, sir, that is if you’ve still got a mind to,’ Jackson replied. He was young, only a year on the river, and he saw Monk as a hero.

Monk grunted, running his hands through his hair and over the stubble on his face. There was no time to think of his appearance now.

‘Yes. Right,’ he agreed. Better not to think of it, not even to give himself time to think of it, or his nerve might fail him. The last thing on earth he wanted to do was climb into one of those heavy, unwieldy suits with the weighted feet, then have someone lower the helmet over his head with its glass-plated visor. They would screw him in so he breathed through a tube, a lifeline upon which his existence depended. One tangle in that, one knot, and he would suffocate, or if it was severed, he would drown. He must not think of it. He must control his mind, not even imagine the darkness and the cold, the panic as tightness closed his throat.

Nearly two hundred people had died. Quite apart from their families, they themselves deserved justice, knowledge of what had happened to them, who had caused it and why.

He washed briefly, drank the rest of the tea and finished the bread. It was fresh and really very pleasant. He could not remember when he had last eaten.

Then he walked out into the sun and across the open space to the steps from the dock edge down to the river. The steps were stone, running parallel to the wall, and many of them were now well below the swift-running tide, hidden until low water again. Moored up against them was the boat that would take him down river to where they would anchor while he went over the side in the suit and walked along the river-bed to the wreck.

Of course he would not go into the river alone. No one dived without having someone else to watch, to help, to free you from snags if falling debris crossed your airline, or – just as bad – pinned you down. Such things were nightmares he tried to keep out of his imagination.

He heard the shouts of men, the greetings. He answered and the moment later forgot what he had said.

He went through all the procedures as if in a dream. No one indulged in unnecessary conversation. The business they were about filled their minds. He listened to his instructions as the chill wind off the water stung his skin, and nodded as they told him step by step exactly what they were going to do. He told them what he needed to see.

Amazingly, everything around them looked exactly the same as usual. Strings of barges, heavy-laden with goods, passed them, going upriver with the tide. Ferries plied back and forth from one bank to the other. There were plenty of small cargo or passenger boats, but none was out for pleasure this morning. He saw only one or two pieces of driftwood wreckage floating slowly upstream. There would be far more, further down, spreading wider and wider.

They picked up speed away from the shore. The diving equipment was all laid out ready. They would drop anchor a short distance from where the boat had gone down, and then put on the heavy, clumsy-looking suits and helmets. They would test them one more time, and then there would be no avoiding the inevitable.

Monk stared at the water. It was murky brown, nothing like the sea in the glimpses of memory that came to him now and again, a view sharp for an instant, then gone. Just after the end of the Crimean War, twelve years ago, he had had a serious carriage accident, which had knocked him unconscious. When he had woken, his memory had been obliterated. He had not even recognised his own face in a looking-glass.

Over time fragments had come back, like a picture painted on something fragile and shattered into a hundred pieces. Some of them had been sharp and painful, glimpses of a self he did not like. Others were good: lost moments from childhood, like these memories now of the sea and of boats far in the north, on the coast of Northumberland. He had never seen it linked onto a complete life again, making sense.

He had learned to live with his loss of memory, and to rebuild himself. He wondered if that would even have been possible without Hester. Her faith in him had been the spur to put the pieces together, to keep working at it even when the picture seemed ugly and full of darkness, as opaque as the water now swishing past the bow of the boat. How much of courage depended on knowing that there was somebody who believed in you? Who possessed the strength to do it blind, and alone?

No matter now how the thought of going into that water, creeping his way through the gloom of the river mud and into the wreckage frightened him, he must do it. Hester believed in him and he must never betray that faith.

They were there. He could see the men on the bank and make out the shape of the engines that would slowly haul what was left of the boat up to where it could be examined, and where it would no longer be a danger to traffic.

It was time to pay attention to the task, to listen, to climb into the suit, and let them bolt the glass over his face, then get into the water and go down, while it closed over his head. Both his own life and that of his diving companion might rest on his remembering their words exactly.

Obediently he climbed into the suit. He had already done it in imagination so vividly that now it was real it seemed like one more rehearsal in his mind. Only when he felt the cold of the river and the weight of his boots pulling him down did it suddenly shock his senses in a way no nightmare could.

The darkness was almost immediate. Everything around him was brown, closed in, at once both swirling and shapeless. The lamp in his helmet seemed absurdly feeble, so that it was as if he were drifting in mud. Then his feet reached the bottom with a sinking sensation, as if he had landed on sludge, not stones. He struggled for a moment to keep his balance, arms out like a tightrope walker.

He moved his head so the light searched for something. He felt a touch on his arm, and there was another grotesque figure beside him, lumbering and globe-headed like himself. It pointed forward. Awkwardly he obeyed.

It was only moments before he saw jagged ends of the wreck emerging in the gloom. It was a gaping hole, like a three-storey building, or the jaws of some gigantic fish. Where the bow should have been there was nothing. At that instant he would have given anything to have backed away and gone back up into the air and light – almost anything – but not his self-belief.

He took a deep breath of the air coming to him through that fragile pipe, and stepped forward.

He had already visualised what he would see, but nothing prepared him for the reality. The hull had buckled. The floors lay at strange angles. In some places doors hung open. In others they were jammed fast shut. There were eddies of current where the tide was funnelled unnaturally. More than once Monk was swept off balance, and realised with something close to panic how easy it would be to fall and become entangled in his own ropes and pipes.

Everywhere there were bodies, some lying on the decks, some piled on top of each other. Several were jammed in doorways as if they had rushed together to escape, and it had cost all of them their lives. A few here and there – mostly women with skirts floating around them – drifted with the current, bumping blindly into upheaved walls. Their dead faces were ghostly pale in the beam of Monk’s lamp.

Was there anything to prove what had happened? To implicate anyone? The explosion had left the whole front end of the boat raw and wide to the river, flooding the decks and sweeping people off their feet and back into the prison of the lower rooms. The only ones with any chance of escape were those on the top deck. Those at the party, dressed in their best and smartest clothes, champagne glasses in their hands, were probably dead even before the boat plunged to the bottom. Was that chance, or intention?

The bodies would be taken out, identified where possible, and given decent burial. Several would be washed out by the very act of raising the boat. Many were already gone and would drift up on the banks in the days and weeks to come. Some perhaps would never be found, washed out to sea, or snagged for ever in the detritus of the deeper channels, eventually to be swallowed by the mud.

Monk moved forward very carefully, testing his footing, as far into the bow as he dared go. Once he slipped and was yanked back by his fellow diver. His heart was pounding and he forced himself to control his breathing before he choked. What did he hope to find? Only confirmation of what he already knew. The explosion had been caused by something placed in the bow with deliberate intent. There were no fires or boilers anywhere near the heart of the destruction.

He signalled to his companion that it was time to go back up again. He had to force himself not to hurry as he made his way back towards the light, and finally up into the air and the day. When he reached the surface he was heaved back onto the deck of the boat and eager hands unfastened his face plate. He breathed in clean air in grateful gasps. When the helmet was unscrewed and lifted off, the width of the sky could have been heaven itself. For all the horror of what he had seen, he was smiling, gulping, almost wanting to laugh.

‘Seen enough, sir?’ his diving companion asked, struggling out of his own suit.

‘Yes.’ Monk forced himself back to the moment. ‘Yes, thank you. We’ll tell them to begin getting her up.’ He put the corpses out of his mind and concentrated on the fabric of the boat, the hole where the bow had been. The explosives must all have been there. Thinking about it coldly, it was the perfect place to put them. There was nothing dangerous or valuable there, so no reason for any of the crew to be on watch. No chance of an accidental ignition of the charge. It had been not only deliberate, but also clever and very carefully planned.

But why?

The exhilaration of surfacing passed and Monk found anger overtaking him again. He thanked the diving crew and asked them to put him ashore at the nearest steps. He made his way back to where Orme was standing with the overseer of the crew who were to raise the wreck. Orme looked exhausted, his face pale, the grey stubble of his beard adding to the crumpled air of him. But as always he stood straight, eyes narrowed against the light, pink-rimmed with weariness.

‘Bow blown out, as we thought,’ Monk said quietly. ‘Pretty clean job. Couldn’t see any other damage. People trapped below. Never had a chance.’

Orme nodded but did not speak. He was a man who never forced words in where they had no meaning.

‘It’ll take a fair time to get her up,’ the overseer said grimly, giving Monk a slight gesture of acknowledgement. ‘Get the bodies off as we can. Bound to lose some of them as everything shifts inside. Send men after the rest. You just catch the bastards that did this.’

‘We will,’ Monk replied, knowing with a sense of terrifying futility that it was a promise he might not be able to keep.

He watched a few moments longer, then nodded to Orme and turned to walk away. He should not have said they would succeed, but how else did one answer such an atrocity? ‘We’ll try’? It would sound as if he thought it ordinary, just another case. It wasn’t. Possibly a hundred and eighty completely innocent people had been drowned in the dark, filthy waters of the Thames. Some of them might never even be found for their relatives to bury. And for what? What end could it possibly serve? To arouse fury against a particular group? A country? A financial or political cartel? Shipping interests, and perhaps the new canal through Egypt, which would link the Mediterranean to the Red Sea, and end the races of the great clipper ships with the first tea picking from the east?

Then it was somebody who was paid to do it! A fanatic willing to go down with the ship? Unlikely. He would want to survive and spend his money. Although, of course, he might not stay in London, or anywhere near the Thames to do it.

But there were avenues along which to search for such a person. There were expert dealers in explosives, such as nitroglycerine. Amateurs did not handle it; it was far too volatile. There was always somebody who had seen something, heard something and could be pressured.

Monk walked across the open space towards the street. All around him were warehouses, cranes, men beginning the day’s work of loading and unloading. It was May and the sun was already bright. Six weeks and it would be the longest day of the year.

One of the first things to look for was opportunity. Who had had the chance to place explosives in the bow of the ship? Or the means? Nitroglycerine was the most common explosive, but in the last year or two there was also the new Swedish invention of dynamite. It was easy to carry, and needed an ignition device to set it off, so was far less prone to accidents. A few sticks of it would blow almost anything to kingdom come.

But why? That was the difficulty, and perhaps the key. As well as the means and the opportunity, he must find the motive for whoever had paid someone to commit such an act of barbarity. What need was so consuming, and so terrible?

He almost bumped into the man coming towards him. He stopped abruptly.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t looking where I was going.’ He stepped to the side but the man did not move. Instead, he held out his hand as if to introduce himself.

Monk was in no mood for conversation, but glancing at the man’s face, he thought he seemed vaguely familiar, as if they might have met casually at some point. He had mild, almost sensitive features and a considerable gravity to him. Perhaps he had lost someone he cared for in the disaster. He deserved civility at least.

‘Monk?’ the man asked, but with the tone of voice as if he knew.

Monk forced himself to be responsive. He was exhausted, cold from the dive and heartsick from what he had seen. He could not remember when he had last eaten anything except the heel of bread.

‘Yes?’ he said calmly, meeting the man’s eyes and seeing pain in them, and yet it did not look to be personal grief.

‘John Lydiate,’ the man replied.

Monk was startled. He remembered him now. Sir John was Commissioner of the London Metropolitan Police. Had he come here to find out the progress on the case so soon?

‘Good morning, sir,’ Monk replied. ‘Sorry I didn’t recognise you. I’ve just come up from the wreck.’

He could not finish the sentence appropriately. His own physical weariness, even horror, was irrelevant in the face of such loss.

Lydiate looked over towards the engines, which were now beginning to haul on the sunken hulk of the boat, confusion in his eyes. ‘Diving?’ he asked curiously. ‘We’ll have it up in a few hours.’

‘Need to see it before everything shifts as they get it out of the water,’ Monk explained. ‘Explosives were placed in the bow. Blew it right out. It went down in less than five minutes.’ He had meant to control himself, say it factually, but his voice shook as he saw it again in his mind’s eye, the darkness as the ship plunged and the lights went out, then the screaming, the people he couldn’t help.

Lydiate was pale. Perhaps he too had been up all night, even if not on the river. ‘You saw it?’

‘I was on the water, about a hundred yards away,’ Monk replied.

‘God in heaven!’ Lydiate said quietly. It was a prayer, not a blasphemy. ‘I . . . I’m sorry.’

Monk stared at him. It seemed an odd thing to say.

‘It’s an atrocity,’ Lydiate went on, now a very faint flush on his face. ‘Apparently there were quite a few very important people on board, foreigners. The Government has . . .’ He hesitated then started again. ‘They’ve said that because of the international implications we need to be seen to do everything we can. They’ve put me in charge. You can stand down; go back to your normal responsibilities on the river.’

Monk was stunned. He could not have heard what the man said. He was too tired to make sense of it.

‘It happened on the river!’ he said sharply. ‘The damn thing’s in the river right now!’ He waved his arms towards the half-submerged chains, which were dripping as they moved inch by inch, hauling the wreckage up.

‘I know,’ Lydiate agreed. ‘Nevertheless, you are relieved of command. Home Office orders. I’m sorry.’

Monk started to speak, and then realised he had nothing whatever to say. The decision was numbing, absurd, and also unarguable. If the Government had made that decision for political reasons, no matter how idiotic, how unjust or self-serving, it was pointless to argue. Least of all was it Lydiate’s fault.

‘I’ll give you a written report of what I saw,’ Monk said, his voice rasping as if his throat were constricted. ‘Whatever they find now you’ll see for yourself. No doubt you’ll speak to my men who interviewed people on shore . . . and the survivors.’

‘Go home and get some food . . . and some sleep,’ Lydiate said unhappily. His embarrassment was clearly acute and he did not seem able to add anything more.

Monk nodded and walked on up the incline and into the street. He barely saw the buildings around him or the people. His misery settled into a hard, white-hot rage inside him. This was his river, his job and his responsibility. The people who had been killed had been in his charge, and there was nothing he could do about keeping his promise to find the truth, and whatever kind of justice there was to exact.


Chapter Two

HESTER HEARD the explosion from her home in Paradise Place, which was about a quarter of a mile from the river-bank on the south side, opposite the Wapping Police Station. Like everyone else along the small street, she went outside immediately and stared across the rooftops of Greenwich and the darkening expanse of the river towards the Pool of London. The flames were brilliant orange, lighting everything around them for seconds, fierce and terrible, and then they were gone, and from where she stood there was only silence.

The woman next door stood paralysed, a dish towel in her hands, her face contorted with horror. Further down, where the street turned into Union Road, there were a couple of men, also motionless, shoulder to shoulder, staring towards the river. Then a youth came running up the cobbles shouting something.

Hester realised that Scuff was beside her and she had not even heard his feet on the stones. He was sixteen now, and taller than she, unrecognisable as the urchin she and Monk had befriended when he was, by his own estimation, roughly eleven. Then he had been narrow-shouldered, undersized and frighteningly streetwise. Children did not survive in the London Docks alone if they were not. It was debatable whether they had adopted him, or he had adopted them. It was not discussed, but tacitly accepted that his home with them had become permanent.

He touched her hand. ‘What ’appened?’ he said huskily.

She did not hesitate to put her arm around him. ‘I don’t know. A very big explosion and fire, and then it went out completely.’

‘Ship,’ he answered. ‘Must ’a gone down like a stone. Monk won’t . . . be . . .’ His voice choked off with fear.

‘No, of course he won’t,’ Hester said firmly. ‘Police have rowing boats: they don’t blow up. But he’ll be going to it. I expect we won’t see him again until tomorrow.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘No, not absolutely.’ She had never lied to him. He was too much of a realist to have believed her if she had tried. Perhaps if she had known him since he was a baby there would have been a time when she would have offered only comfort, and let reality come later. But he had been a survivor when they met. His trust in them had grown slowly and they must cherish it with honesty, no matter how crushing the truth might be.

‘I’ll go . . .’ he started.

‘No you won’t,’ she replied. ‘You’ll stay here. I’ll go down to the wharf and ask. I have the right to know, and, believe me, I won’t take any soothing answers. I’ll come back and tell you. Promise me you’ll stay here?’ She turned to face him. ‘I mean it, Scuff. I need to be able to trust you. And if it’s bad, I’ll need you to help me.’

His eyes widened and he caught his breath, understanding filling his eyes. ‘Yes . . .’ he nodded. ‘I’ll stay ’ere, I promise. But . . . yer’ll come back, won’t yer?’

‘Of course I will, as soon as I know anything. I promise that.’

He sighed. ‘All right, then.’

She returned a little before midnight.

Scuff was asleep in front of the remnants of the fire, but he woke as soon as she came into the room, fear stark in his face.

‘He’s all right,’ she said immediately. ‘It was a pleasure boat that sank. Almost everyone on it was lost.’ She came in and sat on the chair opposite him. In the dim light of the gas lamp he looked crumpled and terribly vulnerable, like any child woken from sleep.

‘The River Police will be working all night, trying to save anyone they can,’ she went on. ‘I expect by daylight they’ll still be finding out what happened. We’ll just have to wait. Do you want a hot drink before you go to bed? I do. I know it’s May, but it’s still awfully cold out there.’

He nodded. ‘’E’s all right, then?’

‘Yes. He’ll be tired and cold, by the time he gets home, but safe – yes.’

Scuff’s face filled with relief. ‘Yeah. Can we ’ave some cocoa?’

‘Good idea,’ Hester agreed. ‘Of course we can.’

‘I’m not going to school till ’e comes back . . .’ Scuff said. He made it sound like a statement, but in his eyes there was a question, and he looked at her anxiously to try to judge her reaction.

She wanted to give in to him this time, and the little prickle of uncertainty within her made it easy. ‘This once,’ she agreed.

He smiled, but did not push his good fortune. ‘I’ll make the cocoa?’ he offered. ‘Stove’s ’ot.’

‘Thank you,’ she accepted, following him down the passage into the kitchen. She was momentarily overwhelmed by a wave of emotion. She loved this boy far more than she had imagined possible. He was an urchin from the dockside, and yet she understood his mind. She saw in his gestures a strange mixture of her own and now, as he matured, a greater measure of Monk’s also. Could the connection of love be as powerful as that of blood?

Monk came in mid-morning. Hester had been watching for him through the window. He was still dressed in the borrowed clothes from the police station. He moved stiffly and his face was grey with exhaustion, and every few steps he hitched at the ill-fitting trousers as they slipped on his waist.

Hester met him in the passage, and after a glance into his eyes she silently put her arms around him. He stiffened for an instant as though he were too tender to bear a touch. Then he relaxed and his arms tightened around her until she had to bite her lip not to make a sound at the strength of his hold.

It was several moments before she looked up into his face, leaning back only inches. She could have asked him how he was, but words were insufficient for what she knew he must have seen. Instead she reached out and put her fingers gently to his cheek and gave a tiny smile.

‘At the least a hundred and eighty dead.’ He gave the numbers that made the enormity of it unalterable. ‘Someone did it on purpose, put explosives in the bow and blew it out. I went down—’

She froze. ‘Down . . .?’

‘Diving suit,’ he explained. ‘I’ve done it before. They’re most of them still there, trapped. They hadn’t a chance, not ever.’

Questions teemed in her mind, though none of them right to ask now. He could not know all the answers yet. The immediate things he needed were comfort, warmth, food, then as much sleep as possible.

‘How long do you have before you need to go back?’

There was something in his face she could not read, a fury, a grief that surged into him until his body was rigid.

‘William?’ she said quickly. ‘What is it? Can’t you stay?’ She drew breath to argue that he must, but the look in his eyes stopped her.

‘As long as I want to,’ he said gruffly, his voice catching in his throat. ‘They’ve taken the River Police off the case. Too many important people killed. They’ve given it to the Commissioner – Lydiate.’

All sorts of protests boiled up inside her. It was a ridiculous decision and totally unfair. Whoever had made it was incompetent. But none of these objections would change anything. Years ago, when she had been a nurse to the army in the Crimea, she had fought hotly against injustice, vanity, and blind, towering stupidity. Occasionally she had won on the battlefield where death was a reality. But once back in England it was like trying to write in the sand. The weight and complexities of power erased her efforts like an incoming tide.

For seconds she did not answer, even though she knew Monk was waiting. Then at last she stepped back a little.

‘How unfortunate for Lydiate,’ she said quietly, judging her words as she would the pressure of a bandage on a raw wound. ‘He’ll be completely out of his depth because he doesn’t know the river well enough to deal with this. But then I wonder if anyone can. It’s going to be a terrible mess. Just at the moment we are all numb with shock, still trying to realise what has happened. But it won’t be long before the anger comes. People will want to blame someone. Rage is so much easier than facing the loss. They’ll demand answers. The newspapers will be on it all the time. Why did it happen? Why didn’t somebody prevent it? Why haven’t the police caught whoever it is? No matter what Lydiate does, it won’t be enough.’

She smiled bleakly, and her voice became even softer. ‘That is, if he can do anything at all. Nothing will bring those people back. They’ll want to hang somebody, even if it isn’t the right person. It’s an emotional explosion with a fuse already lit. Catching someone will make everyone feel as if they’re not completely powerless. There’ll be all kinds of crazy theories, rumours, scares. It’s the perfect opportunity for revenge. It’s stupid to have taken the case from you. You’re the one person who might have been able to solve it – but realistically, maybe no one can . . .’

He let out his breath in a sigh. His voice shook a little. ‘They should have let me try! The victims deserve that! I promised . . .’ He blinked hard. ‘Hester, I spoke with the survivors, all huddled up, battered, freezing and stunned with loss. One man was there with his daughter. She had just recovered from a long illness. They were celebrating. One moment she was laughing, the next she was gone.’ His voice cracked. ‘I promised him I’d find whoever did this . . .’

‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve made promises I couldn’t keep. I know how it hurts . . .’

‘Do you?’ he demanded, his voice tight with pain.

Memories of the battlefields surged back into her mind, drenched with the smell of blood, men whose lives poured out of them scarlet on the ground as she watched. ‘I’ve promised soldiers I’d save them, and I couldn’t . . .’

He gasped with a raw, agonising sound. ‘Oh, Hester! I’m sorry . . .’ His arms tightened around her and it was moments before he let her go. Only then did he notice Scuff standing in the doorway, pale-faced but with a thin, shy smile.

‘You all right?’ Scuff asked nervously. ‘You want a cup o’ tea, or something?’

‘Yes,’ Monk replied immediately. ‘Yes, please. And what are you doing here at this time of day? You should be at school. You ducking it again?’

‘Couldn’t go till I knew you was all right,’ Scuff replied.

‘You—’ Monk began.

‘Couldn’t leave Hester, could I?’ Scuff glared at him. Then he swallowed hard and turned on his heel to go and make the tea.

Hester started to laugh a little jerkily, trying to stop it turning into tears.

As soon as he had drunk his tea, Scuff left Paradise Place, but he did not go to school. Actually he had not said that he would, not in so many words, although he knew both Hester and Monk had assumed that was what he meant.

But this was not the time to go and learn things in books, however important they may be one day. Right now he must return to the river. Some stupid man in a clean shirt and a woollen suit had taken away Monk’s right to work this momentous case, not just on the river but actually in it. Under it, now! Policing the river was Monk’s job. That was who he was. They had no right to do this, whatever Hester said to comfort him about its being a bad case that maybe no one could solve. Monk could do all kinds of things other people couldn’t. She just didn’t want him hurt, which was all right, except life wasn’t like that. All those people were dead and under the water, whatever anybody wanted. That was wicked, and had to be sorted out, and somebody punished, really punished – like hanged.

And it was Scuff’s river too. He had been born on its banks and grown up within sight of it, sound of it, and feeling of its damp all his life. He could hear foghorns booming in the distance and the lapping of its tide in his sleep. Almost all the treasures of his childhood had been saved from its depth, not to mention the pieces of coal, metal, china, even wood now and then, that he had sold to feed himself. How could any ordinary land-bound London policeman know the river, or care about it as he and Monk did?

First he would go to where they were hauling the ship up, but quietly, not speaking to anyone who might know him. This must not get back to Monk, which meant that Scuff must steer clear of Mr Orme as well. Although he would have been with Monk, so he could have been up all night too. Scuff was safe for a while.

He walked briskly down to the ferry and used some of his savings to pay his fare to the other side. He climbed up the Wapping Stairs, keeping his face averted from the police station. He went as quickly as possible along the bank towards the dock where he knew from the ferryman that the pleasure boat was being dragged up. He tried to imagine what strength that would take, and what kind of engines it would need. And chains. They’d better be good! If one of them snapped it could take the heads of half a dozen men standing too close. He refused even to think of that!

He moved quickly, used to being unnoticed. It was not so far, about a mile or so. There were loads of people standing around watching. What did they expect to see? A broken ship and a whole lot of dead bodies? They looked sort of huddled, even though it was a bright May morning. You would have thought it was winter! Maybe they were there because they’d lost someone they loved and they felt they had to come to see the boat pulled from the river, out of a kind of respect, like standing at the graveside at a funeral. Scuff did not like funerals. He did not want to see dead bodies here either. He’d seen people drowned before. It was horrible . . . all bloated out of shape, and squashy.

But if he was ever going to be a policeman like Monk, then he’d better get used to it. Even Hester could look at dead bodies! But then she could do a lot of things that most people couldn’t. He should do a bit more thinking about women. Work out a few things. But not now. Now he needed to do something useful that would help with this crime.

He moved to stand beside a man and woman who were nicely dressed, but pale-faced and as close together as they could get. What would he say to them and not sound stupid, or cruel? Nobody was coming out of the wreck alive. Did they hope there was? They couldn’t be that daft – could they?

There was a shout from below on the shore. Then as they watched, the funnel broke the surface. No one made a sound. It was so quiet they could hear the gushing of water out of the sides.

Without weighing his words, Scuff turned to the man.

‘You shouldn’t watch this, sir. If you lost someone, you don’t need ter see it.’ Then he stopped abruptly. It was out of place. He had no right to speak. They had not asked him.

The man turned towards him in surprise, as if he had not realised he was there. ‘You’re right,’ he said quietly. ‘And maybe you shouldn’t either. Did you lose someone, lad?’

‘No. My pa’s in the River Police. He worked all night trying to save people, an’ now they’ve taken ’im off the case. Given it to the land police.’ Scuff’s voice was bitter, but he could not help it.

The man’s arm tightened around the woman beside him. ‘You’re right. We can’t do anything here. Come on, Jenny. Don’t look. Remember him the way he was. Lad’s right.’ He looked again at Scuff. ‘Your pa send you to report back to him?’

‘No, sir! ’E thinks I’m at school! But I gotter do something. This in’t right. It’s our river. What kind of a cruise was it, sir? What kind o’ people?’

The man began to walk away from the place where he had been standing. His arm was still around the woman, but his glance included Scuff.

‘Just a pleasure cruise,’ he replied. ‘The Princess Mary. Started up at Westminster Bridge and went as far as Gravesend, then back again. Expensive because of the party. Very good food, lots of champagne and that sort of thing. Just . . . just people having fun.’ Suddenly his face tightened with fury. ‘What kind of a madman would want to hurt people like that? Why, for God’s sake?’

‘Albert . . .’ The woman’s hand tightened, dragging his arm down towards her. ‘The boy doesn’t know. Nobody does. It’s mad . . . mad things don’t make sense.’

Scuff would like to say something that would make her feel better. What would Hester have said?

‘They can’t stop us doing our best,’ he told her.

The man stared at him, but the woman suddenly smiled. It changed her face completely. ‘I’ll try to remember that,’ she promised.

Scuff smiled back, then left them and started to work his way down the river towards the stretch he knew better. He must find some of the people he used to know before he went to live with Monk and Hester. They were the people who would never tell the police anything, either River Police or the ordinary sort. If the Princess Mary had started at Westminster Bridge, unless it was one of the people on the cruise, then whoever blew it up had got on before that. Most likely it was a porter or servant of some sort, what Monk called ‘invisible people’. But Scuff knew beggars, pedlars, petty thieves, people on the fringes of life who saw everyone.
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