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      Chapter One

    


    A rose bloomed in the darkness, tender orange and salmon-pink petals unfolding from its tight heart. It was only a tiny thing at first, a flower made of light blossoming in the black belly of a rotten building. But then with a soft explosion like an avid pant the bud of flame spread, and all at once there was a field of flowers – yellow and red and white – growing in the dark.


    For a long moment the new-born fire was reflected in a pair of eyes, gleamed off teeth bared in a smile. Then the figure turned away, soft footsteps padded across the broken floor and a door opened and closed. After that there was just the fire, blooming and growing, and the urgent congress of little snaps and crackles as it debated its strategy.


    No one called Detective Chief Inspector Frank Shapiro. No one was ready yet to say it was arson. There was no stench of petrol in the charred wreckage, no blackened fragments that could have been a timer, no reports of an intruder in the derelict warehouse. But Castlemere Fire Brigade could normally expect a major incident like this once a year and this was the second in four days. So while nobody was yet saying arson, everyone was thinking it. And while no one had called the head of Castlemere CID, Shapiro was nevertheless there.


    It was Tuesday morning now, a pale October sunrise fighting its way through the sooty air. But when Shapiro was roused from his bed by siren after siren as every appliance Castlemere could muster raced across town to the warehouse in Viaduct Lane it was still Monday night, and he’d pulled on his warmest cardigan, a heavy tweed jacket he kept for the country walks he rarely took and his wellies. Also he needed a shave. With gloveless hands shoved in his pockets accentuating his naturally broad round-shouldered outline, in his comfortable old clothes and with a day’s worth of greying stubble on his weary pensive face he looked like a tramp. A probationary fireman not long in Castlemere asked him if he’d been in the warehouse when it caught fire and if anyone else had been dossing there.


    Leading Fireman Daniels interceded with a Cheshire cat grin, advised the embarrassed youth of his mistake and sent him off to rewind hoses. ‘ Sorry about that, Chief.’


    Shapiro waved a tolerant hand. ‘The last time my wife saw this jacket she said I’d be irresistible to a Salvation Army snatch squad. That was three years ago. I don’t expect it’s improved much since.’


    The fire was out. It had taken four tenders and nearly four hours, and in the end it had died mostly of old age. Once the wooden floors had gone, the wooden rafters had charred to mere blackened ribs framing the sky and ten years of rubbish had blown away as ash on the smoky wind, there was nothing more for it to feed on and so it died.


    Stone walls still reached up through three storeys: it would take a demolition crew to bring them down. But with no floors and no roof the building was finished. It dated back to the heyday of Victorian mercantile expansion, it had worked hard for a hundred years and stood idle for another ten, but four hours of fire and water had damaged it past repair. In another week there would be nothing here but a pile of smoke-blackened rubble. The demolition experts would move in as soon as it was safe to do so. After another team of experts had learned all they could from what remained.


    ‘What do you think, Taff?’ said Shapiro. ‘A torch?’


    Daniels squirmed inside his oilskin jacket. ‘You’d need to ask the Governor that, Chief.’


    ‘Of course,’ agreed Shapiro. ‘When he’s not so busy. But what’s your best guess?’


    Daniels shrugged. ‘ Off the record? All the time we were in there we were looking out for late-firing incendiaries.’


    Water was still coursing down the walls, dripping from the charred beams. It was too soon to begin a serious search for evidence, which would anyway be carried out by people with a more specific expertise than either DCI Shapiro or Leading Fireman Daniels. So they were talking gut feeling, no more. But Taff Daniels had seen a lot of fires and Frank Shapiro had seen a lot of crime, and the gut feeling of both was that either the fire at Rachid’s Eight-Till-Late in Milne Road or this one could have been accidental but together they amounted to arson.


    ‘Yes,’ Shapiro agreed. ‘Thanks, Taff. Tell your governor I’ll call him later. There’s nothing more I can do here.’ He was standing in a morass of fine ash and water: when he moved his boots gave a mournful gurgle, echoing his feelings exactly.


    It was almost half-past seven and Castlemere was beginning its working day. People who clocked on at eight had heard about the drama on the breakfast news and come out early to see for themselves. Behind the fire engines was a thick wall of sightseers. Not that there was much to see now. Those who rose early and were here before six were rewarded with great fountains of fire breaching the roof and the satisfying crash of masonry. Now the best on view was the devastation of fourteen thousand square metres of warehousing, which was impressive but not as thrilling as flames leaping into the night sky.


    The firemen and Shapiro were not the only ones with more to do there than gawp. A reporter from the Castlemere Courier recognized him in spite of – or, disturbingly, because of – his informal attire and asked what she was to make of the presence of a detective chief inspector.


    ‘Search me,’ said Shapiro, ‘I haven’t had a report on this myself yet. Can I talk to you later, when I have?’


    ‘If I call you about ten?’


    ‘I might have something by then. At least whether we’re looking for a careless smoker or a pyromaniac.’


    She nodded. Her name was Gail Fisher, and she’d worked on other papers in other towns and knew that the price of a helpful DCI was above rubies. ‘ What about Rachid’s shop? Is there a connection?’


    Shapiro, who didn’t wear glasses, looked at her as over the top of some. ‘Ten o’clock did you say, Miss Fisher?’


    She smiled, accepting her dismissal with a good grace. ‘Ten o’clock, Chief.’ She couldn’t resist adding, ‘But don’t tell me you haven’t wondered if you were too quick to write off Rachid’s fire as an accident.’


    Shapiro’s expression was pained. ‘ We don’t write off anything as anything, Miss Fisher. We try to find out what’s happened. Rachid’s was an empty shop with a rickety back entrance in an alley frequented by drunks: it seemed likely that the fire there wasn’t deliberate. In the light of this’ – he winced – ‘of course we’ll look again to see if we can learn anything more from Rachid’s. But until the fire investigators tell me what happened here I can’t say whether there’s a connection or not. If you need a more positive quote than that you’d better make one up.’


    ‘The same as usual, you mean?’ They exchanged an amiable grin. ‘I’ll call you.’ She went looking for firemen to interview.


    Shapiro headed for his car. He wanted to go home and clean up before going to the office. But as he turned he saw something from the corner of his eye that was both familiar and out of place, though when he turned back to see what he couldn’t immediately place it. The firemen tidying away their equipment, Gail Fisher talking to Station Officer Silcott, a couple of photographers prowling the edges of the devastation exploding intermittent flashes, the wall of watching faces beginning to break up now the fun was over. Nothing remarkable.


    Recognition hit him like a boot in the ribs and he sucked in a sharp breath. ‘David?’ He wasn’t sure if he’d spoken aloud; certainly no one answered. Caught off guard, for some seconds he couldn’t think what to do. His thick body swayed as if it wanted to continue with the day as planned, go home and then go to the office. He took a step towards the car. Then, ashamed of himself, he swung round and squelched after the slight figure weaving between the fire engines, light footed in filthy trainers.


    The young man with the camera was seeking a way into the warehouse that wasn’t guarded by firemen. A fire at its height is an awesome sight but a burnt-out building is just another kind of derelict until you go inside. He’d been here early enough to get the powerful shots of men on gossamer ladders silhouetted against the arching flames; now he wanted the companion piece of blackened rafters framing the morning. That meant getting inside, and that meant not being seen.


    But when he passed behind the fire engines there wasn’t a side door as he’d hoped; or rather, there had been until it was bricked up. With a muttered curse he turned on his heel, and almost walked into the man following him.


    ‘David. What are you doing here?’


    He was surprised but not that surprised. His face closed quickly, became wary and noncommittal. ‘Working. Do I need CID’s permission?’


    Shapiro shook his head. ‘No. But you do need to be careful. There’s a lot of stuff in there could still come down.’


    ‘I’ll remember that.’


    Shapiro sighed. Conversations with his son had been like this for as long as he could recall. There hadn’t been many of them recently, but they were still all like this: verbal fencing between people too mistrustful to be rude. ‘You’re wet through. Have you been here all night?’


    ‘Most of it.’


    Shapiro despaired of getting any information from the young man. ‘I’m going home – clean up, get some breakfast. Why don’t you come? At least you could get dried out.’


    David shook his head, just once, without taking his eyes off Shapiro. He hefted the camera. ‘I have to develop these.’


    ‘Later, then, if you have time. You know where I am.’ Shapiro didn’t wait for his son to make more excuses but turned and walked to his car; and the last thing he was thinking about was whether the warehouse in Viaduct Lane had been torched and, if so, by whom.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    He spun out breakfast as long as he could but no one came so at nine fifteen he left for the office.


    There was a message from Superintendent Taylor on his desk: when he had a moment would he pop downstairs? Shapiro straightened his tie in the mirror. He’d only had it on ten minutes but already the knot was under his ear. Superintendent Taylor’s ties stayed put all day long. Shapiro didn’t think his beard grew during office hours either.


    Liz Graham was coming up the stairs as Shapiro descended. ‘Good afternoon, Inspector,’ he said pointedly.


    She was inured to his gentle sarcasm. ‘I just heard about Viaduct Lane. Anything I can do?’


    ‘I’m not sure there’s anything for any of us to do.’


    ‘But with Rachid’s—’


    ‘I know, it makes you wonder. Silcott’s got his people going over it: if they decide it’s arson we’ll need to take another look at Rachid’s as well. In the mean time,’ he added significantly, ‘I have an interview with Sir.’


    Liz was surprised. Superintendent Taylor didn’t interfere much with CID. ‘What does he want?’


    ‘I don’t know, but I could make an educated guess. He wants to know if it’s occurred to me that the fire at Rachid’s may not have been an accident after all.’


    ‘I don’t want to interfere,’ said Superintendent Taylor. After thirty years of living and working in England he still strangled his vowels in a tortuously refined Edinburgh accent. ‘You know I don’t like to interfere with your side of the business, Frank. There’s no point having experts if you’re going to tell them how to do their job.’ He paused, his eyes keen, his head on one side, apparently waiting for some expression of gratitude.


    Shapiro just said, ‘No.’ He had nothing against Taylor, except his ability to look smart at the end of a long day, but when they talked he never felt to be in the company of greatness. He had no worries about Taylor outsmarting him.


    ‘I just wondered if you’d formed any opinion about last night’s fire yet.’


    ‘It’s not a question of my opinion, sir. The Fire Brigade will tell me if there’s likely to have been a crime.’


    ‘Yes, of course. You haven’t heard from them?’


    Shapiro let Taylor see him looking at the clock over the mantelpiece. ‘Hardly been time yet, sir. They only put the thing out a couple of hours ago. They’ll want a good prowl round in daylight before they commit themselves.’


    ‘Quite,’ said Taylor. ‘At least no one was hurt. There wasn’t, was there – anyone hurt?’


    ‘Not as far as I know. Unless they find bones when they start poking through the ashes.’


    Along with his strangled vowels the Superintendent had rather refined sensibilities. He considered that in bad taste. ‘No question of that, is there, Frank?’ His manner was cool.


    ‘There’s always the possibility,’ Shapiro said apologetically. ‘We’re not aware there’s anyone missing, but Castlemere has as many tramps as any other middle-sized town and they all sleep somewhere. What we think is an empty building may be somebody’s home. But they’re not the sort of somebodies who’ll be looked for when they don’t turn up for work this morning.’


    Aware that raising the issue had cost him Brownie points he decided to pre-empt the suggestion he felt sure was coming. ‘ I thought I’d have another look at the shop fire in Milne Road on Friday night, see if there’s any connection.’


    ‘Rachid’s?’ Taylor’s voice climbed. He seemed genuinely taken aback. ‘ Wasn’t that an accident?’


    Shapiro kept a straight face. ‘Yes, probably.’ He thought: Perhaps he’s very good at making reports on time and keeping the expenses within budget. ‘How are the wedding arrangements coming?’


    Taylor darted him a hunted look. ‘You’ve done this, haven’t you? Your Rachael.’ Shapiro nodded happily. ‘Hell, isn’t it?’


    ‘Sheer hell. Still, only another week to go.’


    ‘Another week of this and I’ll be a nervous wreck,’ said the father of the bride. ‘And her mother’ll go into withdrawal when she’s finished shopping. You’ll keep next Tuesday free?’


    ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ Shapiro said truthfully. He hardly knew Taylor’s children, wasn’t sure he’d recognize them in the street. But he wanted to see if the man could get through his only daughter’s wedding with his tie still in place.


    When he got back to his office Liz was waiting. ‘Silcott phoned.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘It probably was malicious. Nothing too sophisticated – no signs of a timer, anything like that. But the fire seems to have started simultaneously in three different places. There was no electricity in the warehouse, and it’s hard to imagine three different dossers dropping three different cigarettes at the same time. So it looks like it was deliberate. And he said—’


    ‘I know,’ interrupted Shapiro wearily, ‘I know. We should take another look at Rachid’s.’


    Before he left Queen’s Street he spoke to Superintendent Taylor again and took Gail Fisher’s call. ‘We’re treating the warehouse fire as malicious, and we’re looking again at the fire in. Milne Road on Friday night but it’s too soon to say if there’s a connection. As you know, we had no reason to believe there was anything suspicious about the first incident.’


    ‘Do you know who owns the warehouse?’


    Shapiro hadn’t asked himself that. ‘It’s been derelict ten years: I suppose it belongs to someone but I don’t know who.’


    ‘I’m told it’s owned by Hereward Holdings, which is in turn owned by Asil Younis through the Cornmarket Trading Company.’


    From the way she said it, it was meant to convey more than it did. ‘Yes. So?’


    ‘Could that be the connection? That both properties were owned by immigrants?’


    Then he realized what she was saying. ‘ You mean, some flower of Anglo-Saxon manhood who failed his GCSE in graffiti because he couldn’t spell wog thinks a couple of Asian businessmen are lowering the tone of the neighbourhood?’ Silence was her answer.


    Shapiro wanted to say it was nonsense, she was looking for headlines where none existed. People in Castlemere were neither better nor worse than elsewhere, they had their virtues and their vices, but they’d never gone in for racism. They didn’t take their children out of school when the number of permanent as against seasonal suntans reached some arbitrary threshhold, they didn’t put pigs’ trotters through the letterbox of the little mosque on Rosedale Road, and they’d never shown the sort of resentment that led to petrol-bombing small businesses. But the fact that it hadn’t happened before didn’t mean it couldn’t happen now.


    ‘In that case,’ Shapiro said grimly, ‘ he’ll be really cheesed off at being arrested by a Jew, won’t he?’


    The more he looked at the remains of Rachid’s Eight-Till-Late, the more sure he was that Gail Fisher was mistaken. Not because there couldn’t be a rabid racist with a box of firelighters in Castlemere, but because if there was he wouldn’t have chosen Rachid’s as a target. He could have done so much better.


    For one thing the shop had been closed for six months, victim of a recession that had shut businesses up and down the country. The stock had been removed and the premises boarded up; all that remained to show it had been run by an Asian was a faded name over the shuttered window.


    Also, it wasn’t where it would attract attention. Though the address was Milne Road, in fact it was in a little alley off the thoroughfare: you had to know it was there to find it. Only a customer, of the shop or the cobbler’s which shared the same alley, would be aware it was there. That meant if it was a racist it was a local racist, and most of the people in Milne Road had used the Eight-Till-Late and missed it when it closed.


    The winos were another possibility. As a rule winos are too concerned with where the next bottle is coming from to worry about the colour of the man selling it. But the autumn frosts meant that people who had been happy pursuing their hobbies out of doors all summer were now seeking indoor venues: the back door of the shop would have been easy to force, and once inside the combination of drunks, spirits and roll-your-own fags was a recipe for disaster. The winos denied being inside Rachid’s at all, but – as someone once observed in slightly different circumstances – they would, wouldn’t they?


    ‘No,’ said. Shapiro slowly, concluding several thoughtful minutes with a shake of his head. ‘I don’t believe it. I don’t believe anyone burned either this shop or the Viaduct Lane warehouse because they used to be run by Asians. It makes no sense. A racist would burn thriving Asian businesses, not ones that were washed up and, in the case of the warehouse, where you’d have to search the Register of Companies to discover who the owner was anyway. There’s no name over the door there. To find Asil Younis you’d have to go through Hereward Holdings and Cornmarket Trading. Does that sound like a skinhead between soccer matches to you?’


    Donovan said, ‘Did they know each other?’


    He had a reputation – among his other reputations – for being obscure but it wasn’t often he left Shapiro floundering. ‘Did who know who, Sergeant?’


    ‘Rachid and Asil Thing. They’re both – what, Pakistanis?’


    Shapiro bristled just perceptibly. ‘So?’


    Donovan flashed his sudden alarming grin. ‘Hey, Chief, we’re all minorities here, OK? I know pretty well every Irishman in town, I guess you know every Jew, so maybe they knew each other too. If they did that’s three things they had in common. No, four.’


    ‘Four?’


    ‘They come from the same community. They were both in business. They both had buildings that were excess to requirements, and now they’re both expecting big cheques from the insurance.’


    ‘Good God,’ said Shapiro, genuinely surprised. ‘You think they hired someone?’


    ‘Could be. The first thing any minority learns is, you stick together. You want a teacher, a doctor, a lawyer or a son-in-law, you look to your own people. You need to talk about something as delicate as burning your premises for the insurance you do the same thing. If so, the guy they hired should be a Pakistani too.’


    Shapiro was thinking. Mainly to fill the time while he was doing it he murmured, ‘Isn’t that contrary to the Fair Employment legislation?’


    ‘Only if he put an advert in the paper,’ said Donovan, deadpan.


    People who’d known them for years still didn’t understand the relationship between Detective Chief Inspector Shapiro and Detective Sergeant Donovan. Half of them thought Shapiro could have found a better leg-man than a string-thin Irishman with an attitude problem, and the other half wondered how a restless spirit like Donovan could harness himself to a thirty-year man who’d already gone as far as he was going and whose primary interest these days must be his pension.


    Both missed vital points. The problem with Cal Donovan’s attitude was that he cared more about his work than most of the people he worked with so that frustration made him intolerant; while Shapiro had spent those thirty years honing his skills so that he could now think more quickly, deeply and intelligently than any detective on the division without breaking sweat.


    The relationship worked because both men wanted it to and invested effort in it, and they drew dividends that were not always apparent to other people. Shapiro got his leg-work done by someone who cared about the results, and Donovan got to work with one of the unacknowledged masters of his profession.


    Walking back to the car Shapiro changed the subject. ‘ How old are you, Sergeant?’


    Donovan tried not to react every time his Chief Inspector surprised him. It would have left him time to do little else. ‘Twenty-eight.’


    ‘Ah. So you remember being twenty-three.’


    ‘I started in CID when I was twenty-three.’


    ‘That was around the time you came here, then.’ Shapiro nodded pensively. ‘ Yes, you were a sullen little git as well.’


    Donovan considered. ‘This game we’re playing, sir. Do I get to insult you in the second half?’


    Shapiro chuckled apologetically. ‘Sorry, Sergeant. It’s my son. I’m trying to work out if he’s just your average shiftless twenty-three-year-old or if he tries extra hard to annoy me. How did you get on with your family then?’


    That got a reaction, if it was only shutters falling behind Donovan’s dark, deep-set eyes. Everything about him was dark: the cast of his skin, his sense of humour, the clothes he wore, his habit of nursing a grievance. ‘ By the time I was twenty-three my family were dead.’


    Shapiro winced. He’d have known that if he’d been thinking of anything beyond his own concerns. ‘ Sorry, lad. That was – clumsy.’


    ‘It’s all right.’ The edge of bitterness glinted and was gone from Donovan’s tone. ‘It’s history. But it means I can’t help you. Try Inspector Graham, she still sees her father.’


    ‘Girls are different,’ Shapiro said lugubriously. ‘I have no trouble with my girls. But David’s always been a puzzle to me. He lives in London now, takes photographs for magazines or something. He was at this morning’s fire. I didn’t even know he was in town.’


    ‘Where’s he staying?’


    ‘I don’t know.’ A man accustomed to controlling the activities of others, he seemed disturbed because he couldn’t control those of his son.


    ‘Are you worried about him?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Shapiro again, impatiently. ‘I haven’t seen him for eighteen months; I haven’t heard from him since Chanukkah. Now he’s here and it’s only by accident that I find out. I don’t know why he behaves like that.’


    ‘You said the reason. He’s twenty-three.’


    They’d reached the car. Shapiro sighed. ‘What the hell, I have other children who appreciate me even if he doesn’t.’


    Donovan grinned.


    ‘Right,’ said Shapiro briskly. ‘The fires. Rachid: find out who he is, and if he’s still in the area go talk to him. I’ll see Mr Younis, find out if he needed the money tied up in the warehouse. But a Pakistani torch? I still can’t see it.’


    Donovan shrugged like a black heron rattling its feathers. ‘I don’t see why not. Crime is colour-blind.’


    ‘Oh, I like that,’ snorted Shapiro. ‘You should get that framed. Look lovely on your desk, that would.’ Shapiro had a photograph of his ex-wife and his daughters on his. Liz Graham had a small one of her husband and a large one of her horse. Donovan often had a part stripped from his motorbike, but problems had yet to arise with his new machine so for now the only thing pinning down his paperwork was more paperwork.


    ‘What about the winos from Rachid’s? I could talk to them again.’


    ‘Would you know where to find them?’


    ‘They’re my new neighbours.’ Donovan didn’t sound as appalled as most householders would but then he didn’t live on a narrow boat for the gentility of the area. ‘Saturday morning they moved into the alley beside the timberyard.’


    ‘Yes, all right. See if they remember seeing any strangers hanging round the shop before the fire.’


    ‘It’ll be something if they remember the fire,’ said Donovan with a quirk of grim humour.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The winos began to appear after the timberyard shut at six, though the gathering wouldn’t be complete and the serious business of the evening under way until the sun set half an hour later. Dusk came quickly in these urban canyons; only on the canal did the day linger another quarter of an hour, its last pink rays picking out the primary colours on the houseboats moored along the bank.


    Some of them, like Donovan’s, were proper narrow boats built to carry cargo on the inland waterways. Others were essentially floating caravans. Together they formed an oddly cohesive little community in one of the more depressed parts of Castlemere; never more so than after the sun went down, when the brightness of their paint and the glow of their curtained windows made an island of suburbia in the black heart of an industrial area that was only a step from dereliction.


    Once the timberyard and the adjacent garden centre closed the only activity on the wharf was the boat dwellers coming home, and they knew better than to poke around in the alleys. So the winos were safe from interference; except from people like Donovan.


    He waited until the light was fading, judging that they would open up after sunset, then padded the short distance up the wharf to the alley. The last of the day went as he stepped over the threshold from dusk into darkness.


    His eyes adjusting, he picked out the shapes of five men among the piles of waste lumber. He approached soft footed and heard the drone of voices before they realized he was there and fell abruptly silent.


    Among the five were two he recognized, from the general outline and the sound of their voices, as having come from Rachid’s. He spoke to them after the shop fire when they were still worried about where they would go. Now they gazed up at him with the same mixture of anxiety and fatalism spiced by a dash of hostility, sure he was bad news but still confident he wouldn’t be worse news than they’d heard before.


    Rather than loom over them he leaned back against a stack of pallets, his hands in his pockets and his ankles crossed. ‘Remember me?’


    Someone grunted, ‘ Oh yeah,’ as if it were not a compliment.


    Donovan nodded at the timber. ‘Your last place burned down. I hope you’ll be more careful here.’


    The man who’d grunted said, ‘Nothing to do with us, that.’


    ‘Coincidence, then,’ said Donovan sardonically. ‘The nights are getting colder, you need somewhere to warm up, the place you’ve been boozing all summer burns down, but it’s all a coincidence.’ He sniffed. ‘ Maybe someone burned it for the insurance.’


    They resented his attitude but didn’t know what to do about it. ‘Could be,’ said the spokesman. ‘There’s people about, even after dark. You don’t have to blame us for everything that happens.’


    ‘What people?’


    ‘Nobody in particular,’ said the man defensively. ‘But the way you tell it, nobody was ever up that alley but us, and that’s not true. Anybody could have dropped a match.’


    ‘You saw someone?’


    ‘Don’t remember.’


    Donovan breathed heavily. ‘ If it wasn’t you there must have been someone else there, and if there was you’d have seen him. Did you?’


    ‘Hard to say. Had a bottle, didn’t we?’


    ‘So maybe there was no one there but you. In which case—’


    ‘Sergeant,’ another of the men interrupted in a clear, faintly exasperated voice that took Donovan by surprise, ‘ you’ve asked him that four times now, and four times he’s answered you. Are you going to keep asking until he makes something up to get rid of you?’


    There wasn’t enough light to see faces: if they meant to make a fire for the warmth they hadn’t got round to it yet. But it was a young man’s voice; and not a dosser’s voice, it wasn’t rusty enough and there was no burr of alcohol on it. He wasn’t one of the group, even though he was sitting cross-legged among them with his hair hanging in his face and one knee coming out of his jeans. Looking more closely Donovan saw that what the man was cradling in his lap, that he’d taken for a bottle, was something quite different.


    ‘Let me guess. David Shapiro.’


    The young man uncurled, rising fluidly to his feet. He sounded surprised and slightly aggrieved. ‘How do you know?’


    ‘I’m a detective.’


    The young man laughed at that, a laugh as clear as a bell. ‘And?’


    ‘And your da mentioned seeing you,’ admitted Donovan.


    ‘You work for him?’


    Donovan nodded, introduced himself.


    The winos were getting restless. They’d come here for a bit of privacy, not to be bombarded with questions and threatened with photography. Somebody said, ‘ You never said you had a camera.’ Somebody else said, ‘I’m off.’ There was an undignified scramble and thirty seconds later Donovan and David Shapiro had the alley to themselves.


    ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Donovan said philosophically. ‘Want some coffee?’


    David looked round the shut buildings and the rotting ones. ‘Where?’


    ‘My place.’ He led the way.


    David was enchanted by the narrow boat. He prowled round opening cupboards. ‘ How long have you had her?’


    ‘A few years. I inherited the family farm. Well, I’d no use for twenty acres of dirt in Ireland so I sold it and bought Tara.’


    ‘No regrets? No yearning for the ancestral soil?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Then why’d you call her Tara?’


    Donovan gave a saturnine smile. ‘Coffee’s ready.’


    When David stopped prowling and sat under the light in the saloon, Donovan wasn’t surprised he’d been able to pass as a wino. He was unshaven, his hair was tangled, his clothes were tattered and dirty and he looked cold. If Donovan hadn’t guessed who he was he’d probably have arrested him on suspicion of stealing the camera. ‘What are you doing here?’


    David shrugged. He had the height and build of a teenage boy rather than a grown man and a quick, tense way of moving. ‘Working. Or trying to. The job I came here to do has taken himself off for a week’s badger watching in Cumbria and I’m supposed to cool my heels till he gets back.’


    ‘Badgers?’ Donovan made it sound like an expletive.


    David grinned, a pinched edgy grin without much humour. ‘Keaton Payne, the naturalist. I’m taking photographs for a magazine that’s serializing his new book. Only when I turn up on his doorstep, all at once there’s been a misunderstanding and he’s on his way to Cumbria.’


    ‘What did your magazine say to that?’


    ‘That’s the problem,’ said David ruefully, ‘it’s not my magazine. I’m freelance – they hire me when they can use me, kiss me off when they can’t. So what they said is, if there’s no subject there’s no job. If I want to hang around till he gets back that’s up to me.’


    ‘Tough.’


    ‘Tell me about it.’ David finished his coffee as if it was the first hot drink he’d had all day. ‘Payne was supposed to be putting me up. I can’t afford a week in a hotel.’


    ‘What about your da?’


    The smile was barbed. ‘ I’m not prepared to pay what that’d cost me either.’


    ‘Stay here then,’ said Donovan off-handedly. ‘There’s a spare cabin. Or there will be if I put the engine back together.’


    David’s sharp face was hopeful. ‘ Do you mean that?’


    ‘Sure. Why not?’


    The boy was on his feet like a shot. ‘I’ll get my van. It’s up on Brick Lane. I’ve been sleeping in it since Saturday. Tell you one thing: this town hasn’t got any warmer in the last three years.’


    Donovan watched him go with a fractional, barely conscious shake of the head. He knew Shapiro’s house, knew there were empty rooms, wondered how things had got so strained between them that David would rather sleep in the back of a van than in his father’s home.


    When he’d reassembled the engine, watching David stow his gear – two padded cases for the cameras and lenses and a small grip for his clothes – he said, ‘What were you doing with the winos?’


    ‘Trying to get their confidence,’ David said, his lips making an ironic curve. ‘Till you came along.’


    ‘Gee, sorry,’ Donovan said insincerely. ‘You want to photograph them? Why? I don’t expect they started that fire, you know.’


    ‘The first I knew of any fire was when you mentioned it. No, I’m trying to put together a portfolio. Anything interesting or dramatic, anything in the news.’ His voice warmed. ‘That’s what I want to do: news photography. There aren’t too many openings, you need to be able to show you’re good. Well, I am, and when I’ve got the shots to prove it all the badger watchers in Britain won’t be worth an hour of my time. Beirut, Jerusalem, Sarajevo, Mogadishu – that’s where I’m going.’ A ring of challenge crept into his tone. ‘Don’t you believe me?’


    Donovan didn’t understand the hostility that lurked just under the surface, waiting to be scratched. ‘Sure I believe you. But I still don’t see where the winos fit in.’


    ‘Homelessness: one of the big issues of the Caring Nineties. Plus, they have the sort of faces that work in black and white.’


    ‘What else have you got for this portfolio?’


    ‘Do you want to see it?’ Enthusiastic as a child he rooted through one of the cases. ‘There’s stuff in there as good as anything you’ll see in the papers.’


    Donovan was no expert but he thought the boy was probably right. It was powerful material, heavily chiaroscuro, dramatic in content and presentation. Lined faces hopeless with poverty, mean streets cut off by the tide of time: stark images that seemed the very antithesis of sentimentality yet tugged some internal thread of guilt. Of course Donovan, being Irish, was born sentimental. Only sheer hard work had earned him a reputation as a ruthless bastard.


    ‘And our winos were going in here?’


    ‘If they were good enough. It’s hard to be sure always when you’re taking them. But yes, that’s what I had in mind.’


    After the seamed faces and streets came an abrupt change of mood. One minute Donovan was voyeur at a depressed inner-city mission where the hymns were the price of the supper, the next he was plunged into the depths of a riot. Angry faces, screaming faces, thudding fists and feet were everywhere. Donovan, who’d seen riots at first hand, felt an unpleasant jolt in the pit of his stomach. ‘ How did you get that without getting flattened?’


    ‘Telephoto lens,’ said David. ‘I’m keen, not suicidal.’


    A catalogue of dramas followed the riot. A motorway pile-up: first the conventional overhead shot from a bridge showing the full scope of the incident but making it look as if someone had dropped a box of toy cars, then the same episode from hubcap level focused on the immediate human and mechanical carnage. A gas explosion that had made the street erupt like a volcano, a fractured water main fountaining through the crater. A coaster breaking her back on a sandbank, unheeded by children playing on the beach.


    Donovan nodded slowly. ‘They are good. Who’ve you showed them to?’


    David gave an edgy chuckle. ‘So far? You. A couple of friends. Nobody. It’s not finished yet. When it’s finished I’ll show it to every picture editor from Fleet Street to Wapping.’


    ‘What are you waiting for? It looks pretty comprehensive to me.’


    ‘But you’re not an editor, are you? I don’t know, it needs – some sort of climax, something special. I’ll know it when I see it, then Keaton Payne can go to hell.’ He looked up then, a sheen in his eyes that was half anger, half humour. ‘Want to hear something silly?’


    ‘Go on.’


    ‘The badgers were an excuse. He didn’t want a Jew in his house.’


    ‘How do you know?’


    ‘He only remembered he had urgent business elsewhere after I told him my name.’


    They eyed one another levelly, then Donovan began to chuckle. After a half-offended moment David joined in. ‘ What’s so funny? I’ve spent four days living in a van because some WASP ferret fancier doesn’t want me contaminating his home. What’s so frigging funny about that?’


    Still laughing, Donovan shook his head. ‘When he gets back from Cumbria, try again. Clean up, put on a tie: he won’t recognize you. Tell him Mr Shapiro couldn’t wait so the magazine sent you instead. Tell him your name’s Seamus O’Flynn.’


    

      ‘Why?’

    


    ‘Then you’ll see what a bum’s rush is really like.’


    In the middle of the night, sleeping as he often did, not in his bed but on it, a book propped against his knees, Donovan was jerked awake by sudden mayhem of shouts, running feet, clutching hands. For a crazy moment before he was alert enough to understand he was in the midst of that riot again, trampled under surges of hatred and panic.


    Then his mind cleared enough for him to remember where he was and know that it was David Shapiro shaking his arm as if lives depended on it. ‘Wha—?’ he mumbled. ‘What’s the matter? What’s that—?’ His wits sharpened as he registered unexpected light and impossible colours flickering against the bedroom curtain.


    ‘Fire!’ yelled David. His sharp face was alight with excitement, his voice vibrant with it. ‘The timberyard across the way. It’s gone up like a Roman candle.’


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    Before he went topsides Donovan called the Fire Brigade and Queen’s Street. Then he hurried on deck.


    The sound and the smell reaching down the companionway prepared him for the sight of the fire. The roar of it was like an army on the march, feet and voices and the creak of equipment crammed together in an urgent shapeless chaos of sound. The smell was like walking into a wall, acrid and pungent and so thick there was no saying where the smell left off and the smoke began.


    So he was ready for something spectacular; but he was still startled by just how spectacular, how comprehensive, a blaze it was. He froze half out of the hatch, and he knew his mouth was open because he could taste the smoke, but for long stunned seconds he seemed powerless to move.


    Fire coated half the sky, leaping up the black sphere and pouring smoke the colour of gunmetal to blot out the few brave stars. There are many flammable substances in a sawmill: resin-rich timber, piles of shavings, drums of preservative. People who sell timber take precautions so there are fewer timberyard fires than there might be. But there are no small ones.


    So far as Donovan could see the building was ablaze from end to end. Lumber piled in the alley was burning too, and as he watched the windows of the adjacent garden centre imploded with a sound like musical shellfire, victims of the blistering heat.


    ‘David?’


    He looked both ways along the wharf and there was all the light he needed to see there was no one on the tow-path. But there was movement on the other boats now as the noise brought sleepers from their beds. Tara and James Brindley were nearest to the fire, both too close for comfort.


    Martin Cole’s head appeared out of the Brindley’s doghouse and Donovan, vaulting on to the tow-path, shouted to him. ‘Fire Brigade’s on its way. But you’d better move: if that building comes down it’ll throw bricks clean across the canal.’


    Cole yelled back, ‘What about Tara?’


    Donovan didn’t let himself wonder. ‘She’ll have to take her chances. Did you see someone – young feller with a camera?’


    Cole was already bent over his bow warp, working it loose. ‘Nobody came this way.’


    ‘God-damn.’ Two things Donovan was afraid of: facing that fire, edging up on it with the heat searing his eyes, looking into its furious dancing heart, knowing that at any moment it would boil up out of its brick cauldron and spew hot rubble like lava over all the surrounding wharf, in order to find a photographer who wanted a spectacular climax for his CV; and facing said photographer’s father and admitting that he hadn’t dared search for him.
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