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The night that Bill Canton got shot in Manchester, I was half a mile away from the crime, in front of the old Town Hall, listening to quite another politician rant. That's my alibi, and I'm sticking to it.

You can't blame me.

You see, Manchester is the Queen of North West England and has a tradition of local heroes addressing the populace. They've got a nice big space in front of Manchester Town Hall called Albert Square, where the crowd gathers. Then the dignitaries come out on a balcony, appearing above the rabble's heads, like the Royal Family does sometimes, down at Buckingham Palace in London.

It had been a difficult time. Loreanne had insisted on taking me to see the Leader of the City Council make his little speech. It wasn't easy for him. Of course, he'd been a politician long enough to spin a yarn or two to any old audience, but the tricky part was getting him up there on the Town Hall balcony, in front of the people in the first place. Especially as they chose to bring his iron lung with him.

Loreanne was a real treat. She'd always been a looker; I've known her for three years and she constantly manages to warm my juices. Not that it's ever done me any good: she's never been so much as vaguely impressed by men chasing her with their tongues hanging out - too many do - and so I had to content myself with getting along with her on a strictly intellectual plane. As long as I kept my hands to myself and in sight she tolerated my presence.

Or so I thought. Over the last week she'd suddenly developed a keen interest in me. But then, it wasn't personal. It was business.

She was already seated in the bar by the time we’d agreed to meet. I arrived and noticed she had taken the liberty of equipping our table with a bottle of passable white wine and two glasses. It was professional; it meant I didn't have to crawl off to the bar and ham-fist our introductions. She merely grabbed my shoulders, planted a conspiratorial peck on the nearest cheek and set me down to admire her while she poured the wine. She did it well, but then she did everything physical well, I was sure of that.

"Mickey, you're looking great," she told me.

I told her she was too, and it was only true. From her carefully plaited hair and silver streaks to her imitation calf boots, she was every inch the business executive. Which was strange, because strictly speaking her day job was answering phones for cheap young trainee solicitors, which is where our paths crossed, on one of my earlier investigations. But it wasn't that post we were here to discuss. It was her out-of-hours occupation that excited her.

"You watched the video?" she asked, excited.

I nodded, and explained I'd meant to bring it, but had been delayed; the traffic was terrible and I hadn't managed to get home. I told her the video disc was at home and I hadn't brought it with me. Still, not to worry; she could come back with me later, maybe give me a lift after our meeting, and pick it up.

She gave me a tired look, like she thought it was an old ploy to get her back to my place; an 'etchings' kind of motive. I protested my innocence.
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