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      Chapter One

    


    

      It had been a busy weekend for all of them, long periods of serious concentration interspersed by sudden, intense bouts of bargaining. Tempers had frayed and accusations had been hurled in a wide variety of languages – so many, fortunately, that almost nobody knew what he’d been accused of, which speeded the mending of both fences and friendships.

    


    Now the work was over, the deals were done, and almost sixty customers and potential customers for custom engineering products were unwinding in the convivial atmosphere created by a free bar. In the noise and the chaos and the babble, only half of it in English, someone with the inclination could have led a herd of pygmy elephants through the hotel lobby and over to the lifts without being noticed.


    The Romanian delegate was on top of a table, reenacting with an imaginary Sten gun his finest hour defending the family factory during the insurgence. Sober he spoke good English, but for a while now he’d been reduced to communication by gesture. It detracted hardly if at all from the story he was telling. He enjoyed the gypsy good looks of many of his kin, and though the glamour was wasted on most of his fellow revellers there were enough women present to egg him on with glances of smouldering admiration. At least, that’s what he thought it was. An unbiased observer might have said they were laughing at him.


    ‘Young Nicu’s in good form tonight,’ observed the Saudi delegate tolerantly.


    Philip Kendall chuckled. ‘I don’t think there must be anyone left in Bucharest who hasn’t heard the story. Here he’s got a whole new audience. He’s like a dog with two tails, isn’t he? I should have a last crack at him, see if I can get him to up his order while he’s still trying to impress us all.’


    Kendall was enjoying himself too. As sales director for Bespoke Engineering, this conference was his biggest budget commitment, and therefore his biggest gamble, of the year. In their own lands these people were hard-headed, successful businessmen like himself, or government officials who’d achieved high rank in similar ways, and they were no pushover. For the first day of the conference, and for a month before, he’d been desperately anxious that the gamble wouldn’t pay off. When he started to see interest behind the professional reserve, and they started to discuss their own needs and the cost of meeting them, he was so relieved he could have kissed them. Except possibly the Belgian delegate, who just might have enjoyed it.


    A Mexican fishing magnate orbited by, a girl on each arm. In a largely male gathering this could have been considered greedy, but even Nicu Sibiu wasn’t drunk enough yet to tell him so. Ian Selkirk was built a little like the champion caber-tossers he was descended from, and a little like the Old Man of Hoy. ‘Great party, Phil.’ The accent was like the man himself, part Scots, part Latin American.


    ‘Should be.’ Kendall waved a canapé. ‘These are your shrimps we’re eating.’


    The big man laughed and lurched away. ‘That explains it.’


    Ibn al Siddiq sighed. ‘There are times,’ he confided, ‘when forswearing alcohol on religious grounds seems a considerable sacrifice. Then I see what a deeply unattractive spectacle drunken people make of themselves and I think perhaps Allah had the right idea after all.’ Kendall laughed. ‘Is it the Spanish who say, God never shuts a door without opening a window? You forget, I’ve been to your parties. They might be dry but they’re not unstimulating.’ ‘True,’ conceded Siddiq, amusement twitching one corner of his mouth. He was a man in his thirties, dressed faultlessly and expensively in the western taste to go with his flawless English. ‘I hope now we’ll see a bit more of you in Dhahran.’ His head rose as he spotted someone across the tossing sea of bodies. ‘I think that’s your date for the evening, Philip.’


    Kendall looked round, saw the plump middle-aged woman in the sequinned blouse and, beaming, waved her over. ‘Grace, will you have a drink before we leave? You know Prince Ibn al Siddiq, of course.’


    ‘Of course.’ Grace Atwood acknowledged him with a smile, but she wasn’t sure of the correct form of address for royalty, even minor foreign royalty, and she didn’t know him well enough to call him by his given name. ‘I hope you’re enjoying your visit to Britain.’


    ‘Oh yes, Mrs Atwood,’ Siddiq assured her, ‘I always do.’


    ‘You’re in oil, aren’t you?’ With a name like that it was a safe bet.


    Siddiq gave a little pretend scowl. ‘But oil is such a bore. I much prefer to spend my time here in pursuit of fast young fillies.’


    Mrs Atwood raised an eyebrow. Kendall stepped in quickly. ‘Prince Ibn is one of the leading racehorse owners in Saudi Arabia. Whenever he’s here he visits the local studs to see if they have anything promising.’


    Grace smiled again. ‘Well, I wish you every success.’ She turned her attention to Kendall. ‘Philip, are you sure it’s all right to leave your guests here alone?’


    Kendall looked out across the room. ‘As long as the bar stays open, one in ten of them will notice I’ve gone, and not even they will miss me. They’ve spent three long days listening to me bang on about precision engineering: I’m the last person they need here tonight.’


    ‘So really I’m performing a public service.’ They were old colleagues, old friends, and their insults carried no sting.


    Kendall shook his head. ‘Grace, I haven’t seen you properly for years. And though you’ve been here for three days, I haven’t talked to you properly since you arrived. I’m damned if I’m waving you off back to Ipswich until I have, and since conditions here are not exactly conducive to a good natter we’re going out for supper. If anybody misses me I’ll be flattered, and very surprised, and I’ll see them before they leave in the morning. Now: have you got your coat?’


    She had. His car was waiting. ‘Where are we going?’


    He smiled. ‘Wait and see.’


    ‘Captain Bligh is alive and well,’ hissed the girl in the matelot shirt, ‘and navigating the lesser-known reaches of the Castlemere Canal.’


    Her name was Emma Lacey, she was sixteen, she’d spent half her summer clothing allowance on this trip, and already she was regretting it. And the more bitterly because she’d had a choice. No one made her come. She could have gone with her mother on a painting holiday in the Cotswolds. But taking a barge – sorry, a narrowboat – round the Castlemere Ring with her father and brother had sounded … well, cool. She’d imagined sprawling on the sunny foredeck in not much more than suntan oil while local swains hung, salivating, over the lock gates. She’d imagined tying up at night under shady stands of willow, a picturesque stroll from the nearest pub.


    She had not thought that May was a little early for a boating holiday in Britain. She had not realized that, in the rain, a canal is the most desolate spot on earth. She had not realized how cold it would be at night, or how the damp would pervade everything she owned. The shady willows dripped, not only water but bugs, and the country pubs were an average of three miles up a muddy track.


    Emma Lacey was not having a good time.


    Her brother Tom grinned with that schadenfreude sympathy that siblings reserve for one another’s misfortunes. He wasn’t having a good time either, but at least he hadn’t spent good money on clothes he was never going to wear again. He said, ‘So what made you think he’d be any different on holiday?’


    Emma shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It sounded like fun. I thought we could all relax, drift along, just generally have a good time. It never occurred to me he’d want to go for the Olympic canal-cruising record.’


    ‘Quit slacking, you two,’ shouted Barry Lacey from the sternsheets. ‘Are the bunks made? You could get lunch started. There isn’t a lock for miles, this’d be a good chance to get some of the mud off the decks. Come on, look lively!’


    ‘If he tells me to polish the portholes,’ murmured Emma, ‘ that’s it, we set him adrift in the inflatable.’ She went below.


    Tom looked round for the scrubbing brush. For some reason his father referred to it as a swab; mainly to annoy him Tom called it the mop. He dunked it in the canal, noting with satisfaction that the water it brought on board was hardly less muddy than the deck. ‘I’ll start at the front end.’


    ‘The bows!’ yelled Barry Lacey.


    ‘Whatever.’


    When he saw the damage to the canvas stretched across the front hatch, for a moment Tom debated with himself whether it would be more amusing to draw his father’s attention to it now or wait for him to discover it himself. He decided that, since he might miss the best part if he was working a lock when the discovery was made, he’d better break the bad news. ‘Er, Dad –?’


    ‘Now what?’


    ‘Did you tear this tarpaulin thing?’


    ‘What? What tarpaulin? What tear? Here, take the tiller. And don’t steer us into the bank …’


    Someone else might have assumed the hire boat had been damaged on an earlier trip. But Barry Lacey inspected it from stem to stern before taking delivery on Saturday morning, so he knew the canvas was intact two days ago. Already he was calculating how much this was going to cost him. Any moment now he’d get round to whose fault it was.


    It appeared to have been cut with a knife. Well, he knew he’d been nowhere near it with a knife, and though he didn’t put much past his children he didn’t think deliberate vandalism was their style. That dock where they moored last night, in the heart of Castlemere – that seemed the sort of place where people with knives might hang out.


    The council had painted the bollards in jolly primary colours and hung bits of white rope between the stanchions, but the effect was like hanging bunting on a workhouse. It wasn’t a jolly place. It was a grim place, built of brutal hard work in grinding poverty. Mere Basin itself was almost subterranean, tall buildings looming above it, all but shutting out the sky. Now they were flats and offices, but they were redeveloped from early Victorian warehouses and the black bricks remembered the lives of those who laid them. There was a pub by the waterside, but Barry had taken one look inside and backed away, shuddering. The last time he saw anywhere like The Fen Tiger it was run by Peter Lorre as a front for white slaving.


    He’d locked up the boat before taking the children up the access ramp into town for some supper. It was a recommended mooring, he thought it would be safe enough. It never occurred to him someone might cut their way in through the forward hatch. It should have been timber. If it had been timber no one could have cut their way in with a knife.


    They’d had a couple of hours to strip the boat of anything saleable. Barry Lacey frowned. He hadn’t missed a thing. The television was still in the saloon, he’d used his binoculars this morning, and his camera … What sort of thieves were they, who cut their way into a boat but left valuables aboard untouched?


    Then, as he scowled at the rent canvas, it occurred to him that the tough fabric had not been cut but rather torn. Perhaps it hadn’t been deliberate vandalism so much as horseplay – local youngsters taking advantage of their absence to mess about, until one of them jumped on the canvas and it split. Barry sniffed. He suspected he’d still have to pay. But it could have been worse. If whoever split that cover had gone straight through he’d have dropped four feet into the chain locker – could have broken his leg, his neck, anything.


    He froze. Picking glumly at the torn canvas, wondering how much it was going to cost him, he saw something that had no business being in a chain locker – not his, not anyone’s. A bare arm.


    He straightened up, his brain working furiously. Whoever tore the canvas did go straight through, and what’s more he was still there. He must have been there for fourteen hours.


    Barry Lacey walked carefully back to the stern. ‘Emma, come up here a moment and give Tom a hand.’ His voice sounded odd to himself – and obviously did to Emma, because curiosity made her do as he asked – but probably the interloper would not notice. When he had the children back by the tiller he poked a stern finger at them. ‘Stay here. Right here.’


    The boat-hook was too long and unwieldy. Instead he armed himself with the biggest wrench in the tool kit before creeping forward again.


    The teenagers exchanged bewildered glances. ‘Alzheimer’s?’ hazarded Tom.


    The canvas cover was stretched over a wooden frame. One-handed, the other clutching the wrench, Barry winkled out the split pins that held it in place and then threw it back on its hinges. ‘All right,’ he said authoritatively as it fell, ‘let’s be having you …’


    Then his hand and the heavy wrench slowly fell. He wouldn’t be needing either of them. The bare arm in the chain locker belonged not to a burly local tearaway, caged long enough to be dangerous, but to a girl. She was lying face up among the warps, the punctured fenders, the old mouldy life jackets and the other detritus of a thousand tiny voyages. She was naked, and she was dead.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The forensic medical examiner took a little longer over his examination but then he confirmed Barry Lacey’s diagnosis. The girl was undoubtedly dead, and had been for several hours.


    ‘How many?’


    Dr Crowe shook his head. ‘Ask me after the post mortem.’


    Detective Superintendent Shapiro smiled tolerantly. He knew the man wasn’t being deliberately difficult, it was just that all his kind really hated being asked this particular question. Whatever he said, sooner or later he would be proved wrong. ‘I will. But if you can give me even a rough idea now we’ll know where to start our enquiries. Less than three hours and she was alive when the boat left Castlemere. Between three and fifteen hours and she came aboard at Mere Basin. More than fifteen hours and she was on the boat when it arrived in Castlemere.’


    The FME frowned. But he knew that, this early in the game, even a ball-park guess was more help than no guess at all. So he did what he always did: swallowed his professional pride and gave it his best shot. ‘I think it’s your problem, Superintendent. She’s certainly been dead longer than three hours. Best guess? – twelve to fifteen. I’ll be surprised if we find anything to put it outside that range.’


    ‘So around nine last night would be a reasonable time for it to have happened.’


    Crowe nodded, warily. He was a large young man, and people still sometimes took him for a medical student. In fact that cherubic face hid a sharp, enquiring intellect. ‘It would. But why do you think it was?’


    Barry Lacey was sitting in Shapiro’s car where they’d been talking a few minutes before. He wasn’t under arrest, he just hadn’t got enough of a grip on himself to get up yet. ‘They arrived in Mere Basin about eight-thirty last night, moored the boat and went into town for some supper. They got back about eleven. The two hours they were missing would be the easiest time for her to get on board.’


    ‘Unless they know more than they’re telling.’


    Shapiro arched a sceptic eyebrow. ‘You mean, they did her in, hid her in their boat, brought her out here, and then called us?’


    Put like that, it didn’t seem very likely. Crowe sniffed. ‘You’re the detective – I’m only an oldfashioned pathologist with a posh new title.’


    Shapiro grinned. ‘Well, Donovan’ll be pleased anyway.’


    The FME puzzled over that but still didn’t understand. ‘Why?’


    ‘A corpse on a canal boat and it turns out to be somebody else’s case? He’d be heartbroken.’


    Detective Sergeant Donovan lived on a narrow-boat. He was widely believed to have canal water running through his veins.


    ‘All right, next question,’ said Shapiro. ‘How did she die?’


    That really was beyond the pale. Crowe stared at him indignantly. ‘Oh, come on …!’


    ‘I know, I know – that’s what the post mortem’s for. But I need some idea now. Are we talking murder? Could it have been an accident?’


    The FME thought for a moment before replying. ‘She fell. I don’t know why she fell, that’s your job, but it was the fall that killed her. See the blood-flow from her nose and ear? – that says she landed there on her back, lived just long enough to bleed a little and then died. There’s blood on the things she’s lying on that matches exactly, and the back of her skull is comminuted in relation to the surface under her. I’m pretty sure she hasn’t been moved since the time of death.


    ‘But dying wasn’t the first thing to go wrong with her evening. Somebody beat seven bells out of her. Those bruises on her face and body, she didn’t get them falling into the hold. They didn’t have long to develop but they were certainly caused prior to death. The fall finished her off, but she wasn’t having a good time when it happened.’


    ‘Chain locker,’ said a disembodied voice with an Irish accent.


    Dr Crowe looked around in surprise, but there were still only the two of them standing on the deck. ‘Donovan?’


    ‘Down here.’ He’d commandeered a dinghy and was groping his way round the outside of the narrow-boat, looking for evidence. Evidence of what it was hard to say: Shapiro suspected he’d just seen the chance to get into a boat for ten minutes. The dinghy’s owner, a boy of about twelve, was standing in rapt fascination on the bank. ‘It’s not a hold, it’s a chain locker.’


    ‘I see,’ nodded Crowe. ‘Well, I suppose I’ll have to revise my entire diagnosis in the light of that.’ He winked at Shapiro and clambered up the gangway on to the bank.


    The hire boat Guelder Rose was tied up at the first waterside cottage she’d come to after Barry Lacey’s discovery. This was some five miles east of Castlemere, a bit past Chevening. Shapiro had been in his office when the call came in, three minutes later he was on his way. Lacey was too shocked to make perfect sense, but it was hard to see how the body of a naked girl on a boat where she had no right to be could be other than a suspicious death.


    Donovan was actually off duty today. No one had called him, although his expertise would be valuable to the investigation. Shapiro knew he’d appear by a process similar to magnetism when rumour of a corpse on a boat reached up the canal as far as Broad Wharf. In fact, the waterfront version of Jungle Telegraph must have been operating at peak efficiency, because Donovan’s bike gunned to a halt outside the cottage while Shapiro was still talking to the Scenes of Crime Officer.


    ‘Found anything?’ asked Shapiro. He couldn’t be more specific because he didn’t know what Donovan was looking for.


    Donovan hauled himself up on to the short fore-deck of the Guelder Rose. It was raining again: he looked as if he’d been in the canal. When he shook his head the water flew off the black rat-tails of his hair. ‘No sign of a boat coming alongside. No scratches, no mud, not even a rub-mark from the fenders. More likely she was boarded from the port side.’


    Shapiro was puzzled. In more than thirty years on the job he’d seen dead bodies in odder places than this. He’d seen naked dead bodies before, too. But he couldn’t construct a sequence of events that put a naked dead body in the hold–sorry, the chain locker – of the Guelder Rose. It wasn’t an excess of party spirit that led this girl to streak through Mere Basin at nine o’clock at night: she’d been beaten up, the last thing she’d have felt like was playing games. She might have been looking for help, she might have been looking for somewhere to hide. Maybe in the end it was a simple mistake – taking the canvas cover for a solid surface – that killed her. But if she was wandering round naked on a dock full of people, why did nobody help her? Or failing that, complain?


    ‘How did she get there?’


    Donovan shrugged. He was a tall man, stick-thin, with bony shoulders made for the job. ‘She fell through the hatch.’


    ‘With no clothes on?’


    ‘I doubt anybody went down to undress her afterwards. For one thing, they couldn’t have got out again without ripping away more of the canvas.’


    ‘All right. So why did no one notice? Not the Laceys, they were in town, but the Basin’s full of people up to midnight and later. If she walked up the wharf with no clothes on around nine o’clock at night, climbed on to a boat and then fell through a hatch, why did nobody see her?’


    ‘Maybe she wasn’t naked then.’


    Shapiro considered that. ‘So she climbed on to the boat, did a strip act and then fell through the hatch. You think that would go unnoticed?’


    ‘Maybe she didn’t walk. Maybe she was helped, or carried. Maybe someone wrapped her in a coat or a blanket, carried her on board and dropped her through the hatch. Then he took his blanket away with him.’


    ‘Why tear the canvas? Why not just lift the hatch? It wasn’t locked, there were only a couple of split pins securing it. Lacey got it open easily enough. If somebody wanted to hide her, that was the thing to do. She could have been down there for days before anybody – er – smelled a rat. I’m right, aren’t I? – a boating party would have no reason to go in there?’


    ‘Wouldn’t think so,’ said Donovan. ‘I don’t use mine much, except as a dog-kennel. Mostly you keep your fenders over the side and your warps coiled on deck, ready for use.’


    ‘So, apart from the torn canvas, it would have been a good way to dispose of a body. By the time she started to smell there’d have been no way to establish when and where she came aboard.’


    ‘But the canvas was torn,’ objected Donovan. ‘Someone was bound to notice, sooner rather than later.’


    ‘Exactly. So he was more concerned with getting her off his hands than with concealing her longterm. He was in a hurry. He was afraid of being seen; or of being missed; or maybe it wasn’t him who killed her, he was just helping out, if he could get her off his hands he didn’t care how quickly she was found.’


    ‘You reckon it’s murder then.’


    Shapiro scratched his eyebrow with a thumbnail. He was fifty-six, a solidly-built man with a slightly rumpled, lived-in face indistinguishable from a thousand others except by a particularly sharp pair of clear grey eyes. ‘The fall that killed her may have been an accident, but according to Crowe she was beaten before she died. It may or may not be murder, but it’s certainly one for us.’


    ‘So she was hurting, maybe she was concussed. Maybe she wandered on to the boat looking for somewhere to hide and fell through the hatch.’


    ‘Then what became of the blanket? If she came on board alone she was already naked, in which case someone would have seen. If she was wrapped up enough to pass unnoticed, somebody took the blanket away afterwards.’ Shapiro squatted beside the open hatch. SOCO and the FME had been down there with her, they couldn’t do their jobs at arm’s length, but there was nothing Shapiro could learn from such close examination. He’d leave her in peace until the paramedics removed her.


    He found himself trying to estimate her age. Twenty-four, twenty-six? Under the bruises and the blood she was a pretty woman. Her hair was dyed blonde, the bubbly perm a recent investment, and enough of her make-up had survived the assaults on her to show that she’d taken some trouble with it. She’d made an effort to look good for whoever had done this to her.


    He felt a surge of anger under his breastbone. People assumed that policemen became hardened to the aftermath of human tragedy, but Shapiro never had. He’d learned how to deal with it, both practically and emotionally, and that made it easier to see what he had to see and still somehow get on with the job. But every time he took a phonecall that led him here, that left him looking at the lifeless wreckage of a human being who’d begun their last day full of the same hopes, fears, concerns and things to do as everyone else and ended it on a slab, the long experience that stopped him throwing up was no protection against this burgeoning anger. At the waste of a life; at the sheer impertinence of whoever presumed to take it.


    He gritted his teeth to keep his voice low. ‘One way or another, someone’s responsible for this girl’s death. Someone beat her black and blue, then he brought her to this boat and pushed her out of sight to die alone in the darkness. Then he folded up his blanket and went home. I want the bastard, Donovan.


    ‘Ask round in the Basin, see if anyone saw anything. It might not have looked like a man carrying a woman – it could have looked like a couple of drunks leaning on one another, or somebody delivering equipment to the boat. He may have had a van; he may not have been alone. But he must have been there. Find someone who saw him.’


    ‘Where will you be?’


    ‘I’ll be trying to find out why she’s been dead for fifteen hours and still nobody’s reported her missing.’


    Part of the answer came from the autopsy. Shapiro attended in person. It wasn’t strictly necessary – a police officer had to be present but it didn’t have to be him – but he worked on the basis that the cadaver was the only witness to the murder that he presently knew of and the post mortem was her only chance to speak. If he wanted to hear what she had to say first-hand, rather than through the filter of a formal report, he had to be there, ready to ask questions, when the FME was giving his running commentary to the tape.


    When she heard his heavy step pass her door, Detective Inspector Liz Graham put aside what she was doing and followed her chief to his office. He had a spare chair for visitors but Liz took Donovan’s favourite spot, on the windowsill overlooking the canal. ‘So do we know anything more about our Jane Doe now?’


    Shapiro nodded and lowered himself behind his desk. He looked glum, his broad lived-in face falling into dejected creases. This stage of an investigation was often depressing. You had a corpse, and no killer, and not enough facts to think you’d ever find one. Over the hours and days ahead they started trickling in, one at a time, building up a picture of the victim and how she spent her last hours that by degrees focused suspicion on a particular individual – usually someone she knew, very often someone you knew. But this first day, unless there were eyewitnesses or real smoking-gun evidence, the task could look impossible.


    ‘Two things,’ he said. ‘How she died, and how she lived.’


    She died, as Crowe had predicted, of falling through the canvas hatch and smashing her head on the steel plates below. But if she hadn’t collided with the bottom of the Guelder Rose she still wouldn’t have been in the peak of health. There was enough cocaine in her system to drop a donkey.


    ‘Which perhaps explains why she was naked,’ said Liz. ‘And why she didn’t see the hatch. But if she’d taken that much, how come she was still on her feet and clambering over boats? Shouldn’t she have been curled up somewhere snoring?’


    ‘Donovan thinks she had help – that someone wrapped a coat or a blanket or something round her and took her there. Which sounded reasonable enough until we got the blood-work. You’re right, she shouldn’t have been able to walk, even with help. And a man carrying a woman’s body through Mere Basin would have been as conspicuous as a naked girl.’


    ‘Maybe someone did see them. This is the Basin we’re talking about, the crowd that hangs out down there in the evening wouldn’t rush to call us if they saw something suspicious. Hell, if they saw a naked girl staggering about they’d give her some music and take up a collection.’ Barry Lacey had been right to back away from The Fen Tiger: it wasn’t his sort of pub at all.


    Shapiro rocked his head non-committally. ‘Apparently it was quite a fall. I know, you can break your neck tripping over a kerb-stone; but she didn’t break her neck, she smashed her skull. Crowe thinks she fell further than four feet into the bottom of the boat.’ He was too old to undergo metrication now. ‘Actually, a lot further.’


    Liz frowned. ‘This is a canal boat we’re talking about, not a square-rigger. I mean, she didn’t fall from the yardarm.’


    ‘The highest point on the Guelder Rose is the top of the cabin roof, about four feet above the deck. If she’d fallen from there she could have managed about eight feet. It still isn’t enough. And how did she get there? She was too tripped out to walk; and if someone was trying to kill her, why risk being seen with her in a public place?’


    ‘Could she have fallen off something else? It’s a boat, it passes under bridges – could she have come off a bridge? If Lacey was busy steering he might not have noticed. Even if he felt the bump he might have thought he’d brushed against something: he’s a novice at this, after all, he can’t be too familiar with the boat.’


    It sounded plausible, and there was room in the time envelope. Time of death had been narrowed to between seven and ten p.m.; the Guelder Rose arrived in Mere Basin after eight; if you could accept that a man busy steering a large unfamiliar boat through a narrow bridge could fail to notice someone falling on to his foredeck she might have come aboard up to six miles short of Castlemere. Shapiro could believe that, but other parts of the theory still gave him problems. ‘If you’re trying to commit suicide you don’t wait till there’s a boat underneath you! Besides, we hit the same snag: she had too much cocaine in her to be doing more than crawling round the bedroom floor. Someone must have helped her. And if he helped her off a bridge that’s still murder.’


    ‘You said you’d learned something about how she lived as well,’ Liz reminded him. ‘Do you know who she is?’


    Shapiro shook his head. ‘But I know what she is: a prostitute. Well, probably. Crowe said there was enough wear and tear, inside and out, that if she wasn’t being paid for it she should have been.’


    Liz wasn’t surprised. Violent death takes people on the fringe of society much more often than it ambushes those at its cosy heart. And people who turn up naked anywhere but their own beds tend to be burning the candle at both ends. ‘Working as in, that’s how she made her living? Or working as in, that’s what she was doing when she died?’


    ‘Both, apparently. Read the report if you want the gory details.’


    ‘Then somebody’d better talk to the Toms’ Union.’ Queen’s Street, like most police stations, had an ambivalent relationship with the local prostitutes. The girls were committing an offence, and at intervals there would be prosecutions, fines and short, pointless prison sentences. But between times hookers and coppers were a fact of one anothers’ lives, and there were benefits to be gained by keeping the relationship amicable. Sometimes the girls needed protecting, sometimes the police needed the sort of information picked up by women who made their living on the street. ‘Donovan’s off today, isn’t he? – shall I go?’


    With his chin in his chest Shapiro smiled a secret smile. ‘Yes and no. Donovan was off; Donovan then heard about a body on a boat and all but beat me to the scene of crime; now he’s down at the Basin looking for someone who saw something.’


    Liz elevated a surprised eyebrow. She was a good-looking woman rather than a beautiful one, tall and athletic, with strong features and a clear intelligence in her hazel-green eyes. She was forty-one: when she released her curly fair hair from its businesslike pleat and swapped her tailored clothes for a checked shirt and riding breeches she could pass for ten years younger. ‘Was that a good idea? He isn’t exactly Flavour of the Month at The Fen Tiger.’


    Despite its prestigious location The Fen Tiger was a villains’ pub. It had been there since Mere Basin was a stinking sink, nine-tenths derelict, subterranean and all but forgotten between Castle Place and Brick Lane. Ten years earlier a go-ahead council with its eye on a European grant had restored the Basin, turning the warehouses into valuable canal-side properties and opening up the inland waterway to holiday mariners. For years before that the only people using it had been commercial carriers who travelled in convoy with someone riding shotgun on the first boat. It had been a massive undertaking and, but for the occasional excess with the gold paint, a successful one. Castlemere had been built to serve the canal; now the canal served the shopkeepers and restaurateurs of Castlemere. It would never be a tourist magnet in the way that Cambridge and Norwich were, but a fair bit of money came through Mere Basin during the summer months.


    And a fair bit of it got as far as The Fen Tiger and no further. The place was full of thieves, professional and casual, conmen, cloners of phones, hackers of hole-in-the-wall cash machines and dealers in outboard engines which had fallen off the back of a barge. Shapiro would have been glad to shut it down, but naive magistrates kept believing the proprietor’s protestations, that the nefarious activities of some of his clientele were not his responsibility, and renewing his licence.


    Shapiro shrugged. ‘ I’m not sure they hate Donovan any more than they do you and me. Anyway, the wharf’s his backyard – at least they’ll be talking the same language. Anyone else’d need an interpreter.’


    ‘So, shall I do the toms? Have we got a photo yet?’


    ‘Should be ready now,’ said Shapiro. He blew out his cheeks. ‘You’d better warn them this may not be an isolated incident. However she got on to the boat, she was beaten black and blue first. A man who hires a prostitute and keeps her quiet with cocaine while he beats the living daylights out of her does it because that’s how he gets his kicks. He doesn’t ever do it just once.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The fact that a place like The Fen Tiger went quiet when he walked inside concerned Donovan not at all. He was a CID officer, and at any given time about half the Tiger’s clientele were wanted for something. He was quite pleased they considered him enough of a threat to fall silent as he passed: sometimes he felt that the best efforts of all Queen’s Street were as a flea-bite on the hide of Castlemere’s criminal fraternity.


    What bothered him more was that perfectly respectable people, nice decent law-abiding citizens who were more likely to have a sixth finger than a criminal record, also went quiet as he passed. They’d done this since he was about fifteen. At the time, with the cocky innocence of youth, he’d taken it as a compliment, that they recognized him as an individual not to be trifled with. Later he began to wonder what it was they saw that made them mark him and stand back. He wasn’t a dangerous man. He wasn’t violent, or unhinged, or prone to sudden bursts of embarrassing eccentricity. He thought himself a pretty ordinary man on the whole: a bit of a loner, a bit of an outsider, but still an ordinary decent citizen doing an honourable job. And yet other decent citizens looked at him and moved aside, and he didn’t know why.


    But he didn’t spend much time thinking about it in a place where, on the law of averages, every tenth man would like to put a baling hook in his back.


    Fortunately, with the lunchtime rush yet to start, there were only nine people in the bar. One was the potman Donny Toomes. Donovan didn’t have any friends in The Fen Tiger, but on the long list of his enemies Toomes would have figured somewhere near the bottom.


    He didn’t order a drink. He had no wish to appear part of this company; besides, mostly what he drank was non-alcoholic and he didn’t particularly want Toomes to know that. ‘ Were you on last night?’


    Toomes shrugged: a can’t-remember, don’t-care, wouldn’t-tell-youif-I-was sort of shrug. Donovan rolled his eyes but hung on to his patience. It was a necessary preamble: Toomes would answer his questions eventually, but it was vital to his own credibility that he shouldn’t make it too easy.


    ‘Simple enough question, Donny: were you working here last night? Say, between eight and closing time – or midnight, whichever came first.’


    Toomes sniffed. He was a sturdy middle-aged individual with the beer belly that’s an occupational hazard. Apart from the people he worked for and the company he kept, Donovan didn’t have much on him. A bit of handling, a bit of aiding and abetting, it was probably better not to enquire where the venison sandwiches came from, but nothing that entitled the man to wear the hunt button of the Castlemere Mafia. Only habit kept him from answering fully and frankly.


    ‘If you’ve any complaints about us not closing on time, Mr Donovan,’ he said stolidly, ‘you’d better take them up with the management.’


    ‘Give me any of your nonsense,’ growled Donovan, ‘and I’ll sick the VAT inspectors on them.’ With the end of transportation and public flogging, this was about the direst threat that a public servant could legally issue.


    Donny Toomes recognized the fact. He had nothing to hide, and knew he wouldn’t be thanked for holding out any longer. ‘OK, OK,’ he grumbled. ‘Yes, I was here. What do you want to know?’


    ‘There was an incident on the dock. Did anybody see anything?’


    ‘What sort of an incident?’


    Donovan bared his teeth in a feral grin. ‘The sort of incident where somebody ends up dead, Donny. A girl – blonde, about twenty-five, not wearing a lot in the way of clothes. Anybody see her?’


    Toomes began to look interested. ‘How little in the way of clothes?’


    ‘To the nearest round figure? – none. So if you saw her you’d tend to remember. I take it you didn’t?’


    ‘I don’t think anyone did,’ said Toomes regretfully. ‘They’d have mentioned it if they had. Where was all this going on, then?’ He craned his neck, looking out of the window as if there was a chance of a repeat performance.


    The Fen Tiger enjoyed perhaps the best location in Castlemere, with a street entrance just off Castle Place and a rear entrance, one storey down, on to Mere Basin. The lounge bar was upstairs; down here was where the hard cases drank. It wasn’t the view that attracted them so much as the fact that if someone you didn’t want to meet came in one way you could always leave by the other.


    Hire boats mostly moored on the north side of the basin. Donovan pointed with his nose. ‘Over there somewhere. On a boat – the Guelder Rose, black hull, blue and cream upper-works. Did you see her?’


    Toomes nodded. ‘I saw them tying up – about eight, eight-thirty? Man and a couple of kids. Didn’t see no twenty-five-year-old blonde.’


    ‘Did you see anyone else on the boat, a bit later? A couple of drunks, maybe – one wrapped up in a coat or something?’


    But if Toomes had missed a naked twenty-five-year-old blonde he wasn’t much interested in anything else he might have seen. He shook his head glumly.


    Donovan turned to face the room, meaning to repeat the question for general consumption. But the bar was empty. He gave a snort of scornful amusement. ‘Jesus, Donny, your customers are a shy lot. Anybody’d think they’d been up to no good.’


    Toomes sighed. ‘Listen, Mr Donovan, don’t take this the wrong way but … You come swanning in here with your threats and your questions, you’d be sensible to bring somebody with you. To watch your back.’


    Donovan’s dark eyes rounded in astonished indignation. ‘Are you telling me I’m not safe in here? Are you telling me this dive is some sort of a no-go area?’


    ‘I’m not telling you any such thing,’ said Toomes wearily. ‘These are properly conducted licensed premises: you’re welcome to drink here, or to ask questions. You’re as safe here as anywhere in Castlemere. What I can’t vouch for is what happens after you leave. I wouldn’t like to think of you turning up face-down in the canal one night.’


    ‘Your concern’s downright touching,’ sneered Donovan. ‘This place has obviously changed since Jack Carney went down.’ The Fen Tiger never officially belonged to the old thug: it was held in his wife’s name. These days it officially belonged to the wife of a second cousin of Carney’s; but the only thing that had actually changed was the name above the door.


    Toomes sniffed and said no more. His concern was genuine but not altogether altruistic. Odd jobs were always the preserve of the potman, and getting blood off wrought-iron railings was a bugger.


    Donovan had one last question before he left. ‘So where did they tie up the Guelder Rose?’


    Toomes stumped to the door and pointed. ‘There, in front of The Lock & Quay.’ It used to be Gossick’s Chandlers: folksy names came in with the redevelopment and the toy-town paintwork.


    An arched ironwork bridge spanned the basin: Donovan preferred its old livery of black and rust to the council’s colour scheme of dark green and gold. But time heals all ills: he noted with satisfaction that the rust was beginning to make a comeback.


    Tonight there would be another hire boat tied inexpertly to the bollards outside The Lock & Quay, but for the moment the bit of dockside where the Laceys spent last night was vacant. Donovan took his time looking round but although it was now midday and the spring sunlight was pouring through the well of the buildings he could see nothing suggestive of a struggle, of an accident, of anything out of the ordinary. There was nothing that looked like blood, and no one had tossed a blanket into the deep shadows of the car park between the stilts of The Barbican.


    When he had done with looking around, he went back to the quayside and looked up.


    ‘She didn’t fall through the hatch of the Guelder Rose,’ he explained, a thread of electric satisfaction running through his voice. ‘At least she did, but she wasn’t on the boat at the time. She fell off the roof of The Barbican.’


    ‘The roof?’ echoed Liz faintly.


    ‘Six storeys up,’ nodded Donovan. ‘She didn’t fall eight feet, she fell about eighty – of course she smashed her skull.’


    ‘Have you been up there?’ asked Shapiro.


    ‘Yeah, just to make sure. Then I called for a PC to preserve the scene. Immediately above where the boat was tied up, something’s been rested on the parapet. There’s a load of junk up there – dirt, bird shit, the lot. But not right there. SOCO’s on his way up there, but I’ll stake my reputation that’s where she came from.’
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