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      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Stacking shelves at the Castlemere branch of Sav-U-Mor was the best job Tracey Platt had ever had. It was regular, it paid well – well, better than most jobs available to an unqualified sixteen-year-old – there was overtime, and as long as you didn’t actually do the damage yourself there were perks in the form of dented cans and battered boxes. Plus, Sav-U-Mor was an American supermarket, so shelf-stacking here was the closest Tracey was ever likely to get to working abroad.


    Moving steadily along the cool cabinet, bringing forward the unsold goods and stacking the new ones behind them as she’d been taught, Tracey Platt didn’t see much wrong with the world. For a girl from The Jubilee, who had neither the ambition nor – Tracey believed in being honest with herself – the intellect to succeed as a criminal, she thought she was doing pretty well.


    Until, reaching mechanically to bring to the front the last of the weekend’s unsold yoghurts, she saw something that shouldn’t have been there. Tracey stopped in her android progress and, frowning, leaned forward for a closer look.


    Tracey’s vocabulary didn’t stretch to the word ‘botulism’, but if it had been a regular ingredient of yoghurt it wouldn’t have been written in thick black letters on a sticky label. Tracey could recognize a threat when she saw one. She took a rapid step backward and called for help. ‘Mr Woodall. Mr Woodall! Mr Woodall!!’ she cried, shriller and shriller until he appeared at her shoulder.


    The under-manager leaned forward until he could see what was bothering her. Then, too much a gent to shake her, he squeezed her hand and said, very calmly, ‘That’s enough, Tracey. Now, let’s both walk away – very carefully…’


    It was October now so the photographs in the tourist brochures were no longer legally binding. The canal was brown. The buildings on Broad Wharf were brown, and brown clouds lowered out of the sky and dropped their cargo like celestial tankers dumping toxic waste while God wasn’t looking. Even the swans, those without the foresight to swallow a fishhook and get themselves sent to a sanctuary for the winter, had a khaki tinge.


    It was ten o’clock on a Monday morning so the last unwilling schoolboy had trudged through the gates of Castle High and on all the long stretch of towpath between Mere Basin and Cornmarket only three living souls were in sight. Undaunted by the weather or lacking the wit to get out of the rain, depending on your point of view.


    Detective Inspector Liz Graham, who was one of them, inclined to the latter. She saw nothing admirable about defying something as relentless as the British autumn. It was weather for staying inside whenever possible; for fighting over the parking space nearest the door; for sending lower ranks out for the morning doughnuts.


    It was not a day for taking your house for a drive.


    For as long as she’d known him Donovan – the second living soul – had done this at intervals: disconnected his power supply, coiled up his warps and taken his narrowboat Tara off into the inland waterways. It was the only kind of holiday he took. He was a canal buff: he knew where all the locks were, how they operated and how long it took to negotiate each one. He came back with photographs of sluices and windlasses which were so devastatingly boring they acquired a kind of fascination.


    This trip, though, he was avoiding locks as much as possible. He was still creaky from the bullet that carved a finger-deep trench below his ribs four months earlier: he didn’t need to pit himself against tons of black timber every few miles. Also, he had a cold. With the black hair hanging in rats’tails in his dark angular face, his bony shoulders shrugging the collar of his black oilskin coat up around his ears and a cough rattling in the depths of his chest, he was as good an advertisement for the joys of boating on the Castlemere Canal as Yul Brynner was for hair tonic.


    ‘You need a sou’wester,’ Liz observed judiciously.


    Donovan barked a laugh. He wasn’t into headgear. He wore a motorcycle helmet because he had to; Liz couldn’t remember seeing him in any other kind of hat. It was a small grief to her that she hadn’t known him as a beat copper in a woodentop. Frank Shapiro reckoned Donovan was transferred to CID precisely because he was so unconvincing in uniform. CID was the only branch of the force in which not looking like a policeman was an advantage.


    ‘All I need,’ said Donovan heavily, blowing his nose and swigging fiercely from a little brown bottle marked ‘Philbert’s Cold & Flu Remedy: Use Sparingly’, ‘is for the frigging rain to stop.’ His voice was thick with phlegm, but thicker still with the mid-Ulster accent he was determined to carry to his grave.


    ‘Have you seen a forecast?’


    He nodded grimly, raindrops splashing from his nose. ‘More of the same.’


    ‘Well, for heaven’s sake,’ said Liz, running out of patience, ‘tie the damn boat up and try again later. You’re supposed to be looking after yourself. They won’t clear you for work until you’re fit.’


    ‘They cleared the chief,’ growled Donovan.


    Liz hid a smile. Donovan had been deeply offended that Superintendent Shapiro – fat, fifty-six and recovering from a bullet in the back – had been considered fit for duty by the same doctor who had rejected him. ‘The chief does his best work sitting down. You do yours at the run. It makes a difference.’


    The other difference, that she didn’t mention, that she wasn’t sure he’d been told about, was that no question had arisen over Shapiro’s psychological state. Division was concerned that Detective Sergeant Donovan had taken too many injuries in too short a time; that if it wasn’t a psychological problem getting him into all this trouble he must have one as a result of it, Either way, they wanted him a hundred per cent before they’d let him tackle so much as a second-hand car dealer suspected of clocking. Take a trip, said the doctor, try again when you get back.


    Liz thought the break would do Donovan good too, but not for that reason. She had no reservations about his mental well-being. Donovan was passionate about his job, would go on doing it day in and day out until someone made him stop. Sometimes it was her, sometimes Shapiro; sometimes Fate dropped a heavy hint in the shape of a broken bone. It wasn’t a psychological problem, it was just the way he was: a natural extremist. He did everything to excess. Division had him down as a loose cannon; Liz knew that the only thing wrong with Donovan was that he tried too hard. But in a grindingly hard and dangerous situation there was no one she’d sooner have at her back.


    And because she wanted him back where he belonged she was here to see that he did as he was told and took his holiday. She’d rather have been waving him off on a charter flight to Greece, but sun and sand weren’t Donovan’s native habitat. If cruising the fens was the jolliest thing he would contemplate then it would have to do.


    But she still didn’t know why it had to be today, in drenching rain and with a man-sized habit in paper handkerchiefs.


    Of course there was a reason, even if it made sense only to Donovan. If he started today he could have his holiday and get over his cold at the same time; then he could say he’d been on a cruise, pass his physical and be back at work by mid-October. There was nothing magical about October, he just didn’t want his sick leave dragging on into another month. He didn’t know how Queen’s Street had managed without him this long.


    But Liz Graham was his superior officer; they had an easy relationship these days but not easy enough for him to say as much aloud. ‘Get on your way, boss, there’s no point both of us getting soaked. Er…’


    When he didn’t finish Liz looked at him through the veiling rain and saw embarrassment on his gaunt features. ‘Sergeant?’


    ‘Look out for the chief.’


    She didn’t actually need telling. Three months earlier there’d been some doubt if Frank Shapiro would walk again. He’d made an excellent recovery, but this first week back at work was bound to find weak spots that hadn’t bothered him at home. There would be a period of readjustment, and if he needed someone to lean on Liz’s was the shoulder of choice.


    ‘I will,’ she said softly. ‘I’ll look after him, you look after yourself, and I’ll see you next week.’


    ‘If you need me before that,’ Donovan began hopefully.


    ‘It’ll be just too bad,’ Liz finished briskly.


    ‘I’ll be going up the Castlemere canal to Posset, by the Thirty Foot Drain as far as Sinkhole Fen, then across by the Sixteen Foot Drain to join the Arrow at Foxwell Dam and home by the river. You can leave a message at the Posset Inn, at Sinkhole engine house or at Foxwell lock.’


    He might have been speaking in Sanskrit. ‘Or I could dial your mobile number.’


    He scowled. ‘It’s on the blink again. I don’t know why everyone else’s works and mine’s always acting the lig.’


    Liz glanced around but refrained from stating the obvious: that they weren’t designed to work under water, that if he lived in a house and drove a car his phone would work as well as hers. ‘Donovan, I shan’t need you; but if I do I know where to find you. If you’re going, go. But for pity’s sake, don’t be too long before you tie up, dry out and get a hot meal. You won’t pass your medical if you come back with double pneumonia.’


    He gave her his saturnine grin. Then he whistled to the third living soul out of doors that inclement morning, and the great black dog bounded back up the towpath and hurdled the rail on to Tara’s fore-peak. Leaning down Donovan engaged the engine and the note deepened as the screw bit into the brown water. Liz stood back and watched him steer the unwieldy craft out into the canal like Charon setting off across the Styx. But after a couple of minutes Tara was no more than a blur viewed through the closing curtains of rain, and she turned away and strode up the walkway to where she’d left her car in Brick Lane.


    Even when the time came for looking back, she had no sense of premonition – no awareness as she saw him off that she might not see him again.


    Superintendent Shapiro, back in his office at the end of the second-storey corridor, looked up at the sound of her step and beckoned her through his open door. ‘Come and look at this.’ He was studying a yoghurt pot in a plastic bag.


    She looked. ‘Lunch?’ she hazarded.


    His rumpled face, uncharacteristically brown from having the time to sit in his garden, spread in a grin. He’d missed her. He’d missed the job, but also the relationships that went with it. His friends were all police officers. ‘Do I look like a healthy eater?’


    The simple answer was no: he looked like a man who snacked on chip butties. ‘I thought perhaps you were coming out.’


    Shapiro shuddered. All he knew about health food was that it was brown. ‘It isn’t my elevenses, it’s a Clue.’ Somehow he managed to pronounce the capital letter.


    Liz’s interest quickened. ‘To what?’


    ‘Ah,’ he demurred. ‘I haven’t actually got a crime yet; but I expect one’ll be along soon.’


    He’d succeeded in confusing her, which was an achievement for his first day back. ‘Perhaps if I go out and come back in again…?’


    Shapiro waved her to a chair, passed her the yoghurt pot. The plastic bag was marked ‘Evidence’. ‘A shelf-stacker at Sav-U-Mor found it this morning.’ He also managed to invest the name of Castlemere’s biggest supermarket with his disapproval of its spelling.


    Liz took it carefully. ‘Is the yoghurt still inside? In fact, was it yoghurt inside?’


    ‘No,’ said Shapiro. ‘And yes, but not exclusively.’


    The pot contained – or had done – natural unflavoured yoghurt with a sell-by date three days hence. The foil top had been partially lifted. ‘Forensics did that,’ said Shapiro. ‘When we got it the lid was intact.’


    Turning it in her hands Liz found what had alarmed the shelf-stacker. An address label tacked to the back of the pot bore the legend, in large black felt-tipped letters: ‘This could have been botulism.’ She put it down, a little more quickly than she meant to, ‘Could have been?’


    Shapiro nodded. ‘In fact it was lime jelly. All it would have given you was a nasty shock.’


    Liz frowned. ‘But if the lid was intact, how…?’


    ‘You tell me.’


    She kept looking. Finally she saw it: a pin-prick hole in the bottom of the plastic pot sealed with a bead of clear material. ‘Hypodermic?’


    He nodded. ‘And?’


    ‘Superglue.’


    He nodded some more, approvingly. ‘I don’t know why we need a laboratory. A good eye can tell you as much as anyone in a white coat.’


    ‘It couldn’t have told you if the lime jelly was contaminated with botulism,’ said Liz. The thought of it made her shudder. Every week – twice if she couldn’t get Brian to do some of it – she brought home a car-boot full of groceries. It never occurred to her that any of them could have been tampered with. A hypodermic of lime jelly had destroyed that confidence for ever.


    Which was, presumably, the idea. ‘Blackmail?’


    ‘No demands, yet,’ said Shapiro. ‘It could just be somebody messing around – making a point, proving how easy it is? Perhaps a disgruntled former employee out to embarrass the supermarket.’


    It was certainly possible; but it wasn’t safe to assume it was merely a bad joke. ‘If it is blackmail, what does the store want to do?’


    ‘The manager will do what head office tells him. It’s a big multinational, apparently, head office is in Seattle. For himself, he’d rather pay than risk injury to his customers.’


    It was the compassionate response. But it would make blackmail the easiest, safest, most profitable crime in the book: everyone who asked for money as an alternative to doing something unpleasant would be paid. It had to be resisted, even if there was a price.


    ‘What are we doing?’


    ‘Dick Morgan’s looking through the security tapes. Scobie’s going over the supermarket’s employment records with the manager, looking for someone who left in a huff. Mary Wilson – when did she join CID, anyway? – is on the computer, looking for anyone in the area with a bit of previous. What else can we do? Patrol the aisles, challenge customers who take too long choosing between mango and fruit-of-the-forest?’


    Liz couldn’t think of anything he’d missed; nor did she expect to. He’d been off for four months: it was maybe just long enough for his acuity to drop to where the rest of them were on a good day. ‘Mary came upstairs while you were trying to convince the doctor that if Ironside could crack cases from a wheelchair you could certainly do it on crutches. It’s early days but I think she’ll do well. She always had more gumption than the other Whoopsies.’


    She heard herself saying that and cringed. After the effort she’d put into storming the male citadel of criminal investigation, Liz of all people should have found a better shorthand for Woman Police Constable. But habit dies hard; and she’d been called a lot worse when she was one. And indeed since.


    ‘No fingerprints, I suppose.’


    ‘Only the shelf-stacker’s.’


    ‘What about the writing?’


    ‘Done with a stencil. You can buy them at stationers, for writing posters and the like. Stencil, marker-pen, address labels – all standard lines, unless he’s carrying them round with him we’ll never trace them to one individual.’


    ‘When did all this start?’


    ‘Eight-oh-seven this morning. I was on the job by twenty past.’


    Liz glanced over and yes, he looked as smug as he sounded. She smiled. ‘Welcome back, sir.’


    Shapiro beamed. ‘Thank you very much.’


    The infuriating thing about the security tapes was that the culprit was almost certainly on them. Sav-U-Mor’s under-manager Tony Woodall was able to identify the yoghurt as part of a batch which arrived on Saturday morning. The earliest it could have been on the shelf was 10.15 a.m., and the damage had been done before the store shut on Sunday. Tapes covering the entire period, with the cool cabinet clearly visible, were still available.


    DC Morgan watched them all, then he watched them again. Then he watched just those sections where somebody was hovering over the yoghurt. In the end, square-eyed, he trudged round to Shapiro’s office and shook his head glumly. ‘I’ve seen it. I’ve probably seen it half a dozen times. But I can’t spot it.’


    The snag was that the cabinet was against the wall and the camera was in the middle of the ceiling, so anyone looking at the yoghurt had his back to the lens. Morgan had never realized how popular yoghurt was. Half the population of Castlemere must have helped themselves from that cabinet over the weekend. Those who knew what they wanted, took it and left could probably be discounted because of the time needed to do what was done.


    ‘How long, do you suppose?’ asked Shapiro. ‘To inject a yoghurt pot, seal the hole and hide it at the back?’


    DC Morgan was not an ambitious police officer but he was a thorough one. He’d mimed it out, against a stopwatch. ‘Depends whether he did it on the spot, sir. If he did, not less than twenty seconds and probably more like half a minute. And that depends on there being no interruptions. The other possibility is that he bought a pot, left the store, tampered with it, then returned and put it at the back of the shelf. In that case he could do it very quickly but he’d appear on the tape twice.’


    Shapiro was impressed. ‘And does anybody? – appear twice.’


    ‘Oh yes,’ said Morgan wearily. ‘Men; children; women with prams, women without prams; old age pensioners, Rastafarians, and a man in a beret with only one arm. We can probably discount him – unless he got a mate to hold the pot for him.’


    Shapiro breathed steadily. ‘You’re telling me we have pictures of an incident taking place, we just can’t isolate them.’


    ‘That’s about it, sir. Of course, if we get a suspect we can look back at the film and see if he’s there.’


    ‘And in the meantime…?’


    ‘Maybe Scobie’s having more luck.’


    When Detective Constable Scobie played rugby, which he did until the ENT surgeon said that if he broke his nose once more he could set it himself, he specialized in tackling. Teammates theorized that he didn’t even want the ball, he just liked knocking people over. Opponents suspected he was on week-end leave from Broadmoor.


    It was a style of play he used in his professional life too. By the time Sav-U-Mor’s under-manager had spent half an hour answering his questions about present and former employees, those who left under a cloud and those who might have wanted a payback, he was beginning to feel like a suspect himself.


    ‘Constable, if I knew who was responsible for this I would tell you. I don’t. I can’t think of anyone who might be.’


    ‘Someone is.’


    ‘Obviously. But I don’t think it’s a member of staff; not current and not recent. There’s always some turnover but we haven’t had to sack anyone for months.’


    ‘How many months?’ asked Scobie.


    ‘Three, maybe four; and that was an elderly cashier who was getting too forgetful to manage the till.’


    ‘It’s not manual strangulation we’re talking about, it’s injecting jelly into a yoghurt pot. My old granny could do it, if she had enough of a grudge.’ The faintest of bells tinkled in the back of Scobie’s mind.


    ‘The cashier I’m talking about couldn’t hold a grudge for three months: she’d forget what she was angry about. And it’s hardly rocket science, is it? – it didn’t take three months to set up. If she’d wanted to embarrass us she could have done it the day she left.’


    ‘All the same,’ said Scobie doggedly, ‘I’ll pay her a visit. To eliminate her from our inquiries. Name and address?’


    Tony Woodall shrugged, looked back his records. ‘Mrs Alice Marsden, 27a Cambridge Road.’


    Scobie blinked. ‘Ah.’


    Woodall stared at him. ‘You don’t mean she’s done this before?’


    ‘No – no.’ Incredibly, the detective was blushing. ‘Actually, Mr Woodall, Alice Marsden is my granny.’


    DC Mary Wilson had done a course on using the Police National Computer. But though the various databases gave her a list of criminals operating in the Castlemere area, and another list of people who had committed this kind of crime in the past, no names appeared on both lists. The computer didn’t know of anyone living in or around Castlemere with a history of corporate blackmail.


    She shook her head apologetically. ‘Sorry, ma’am, nothing. Maybe if we get some more information about him?’


    Liz nodded resignedly. She hadn’t expected any more. The computer was a tool of criminal detection, not a substitute for it. ‘One thing, Mary – there’s no need to call me ma’am. The boys call me Guv, Donovan calls me Boss, the people downstairs call me Mrs G – at least, they do when I’m there. Any of them’s OK by me. Ma’am makes me feel like minor royalty opening a swimming pool.’


    Wilson grinned. ‘And we call Mr Shapiro the chief.’


    ‘That’s right.’


    ‘Even though he’s no longer a Chief Inspector but a Superintendent?’


    ‘Now he’s the other sort of chief. Sitting Bull. Geronimo.’


    ‘Crazy Horse,’ offered Wilson.


    Liz shook her head. ‘No, we’re saving that in case Donovan gets promoted.’


    Wilson chuckled. ‘Does that make me Minihaha?’ With her frank blue eyes and her blonde hair cut in a pageboy bob there was something engaging about Mary Wilson. But people who worked with her quickly found she was a much tougher proposition than she looked.


    Which was as well, because she’d need to be. Liz remembered being at this stage of her career. It had seemed to go on for ever. The glass ceiling had seemed to be made of rock quartz. The sense of relief when she went as Detective Sergeant to DI Shapiro, and finally found herself treated as a fellow professional, was almost enough to make her cry.


    Wilson said, ‘They all seem to be men.’


    Liz was still thinking about detectives. Then she realized the conversation had moved on. ‘Oh – black-mailers, you mean? What, all of them?’


    Wilson shook her head. ‘Not blackmailers in general, but those who try to extort money from big companies. According to the computer anyway.’


    Liz considered. ‘Still, don’t jump to conclusions. It could as easily have been a woman.’


    ‘Well, maybe not,’ ventured Wilson; and Liz knew it took courage for a new DC to contradict her DI and respected her for it. ‘Physically, yes – but what about mentally? Even now, most women have families and most women shop for them. You don’t muddy a pool you want to drink from. I’m not sure anyone who buys food for her children could bring herself to contaminate food for some other mother to buy.’


    Liz nodded slowly, digesting. ‘Good point. Perhaps it would be rash to rule out mothers as suspects, but it might make sense to concentrate first on any single men who come up.’


    A pleased blush warmed Wilson’s cheeks. She’d been here a month and already she was being taken seriously by senior officers. Today the glass ceiling looked like cellophane.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Brian Graham wasn’t single but he had no children – or else he had five hundred of them. As head of the art department at. Castle High he taught solemn eleven-year-olds how to mix poster paints and lectured on the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood to seventeen-year-olds who would soon be at art college and know more about the subject than he did. In between came 3b and their preoccupation with the wobbly bits in classical art.


    ‘Sir, sir – sir! They haven’t got no hair!’


    ‘Sir – why haven’t they got no hair, sir?’


    ‘Sir, sir – didn’t people have hair then?’


    They were not, of course, referring to the intricate coiffures in the Old Master they were studying.


    Graham glanced at his watch but found no help there: it was ten minutes to close of play. Besides, two decades in the classroom had taught him to face the enemy without blinking.


    It was not the first time he’d been ambushed like this. Pupils always thought they’d come up with some new way to embarrass their teacher; but anyone who survived the first two years had seen, heard and dealt with it all. He gave a long-suffering sigh.


    ‘Yes, Maureen, people had body hair then the same as they have now. It’s a matter of artistic convention. Just as a modern artist might choose to be tactful about my hairline, your cold sore or Darren’s teeth’ – Darren grinned, pleased, showing off the overbite with which he impersonated Dracula so successfully and so often – ‘so the classical artists turned a blind eye to what they considered the less beautiful aspects of the human form. Today we find that rather coy, go for the warts-and-all approach. It doesn’t mean we’re right and they were wrong, just that we have different priorities. People who study art in another three hundred years will find our ideas equally odd. They might see nothing worth painting in any of us.’


    The bell rang for the end of the school day but Graham was riot yet free to go home. He’d been manoeuvred into helping the sports department. The first XV were playing rugby on one pitch while the under-fourteens were playing hockey on another, stretching the supervisory resources of the PE staff to breaking point. Brian Graham knew nothing about rugby so he was allocated to Miss Simmons to help with the hockey match.


    He was planted on the line and told what to watch for, but he didn’t think he was doing it right or why did girls of both schools keep coming up to him mouthing obscenities? He was glad when the whistle went. It came as a terrible disappointment to find it was only half-time.


    The second half seemed to go quicker, and Castle High lost by two goals – which seemed only fair to Brian, who considered it rude to defeat one’s visitors. Victors and vanquished departed towards the showers.


    Brian might have known nothing about sport but he knew a fair bit about schoolgirls. He knew that schoolgirls coming together in any numbers without adult supervision would eventually begin to scream. He thought nothing of the hullabaloo coming from the showers until the girls started coming out too, in various states of undress, shrieking and pointing and stamping their bare feet in hysterics. Even then he wondered if it was part of the normal celebrations of a win, until one of the girls, steelier-nerved than the others, managed to get out some recognizable words.


    What they were was, ‘It’s blood, sir! Everywhere. Coming out of the showers. All over everyone. Everywhere!’


    It wasn’t, in fact, blood. It was raspberry jelly. There were gallons of the stuff, too dilute to set, in a white drum beside the attic water tank, connected to the system by means of some hose, Jubilee clips and a plastic tap. When the showers were turned on the jelly was syphoned into the pipes.


    ‘Well now,’ said Liz thoughtfully, as the last of the crimson, tide was swilled down the drains by the school caretaker, ‘I hope no one’s claiming this was a coincidence. That two people have independently lit on the idea of using jelly as an offensive weapon.’


    Dick Morgan was halfway into the roofspace, perched on top of a ladder with the drum, now almost empty, in his arms. ‘Not me, Guv. There’s a note on this one too.’


    When he got it down they studied it. The same square black letters, the same gummed paper. This time the message was: ‘This could have been acid.’


    And it could have been. It might have been harder to buy than several packets of raspberry jelly, although there are many legitimate uses for acid in industry and a minimum of research would enable anyone so inclined to acquire some. After that, apart from using a glass carboy and rubber hoses, the installation would have been the same.


    ‘So he doesn’t actually want to hurt anyone,’ said Liz. ‘At least, not yet.’


    ‘But if he wants money,’ frowned Morgan, ‘why doesn’t he say so? It’s no use being shy if you’re a blackmailer.’


    ‘Maybe he wants us to think about it. Think about the consequences if it had been acid.’


    ‘Us? – who?’ asked Morgan. ‘Exactly who is he planning to blackmail?’


    It was a good question. Liz hadn’t realized as quickly as her DC that targeting the school was a different proposition to targeting a multinational supermarket chain. She found that slightly worrying; but everyone knew that Dick Morgan was brighter than he let on. He lived in fear of being promoted and given more responsibility.


    ‘OK,’ said Liz, ‘so it’s not Sav-U-Mor specifically. Is it the town as a whole? You can’t blackmail a school – who’d pay? But you could conceivably blackmail a town. Threaten its children, through the food they eat and the schools they attend, and maybe you’ll scare people enough that they’ll drum up the money somewhere: from the council; from local businesses; from a whip round in the streets. It might be quite a clever move. If he was going for a particular store we could stake it out. But this makes him much harder to find. His only connection with Sav-U-Mor may be as an occasional customer; his only connection with the school may be that he found an opportunity to come here with his drum and his bits of hose. If he wore overalls and seemed to know what he was doing, nobody’d challenge him.’


    Though somebody may have noticed, just thought that the arrangements were made by someone else. The caretaker was the best bet. His name was Duffy, and he was swabbing the pink stuff off his tiling as if he’d suffered a personal insult. Liz had not overlooked the fact that the school’s janitor was ideally placed to interfere with the school plumbing; but his whole manner argued against.


    ‘Mr Duffy.’ She nodded, and he nodded back brusquely. They knew one another well enough not to need introductions: Duffy knew Liz was the art teacher’s wife as well as a detective, she knew he was formerly a merchant seaman. He was in his mid-thirties, and though he probably had a first name no one at Castle High knew it. ‘Someone’s got a funny sense of humour.’


    ‘He’ll be laughing on the other side of his face if I catch up with him,’ growled Duffy, swabbing furiously.


    ‘Any idea when it was done?’


    ‘It must have been today. This afternoon, even.’


    ‘You were up there earlier?’


    He nodded at the drum now sitting in the middle of the changing rooms while the Scenes of Crime Officer went over it with a fine-tooth comb. ‘There’s no kind of timing device. The stuff would be drawn up the first time the showers were used. They were used before lunch, and again at about three. He must have been up there after that.’


    Liz was impressed. Now they had a time window: whoever did this was in the roof space between three and six p.m. ‘Did you see anyone suspicious in that time?’


    ‘There are twelve hundred bloody kids here,’ he spat, ‘every one of them a criminal in the making. That’s just our kids. After four o’clock two buses rolled up containing another thirty thuglets from two other schools. And that’s only the kids. You should have seen the teachers.’


    Liz wondered what had induced him to work in a school if that was how he felt. Or perhaps he only felt that way as a result of working in a school. ‘What about before the buses came? Did you see anyone round the changing rooms who could have done this? Have you had any workmen in the school?’


    He spared her a frankly incredulous look. ‘Mrs Graham, if I’d seen anyone I thought might have done this I’d have said so by now. No, I didn’t see anyone carrying that drum into the shower block and leaving without it. Yes, there have been workmen in the school – there always are, this is a big complex. But I didn’t see anything suspicious. If I’d seen someone somewhere he shouldn’t have been, or doing something he shouldn’t have been doing; I’d have stopped him.’


    Liz nodded. ‘Of course. I’m sorry, I have to ask – people forget all sorts of important details until they’re prompted. These workmen: do you know what firm they’re from and what they’re doing?’


    ‘Well, the overalls say Sidgwick & Mellors,’ said the caretaker heavily, ‘so that might be a clue. They’re strengthening the floors in the chemistry block and refitting the library?’


    Both were on the far side of the campus from the sports field. ‘And you haven’t seen any of them wandering round here?’


    ‘No.’


    He wasn’t going to say any more because he hadn’t seen any more. Liz believed him: if he’d seen anything suspicious he’d have done something about it. Not to protect the children but to preserve the sanctity of his little kingdom. Mary McKenna might be the principal of Castle High, but even she knew who was the boss. Liz left Duffy to his swabbing.


    ‘Well, we know when,’ she told Dick Morgan. ‘If we can find a suspect that’ll come in useful.’


    Morgan sniffed apologetically. ‘Actually, he didn’t have to carry the thing up there this afternoon. He could have put it there days ago, linked up the hoses, left it ready to go. All he had to do today, and he didn’t even have to do this in person, was turn the tap. Half the pupils of this school would have done that for him for a fiver.’ Morgan had the same opinion of children as Duffy, perhaps because he had three of his own.


    ‘Terrific,’ growled Liz. He’d cast doubt on the only useful bit of information she’d garnered so far. She turned to the Scenes of Crime Officer. ‘Can you give me anything to work on?’


    It was too early for Sergeant Tripp to make even an interim report; all the same, the pained look was mostly from habit. ‘There aren’t going to be any fingerprints,’ he said judiciously, nodding at the smears of aluminium powder. ‘He used gloves. The hoses and clips, you’d find in anybody’s shed, the tap’s probably off a rainwater butt. The drum held cooking oil, probably came from a caterer.’


    ‘So he could work in a restaurant?’


    ‘Or he could have salvaged it from their bin.’


    Liz breathed heavily at him. What he was saying was No, I can’t give you anything to work on. ‘How about Forensics?’


    ‘All now,’ said Tripp respectfully, ‘Forensics. They’ll be able to tell you what brand of cooking oil, and what brand of jelly.’


    As a piece of science it was undoubtedly impressive; as an aid to detection it was negligible.


    ‘I’m going back to Queen’s Street; Liz told Morgan. ‘Tidy up here, then you can call it a night.’


    Brian, who was sitting on the wing of her car, looked up resignedly. ‘You’ll be burning the midnight oil, I suppose.’


    Liz lifted one shoulder in an apologetic shrug. ‘Don’t wait up.’


    Criminal detection is like most forms of creativity: ten percent inspiration, ninety per cent perspiration. At nine twenty she and Shapiro were still pushing the thing across the desk between them like a very slow game of table tennis.


    ‘None of the items he’s used so far can be traced to an individual,’ the superintendent observed. ‘Anyone could have got hold of any of it. We can’t get at him that way. So what about the targets he’s chosen?’


    Liz shrugged. ‘High profile, good scare factor. Large numbers of people coming and going, even at the school. Though he’d be safer if he had a right to be there – a teacher, parent, ancillary staff, even a pupil.’


    Shapiro was doing mental arithmetic. ‘Assuming you’re right, that narrows it down to’ – he sucked his teeth – ‘maybe fifteen hundred people.’


    ‘You could rule out the smaller children,’ said Liz helpfully. ‘Lifting that drum into the roof space took a certain amount of strength.’


    ‘Fine,’ said Shapiro glumly. ‘That gets us down to, oh, five or six hundred, and no guarantee he’s one of them. Or maybe he’s a she.’


    ‘Not according to Mary Wilson.’


    Shapiro elevated a gently ironic eyebrow. ‘Who’s been a detective – what? – four weeks?’


    ‘Who’s been browsing the PNC for similar episodes. All of them perpetrated by men.’


    He accepted the rebuke. ‘It’s getting time we heard from him. He’s shown us what he can do. He can think up a nasty, sneaky way of extorting money, and he can carry it out so slickly we’ve no idea who we’re looking for. If it really had been acid in the drum we’d have twenty-odd schoolgirls in hospital – all of them hurt, many of them scarred, some with their sight or even their lives in danger – and we’d be no closer to catching him than we are now.


    ‘So we know he’s a serious threat to this town. No one’s going to underestimate either what he can do or what he’s prepared to do. And we know nothing about him: we could flood the town with patrols and never be more than a minor inconvenience to him. He’s done enough. So what’s he waiting for? It’s been over three hours. Surely the time to hit us with his demands is while we’re reeling with shock, inundated with hysterical half-naked schoolgirls.’


    Liz gave a little rueful shrug. ‘Maybe he’s letting us stew first. He’s got us rattled: maybe he reckons that twelve hours to think about it, about what could have happened and what could happen next, is a good investment. By then this town could be scared enough for the money to start looking unimportant. Assuming money’s what it’s about.’


    ‘What else?’


    ‘A sick joke? A power trip?’


    Shapiro shook his head. ‘One incident could have been, but two? That’s twice he’s risked being caught committing a serious offence. A joke he could have played by post or over the phone: that he took the risk of doing it in person suggests he has something to gain beyond mere satisfaction.


    ‘What worries me, Liz, is that he’s building up to something. Something unforgettable. What if next time it’s for real?’


    ‘Do you want me to get Donovan back?’ Liz asked quietly.


    Shapiro thought for a moment, then shook his head. ‘If he isn’t fit it wouldn’t do us any good – he’d just be sitting on the sidelines glowering. Besides, another pair of hands wouldn’t be much help right now. Let him have his holiday. If the situation deteriorates so much that we need him fit or otherwise, we can get him back here in a couple of hours. Leave it for now. Let him enjoy himself.


    ‘I think we should wrap things up too. If there were going to be any more developments tonight they’d have happened by now. First thing in the morning set up a meeting with the Mayor and Chief Executive of the council, the chairman of the Chamber of Trade – and since they were directly affected, Ms McKenna from Castle High and the manager of Sav-U-Mor. We can bring them up to date, tell them what we’d like them to do and get some feeling for whether they’re likely to do it. Get Mr Giles involved as well: if we’re going to catch this man the best chance is Uniform spotting him acting suspiciously.’


    But nothing that had happened so far suggested this was a man who went around acting suspiciously. So far the only proof of his existence was a wake of frightened people. And so far no one had been hurt. If that changed, fear would turn to panic and panic could cause more injuries even than acid.


    ‘I’ll be in by seven. Call if you need me sooner,’ said Liz. She collected her coat and left by the back stairs. The rain which had eased briefly during the afternoon was once again hammering out of a pitch-black sky. There had been no sun all day, now there was no moon. No illumination of any kind: not in the sky, in her head, or at the end of the tunnel. In spite of what Shapiro said she wished Donovan was here. A major crisis without the gloomy Irishman was like a pantomime without the dame.


    Whatever Shapiro thought, Donovan was not enjoying himself. Barely ten miles into the Castlemere Levels, the familiar vista of flat land and endless sky lost in the murk of scurrying rainstorms, with the surreal feeling of being suspended in water like a deep-sea diver, he’d decided to take a break from his holiday. He’d turned up a quiet backwater, moored Tara to the bank and gone to bed with his cough bottle and a hot whiskey. When the need arose Donovan could rough it with the best; but one of the advantages of living on a boat was that you didn’t have to abandon home comforts to have a change of scene. Tomorrow, when the rain stopped and the Philbert’s Remedy had knocked his cold on the head, would be soon enough to start having a good time.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The official organ of Castlemere society was the Castlemere Courier, but it came out on Thursdays. Until then, information about Monday’s events would have to rely on hearsay and jungle telegraph to get about. In a small town it’s a pretty reliable system: everyone at the meeting in the Town Hall on Tuesday morning knew what they were there to discuss.


    Superintendent Giles got the ball rolling. ‘Gentlemen, Ms McKenna, I don’t think I need tell you why we’ve asked for this meeting. Some of you were directly involved, and I imagine the rest have heard a fairly comprehensive story by now.


    ‘Just in case anyone got the embroidered version, I, will recap on the facts. Someone adulterated a pot of supermarket yoghurt and the shower system at Castle High’s sports fields with coloured jelly and left notes indicating that he could as easily have used more dangerous contaminants. I want you all to be clear, nobody was hurt. But the obvious inference is that it could come to that.


    ‘We’re not yet sure what he wants. We’re assuming it’s money but he hasn’t said. Apart from the notes he left with the jelly, he hasn’t made contact. He will. One of the purposes of this meeting is so that we can discuss the possible responses before we’re under pressure for an instant decision.’


    There were hawks at the table, and there were doves. The Chief Executive of the Borough Council, who didn’t need re-electing, was a hawk; the Mayor was a dove. Mary McKenna was a hawk: she’d had thirty years’practice at dealing with thugs and terrorists, even if most of them were children.


    Donald Chivers, chairman of the Castlemere Chamber of Trade, was a hawk. He knew that any ransom would come directly from his members’tills or indirectly from his members’rates. The Mayor might talk as if he had funds of his own but they were creamed off other people’s incomes. If Castlemere decided to pay blackmail the traders would pick up the lion’s share of the bill.


    Tony Woodall, under-manager at Sav-U-Mor, was a dove. He knew that cheap milk and the massive savings on own-brand products were entirely beside the point if he couldn’t keep his shelves stocked with consumer confidence.


    ‘No offence, Mr Woodall,’ said Shapiro mildly, ‘but I’d have thought your manager – Mr Surtees, is it? – would have been here.’


    Woodall sucked in a breath. He was a man in his mid-thirties, stocky and athletic under the suit. ‘Mr Surtees had a fit of the vapours after the thing with the yoghurt and is off sick. I’m afraid I’m the best you’re going to get.’


    Shapiro wasn’t complaining. There was enough hysteria around the town without importing it into this meeting. The phones at Queen’s Street had been blocked for two hours last night by the parents, grandparents, uncles and some quite casual acquaintances of the children who’d gone home damp and tearful and not entirely sure what had happened to them. Some thought it really had been acid in the drum in the attic. Some of them had been hurried down to Accident & Emergency at Castle General, even though there wasn’t a mark on them, in case they’d suffered some subtle form of burning that would only become apparent later.


    ‘And the other purpose of this meeting,’ continued Superintendent Giles, ‘is to ask for your co-operation in controlling this situation and bringing it to a safe conclusion. There are things we can do to protect our fellow citizens, and you people can organize a lot of them. When you leave here, I’d like you to call meetings of your own staff, update them, and tell them what to be on the lookout for.’


    ‘Like what?’ demanded Chivers. ‘Speaking for my members, I think most of us would notice if somebody was going round tampering with the stock in plain sight. But we haven’t got eyes in the backs of our heads. Don’t think you can shift responsibility for stopping this man on to the traders. It’s a crime: preventing it is a police matter. Don’t think you can make us your scapegoats.’


    Shapiro thought the meeting was already getting out of hand. ‘Nobody’s looking for scapegoats, Mr Chivers. We want to stop this man, and then we’d like to find him. But he isn’t going to be pursuing his campaign at Queen’s Street, he’s going to be in your shops, in the council’s facilities, in public places. Like it or not, you people and your employees are more likely to encounter him than we are. We just want you to consider how you can minimize the damage he can do.’


    ‘I’ve done that,’ said the Mayor. ‘We can pay up.’


    ‘It may not be money he wants.’


    Chivers elevated a heavy eyebrow. ‘What else?’


    ‘It might be political. We might be pawns in a bigger game: animal rights, overseas aid, political prisoners, Free the Tamworth Two. Is anyone aware of anything controversial looming in this town? A new road planned over the last redoubt of the Lesser Spotted Godwit? We haven’t many trees to cut down, but how about orchids? – does someone want to build executive homes on top of some? Is a local business supplying aid and succour to one of the world’s less admirable governments? Or nothing of the sort, just something that could provoke strong feelings in someone who might react this way.’


    Put like that it sounded so vague he couldn’t imagine getting a useful response. And from the long silence it seemed he hadn’t managed to ring a single bell even very faintly. But as he went to move on, Mary McKenna said pensively, ‘There’s BioMed.’


    Shapiro should have thought of them himself. It was years now since there’d been any trouble at the laboratory, but it was still there in the quiet countryside of The Levels, still doing commercial research with a Home Office licence for animal experiments.


    It was burned down by animal rights activists in the mid-eighties. It was called BioMedical Technology then and did a lot of work for industry. After re building the name was subtly altered and so was the thrust of the work. It may not have concerned itself exclusively with the development of medicines, but a good PR man made sure that was the bit that people knew about.


    ‘Have you heard something?’ asked Shapiro.


    McKenna shook her dark red hair. ‘But it’s a hardy perennial on the kids’hate-list. There isn’t as much enthusiasm for stringing up the director as there was ten years ago but only because today’s bright, go-ahead teenager is more concerned with his grades than the morality of big business. I wouldn’t be amazed to see it hit again.’


    ‘Because of the animals?’


    ‘The animals; the rainforest; business here supporting corrupt regimes abroad. Don’t look at me like that, Superintendent, I’m not saying it is so – I’m saying that among idealistic students it is perceived as being so. And let’s be honest,’ she went on, warming to the subject in the face of the dismissive expressions around her, ‘there’s more than a grain of truth in it. We British are an ethical people until our principles start costing us money.’


    They were veering off the point; but it was useful background to Shapiro because what mattered on this occasion was not whether BioMed had skeletons in its cupboard but whether someone in an indignant frame of mind could think they had.


    Superintendent Giles intervened. He was a tall fair man, an officer of Liz Graham’s generation, and he had the unnerving knack of going straight to the heart of a matter. ‘An eco-warrior,’ he said crisply, ‘wouldn’t have contaminated the yoghurt. He’d have gone for the veal.’


    Liz was nodding. ‘So maybe it really is just about money. We haven’t heard from him because he doesn’t think we’re ready to pay yet.’


    ‘Speak for yourself,’ muttered His Worship the Mayor.


    ‘Let’s try and keep things in proportion,’ said Shapiro. ‘So far no one’s been hurt. That wasn’t luck, it’s how he planned it. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. But if he asks for money and doesn’t get it, that will change. A threat is only credible until it’s called and nothing happens.’


    Derek Dunstan had only been mayor for six months. He’d thought it would be about opening fetes, kissing bathing beauties and unveiling portraits of himself, and six months into the job they sprang this on him. All he could think of was the avalanche of complaints he was going to get if it all went wrong. ‘Surely we can agree,’ he said pompously, ‘that nothing is as important as safeguarding the citizens of this borough.’


    ‘We can agree on that,’ nodded Superintendent Giles. ‘The question is how we can do that most effectively. Will they be safer if we pay off this thug and let all the others know where to find us? If we hold out now, someone could get hurt. If we don’t, we could have a succession of similar incidents; and as Mr Shapiro says, it’s the nature of these things to become more violent. The people of Castlemere will be safer if we can deal with this once and for all.’


    ‘That’s easy to say now,’ said Woodall worriedly. ‘But can we hold the line if people start going down with botulism and seeing their skin peel off?’


    ‘Botulism?’ echoed Ms McKenna.


    Woodall nodded. ‘That was the secret ingredient in our yoghurt special. At least, it wasn’t, but that was the threat.’


    Shapiro was looking at the teacher, his grey eyes keen. ‘Why?’


    ‘Because commercial applications are being developed for the botulinum toxin. I’m a chemist,’ she explained to those of the gathering who were not old acquaintances, ‘I was reading something in the trade press. BioMed is involved.’
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