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I was walking past the swanky new coffee shop on the corner of Mount Street in Manchester when I heard a firm and repeated tap on the window. For me? I looked around. It was Nick Soltein, vigorously waving at me from inside the brashest new eaterie in the North West of England. I nodded. He kept on waving. He wanted me? I nodded again, and indicated I would join him.

Okay, I didn't want to. Firstly, because ever since the coffee craze arrived in England from the USA I've been avoiding patronising such premises. I don't like strong coffee and I don't like high prices. This place provide both. Secondly, because Nick is a tech. He's a guy I've worked with over the years, many times, but usually I see him in dungarees, up to his arms in oil, head bent over an engine or sweating over an electric circuit. This time wasn't right. He was wearing a suit, and his hair was slicked back in the craziest haircut I'd ever seen since Elvis Presley walked the earth. Thirdly, it was bad form. Darn it, I'm a secret agent and he's in departmental support. We don't socialise out of hours – that's tradition - and I've never talked to Nick before except when I was in trouble. What was different now?

He was in trouble.

“Mickey, great. Mickey,” he said, gripping my arm and pumping my hand. He seemed set to shake it off. I tried to escape, but he said: “I'll get you coffee.” He paused just long enough for me to convince him that tea would be better. Then, he bumbled off to the counter to get it, I tried to sit down nonchalantly and scan the rest of the restaurant for people watching me. There were a few eyes looking my way, but I stared them down and they turned away. Good. There was no one there I recognised. We weren't being watched.

Nick wanted to talk. He babbled for quite a while after he'd fetched me the drink. I stirred my tea and waited for him to calm down.

“Why, the suit, Nick?” Or, 'Why the tie?' I could have added. It was hideous, garish. The colours were bright, lurid, and didn't seem like they were for him at all.

He looked down, momentarily flummoxed, as if he didn't realise he was over-dressed. Then he smiled a slow smile and shrugged his skinny shoulders.

“I've got a business meeting,” he said quietly.

Here, in the big city? Nick lived east of Manchester, as far as I knew, in a small town, tucked away under the edge of the moors. The only time he ventured into the bright lights and gaudy temptations of the gilded streets was when people like me had need of him, I'd always thought. Why now? I sure as hell hadn't summoned him. My life was pretty quiet at the moment. I'd just closed a case for a private patron and had put some money in the bank. Captain Gibson hadn't called me out on any duties or matters of national importance. It was all very lazy, suiting the warm summer weather we'd been having recently. The dusty city streets were reflecting back a hot July sun, and baking the piles of fresh horse manure. God, Manchester City Council's plan to brighten up the tourism potential of the place by running horse-drawn cabs was starting to backfire. The streets were getting messy and the junctions almost impassable.
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