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      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The masts rose out of the shadows of Broad Wharf like the upperworks of a schooner, higher than the surrounding warehouses. The dock bustled with more activity than it had seen in fifty years: the throb of generators, the rumble of tractors, heavy boots splashing through a layer of greasy dirt, men’s voices affronting the Sunday morning with orders and curses in a variety of gruff accents.


    Like the skin of a great whale, grey and wrinkled with age, the canvas lay along the ground. Cables led from the baling rings to the mastheads and down to three small ancient tractors. Lighter ropes, still as much as a man could handle, led from the shoulders of the tent to a row of giant pegs driven into the wharf.


    At a bellow from the ganger the men stood back. They knew the routine and also the risks: a snapping cable would whip back with enough force to disembowel a man. Snorting like plough-horses the tractors took the strain. By degrees the ropes tightened. The blocks creaked, the masts groaned; the great rings stirred against the timber. The canvas began to rise.


    People all around paused to watch. People whose journeys had taken them near the canal stopped their cars; some took photographs.


    Before the canvas was up and the cables secured men were waiting on the shoulder ropes. There wasn’t much wind but the thing was as big as a tithe-barn: it caught whatever air was moving and bellied out, testing the strength and skill of its handlers. Men fought the weight of it to fasten the guys, then again to tighten them until all the free play that let it flap and beat like a bad-tempered seagull was controlled. Finally it looked like a tent.


    A big tent.


    Among those watching on the wharf were an old man walking a Jack Russell terrier and a young man on a motorbike. ‘Circus coming to town?’ asked the old man.


    ‘Too right,’ growled the young one.


    The old man beamed. ‘I haven’t been to the circus since I were—’ He waved a hand not much higher than the dog’s head to indicate extreme youth. ‘I wonder if they’ll have performing bears. Do you think they’ll have performing bears?’


    ‘They sure as hell have one,’ grunted the young man sourly. He kicked his machine into deep throaty life, turned his back on the spectacle and rode off into the May morning.


    It was only when the old man and the dog ambled over to ask the roustabouts if they really had a performing bear, and if they did cheap tickets for pensioners, that he found out it wasn’t a circus at all but a gospel mission being conducted by the famous Welsh revivalist Rev Michael Davey.


    Frank Shapiro sat at his desk, surrounded by paperwork, surrounded by cups containing half an inch of cold coffee each, listening to lugubrious bells chime from the smoke-black tower of St Jude’s Waterside, knowing that most of his friends and colleagues were at home with their families; playing with their children, grooming their cats, looking for the missing wheel off their golf trolleys.


    Yet a surprised observer would have recognized that curve of the lips between the strong nose and the double chin as a smile of pure contentment. Detective Chief Inspector Shapiro didn’t mind spending Sunday morning in the office speeding the progress of burglars, muggers and street-corner cannabis dealers through the machinery of the law. He was counting his blessings. CID was about the only department of Castlemere police which hadn’t been turned upside-down by the imminent arrival of God’s right hand disguised as a Welshman in a white suit.


    Uniform were laying plans for crowd control – Ha! thought Shapiro. In Castlemere? They really thought they were going to have to deal with throngs of Castlemere faithful fighting their way into a gospel mission? Traffic branch had little maps up on the wall showing how they could reroute different quantities of pilgrims at different times of day so as to avoid bringing the town to a standstill. Even the traffic wardens were in on the act, detailed to direct visitors to the designated car-parks; though Shapiro had heard, and had no difficulty believing, they had also ordered extra pads of tickets in happy anticipation.


    But CID were not involved. He was aware that there would be incidents: if anything like a crowd assembled there would be dippers to work it. Since the average turn-out for a religious meeting in Castlemere was four old ladies, two old men and Mavis Spurge who wanted to be a nun, Shapiro was disinclined to cancel all leave on the strength of it. He confidently expected the Michael Davey Gospel Crusade would be one of the great non-events of all time, was actively looking forward to seeing egg on the faces of colleagues who had no choice but to treat it as a major happening.


    Because the hype preceding the arrival of the Big Top – if they called it that; perhaps they called it a Succoth, Shapiro thought with a malicious grin – could hardly have been greater if Rev Davey had organized the Second Coming for nine o‘clock on the first night and the Third Coming for nine o’clock the night after. For a month no billboard, no building-site hoarding, no gable-end in town had been safe from the posters. They showed a broad-shouldered, middle-aged man with a shock of white hair and expensive teeth, wearing a white suit. The backdrop was a city nightscape with the street-lights contrived to give him a halo. The first time he saw that poster Shapiro thought it crude, vulgar and sensationalist. If anything, he liked it less now.


    So he sat alone in his upstairs office, savouring the eerie quiet of a town-centre Sunday, and thanked his lucky stars that all he had to deal with were thugs, thieves and the occasional murderer, and crusading preachers were somebody else’s problem.


    Disappointed, the man with the Jack Russell turned away from


    the great tent now straining its ropes on Broad Wharf and ambled


    along the towpath towards Cornmarket.


    In the heyday of the canals narrowboats coming in from the north joined the Castlemere system east of town to avoid the congestion in Mere Basin. Traffic jams were nothing new here. Those who thought the occasional spats between pleasure-boaters and anglers lowered the tone of the place should have been around when bargees were cutting one another’s ropes and nobbling one another’s horses in the race for cargoes.


    When the railway came the station was built on open land along the northern spur to facilitate the transfer of freight. It was then the most dynamic part of Castlemere, with frenetic trading in corn and other goods. But after the canals waned most trains went through Castlemere without stopping, and when the railways declined in their turn the big lorries by-passed the town altogether. Cornmarket that began as wasteland and reigned for a time as the de facto heart of burgeoning industrial Castlemere returned quietly to neglect In the 1960s a passenger halt was built nearer the town centre. Freight yards where old rolling-stock went to die and a cracked, abandoned wharf almost a mile long were all that remained of the glory days.


    But every cloud has a silver lining. A derelict wharf is the ideal place to exercise a Jack Russell terrier: there’s almost nothing still intact for them to damage. The man, whose name was Herbert Pendle, and the dog, whose name was Mary, walked beside the canal with the big old buildings of Castlemere shrinking slowly behind them and the empty space of Cornmarket opening ahead.


    Herbert was brooding on the callous way he’d been misled. He’d been looking forward to seeing a performing bear. Herbert had no time for the modern notion that bears belong in mountain forests not circus rings. It was his experience that people like what they’re familiar with and he saw no reason why bears should feel differently.


    When Mary let out a low growl his first thought was that she was agreeing with him. If the proper place for bears was mountains, he pondered, what was the proper place for Jack Russells? Was there a chapter of Animal Liberationists meeting in a Castlemere cellar right now planning to set Mary free? Mary’s idea of a walk on the wild side was coming in wet and finding her towel in the laundry.


    But the little dog growled again, tugged at her lead and wouldn’t walk on when Herbert did. She was on the edge of the towpath staring at the water, and her hackles were up.


    Half an hour earlier the clatter of china from the hall would have drawn an urgent enquiry from Liz Graham. Now she only gritted her teeth and carried on decanting a tea-chest into the kitchen cupboards. She had passed beyond panic, beyond concern for earthly things like how much of her mother’s dinner service, lay in sherds on the parquet flooring. She’d chosen to move to Castlemere in the furtherance of her career, now she had to deal with the consequences. She winced. With a dustpan and brush, by the sound of it.


    The thing that amazed her was how smoothly it had gone so far. She and Brian had talked for four days, then decided to do it. His enquiries about vacancies for art teachers in Castlemere met with three expressions of interest and, before the month was out, a firm offer. Their house sold quickly despite the recession, and while they were awaiting completion they found this place: a nineteenth-century farmhouse with a two-acre paddock and a stable. The house needed some work but nothing they couldn’t tackle themselves. Or rather, nothing Liz couldn’t tackle. Brian Graham the art teacher underwent a crisis of confidence when faced with a brush more than an inch across.


    Liz could pin-point the precise moment at which organized endeavour turned to chaos. It was when Donovan came to help. It was a kind thought, he meant well, but he wasn’t very careful. He stacked the crates in teetering towers in the sitting-room and dropped the chandelier in the bath.


    Telling herself it was all insured, even against cack-handed Irishmen, she wondered if it was because he wasn’t used to houses. Vertical walls, high ceilings, floors that stayed still and enough space to swing an obliging cat probably confused him. Donovan lived on a narrowboat on the canal, he ducked going through doors.


    The telephone rang. She couldn’t remember where it was, tracked the sound to the dining-room, opened the door just in time to see Donovan answer it. Irritated, she stuck her hand out.


    He shook his head. ‘It’s for me.’


    ‘What?!’


    ‘Shapiro. I told him I’d be here.’


    The voice growled at them out of the phone. ‘Detective Chief Inspector Shapiro, Sergeant Donovan. My apologies to Inspector Graham, but would you tell her I need you both back here – I’ve got a body in the canal.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Who is she?’


    Death the Leveller had worked his magic again. She hadn’t been in the water long enough for her flesh to begin dissolving and her features to blur beyond recognition. But the manner of her dying had stripped away clues by which she might have been identified.


    Immersion in the Brown Windsor soup that was Castle Canal had ruined her clothes so that they told little about her. All Liz could say for sure was that she’d been wearing a short black skirt, a white blouse and a short red PVC jacket. Presumably she’d been wearing shoes too but they were missing, rolled off her feet by the patient gentle movement of the water or lost in the struggle.


    For there had been a struggle, if only a brief one. A button was torn off her blouse violently enough to rip the flimsy fabric. Liz hardly expected more. There’s a limit to how long anyone goes on struggling with her throat cut back to the spine.


    She’d have been wearing make-up too, in all probability, that would have helped form an impression of the sort of person she was, the sort of life she led. But it had washed off. Under the weedy scum that had settled across her face like a veil when they pulled her out her skin was the bluish-white of skimmed milk. Sometimes the victims of violence die with pain and terror etched indelibly on their faces, but this girl had no discernible expression. Long dark curly hair clung to her shoulders in rat-tails, but whether it was the ruins of an expensive cut or just how it grew was hard to judge. Death the Leveller had reduced her to something anonymous.


    A few hours ago, at the most a couple of days, she’d been a living girl, warm and quick, aged probably between fifteen and eighteen years. Like most teenage girls she would have alternated bursts of mercurial activity with spells of lethargy. Her family – she must have had some family though no one had reported her missing – would have despaired of ever holding a sensible conversation with her; they would have worried about her school-work and her friends, how she spent her allowance and how she’d ever make her way in the world when all that seemed to interest her were pop music and boys.


    And now she was gone, switched off like a radio that was making too much noise, and the people who cared would be denied the privilege of worrying about her ever again. If they were strong and lucky they would grieve until the grief turned to sorrow; if not, the same slash of blade that ended her life would destroy them too, drowned not in blood but in bitterness.


    ‘She called herself Charisma. I don’t know her real name.’


    Liz had forgotten she’d asked. She eyed Donovan blankly. ‘You knew her?’


    He shrugged. The dark clothes he favoured emphasized the narrowness so that he looked like a black heron shrugging. ‘Everyone on the canal knew her. This was her beat. She was a tom.’


    Startled, Liz looked again at the white face, at the young figure still padded out with puppy-fat. She wasn’t wearing tights. Liz had thought nothing of it: it was spring, she was young. But perhaps the real reason was the professional girl’s awareness that time is money. ‘She’s a child!’


    ‘Yeah.’


    She hadn’t known Donovan very long; there was a lot about him she hadn’t worked out. Certainly she knew better than to expect outpourings of sentiment. But this was a young girl and things had gone terribly wrong with her life long before she was murdered. Even Donovan’s stony indifference might have cracked for that.


    Irritated, Liz said, ‘If she’d been peddling her wares in my street long enough for me to know her name, I think I might have done something about it.’


    Donovan bristled. ‘I did do something about it. I took her home. Jubilee Terrace. Her dad was dead drunk in the living-room and there was no food in the house. So I took her to the women’s refuge on Cambridge Road. Next night she was back on the tow-path. I didn’t see how locking her up with the rest of the toms would further her moral welfare so I let her get on with it. You can only do so much to save people from themselves, you know?’


    ‘And that was it, was it?’ Liz’s voice was barbed with scorn. ‘Your contribution? A ride to the women’s refuge. And she still managed to go wrong after that? You can’t help some people, can you?’


    Donovan’s eyes glittered and a muscle ticked high up in his cheek. ‘I never wanted to be a social worker. Ma’am.’ He added courtesies to his speech the way other men add curses, tersely, through tight lips. Anger always thickened his accent.


    It had taken Shapiro a little time to come up with a satisfactory method of dealing with their squabbles but now he had he adhered to it rigorously. He ignored them. At first he’d been afraid that two people who struck sparks off one another so readily couldn’t do good work together. But there was no real animosity between Inspector Graham and her sergeant, they just saw things differently. It made for argumentative tea-breaks but there were advantages too. They covered different ground, were at home in different worlds; smelled out different kinds of rat. Beneath the scratchy surface lay a healthy mutual respect.


    Pointedly turning his back on them Shapiro asked the pathologist, ‘Was she raped?’


    Dr Crowe was a large, genial young man with large, soft, oddly gentle hands and rather long ginger hair that flopped in his eyes. He shook his head non-committally. ‘That’s one for the autopsy. There are no overt signs of violence – well,’ he gave a rueful grin, ‘apart from the obvious – but she’s been in the water a while. I’ll have a better idea when I’ve had her on the slab.’


    Shapiro winced. Even for a man in Crowe’s trade it was a brutal way of putting it. ‘How long was she in the water?’


    Again the pensive shake of the head. ‘That’s hard to say too. Sometime last night? But she was dead before she went in.’


    Shapiro looked again at her throat. There was no blood, just the gaping wound. ‘I thought she probably was.’


    ‘I mean, she’d been dead a while when she went into the water. She was killed, she lay for some time – long enough for the lividity to be well established – on her side, then she was put in the canal.’


    Shapiro’s eyes slipped out of focus as he pictured it. His voice was quiet and slow. People sometimes thought, seeing him ruminate, that his mind was slow too. Nobody who’d worked with him thought that. ‘So why didn’t he get rid of her right away? Perhaps he didn’t kill her near the canal. Perhaps he killed her miles away, waited till it was dark then brought her here.


    ‘So what was wrong with leaving her where she was? If she was safe there for several hours, why not for longer? Maybe it was somewhere he has a very specific association with: somewhere that if she was found we’d come straight to him.’


    He was considering the philosophy rather than the facts of the murder, not for the moment concerned with strict accuracy so much as the feel of what had happened: the choreography. He had found there was a certain logic even in murder. If the account was not logical, probably the thing didn’t happen that way.


    ‘So let’s say he met her on Friday night – it had to be Friday if she was going to lie more than a few hours where she died, none of this would take place by daylight. Maybe they talked, maybe went somewhere to make love, then he killed her. Then he hid her and waited. It was too risky to move her at once. There may have been people about: it was Friday night, maybe not long after closing time. So either he left her where she was, temporarily, always meaning to dispose of her properly when it was safe. Or he panicked, bundled her out of sight and took to his heels, but later he got worrying that he should have made a better job of it.’


    ‘But did he? Make a better job, I mean.’ Liz had lost interest in needling Donovan when Shapiro began to talk. She wasn’t unduly modest about her professional ability but she recognized that while he had taught her most of what she knew he hadn’t taught her all he knew. Any time Frank Shapiro cared to talk she was ready to listen.


    But not uncritically. ‘What I mean is, when he put her out of sight immediately after the crime she wasn’t found. When he put her in the canal she was.’


    ‘Hiding her bought him time to get organized. To get himself an alibi, perhaps. Once he’d done that he wanted her off his hands.’


    ‘It was a hell of a risk. You’re saying he killed her on Friday night, hid her and so far nobody knew anything about it. Then last night he took her from her hiding-place and put her in the canal. Why? It doubled his chances of being caught. He’d need an absolutely compelling reason to go back to her. He mustn’t have had any choice.


    ‘What if he killed her at his own house? She was a teenage prostitute living with her dad: they went to the man’s place for privacy. That means he probably lives alone. That’s where he killed her, and that’s why he had to move her, whatever the risk.’


    ‘You don’t think she was killed here then?’ said Donovan, expressionless as the dead girl.


    Shapiro looked at him, his eyes clearing. ‘I doubt it. If she was he’d have put her in the canal right away. On the other hand, maybe she wasn’t killed that far away. This was her beat, and …’ He looked up the towpath towards the distant shunting yard, down the canal to the crowded buildings of the town centre. ‘It’s the sort of place where people do get their throats cut,’ he finished lamely.


    ‘This may look like nowhere to you,’ Donovan said forcibly, ‘but there are people around, even after dark. Half a dozen of these boats are lived on. Somebody’d have seen something. If they didn’t see him do it they’d have seen him walk away with blood all over him. Cut somebody’s throat like that and the stuff goes everywhere.’


    Dr Crowe put in his ten-penn’orth. ‘Can’t say for sure, but the easiest way to inflict a wound that deep and that wide would be from behind.’ He demonstrated, slashing one of the big soft hands across Liz’s throat. ‘In which case the blood would have gone everywhere except over the killer.’


    Donovan was unconvinced. ‘He still had to move her. All the front of her would be covered in blood, there’d be a pool of it on the ground.’ One eyebrow climbed interrogatively.


    ‘The lads are looking,’ said Shapiro, who’d reached the scene first and so organized the search. ‘Nothing yet.’


    ‘If she was killed here there’d be blood on the ground and blood on whatever he covered her with. He must have covered her or she’d have been found. She wasn’t killed here. She was killed somewhere else and brought here after dark. If he drove out to Cornmarket he’d be far enough from the moorings that nobody’d hear anything, not the car and not the splash.’


    Shapiro looked up and down the wharf, assessing the distances. They were a hundred metres from the nearest houseboat, half a mile from Doggett’s Lock where the northern spur branched off. ‘You mean she didn’t necessarily go in where she came out?‘


    Donovan’s face held a waterman’s scorn. ‘She’d move about a bit in twelve hours. It’s not like a river where everything goes downstream but things don’t stay put either. There’s a lot of traffic through here, pleasure boats and the like, especially Sunday mornings. It all moves the water round, and anything in it. She could have gone in anywhere along here. But if I wanted rid of a body I’d be looking for privacy, and the quietest bit of Cornmarket is out by the junction.’


    ‘All right,’ agreed Shapiro, ‘go and look. See if there are any fresh tyre marks or signs of something being dragged.’ When Donovan had loped off he said to Liz, ‘I suppose you know why he wants her to have been killed somewhere else.’


    Liz shook her head.


    Shapiro nodded at the houseboats. ‘The green one is Donovan’s. If she was killed here, he was probably within earshot at the time.’


    They talked to the man who found the body but learned nothing more. By then Donovan had returned, looking discouraged.


    ‘Nothing. It doesn’t look anybody’s been there for days. No signs of a car; no signs of something being pushed over the edge.’


    The pathologist and the photographer having finished, the crew of the waiting ambulance wrapped the body carefully and took it away. It occurred to Liz that it could have been a long time since men treated that young girl’s body with respect.


    ‘Right,’ said Shapiro, briskly, when she’d gone. Like all of them he found it easier to breathe when the reason for his presence no longer physically dominated the scene. ‘Donovan, try the other way, see if you can spot anything. Uniform have already looked but you’re familiar with the place, you might see something they’ve missed. If we can find where she went in it’ll be a start. Before you go, which was her house in Jubilee Terrace?’


    ‘The second from this end. You can’t miss it, it’s the one with no paint.’


    ‘I suppose,’ said Liz resignedly when Shapiro said nothing more, ‘that the happy task of telling a drunkard that his teenage prostitute daughter’s had her throat cut falls to me.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The house was one laggard step ahead of a public nuisance order. Bits fell off it in high winds. The chimney canted charmlessly and could have burned the house down had anyone been rash enough to light a fire in the grate. You could smell the rot in the window-sills; broken glass in the door had been patched with a bit of cardboard box advertising a defunct brand of dog-food.


    Castlemere Borough Council had a file on Philip Pierce thick enough to obstruct a main drain and heavy enough, if dropped from sufficient height, to crush the life out of a good sized rat. (Computerization came late to the Borough Council and was substantially pre-dated by its difficulties with Pierce.) The house had been his grandfather’s, his uncle’s and an older cousin’s before it passed to him, there being no other members of the family it could devolve upon. The settlement of the cousin’s estate was the last time rates were paid on it. From time to time Pierce went to prison, quite amiably, considering it a reasonable alternative. He spent a little longer inside for not paying his council tax, a fact he put down to inflation.


    He had long ago had everything which could be cut off (in a civilized country) cut off: the gas, electricity and telephone. He hardly missed them. A gas cylinder supplied a bare minimum of heat and cooking, candles enough light for a man who didn ‘t read on principle, and since there wasn’t a bookie left in Castlemere who would take his bets except for cash the phone was only an irritation. He lived simply and alcoholicly on what was left of his Social Security after a begrudged portion had been extracted to pay official debts. On a list of nominees for a Citizen of the Year Award he’d have figured rather lower than Nero and Sweeney Todd.


    All of which, somehow, made it more difficult to tell him what had happened.


    Most people are essentially the same in all the ways that matter: no amount of money protects them from the pain of a lost child, no depth of poverty steels them against it. But Liz had no idea what to expect from a man so beyond the pale of ordinary human decency that he preferred prison to paying bills and let his teenage daughter go street-walking rather than work himself.


    The doorbell didn’t work either. There was a knocker hanging by one rusty screw: she tried that then, dissatisfied with the result, rapped on the door with her knuckles. When nothing happened she rapped on the window. At length she heard shuffling in the hall and the door opened.


    Philip Pierce emerged blinking, like a bear leaving its den in the spring. In his hand there was a carving-knife. Down the front of his old grey sweat-shirt were rusty-red stains.


    For ten seconds they eyed one another in silence. Liz’s mind split like a sunbeam meeting a prism: one half raced, the other froze. Finally she found a voice. ‘There’s no need for the knife, Mr Pierce.’


    He looked at it. He looked at her. His face creased in a slow frown. ‘How do you cut a loaf then, missus – with a spoon?’


    Behind her Shapiro gave a little gruff chuckle. He nodded at the rusty stain on Pierce’s front. ‘Baked beans?’


    ‘You try opening them with a chisel. They go everywhere.’ The man gave a sudden raucous laugh and tossed the pelt of black hair – the same curly black hair as the dead girl’s – out of his eyes. ‘What the hell, if they was less trouble you wouldn’t enjoy them as much.’ He looked at Liz again and leered. The smell of stale cider hit her in the face. ‘What’s the matter, missus? Did you think I’d killed the cat?’


    Shapiro took over. ‘We’d like to talk to you inside, Mr Pierce. We’re police officers. I’m afraid we have some bad news for you.’


    Inside, surrounded by incredible squalor, they told him. Shapiro talked and Liz watched Pierce’s reactions. He didn’t see it coming the way most people do. He sat on the broken couch hardly seeming to listen, inaccessible behind an expression compounded of boredom and insolence. He thought he knew what they were going to say. He thought they’d picked the girl up for soliciting. That would be bad news right enough; but if there was a fine she could pay it without recourse to him.


    Shapiro said, quite clearly and gently, ‘She’s dead, Mr Pierce. Charisma – that’s your daughter, isn’t it? She’s dead. Friday night we think. She was found in the canal this morning.’


    Something terrible was happening to Pierce’s face behind its veil of sullen indifference. It was breaking up, slowly crumbling, like jelly left too long in a hot kitchen or a sand-castle before the rising tide. The eyes had rounded to a shocked vastness, yawning black holes that all his immediate universe was collapsing into. The sardonic twist of the full lips had softened to a tremble; a tiny gap between them, formed a kind of question mark.


    Sitting alone in the middle of the couch, fists bunched loosely either side of him with the fingers turned up like something that had died, he began to cry. Without reserve or dignity, great racking sobs that twisted his mouth into ugly shapes came out of his throat and tears spilled on to his unshaven cheeks.


    Taken aback, Liz watched him through a veil woven of pity and distaste, helplessly. She didn’t understand his reaction or know how to respond to it. This was a man who let, even sent, his young daughter out to sell her body. Whose efforts to make a home for her wouldn’t have convinced the RSPCA he was a fit person to keep a rabbit. Every time Charisma had closed the front door he must have known there was a good chance he wouldn’t see her again. Her profession was not only the oldest in the book, it was also the most dangerous. She was a young girl and she went with men she didn’t know in the dark comers of the Castlemere waterfront. Pierce couldn’t be surprised at what had happened to her. If he cared, why hadn’t he cared enough to prevent it?


    Shapiro claimed no special insight into the human condition but he’d been in this business longer than Liz and had seen more of both its villains and its victims. He had learned to be less judgemental: however appallingly Pierce had behaved, right now he was a bereaved father. He asked Liz to find some tea.


    There was none, or anything else she could make a comforting hot drink of. Finally she poured Pierce a glass of water and took him that. She had to wash the glass first.


    By then Pierce had got some kind of a grip on himself, enough to start answering questions as long as they were simple and repeated as necessary.


    Charisma was his daughter. Her real name was Charlene: she thought the amended version was better for business. She was sixteen years old. He last remembered seeing her on Friday afternoon before she went out. She left him a fiver to buy beer and chips. He hadn’t left the house since.


    His eyes, red-rimmed, crept up Shapiro’s waistcoat slowly, as if afraid what they might find. His voice wasn’t much more than a whisper. ‘Did she fall in the canal?’


    Shapiro shook his head sombrely. ‘No. She was murdered.’


    Pierce drew a deep, ragged, shuddering breath. ‘Someone pushed her in? Why? Why?’


    Shapiro didn’t, at least for the moment, go into the manner of her death. ‘We’ll find out.’ The tone was reassuring but it was not an idle promise. He was not a hard man. His career had been an uphill struggle against people who thought him too soft to be a detective. But what he lacked in machismo he made up in sheer professional ability.


    Liz had known policemen who considered the death of a prostitute an occupational hazard. Shapiro took a different view. A girl had been killed, murdered, in his town and that offended him. What the girl was mattered less than what the man was: a murderer at liberty in Castlemere. Shapiro wanted him as much as he would have wanted any other murderer. He meant it if it was humanly possible he would find out why Charlene Pierce died.


    She suspected Brian might have to finish unpacking the china when he arrived with the furniture tomorrow.


    The tow-path was to Donovan what the street in front of his semi is to the average householder. He drove along it twice a day, parked his bike on it every night. When he couldn’t sleep he walked for miles along it, watching the moon in the canal, smelling the sweet ripeness of the water. If he went westward he passed through Broad Wharf where the evangelist’s tent was pitched and under an arch of warehousing into Mere Basin, geographical and spiritual heart of Castlemere. If he walked east the tow-path followed the edge of Cornmarket until it turned north. To continue eastward into the quiet countryside of the Castlemere Levels he crossed the spur at Doggett’s Lock, walking across the lock gate, a feat most ramblers considered dangerous even in daylight since the Castlemere Canal Restoration Society took away the handrail in order to get a new one cast.


    But familiar as he was with it – with its kerbstones worn smooth by generations of mooring ropes, with its cobbled surface designed for boat-horses rather than motorbikes, with its iron furniture of rings and bollards that here were the decent shades between black and rust and in Mere Basin had been painted by the council in primary colours like garden gnomes – he had never looked at it this closely, this intently. He’d never noticed the dates cut into some of the stones that made Castlemere Canal among the earliest in the country. He’d never noticed the perfect fit of the masonry. If they did it now, he supposed, they’d use concrete and all the water would leak away in ten years.


    Moving this slowly, scanning every inch, he was easy prey for the man with the Jack Russell. Herbert Pendle fell into step with him as he walked, and as he walked he complained. ‘You told me it were a circus. You told me they had a performing bear.’


    ‘I lied,’ said Donovan.


    Herbert sniffed. ‘I suppose you think that’s funny – telling lies to old men. We had some respect when I were your age. If I were ten years younger I’d teach you a bit of respect.’


    Donovan broke his scrutiny of the ground long enough to look at him: not in anger, perhaps with exasperation. He said nothing. But Herbert, who had already framed his next remark about the war and the various things he didn’t fight it for, among them the employment by the British police of Irish hooligans unable to keep a civil tongue in their heads, suddenly saw the bleakness in the young man’s eyes and changed his mind, and said to the dog instead: ‘Come on, Mary, it’s time we was home.’


    Donovan watched him go, his dark face creased in a frown. He got no pleasure from upsetting old men. Still less did he want to scare them – for he’d seen that look before in the eyes of people who’d started to say something to him and then changed their minds. He didn’t know why. He didn’t mean to intimidate people. He wasn’t a violent man. He was a public servant. It troubled him that ordinary decent people sometimes looked at him and were afraid. He wondered what it was that they saw.


    For a moment he thought of calling an apology after the old man. Then the urge, which was uncharacteristic, passed and he returned instead to his inspection of the wharf.


    Finally he found what he was looking for: a place where the slick of grime had been smeared at the edge as if something heavy had been put down there and then pushed into the water. There was no obvious explanation: no rungs down to the water that could have been used by someone getting into a boat, no bollard where a shaggy mooring rope could have rubbed the spot. Not even the sort of little boy who played round the Castlemere wharves would have sat in the dirt and the damp dangling his feet over the edge.


    Donovan straightened and looked around him. He was midway between a day-boat and a little cabin cruiser, neither of them occupied by night, and the quiet splash of a body being let into the water by an arm or leg wouldn’t have travelled much further than that. Not as far as fifty metres, say, to the first of the narrow-boats which was permanently occupied.


    Donovan didn’t call them houseboats: that suggested the fat families of Birmingham shopkeepers sunning themselves on deck-chairs while firmly attached to the bank. All the narrowboats in the small residential community along the tow-path occasionally disconnected their power supply, took in their ropes and set off for a cruise round the inland waterways.


    Including the one tied up beyond the cabin cruiser, her steady green and black reflection in the water a tribute to Shapiro’s first instinct which was to stop all movement on the canal until he was sure there was no more evidence to disturb. Not that Tara would have been going anywhere today. Her owner was working.


    He stood beside the canal, his eyes narrowed as if to cut out the daylight, desperately thinking back to last night. He’d heard nothing. He’d been on board, he’d been reading till the early hours; the boat had been quiet, the wharf had been quiet; he’d been only fifty metres away. And he’d heard nothing. A killer had consigned the body of a girl to the water so close he might have felt the ripples of it, and he’d known nothing.


    His only comfort was what the pathologist had said, that she was already long dead. He might have seen, even caught, her killer. He could not have saved her life.


    It made no difference that he had been close enough to see or hear something and had not. If she’d gone into the water close to the James Brindley he wouldn’t have blamed Martin and Lucy Cole for not knowing: he’d have understood that they had things to do with their evenings. If her killer had tramped across the deck of the Warwick Castle with her in his arms no one would have expected Clay Pottinger to notice: Pottinger was famous for sleeping through anything, including his own parties.


    The fact that Donovan was a policeman was irrelevant. It didn’t make his hearing sharper or imbue him with a sixth sense, something like a smoke alarm that went off in the presence of crime. It just meant he’d kick himself harder for missing the action, and that when he stopped there’d be somebody happy to carry on.


    With only a little sigh he turned away from the boats and looked at the wharf. It was about ten metres wide at this point, lined with warehousing. The building on the right was a garden supplies centre, that on the left a timber yard. Both had their frontages on Brick Lane and now goods arrived by road rather than by water the rear access to the canal was rarely used. They kept their dustbins in the alley between them, and often there was a skip there too or a pile of scrap wood.


    An uncomfortable thought occurred to him. He began walking towards the alley just to reassure himself it was unfounded; but before he got there he knew in his heart that it was worse than he’d feared. Charisma hadn’t just gone into the canal within earshot of where he’d slept, she’d spent the day between her death and her committal to the waters here too. He called over some of the searching constables to guard the marks on the quay and those he expected to find among the stacks of timber. Also he thought they’d be useful for the heavy work.


    In the event it didn’t take much effort. He knew what he was looking for and went straight to it: a sheet of faded tarpaulin, long past keeping the rain out but still good enough to hide something, which was bundled up and stuffed under an overhang of planks. Handling it carefully, though he doubted the bleached canvas could yield a useful fingerprint, he pulled it into the open and unfolded it gingerly.


    At the first sign of blood he stopped. ‘Get Mr Shapiro back here.’ There was blood on the ground too. So this was where she died.


    From the alley between the buildings to the mark on the edge of the canal was a direct line. Donovan walked it, a little to one side, looking for a footprint or other sign. He found nothing more. But when he straightened up and looked past the timber yard to the great canvas on Broad Wharf, he saw something that jolted him to his heels. Only for a moment, then the man was gone.


    He might have been mistaken. There was nothing remarkable about him, a lean man of average height with dark hair starting to recede now he was into middle-age. Any gang of labourers would have contained two or three such, similarly attired in faded jeans and black singlet, similarly occupied in fetching and carrying. He was carrying stacking chairs from one of the vehicles into the tent.


    There was no reason Donovan should have given him a second glance. Except that Donovan knew him. Was sure he knew him, would have known him if twice the thirteen years since he last saw him had passed.


    ‘Brady!’ Shock rooted him to the ground. Even with the constables’ eyes curious upon him it was a moment before he could shake himself and start breathing again. Then he shook his head once, decisively. ‘Coincidence? In a pig’s ear.’


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    ‘Who is he?’


    Like the constables, Liz was curious. Though she hadn’t known Donovan long she’d worked with him in circumstances which had put a strain on them both and thought she had probably seen the best and the worst of him. He was dour and uncompromising, ruthless in pursuit of what he wanted. He was also a talented detective, dogged and perceptive. She had seen him risk his life to achieve a result. She had seen him hurt for it.
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