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It was a twenty-minute walk from The Lark to the supermarket, but Lulu Lewis was glad of the exercise. She had been driving her narrowboat for the best part of six hours since dawn and needed to stretch her legs. They were just outside a small village about thirty miles to the south-west of Manchester. The Lark was on the Bridgewater Canal and it had been a spectacular day, and tiring. They had covered fifteen miles and had gone through three long tunnels. The longest was the Preston Brook Tunnel, which was over twelve hundred yards long and was so straight that she had been able to see daylight at the end all the way along. The tunnel wasn’t wide enough for boats to pass each other, so boats heading north were only allowed to enter the tunnel during the first ten minutes of every hour; there had been a queue of half a dozen waiting to make the journey when Lulu had pulled up at the entrance.

After passing through the third tunnel, she had decided to stop for provisions. She had found a mooring spot with a supermarket just a mile away. Several other boats had clearly had the same idea.

Conrad wasn’t so keen on walking and so he rode on her shoulders, attracting curious looks from anyone who passed by. It was unusual to see a cat perched on a person’s shoulders, but Lulu had become quite used to it. He weighed barely anything and it was comforting to hear his soft purr in her right ear.

‘I feel like salmon,’ said Conrad as she carried him along the towpath.

Lulu had become used to the fact that Conrad the cat could speak, and that she was the only person that he would talk to. When he had first walked into her life and onto her narrowboat in Little Venice, the shock of finding out he could talk had almost made her faint. Now she took it in her stride. ‘Salmon sounds good,’ she said. ‘Or sea bass.’

‘Oh yes, sea bass would be nice. Can I change my order?’

‘I hadn’t realized that you had placed an order, but yes, of course you can.’

Conrad fell silent as a lady walking a golden retriever headed towards them. The dog spotted Conrad and its tail began to wag furiously. The woman pulled at the dog’s lead and then her jaw dropped when she saw Conrad. ‘Oh, my goodness. There’s a cat on your shoulders.’

‘Yes, there is,’ said Lulu. ‘He’s a fashion statement.’

The woman stood still and tugged the dog back. ‘That is amazing.’

Lulu stopped and smiled. ‘He is an amazing cat.’

‘I love his colours. What do you call a cat like that?’

‘His name is Conrad.’

The woman frowned, then laughed. ‘No, I meant what breed is he? I love his colours.’

Conrad was often complimented on his colouring, a mixture of black, white and orangey brown. The right side of his head was mainly black with a white patch around the nose and mouth, and the left side was brown and white. ‘I call him a calico cat,’ said Lulu. ‘But people tell me that’s an Americanism and that I should say he is a tortoiseshell. But there is nothing of the tortoise about Conrad.’

‘Well, he is absolutely lovely,’ the woman said. She looked down at the golden retriever. ‘Isn’t he lovely, Murphy?’

‘Woof!’ said the dog, straining at its lead.

‘Oh, he talks!’ said Lulu.

‘Yes, he does,’ said the woman. She patted the dog on the head. ‘You love to talk, don’t you?’

‘Woof, woof!’

‘Well, you and Murphy have a lovely day,’ said Lulu, heading off.

‘You too,’ said the woman. ‘Come on, Murphy.’

Conrad waited until the woman was out of earshot before speaking. ‘A talking dog?’ he said. ‘Good grief, when did anyone ever hear a dog talk?’

‘I was being polite.’

‘And if a dog could talk, what could it possibly say? Throw me a stick? Feed me? Can I smell your butt?’

‘Conrad!’ said Lulu. ‘What a terrible thing to say! That’s practically doggist.’

‘I’m not in the least bit doggist,’ said Conrad. ‘Some of my best friends are dogs. But conversationalists they are not.’

They left the towpath and Lulu checked her phone to make sure they were heading in the right direction.

‘However did humans manage before smartphones?’ Conrad asked.

‘That’s a very good question,’ said Lulu. ‘There are printed canal guides which would tell you everything you need to know about a canal and its facilities. People used them, I suppose. Or asked a local.’ She held up the phone. ‘This is so much easier.’

They walked down the road until they saw the sign for the supermarket. It was a Waitrose and Conrad’s ears pricked up. ‘Waitrose do sell the best sea bass,’ he said.

‘They do, don’t they?’ agreed Lulu.

Conrad jumped down from Lulu’s shoulders when they reached the entrance. ‘I’m sorry you’re not allowed in,’ said Lulu.

‘You could say that I was your seeing-eye cat.’

‘I don’t think that would work,’ said Lulu.

‘Your emotional-support cat, then.’

‘You definitely provide me with that,’ said Lulu, ‘but best you wait here. I won’t be long.’

‘Don’t forget my Evian water.’

‘As if I would.’

Lulu went inside and picked up a basket. She went to the wine section first and chose a bottle of Chardonnay that was on special offer, then added two bottles of Evian. The sea bass did look good and she chose two fillets, then picked up a bag of salad and some new potatoes. Dinner sorted, she bought bacon, six free range eggs and a loaf of bread. She was running low on tea and added a box of Tetley teabags. The fruit displays looked so inviting that she took some bananas, oranges and apples. The basket was getting heavy so she called it a day and headed to the tills. Her heart sank when she saw the self-service checkout machines, and her reservations were confirmed when she had to call for assistance to confirm that she was over twenty-five, but she persevered. She used two carrier bags to pack everything away, knowing that balance was important when you had a cat on your shoulders.

Conrad’s tail swished when she came out. ‘Woof, woof!’ he said.

‘You’re not going to let this drop, are you?’ said Lulu. She bent down so that he could jump onto her shoulders, then headed back to the canal.
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The twin carrier bags had definitely been a good idea, but her arms were still aching by the time they reached the towpath. It was a gloriously sunny day with just a few wisps of cloud overhead. A narrowboat went by, clearly a live-aboard as the roof was covered with boxes, crates and two bicycles. There was a man in a flat cap at the stern and he waved. Lulu nodded and smiled. Canal folk were friendly people, there was no doubt about it. The narrowboat was called Over the Hull, a nice play on words. Lulu had bought The Lark from a retired teacher who had owned it from new and had bought it, he’d said, as a lark.

As they approached The Lark, Conrad’s ears pricked up. ‘Do you hear that?’ he said.

‘Hear what?’ asked Lulu.

‘A woman, crying.’

Lulu turned her head from side to side, narrowing her eyes as if that would somehow improve her hearing. It didn’t. She could hear birds in the trees to their right, and off in the distance the sound of the narrowboat engine phut-phut-phutting, but no crying. ‘I can’t hear anything.’

‘Well, you’re not a cat, of course. Cats can hear things four or five times as far away as humans, and at much higher frequencies.’

‘And it’s a woman? Crying? You’re sure?’

‘Yes. I think she’s on The Kingfisher.’

Lulu looked down the towpath. The Kingfisher was six boats away, dark red with gold trim and a line of solar panels across the roof. She still couldn’t hear anything.

Conrad jumped down off her shoulders and padded along the towpath, his ears focused on The Kingfisher. He reached the narrowboat and stood there, tail twitching. Lulu caught up with him and finally she could hear a soft sobbing.

‘She’s very sad,’ said Conrad.

‘I can hear that.’

‘We should do something.’

‘Oh, no, you can’t go intruding on someone’s personal grief,’ said Lulu. ‘You have no idea what she’s crying about. It could be anything.’

‘Maybe we can help,’ said Conrad. He jumped up onto the rear deck in a smooth, fluid motion, making almost no sound.

‘Conrad, no!’

He ignored her and padded over to the double doors that led down to the cabin.

‘No, you mustn’t!’ hissed Lulu, but she was too late: Conrad had already disappeared. Lulu sighed and put down her shopping bags, not sure what to do. If the woman was upset, it really wasn’t any of their business. After Lulu’s husband had passed away she had been inconsolable for days, for weeks, and for most of that time she had wanted to be alone with her grief. A large part of the grieving process was dealing with thoughts and memories and the feeling of loss, and you had to go through that alone. Yes, it was lovely to have someone with you who cared and who wanted to try to make things better, but some things couldn’t be made better; some things just had to be dealt with.

The crying stopped and Lulu heard a muffled voice, a woman speaking softly. Lulu really wasn’t sure what to do. Narrowboat etiquette was that you never boarded a boat without being asked first. A bit like vampires, who also needed permission to cross a threshold. If she had been visiting a narrowboat friend, then she would have just called out, but Lulu had no idea who was on The Kingfisher. The decision was made for her when a white-haired lady appeared in the doorway, holding Conrad in her arms. ‘Oh, is he yours?’ said the lady. She was stick thin and wearing thick-lensed spectacles. Her long hair was tied back in a ponytail and she had a green quilted waistcoat over a Fair Isle sweater.

‘I think I might be his,’ said Lulu. ‘I’m so sorry that he intruded. He has a mind of his own.’

‘Cats do.’ The woman was stroking Conrad behind the ears and he was clearly loving it, pressing his head against her hand. ‘They walk their own path.’

‘Conrad certainly does that.’

‘Calico cats are almost always female, aren’t they? It’s a gene thing.’

‘They are, but Conrad is a very unusual cat.’

‘He’s lovely,’ said the woman, looking down at him. Her cheeks were wet from tears and her eyes were red.

‘It’s none of my business, but is everything okay?’ asked Lulu.

The woman forced a smile. ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I’m a silly old woman, that’s all.’ She sniffed.

‘Oh, I’m sure you’re not,’ said Lulu. ‘My name’s Lulu, by the way.’

‘I’m Jessie,’ said the woman. ‘Well, Jessica really, but everyone calls me Jessie.’

‘Do you like wine, Jessie?’

Jessie frowned. ‘Wine?’

Lulu held up one of the carrier bags. ‘I have a very nice Chardonnay.’

‘Oh, I’m not sure,’ said Jessie. ‘I might not be the best of company.’

‘Well, Conrad seems very happy in your arms, and I do so hate drinking alone.’

Jessie looked at her with tear-filled eyes, then slowly nodded. ‘Chardonnay does sound good.’
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The main cabin of The Kingfisher was lined with polished ash and there were two bench seats facing each other across a table. The galley was also ash with a small microwave, a built-in oven, a double hob and a Belfast sink. Lulu told Jessie to sit down and that she would pour the drinks. Jessie did as she was told, still holding Conrad to her chest.

‘There are glasses in the cupboard above the sink, and a corkscrew in the drawer above the fridge,’ said Jessie.

‘Oh, these days I always go for screw-top bottles, they’re so much more convenient,’ said Lulu. She opened the cupboard and took out two large wine glasses. ‘Do you have a dish I can use?’

‘A dish?’

‘For Conrad. I’ll give him some water.’

‘There’s a bowl on the draining board. The blue one.’

Lulu thanked her. She poured wine into the glasses and Evian water into the dish. Lulu put the bowl of water in front of Conrad and then sat down facing Jessie. ‘Well, cheers,’ she said. She clinked her glass against Jessie’s and they both drank. Conrad padded over to the blue bowl and lapped at the water.

‘This is quite lovely,’ said Lulu, looking around. ‘What is it, a fifty-foot cruiser?’

‘Fifty-two feet,’ said Jessie.

‘And you live aboard?’

Jessie nodded. ‘It’s been my home for more than fifteen years,’ she said.

On the wall opposite the table there was a framed photograph of Jessie with a tall, handsome man with a movie-star smile. ‘Is that your husband?’ Lulu asked.

Jessie smiled. ‘That’s Johnny,’ she said. ‘He passed away five years ago.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It was cancer.’ Jessie shuddered at the memory. ‘He hated being in the hospital, at the end. He really wanted to be on the boat, but . . .’ She shrugged. ‘I suppose we don’t always get what we want.’

Lulu sipped her wine. ‘Is that why you were crying?’

‘Why I was crying? No. Well, sort of.’ She sighed. ‘I’m so stupid.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because I was robbed.’

‘Robbed? When?’

‘Today. This morning. I don’t really know.’ She drank several gulps of wine. ‘I’m just a stupid old woman, it’s my own fault.’

‘Please don’t say that,’ said Lulu. ‘Why don’t you start from the beginning?’

Jessie put her glass down. ‘I’ve been moored here for a week now. It’s such a nice place and there’s a Waitrose not far away.’

Lulu smiled and pointed at her carrier bags. ‘I know.’

Jessie laughed. ‘Yes, of course you do. Anyway, yesterday evening a man came around, asking if he could borrow some sugar. He had moored behind me and I just said yes, of course. He came aboard, which was okay, but then he came down into the galley and I had a bad feeling about him. I mean, he was pleasant enough but his eyes were everywhere, looking at everything. But he was very complimentary and smiled a lot and I didn’t want to be rude. I mean, you don’t want to be rude to someone, do you?’

‘Of course not.’

‘He kept talking. He wouldn’t stop. And all the time he was looking around. Eventually I said I had to use the bathroom – that was the only way I could get rid of him. Anyway, he left, and I forgot about it. Then this morning I went to the supermarket and when I came back . . .’ Tears began to run down her face. Conrad walked across the table to her and she gathered him up in her arms and buried her face in his fur.

Lulu took another sip of wine. It was best to say nothing; Jessie would tell the story in her own time. Questions would just stem the flow.

Eventually Jessie straightened up and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘My figurines had gone,’ she said. ‘He must have come back while I was out.’

‘Did you lock your boat?’

Jessie shook her head. ‘No, I didn’t. I never do. You never think anyone will steal from you, do you?’

‘Well . . .’

‘I mean, canal folk are good folk, aren’t they? That’s what Johnny always used to say.’

‘Where were the figurines?’

Jessie twisted around and pointed down the cabin. There was a shelf unit on the wall with several paperback books, a small vase and a few knick-knacks. ‘They were on the second shelf. Two Lladró figurines.’

‘Oh, Lladró,’ said Lulu.

‘You know about Lladró?’

‘My mother-in-law used to collect them. They’re Spanish, right?’

Jessie nodded. ‘Their factory is in Valencia, these days. They’ve been in business since the fifties. Three brothers: Juan, José and Vicente Lladró. Johnny bought two pieces for me, for our first wedding anniversary. One is a milkmaid, the other is a shepherd boy with a lamb. He said they reminded him of the pair of us.’ She smiled. ‘He was right – it was the funniest thing. The milkmaid looked just like me when I was sixteen.’

‘Are they valuable?’

‘They are now, yes. Maybe five thousand pounds each. But it’s not about the money. I don’t care about the money.’ Tears started to flow again and she cuddled Conrad. ‘I am so stupid. So, so stupid.’

‘Please, Jessie, don’t say that. So what do you think happened to the figurines?’

‘He stole them, obviously. The man who came to borrow sugar. He was sitting on the towpath, smoking, when I left for the supermarket. And when I came back, his boat had gone.’

‘How long were you away?’

‘An hour at most. I had coffee and I read the paper and I did some shopping.’

‘And when you came back, did you notice straight away that the figurines were missing?’

Jessie bit down on her lower lip. ‘No, I put my food in my fridge and made myself a sandwich and I ate it on the deck. It was only when I went back down into the galley that I realized they were missing.’

‘And so how long has the sugar man been gone? Two hours?’

‘Yes, about two hours. Do you think I should call the police?’

Lulu wrinkled her nose. ‘I have to be honest, Jessie, I don’t think they would consider a burglary a high priority. They would probably just give you a crime number to pass on to your insurance company. You are insured, aren’t you?’

‘I am, Johnny was always a stickler for insurance. But it’s not about the money, Lulu. I just want the figurines. Would the police get them back for me?’

Lulu sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Jessie, I really don’t think they would even try. I used to be a police officer in London.’

‘Really?’

‘I was a superintendent. I retired some time ago, but even then things were changing and they were struggling for resources. These days it’s even worse.’

‘I was thinking that if they sent out a CSI team they might find fingerprints or DNA or something.’

‘CSI is what they have in America. In the UK it’s SOCO. Scenes of Crime Officers. Forensic investigators. But the police rarely send them out to burglaries. And even if they did, any DNA or fingerprints could be explained by the fact that he was there when you gave him some sugar.’

‘Lulu, they have to do something – I was robbed.’

Lulu shook her head sadly. ‘No, it’s only robbery if someone uses force when they steal. Theft is when someone takes property without the use of force, and burglary is when someone enters a property illegally in order to steal property from it. So you were burgled. And the police regard that as a low-priority crime these days.’

Tears welled up in Jessie’s eyes again and Lulu reached out to hold her hand. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I miss Johnny.’

‘I know you do.’

‘I’ve been so, so . . .’ She caught herself and didn’t finish the sentence.

Lulu looked at her watch. It was almost two o’clock. If the man had left two hours earlier, he could be up to eight miles away already. It got dark about six-thirty, so in four and a half hours he would be able to cover another eighteen miles at most before it got dark. He didn’t have time to reach Manchester that night. ‘I have an idea,’ said Lulu.
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Lulu gently moved the tiller to the left and eased back on the throttle as she passed a line of moored narrowboats. She wanted to go as quickly as possible, but it was never a good idea to upset canal users. Although they were generally a friendly bunch, one thing that was guaranteed to upset them was a speeding boat’s wake tossing their craft up and down. Canal etiquette meant that the engine was supposed to be cut back to a tickover while passing moored vessels. She looked at her watch. Sunset was about an hour away and there was still no sign of the blue and white narrowboat that had the word ‘Blue’ in its name. That was the best that Jessie could do by way of a description of the boat being used by the man she thought had stolen her porcelain figurines. Blue Lagoon or Feeling Blue or something like that. She really hadn’t been paying attention, which is why she wasn’t sure what style the boat was. But she remembered the colours and the fact that there was an electric scooter tied to the roof. With any luck, that would be enough for Lulu to identify the boat.

Jessie had been more descriptive when it came to the man who had come onto The Kingfisher. He had black hair and a beard and he was short – just a few inches taller than Jessie, who was only five feet four. He had been wearing a denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up and had a tattoo of a dragon around a knife on his left forearm. His boots were made by Timberland and seemed to be new, and he was wearing green corduroy trousers. Lulu had been impressed by the amount of detail and Jessie had explained that she had been so nervous that she didn’t want to look him in the eye and so had concentrated on looking at his clothing instead. Lulu had taken Jessie’s phone number and promised to keep in touch.

‘So what exactly is our plan?’ asked Conrad. He was sitting behind her on the bench seat at the rear of The Lark.

‘I’ll play it by ear,’ said Lulu. They passed the line of moored boots and Lulu increased the throttle to the maximum.

‘But as you told Jessie, the police aren’t going to be interested, are they?’

‘I don’t see that they’d mount an investigation into two stolen figurines, no. It’s like shoplifting – you hardly ever see anyone charged with shoplifting these days.’

‘But he might be stealing from lots of people. He could be a career thief.’

‘He could be, yes.’

‘I thought you said that canal people were good people?’

‘They are, mostly. But there are bad apples everywhere.’

‘Which brings me back to my original question. You need a plan, Lulu.’

‘Well, I suppose I could talk to him.’

‘Use your powers of persuasion to get him to give them back?’

‘I suppose so, yes.’

‘I have to say, that’s not much of a plan.’

Lulu cut back on the throttle. ‘Is that him?’

Conrad jumped up onto the roof, his ears swivelling in all directions, his tail up like an antenna. ‘I don’t see anyone.’

‘Sorry, not him, the boat. The blue and white one.’ She shaded her eyes with her hand. ‘I can’t see the name. Can you?’

Conrad padded the full length of the boat and stopped at the bow. He stared at the narrowboat, which was a couple of hundred yards ahead of them, then he ran back to her. ‘It’s Blue Moon,’ he said. ‘That must be him.’

Lulu eased back on the throttle. The Blue Moon was moored by the towpath. There was another narrowboat ahead of it, also tied up to the bank. It didn’t appear to be a signed visitor mooring. Boats were allowed to be moored anywhere on the towpath side of a canal, for up to fourteen days. If there were no fixed moorings, all you had to do was hammer in a couple of spikes and tie up to them.

She eased The Lark over to the side and cut the throttle. She lifted the lid of the bench seat and took out two spikes and the mallet that she kept there, then grabbed the centre line and stepped onto the towpath. She quickly hammered one of the spikes into the ground then pulled on the line, leaning back to apply all her weight. The Lark came to a halt and she tied the line to the spike, then hurried along the towpath to the bow. She stepped onto the boat, grabbed the bowline and jumped back onto the towpath. She hammered in a second spike and tied the line to it in a matter of seconds, then straightened up to see Conrad standing on the roof, watching her.

‘I wish I could help,’ said Conrad.

‘It’s the advantage of having opposable thumbs,’ said Lulu.

She went back to the stern, grabbed a third spike and attached the stern line. It had taken her less than two minutes to tie up The Lark. She’d had plenty of practice on the trip up from London and could almost do it with her eyes closed.

She put the mallet back in its box and closed the lid. Conrad padded along the roof to join her. ‘Jessie said he had an electric scooter tied to his roof,’ he said. ‘I don’t see it.’

‘Maybe he’s gone somewhere,’ said Lulu. She took out her phone and tapped on the screen. ‘There’s a shop about a mile away. He’s probably gone there. Come on.’

‘Come where?’

‘Surveillance.’

Lulu stepped off The Lark and onto the towpath, then bent down so that Conrad could jump onto her shoulders.

‘What if he comes back?’ asked Conrad.

‘We’re just out for a walk.’ Lulu looked up and down the towpath. There was nobody else around. She started walking towards the Blue Moon. As she got closer she saw that the double doors on the rear deck had been secured with a padlocked chain.

‘It looks as if he’s security conscious,’ said Conrad. ‘Which is ironic.’

They reached the boat. Lulu peered in the first of three portholes. There was a galley with a sink full of dirty plates. The second and third portholes looked onto the saloon. There was a scruffy sofa against the wall and a couple of empty pizza boxes on the floor.

They heard the rattle of a bicycle and turned around to see a young boy pedalling down the towpath. Lulu stepped closer to the boat to get out of his way. He had wireless earbuds in his ears and a glazed look in his eyes as he whizzed by, missing them by inches.

‘Idiot,’ said Conrad as the boy cycled away. ‘Some people are so inconsiderate.’

‘He’s a kid,’ said Lulu.

‘And I’m a cat,’ said Conrad. ‘You can’t use your species as an excuse for stupidity.’

Lulu turned back to look at the Blue Moon. Midway along was a sliding window that looked onto the end of the saloon and the start of the corridor that led to the bathroom and the berth. The left-hand side of the window was fixed but the right-hand pane was open a few inches. Lulu peered in but couldn’t see much. ‘I could get in and take a look around,’ said Conrad.

‘No, it’s too dangerous.’

‘He’s clearly not here. And there’s no one else on the boat. I could have a look around and see if the figurines are there. Then at least we’d know.’

‘We don’t have a search warrant.’

‘I’m a cat, remember. Cats are always getting into places we’re not supposed to go. It’s what we do.’

‘You’re the one who said your species wasn’t an excuse—’ began Lulu, but before she could say anything else, Conrad had jumped off her shoulders and slid through the gap in the window. She heard a dull thud as he landed on the floor. ‘Conrad, are you okay?’ she whispered.

‘I’m fine. Just keep watch.’

Lulu stepped away from the narrowboat and looked around. A middle-aged couple in matching Barbour waxed-cotton jackets were walking towards her, an Afghan hound between them.

‘Conrad!’ she whispered. ‘There’s somebody coming!’

There was no reply. The couple with the dog were about a hundred yards away, deep in conversation. Lulu realized she couldn’t just stand by the Blue Moon; they’d be sure to wonder what she was doing. She started walking towards them. They still hadn’t noticed her but the dog had and it began to wag its tail. It was a beautiful animal with a thick, silky coat and long ears and dark almond-shaped eyes.

Lulu walked slowly and reached The Lark at the same time as the couple. The dog strained at its lead and tried to get to Lulu. She smiled at the couple. ‘What a lovely dog,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ said the man. ‘He certainly likes you.’

‘He probably smells my cat,’ said Lulu. ‘Is it okay to pat him?’

‘Of course,’ said the man. He was in his sixties, grey-haired with a neatly trimmed moustache. ‘He loves to be stroked.’

‘Don’t we all,’ said the woman. She was a few years younger than the man, with greying hair. Lulu thought that even without make-up she looked stunning, with high cheekbones and sparkling blue eyes.

The man laughed and hugged her. Lulu smiled, but the display of affection made her realize how much she still missed her husband. The man looked a little like Simon, but Simon had been taller and better looking. She felt tears well up in her eyes and turned her attention to the dog. ‘Oh, you are lovely,’ said Lulu, stroking the back of its head.

‘Are you local?’ asked the woman. ‘We haven’t seen you before, have we?’

‘I’m just passing through,’ said Lulu. She nodded at The Lark. ‘This is mine.’

‘Oh, how lovely,’ said the woman. ‘Do you live on it?’

‘I do,’ said Lulu. ‘Usually down in London, in Little Venice. I’m on a bit of a tour.’

‘Oh, we love Little Venice,’ said the man. ‘We always go for a walk there when we’re visiting Lord’s.’

‘My husband’s cricket mad,’ the woman said to Lulu.

‘My one vice.’

‘Well, I wish that was true,’ said the woman. She looked around. ‘Is your cat around?’

‘Oh, yes, somewhere,’ said Lulu. ‘Anyway, lovely to chat with you, but I left the kettle on.’ It was the best lie she could think of. She just wanted them to leave so that she could go back and check on Conrad. As she climbed onto the rear deck, they heard the whirr of an electric motor. An electric scooter was zooming along the towpath and Lulu’s heart began to race when she realized it was the man from the Blue Moon. He was bent over the handlebars of the scooter, head down, his eyes narrowed against the wind. ‘Coming through!’ he shouted.

The woman pulled at the dog’s lead and they all stepped off the towpath. The scooter shot by. The man had a carrier bag hooked over his left wrist. He was exactly as Jessie had described him – dark haired, bearded, wearing a blue denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up, green corduroy trousers and Timberland boots. As he went past, Lulu caught a glimpse of a tattoo on his left arm.

‘Why do people think that is in any way acceptable?’ said the woman. ‘He could kill someone, driving at that speed.’

‘They are so dangerous,’ agreed Lulu. The scooter rider stopped at the rear of the Blue Moon, folded up the scooter and carried it onto the rear deck. Lulu stared at the sliding window, but there was no sign of Conrad.

‘We should say something to him,’ said the woman.

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea, darling,’ said her husband. ‘He looked a bit manic, actually.’

The man attached the scooter to the roof of the narrowboat, then started his boat’s engine. A cloud of grey smoke belched from the exhaust. ‘He’s leaving,’ whispered Lulu.

‘A good thing too,’ said the woman. ‘We don’t need his sort here.’

Lulu’s heart was pounding as if it was about to burst out of her chest. Where was Conrad? What was he doing?’

‘Come on, darling, or we’ll be late,’ said the man. For a moment Lulu wasn’t sure if he was talking to his wife or the dog, but it was his wife who answered.

‘We’ve plenty of time,’ she said. She smiled at Lulu. ‘Well, lovely to meet you, you enjoy the rest of your day.’

‘You too,’ said Lulu, just wishing that they would hurry up and leave. She looked over at the Blue Moon and bit down on her lower lip. The husband and wife finally walked away, the dog between them. Lulu had to fight the urge to run over to the Blue Moon.

The man on the boat unlocked the chain, opened the doors and took his carrier bag down into the cabin. Lulu could barely breathe. Would he see Conrad? And if he did, what would he do? Her hands began to tremble.

The dog was barking at the Blue Moon, its tail wagging like a metronome.

The man reappeared, closed the doors and then stepped off the boat and untied the centre line. He jumped back on, coiled the line and placed it on the roof.

Lulu stared at the sliding window. If Conrad jumped now, he’d be able to run along the towpath and there was a good chance the man wouldn’t realize where he’d come from.

The dog’s bark intensified and its owner was pulling hard on the lead. Lulu heard the woman’s voice as she tried to calm the dog.

The man jumped back onto the towpath and untied the stern line, and carried it to the rear deck.

‘Come on, Conrad,’ Lulu whispered to herself. ‘Now’s the time to get the hell out of there. Jump. Please jump.’

The dog walkers reached the boat. It didn’t look as if the woman was going to carry out her threat to say something to the man; they just walked slowly by as the Blue Moon pulled away from the bank. Lulu kept staring at the side window, willing Conrad to appear, but there was no sign of him.

She stepped back onto the towpath and hurriedly began to untie her lines.
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Lulu’s hand was trembling on the tiller and she was finding it hard to breathe. The Blue Moon was about three hundred yards ahead of The Lark, chugging along at three miles an hour. Lulu wasn’t worried about losing her quarry: there was only one way he could go. It was Conrad she was worried about. Had something happened? Was he trapped? She was fairly sure that the man hadn’t discovered that he was on board because he had only been inside for a few seconds to drop off his purchases. Would Conrad be able to jump out while the boat was moving? Could he swim? His swimming ability had never come up in conversation.

She kept her left hand on the tiller and used her right to open her Canal app. There were no branches ahead of her, it was a straight run through Altrincham and Sale and then on to Manchester city centre. It would be dark in about half an hour. Boats could drive at night – they were all equipped with headlights – but canal etiquette held that boats didn’t drive after 8 p.m. so as not to disturb those who were already asleep. The thing was, of course, that a man who was happy to steal cherished heirlooms from a widowed old lady probably wouldn’t care much about upsetting other canal users.

She had thought about phoning the police, but they would probably regard cat-napping as even less serious than burglary. And how could she explain the fact that she had watched the man drive his boat away, knowing that Conrad was on board? All she could do was follow the Blue Moon and hope that she would find some way of getting Conrad back.

The Blue Moon slowed and Lulu eased back on the throttle. Following a narrowboat wasn’t on a par with tailing a car – some days you’d spend hours with the same boats in front of you and behind you. With a four mile an hour maximum speed, there wasn’t much overtaking going on. Still, she didn’t want to get too close. She didn’t want to attract attention.

The Blue Moon was definitely slowing. She checked the app again and saw that they were coming up to a canalside pub. Lulu said a silent prayer that he was planning to stop there. A pub would be perfect, especially if he stayed for a drink or a meal.

Lulu pulled the throttle back to tickover. The Blue Moon was getting ready to stop. She steered over to the bank, grabbed her centre line and stepped off The Lark. She pulled back on the line and eased the boat against the bank, then realized that she had forgotten her spike and mallet. ‘Rookie mistake,’ she muttered to herself. She jumped back on the rear deck, opened the hatch and took out the mallet and two spikes.

By the time she had stepped back onto the towpath, the bow of The Lark had swung out into the middle of the canal and she hauled on the centre line to bring it back. She kept looking over at the Blue Moon. The man had moored his boat and was bent over the hatch, presumably padlocking the chain.

She bent down and hammered in a spike, then attached the line. When she looked up, the man was off the boat and walking purposefully along the towpath. Lulu hammered in a second spike and tied the bowline to it. She climbed back onto The Lark and peered at the man. The sun had almost sunk behind the horizon and it was hard to pick him out against the hawthorn hedge that ran alongside the towpath. She pulled out her phone and checked the app again. He was definitely heading in the direction of the pub.

She opened the hatch in the bench seat and took out her toolbox. She grabbed a bolt-cutter that looked as if it would be more than a match for the padlock. She grimaced. If she cut off the padlock, he’d know that someone had been in his boat. She hurried down into the saloon, pulled open one of the kitchen drawers and took out a small leather wallet with a zip down the side.

By the time she was back on the towpath, there was no sign of the man and she hurried towards the Blue Moon. There were three narrowboats between The Lark and the Blue Moon, all with their lights off. She stayed to the left, keeping clear of their lines.

When she reached the Blue Moon, she crept over to the sliding window. It was closed. She tried to push it open but it was securely locked. She put her hand up against the glass and peered inside, but there was no sign of Conrad. She turned and peered down the towpath. If the man returned while she was at the back of the boat, she wouldn’t see him coming and he would catch her red-handed. She took a deep breath and stepped onto the rear deck. There was still enough light to see by. It was a cheap brass padlock and she was sure that the cutters would slice right through the shackle, but she wanted to get inside without him knowing, so she shoved the cutters in her pocket and unzipped the leather case. Inside were more than a dozen metal picks. She took one out and carefully inserted it into the locking mechanism. She wiggled the pick around, trying to feel the tumblers and push them into place. It had been a while since she had picked a lock and she wasn’t sure if she would be up to it, but in less than thirty seconds the mechanism clicked and the shackle was ejected. She smiled. ‘You’ve still got it,’ she whispered to herself.

She removed the chain from the door handles and pulled the doors open. ‘Conrad, are you there?’ she whispered.

‘Of course I’m here,’ he said frostily. ‘I’m locked in. Where else would I be?’

‘Come on, quickly, before he comes back.’

‘There’s something you have to see here.’

‘Can’t you bring it with you?’

Conrad sighed. ‘I suppose I could, if I had opposable thumbs. Come on, you need to see this.’

‘Okay, okay.’ Lulu peered around the side of the boat. The towpath was empty. She felt her way down the steps into the galley. Conrad was sitting on the sofa. There was a damp smell mingled with the aroma of stale pizza and old socks that made Lulu shudder. ‘How could anyone live like this?’ she said.

Conrad stood up and gestured with his chin at a black Nike backpack at the side of the sofa. ‘Look at that,’ he said.

Lulu bent down. The backpack was open and she immediately saw the two figurines inside. ‘You found them!’ she said.

‘They would be hard to miss,’ said Conrad. ‘It’s not as if he was hiding them, is it? But there’s other stuff in there, too.’

Lulu carefully took out the figurines. There were several framed miniatures in the backpack. They looked Victorian. Another frame contained four Penny Black stamps. There were three pieces of intricately carved scrimshaw – she couldn’t tell if they were bone or ivory – and wrapped in a handkerchief were half a dozen rings and a gold charm bracelet. ‘Jessie isn’t the only one he’s stolen from,’ whispered Lulu.

‘We should show this to the police,’ said Conrad.

‘Well, yes, but then we’d have to explain how we got on board,’ said Lulu. ‘Let’s just take the figurines and go. We can report him to the police anonymously and let them deal with it.’

They heard footsteps on the towpath and both froze. Lulu’s heart was pounding furiously. She looked at Conrad. He was staring at the sliding window, his ears twitching.

The footsteps approached the narrowboat and then a shadow flicked across the window. Lulu held her breath. If it was the man, they were trapped – unless they could make their way to the bow and get off that way. She started to move along the boat towards the bow but Conrad looked at her. ‘It’s okay,’ he whispered. ‘It’s not him.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘This man is much bigger. And he’s walking a dog.’

‘You can hear that?’

Conrad sighed. ‘I’m a cat, Lulu. I can hear frequencies up to sixty-four thousand hertz, which is about three times higher than you humans.’ His ears continued to swivel around independently of each other as the footsteps moved alongside the narrowboat. Lulu heard a dog panting, and then she flinched at a series of short, excited barks. ‘He can smell me,’ whispered Conrad. The dog continued to bark and they heard the man chastising it. The barking faded as the man took the dog away from the boat. ‘All mouth and no trousers,’ said Conrad.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Dogs,’ said Conrad. ‘All that barking, all that aggression. Yet I’ve never met a dog that didn’t run away howling if you give them a good box on the nose.’

‘I never had you down as a fighter,’ whispered Lulu.

‘Only if my back is against the wall,’ said Conrad. He tilted his head to one side. ‘They’ve gone.’

Lulu gathered up the two figurines and put them in the pockets of her fleece. ‘Come on,’ she whispered.

She headed along the galley and up the steps. She stopped at the doors. In the distance she could see a big man with a German shepherd on a lead. She looked the other way. The towpath was clear. She stepped onto the rear deck and picked up the chain and padlock. Conrad jumped up onto the bench seat. ‘You picked the lock?’ he said.

‘I did, yes.’

‘How on earth did you acquire that skill?’

Lulu closed the doors and wound the chain through the handles. ‘It’s a long story.’

‘Oh, I love long stories.’

Lulu laughed and padlocked the chain. She rattled it to check that it was secure, then stepped off the boat onto the towpath. She bent down so that Conrad could jump onto her shoulders, and then headed back to The Lark. ‘It was years ago, when I was a DC.’

‘A DC?’

‘A detective constable. I was given a housebreaking case, one of the first where I was lead investigator. A man had broken into a house and found the owner unconscious on the floor. He’d done the decent thing and phoned for an ambulance, but he used his own mobile. I was given his name and address and told to bring him in for questioning. I was a bit nervous because the DC I was with was even less experienced than I was, but the guy was as nice as pie. He was Scottish, Willie McBride. He was old enough to be my dad and he happily agreed to go back to the station. He actually asked me how the old lady was, so it was obviously him who had made the call.’

‘And how was she? The old lady?’

‘She was fine. Well, not fine, obviously, as she’d had a heart attack, but she was on the mend and according to the doctors if Willie hadn’t called for an ambulance, she’d have died. Anyway, we get to the car, a Ford Fiesta from the station pool. I’d been so caught up in what I was going to say that I’d left the keys inside. I felt like such an idiot.’

They reached The Lark and Lulu climbed on board.

‘Willie was laughing, but then he went back inside his house and came out with this long piece of metal; he had the door open in seconds. He said it was the first time he’d broken into a police car. And that was the start of a wonderful friendship, as they say. I put in a good word for him and the Crown Prosecution Service agreed not to press charges. He was so grateful that he said if ever I needed a locksmith, to give him a call. Well, I kid you not, the very next day I locked myself out of my flat. I called Willie and he came around and let me in. I made him coffee and he gave me a crash course in lock picking. And a few days later a package arrived for me at the police station – my very own lock-picking kit.’

‘And you’re a bit of a Raffles, now, are you?’

Lulu laughed. ‘Far from it. But I can manage a bog-standard padlock and on a good day I can open a Yale. My party trick used to be opening handcuffs with a paper clip.’ She looked at her watch. It was a little after six-thirty. ‘We should move on, just in case he spots that the figurines have gone.’

‘Aye, aye, captain,’ said Conrad.
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There was a narrowboat moored ahead of The Lark, so Lulu pulled the throttle back to idle. Even ticking over, the thud of the diesel engine could be heard from half a mile away. She took a quick look at her watch. It was nine o’clock and it had been dark for more than two hours. She had switched on the searchlight on the bow so it was easy enough to see where she was going, but she knew that people hated to have their cabins illuminated when they were trying to get to sleep. The narrowboat bobbed up and down as The Lark passed it. Lulu could imagine the occupants cursing her and she muttered ‘sorry’ under her breath.

Lulu looked over her shoulder, half expecting to see the Blue Moon on her tail, but the canal was empty behind her. She really didn’t enjoy driving in the dark, but she wanted to get as far away from the Blue Moon as she could. She pushed the throttle forward and The Lark picked up speed.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Conrad.

Lulu shrugged. ‘I’ve been better.’

‘You look tense.’

‘We’ve just committed breaking and entering, Conrad.’

‘You didn’t break anything. You picked the lock, you didn’t break it.’

‘Well you can always argue that point with the judge,’ said Lulu. ‘We’re burglars, Conrad. I’ve never been a burglar before.’

‘We didn’t steal anything. We took back what was Jessie’s.’

‘Another point you can argue before the judge.’

‘Seriously, you are worrying about nothing,’ said Conrad. ‘What’s that man going to tell the police? You stole what he’d stolen? And what about the rest of the ill-gotten gains on his boat?’ Conrad shook his head. ‘The police are the last people he’ll talk to.’

‘I suppose so.’ Conrad was right, of course. But if the man didn’t call the police, maybe he’d take matters into his own hands, and that might well be worse.

‘You’re worried that he might come after us,’ said Conrad.

She looked at him in astonishment. ‘Did you just read my mind?’

He chuckled. ‘You keep looking over your shoulder and you’re clearly worried. It doesn’t take a Sherlock Holmes to guess what you’re anxious about.’

‘You are one smart cat.’

‘It has been said. But seriously, you’re worrying about nothing. He had left the boat before you came to get me. Other than the figurines, we left the boat exactly as we found it. And we were gone before he returned. He probably won’t have realized that the figurines have gone, and even if he has, there’s no way he could know that we’ve taken them. He didn’t even see The Lark.’

Lulu forced a smile. Conrad was right. He usually was, about most things. But she would still be a lot happier once they weren’t on their own. Stretford Marina was close by and she would be able to moor there overnight.

The headlight picked up another narrowboat ahead of them and she pulled the throttle back to idle. The lights were on in the saloon and two faces glared out at her as she went by, clearly resentful at their peace being disturbed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mouthed, though she doubted that they could see her in the dark.

Her left arm was aching from steering and she had a throbbing headache, but finally she saw Stretford Marina ahead of her on the left. It was a private marina and she would have to pay to moor there, but there was safety in numbers. She looked over her shoulder for possibly the thousandth time. Nobody was following her. She smiled ruefully. The reason that nobody was behind her was because everybody else was following the rules. There was enough moonlight to see by, so she switched off her headlight.

Lulu slowed as she approached the marina, and guided The Lark into an empty bay. She killed the engine so as not to continue disturbing her neighbours, and stood looking back at the canal. Conrad jumped onto the roof and joined her, his tail twitching. There were more than a dozen narrowboats moored, and another dozen or so pleasure craft.

‘He’s not there,’ he said. ‘There are no engines running on the canal.’

‘Good to know,’ said Lulu.

‘You can relax now.’

‘I suppose so.’ She opened the doors and went down into the saloon. It was cold outside but the boat’s central heating was on and the saloon was cosily warm. She put the kettle on the hob and lit it, but then had a change of heart and opened the fridge. She’d left the bottle of Chardonnay with Jessie but she had a half-full bottle of Pinot Grigio, so she took this out and poured some into a glass.

Conrad jumped up onto the sofa. ‘We still have the sea bass to eat,’ he said.

‘We do, don’t we? Shall I cook?’

‘I’m happy enough to eat it raw, but I know you prefer your sea bass pan-fried with a little oil and a squeeze of lemon.’

Lulu laughed. ‘You know me so well.’ She poured some water into a bowl and placed it on the sofa next to him before she set about boiling some new potatoes and frying the sea bass in her favourite Le Creuset frying pan. She removed one of the fillets for Conrad before squirting some fresh lemon over hers. She added some rocket and tomato to her plate, then topped up her wine glass and sat next to him on the sofa. She clinked her glass against his bowl. ‘Well, today was definitely an exciting day, wasn’t it?’

‘Life with you is never boring,’ he said. ‘For a moment today I was worried that I might lose one of my nine lives.’

‘How many do you have left?’

Conrad chuckled. ‘That would be telling,’ he said.
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Lulu woke at dawn. The first thing she did was go up on deck and look around. She stepped onto the wooden pier and walked along the line of narrowboats. There was a cold wind blowing across the marina and she was only wearing a sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms; she shivered. ‘Are you still worried that he’ll follow you?’ asked Conrad.

Lulu jumped. She hadn’t heard him approach. Conrad grinned. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘You move so quietly,’ said Lulu.

‘I’m a cat.’

‘Yes, you are. I sometimes forget that.’

‘And the answer to my question?’

Lulu looked uncertain. ‘I don’t know. Yes, maybe. But then he probably won’t have noticed that the figurines have gone. And even if he does, he won’t know that we were the ones who took them. I suppose it’s my guilty conscience kicking in. We did break into his boat.’

‘You picked his lock,’ said Conrad. ‘For which, kudos. And other than taking the figurines – which weren’t his to start with – you left the place exactly as you found it.’

‘I know. I know.’ She went back into the galley and put the kettle on. ‘Speaking of the figurines, I should give Jessie the good news.’

She picked up her phone and called Jessie. It took Jessie almost a minute to answer and when she did, she sounded out of breath. ‘Hello,’ she said hesitantly, and Lulu realized that she had been crying.
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