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  Adam Compton undid his top button and tugged at the collar of his shirt.




  The tut came almost instantly as Jessica Daniel nudged him in the ribs. ‘Stop fidgeting – we’re supposed to be incognito, not looking shiftier than a used-car salesman taking a

  lie-detector test.’




  ‘It’s itchy.’




  ‘Stop moaning and keep walking with me.’




  Jessica stretched out and took his hand in hers, giving him a squeeze and leading him around a set of benches.




  ‘I still don’t get why I had to dress up?’ Adam complained.




  ‘You’re only wearing black trousers and a shirt – it’s hardly a tux. Besides, it’s because you’re out with me – not slumming it around the house

  watching children’s cartoons in your underwear. I’ve even got heels on for the first time this year.’




  Adam glanced down as if he didn’t believe her, even though he had driven because she didn’t fancy chancing her feet on the car’s pedals while wearing them. ‘We’re

  at a railway station – it’s hardly dinner at the Ritz,’ he said.




  Before she could reply, a public address announcement boomed around Manchester’s Piccadilly Station reminding everyone to keep their bags with them. Jessica continued to scan the crowd as

  they ambled past the main departure board for the fourth time, before stopping close to the exit and turning to look at the times on display.




  Small groups of people mooched past, clinging onto their bags and squinting at the digital display board before pointing and heading off to their platforms. Men and women in business suits,

  children climbing over large cases as their parents scanned for the next train to the airport, scallies with their caps pulled down and hands jammed in pockets, City fans, United fans, teenagers

  – Jessica searched them all but no one stood out. At least not in the way she wanted.




  Adam was fidgeting again. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen him in anything other than a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Even when he went to his job at Manchester Metropolitan

  University, he got away with it by putting a jacket over the top.




  The scruffy git.




  He freed his hand from hers and tugged at his hair. She knew he was wishing it was long again, having caved in to her relentless nagging and had it sliced down to ear-length.




  ‘You’re not looking posh enough,’ Jessica said.




  ‘How do posh people look?’




  ‘They stand straighter and don’t pull at their hair.’




  Adam pushed himself up onto the tips of his toes and cricked his back. ‘Do they stand near open doorways doing nothing as the wind howls through?’




  ‘We’re here for a reason.’




  ‘What reason?’




  Jessica took his hand again and started to lead him across the concourse. Her heels clip-clopped awkwardly as she had to think her way through every step. This used to be easier when she was

  seventeen and sneaking off with her friend Caroline trying to get into pubs. Heel-toe, heel-toe, don’t step in the cracks between the tiles. Noise echoed around the enclosed area: footsteps,

  chatter, a child wailing, the whoosh of an espresso machine, ding-dong: ‘For security reasons, passengers are reminded to keep their bags with them at all times.’




  All right, sod off, we get the message.




  Jessica continued to peer at the crowd as she led Adam to an area close to the women’s toilets and turned to face a different departure board.




  ‘So . . . ?’ Adam said.




  Jessica replied without facing him, still people-watching. ‘There are a few blank spots in the CCTV – where we were by the doors, here, over by the far tables at the coffee shop and

  a few other places.’




  ‘Are we trying to stay out of view?’




  ‘We’re trying to appear enticing. You’re failing.’




  ‘Enticing to who?’




  Jessica spotted a teenage boy, fourteen or fifteen, squeezing between two people hauling suitcases behind them. He took a phone out of his pocket and stopped in front of a rotating advertising

  board to make a call. His slanted spiky hair pointed high to the heavens and he looked the type to have covered himself in half a can of deodorant that morning. Earring, arse hanging out of his

  trousers, shiny white trainers, fake gold bracelet, swagger: not who she was looking for.




  As the board clicked over to 18.16, Jessica double-checked the catch on the small handbag hanging over her shoulder. That, the heels and the long dress weren’t just beginning to feel

  uncomfortable, they had been since the moment she’d tarted herself up. Not that she could tell Adam that after ticking him off for complaining. In many ways, it was a shame that the first

  time they’d got dressed up to go out in months involved them hanging around a train station. The fact it was for work purposes pretty much summed up their relationship.




  ‘There’ve been a series of pickpocketings here in the past month,’ Jessica said. ‘We’ve had people going over the CCTV but there’s never anything on there.

  The victims are always in the camera’s blind spots and dressed like we are: people who have come in to the city to go to a show, the Opera House, or for a swanky swingers’ party.

  Whoever our thief is knows the layout and how to get in and out without being seen. Every time we’ve had police down here, they make it so obvious they’re our lot that nothing ever

  happens. The security guards and transport police are as much use as sun cream in Manchester, so I told the guv I’d try something different.’




  ‘And that involves me?’




  ‘The victims are always part of a couple, so yes. Just stand there, gaze at the board and put on that innocent look you always have when I come downstairs late at night and you’re

  pretending you’ve not just wiped the laptop’s Internet history.’




  Adam huffed in a way he probably thought was outrage but it only made him sound guiltier. Jessica nudged him gently and they started to loop around the station again, passing the escalator and

  the platform exits before heading towards the main doors. Jessica found a spot close to the hot-dog stall and tried not to wince as the scent of burnt onions wafted across. Even she was a better

  cook than that.




  A Goth couple; a lone woman in higher heels than Jessica’s running as if the laws of gravity and physics didn’t apply; an old man with a walking stick and tattered brown coat; a

  student type in shorts and a T-shirt even though it was dark and November; a blonde girl no older than sixteen on her mobile phone: ‘No, I only snogged him, like . . . Get lost, you cheeky

  bitch, I don’t care what he says, I didn’t shag him.’ A pause to tug at an oversized hoop earring. ‘Oh, that time. Well, yeah, but it was only the once and I

  didn’t know he was going out with her. It didn’t last long anyway.’




  Jessica zoned out of the conversation, continuing to watch the crowd. She didn’t fancy coming back here every night until something happened. Six separate pickpocket cases in five weeks.

  It wasn’t the crime of the century but Jessica liked being out and doing something, instead of cooped up in her office at the station, filling in paperwork, signing things off and generally

  boring herself. DCI Jack Cole had given her the same shrug she’d seen a lot recently when she had suggested going to the train station with Adam. If she wanted to do something pro-active in

  her spare time then so be it.




  ‘Can you see the board from here?’ Adam asked.




  ‘Why wouldn’t I be able to?’




  ‘Because it was only a couple of months ago some bloke was lasering your eyes. I didn’t know if it had any other effects.’




  ‘Like what?’




  Adam mumbled something under his breath but he must really be bored if he was back to talking about her eyes again. Jessica had eventually gone for laser eye treatment, having spent months

  constantly losing her glasses. At the time, he’d gone on about how it would give her superpowers – some sort of laser projectile out of Star Wars, Star Trek or some other

  geeky thing she couldn’t care less about. He really was a nerd sometimes. If someone had told her sixteen-year-old self she was going to end up engaged to a person who, in most circumstances,

  would’ve been suitable for an intimate relationship only with his own hand then she would’ve told them to sod off. She tried to remember the name of the boy she lusted after in college;

  the one whose name she wrote in love hearts and blathered on to Caroline about over cheap cider. Was it Jez? Jeremy? Had there ever been anyone fanciable called Jeremy? She couldn’t remember.

  Maybe it was Jeff? No, that was worse than Jeremy. Definitely a J in there somewhere.




  Ding-dong: ‘For security reasons, passengers are reminded to keep their bags with them at all times.’




  The voice reverberated around the station again, as Jessica wondered if anyone had ever kept hold of a bag because of it.




  Her mind was wandering annoyingly from the crowd she was meant to be watching back towards work, as ever. Adam took her by surprise as he leant in and spoke softly: ‘What are we going to

  do later?’




  ‘I’m not keeping the heels on just for you, if that’s what you’re asking.’




  He stifled a smile, mind firmly read.




  ‘We need to get some milk,’ Jessica added. ‘There’s that twenty-four-hour place on the way home. Hopefully we’ll hit that sweet spot where all the sandwiches and

  meat have been reduced but before everyone else piles in and only leaves the egg ones.’




  Adam sniggered. ‘What rock-and-roll lifestyles we live: a night out at the train station and reduced-price sandwiches on the way home.’




  ‘You won’t be moaning if we get a reduced pack of cookies or muffins.’




  Adam started to reply but his words dissolved into a saliva-filled ‘Mmmm’.




  So easy to please.




  A man in a suit hurried past, phone clamped to his ear, other hand readjusting his crotch. ‘Who authorised twenty per cent?’ he said too loudly. ‘I’m not going out to

  Stockholm to sort it again.’ He glanced up to see Jessica watching him, finishing playing with himself and scowling at the same time: a piece of multitasking she wouldn’t have thought

  him capable of. He told whoever he was moaning to that he’d call them back and then stomped into the nearby coffee shop.




  Jessica was just thinking about how unsociable mobile phones made everyone when she felt hers begin to vibrate in her bag. With Adam standing next to her, it meant there were only two candidates

  – either her mother or someone from the station. If not them, then someone trying to sell her any number of financial products she definitely didn’t want.




  She fumbled in the bag, tugging the phone out before realising that the contents were a lot less compacted than when she’d left the house.




  ‘Something wrong?’ Adam asked, as Jessica emptied her bag onto the top of a newspaper dispenser.




  ‘Shite.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Someone’s nicked my purse.’
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  She may have lost her wallet but Jessica eventually answered her phone on the third ring. There must have been a quiz show on television distracting her mother because it

  wasn’t her. Jessica had left a pair of jeans, warm top and sensible shoes on the back seat of the car and got changed in the shadows of the multi-storey car park. Poor old Adam had been

  ditched for work again, left to catch the bus or tram home. One day she would make it all up to him. Or, at the very least, she would keep telling herself that.




  With the rush-hour traffic long gone, Jessica headed along Oxford Street, over the river and into Salford. As she passed the university buildings and made the turn into Peel Park, the familiar

  blue haze lit up the car park, spinning blue bulbs on top of police cars eating into the darkness and signalling some poor sod hadn’t had a good day. Aside from a breeze whipping off the

  water and through the park, the evening was surprisingly mild. Jessica headed towards the group of silhouettes massing close to one of the bridges which crossed the River Irwell. Cigarette smoke

  and northern accents drifted into the air, joined by the sound of activity somewhere close to the river.




  The shadows dissolved into a handful of uniformed officers, with the cigarette smoke coming from a man muttering to himself in an Eastern European-sounding accent. In the mix of the orange glow

  from the street lights above and the blue rotating lights of the police cars, the scene looked like the type of disco where no one ended up going home alone.




  One of the detective constables was taking notes but stopped to peer up as Jessica arrived. ‘I thought you’d knocked off for the day,’ he said.




  Jessica shrugged – it was no wonder she always got the call: she was always the one stupid enough to drop everything and attend. ‘They told me there was a body,’ she said.




  The DC nodded backwards. ‘Scene of Crime are there now.’ With a slight sideways motion, he indicated the man with the cigarette. ‘This is Pavel. He found the body.’




  Jessica looked the man up and down: muddy jeans, walking boots, and a thin dark jacket. His eyes darted sideways catching the orange light, his pointed nose and stubbly chin making him look like

  a startled rabbit.




  ‘Kto?’ he said, his accent sounding thicker than before.




  Jessica stepped a few metres away, gesturing for the officer to join her. ‘How’s his English?’




  ‘Better than my Polish.’




  ‘What did he say?’




  The DC lowered his voice, even though they couldn’t be overheard. ‘He does agency work for some cleaning company in the city. A few people called in sick, so they’ve been

  behind all day. There’s a university rowing clubhouse down by the river they’re contracted to do once a week – but he only got here as it was getting dark. He was mumbling

  something about striking bin men and everything being messed up.’




  ‘What did he find?’




  ‘You’re better off seeing for yourself. SOCO are going to be there for a while.’




  Jessica nodded, heading past the officers, down a slope towards the water’s edge. Away from the blue and orange lights, the moon gave the river an unearthly glow, black ripples serenely

  rolling towards the bank. Jessica watched them for a few moments, breathing the night air, knowing this was going to be another late one, followed by an early morning tomorrow and then who knew

  what else. She held the cool air in her lungs and then turned to face the large building behind her. At its front was an elaborate arched doorway, with wooden decking sloping down towards the

  water. Three boat landings stretched into the water, waves lapping at the struts that plunged into the dark depths. The whitewashed facade had some sort of cross-paddle logo painted on it that she

  couldn’t entirely make out in the dim light.




  At the back of the building, bright white lights seared through the night, illuminating the grass verge that surrounded it. Jessica followed the light until the all-too-familiar shapes of the

  paper-suited Scene of Crime officers came into view. One of them was leaning into a tall metal wheelie bin, its once blue sides scratched grey, as another ducked into a translucent white tent.




  Jessica didn’t need to go any closer to figure out what had happened. ‘Was the body actually in the bin?’ she called across.




  One of the female SOCOs she recognised but didn’t know the name of eyed her suspiciously, until Jessica stepped into the light and revealed herself. ‘Thrown out like an old takeaway

  tub,’ the officer replied grimly.




  ‘Is the bin full?’




  The woman shrugged, not knowing why it mattered, but she nodded anyway. It took Jessica a moment to remember which day it was: one of the curses of age.




  Thursday, definitely Thursday.




  With the bin full, it seemed likely that today was collection day – or would have been if the bin men weren’t on strike. It had been on the lunchtime news that they’d walked

  out that morning, protesting at a colleague’s suspension. She wondered if the killer knew the routine, assuming the body would be landfill by now. If it wasn’t for the industrial

  dispute, it probably would have been.




  Jessica scanned the rest of the alleyway without edging any closer; the days of inspectors trampling on crime scenes were long gone. The wheelie bin was next to another, both pressed against a

  red-brick wall close to a fire exit. Above, a steep grass bank sloped down from the park towards a rough patch of concrete. Aside from a stray crisp packet blowing from side to side and the Scene

  of Crime gear, the alley was clear.




  Sometimes you wanted to see more but occasionally the setting was enough, knowing that a person had been tossed away like they were nothing. Jessica would wait for the photographs and

  report.




  She felt the wind bite, whistling between the verge and the clubhouse as she turned and headed back up the slope towards the other officers. Jessica approached the constable from before, who was

  standing by himself tapping something into his phone.




  ‘Any clue on the identity?’ she asked.




  He looked up, nodding. ‘There was a wallet in his pocket. They’ve bagged it but there was a student ID in there. Some kid named Damon Potter; nineteen years old, local by the looks

  of it. We did an informal ID from the photo on the card and someone’s on the way to see his parents so they can make it official. Paperwork’s already being sorted. Poor sods. I’m

  surprised they called you down.’




  At least the evening crew knew what they were doing, which was more than could be said for the new recruits on day shift. Jessica wouldn’t trust some of them to tie their own

  shoelaces.




  With the SOCO team doing their jobs, the initial admin in hand, and not much more likely to be confirmed until morning, the handful of officers had begun to drift away, cleaner Pavel in tow.

  They were either heading for the patrol cars to go back to the station, or they’d felt the siren’s call from the kebab shop around the corner. Jessica knew where her money lay.




  As she started digging for her car keys, Jessica noticed someone hurrying towards them: a tall, slender frame with large shoulders illuminated in the mishmash of light. The DC gave Jessica his

  best ‘no idea’ shrug as they waited. As he got closer, Jessica could see that the man was in his early twenties, athletic, with eyes that were darting past them towards the slope that

  led down to the boathouse. His tan was apparent even in the faded light, tufty sand-coloured hair topping off the beach-bum look.




  Ignoring Jessica, he went straight to the constable, standing a good four inches taller than him and introducing himself as Holden Wyatt, student president of the university rowing club. Even

  before she heard the accent – gently northern but with the harsher twang coached away – Jessica knew the type. He’d ignored her because he’d automatically assumed a man

  would be in charge.




  ‘I got a call from campus security,’ Holden said.




  ‘Do you know Damon Potter?’ Jessica asked.




  He spun to face her, realising his mistake and weighing Jessica up in an instant by running his eyes up and down her. He was seemingly used to being in charge of situations and followed with a

  short, assertive nod, before pushing himself up onto the tips of his toes, ensuring he towered over her. ‘Who are you?’




  Jessica took her identification from her pocket and held it in the light for him to see. ‘De-tect-ive In-spec-tor.’ The words rolled around Holden’s mouth, as if he

  didn’t quite believe them. ‘Why have I been called down?’ he added.




  Jessica didn’t actually know but she wasn’t going to show him that. ‘I tend to ask the questions. That’s where the whole “detective” bit comes from. Anyway:

  Damon Potter – who is he?’




  Holden’s nose twitched and he looked skywards, biting his bottom lip as if trying to remember. It was a show entirely for her benefit as there was recognition in his eyes.




  ‘I think he’s one of our members. Perhaps a first year? The newbies only join in September or sometimes October, so I don’t know everyone yet.’




  ‘How many members do you have?’




  ‘Active? Eighty or so – I’m not sure. We have a membership secretary. Then there are life members, alumni, the president and so on.’




  ‘And you’re affiliated to the university?’




  Holden’s head bobbed from side to side before he nodded. ‘Traditionally, yes, but we have our own constitution. Members must come from the university but we’re not a part of

  the students’ union, or the university itself.’




  ‘Do you get funding from them?’




  ‘A little.’




  ‘And how do you get to become student president?’




  Holden glanced at the constable, wondering why he was being questioned. ‘Look, it’s getting late. I thought there’d been a break-in, or something. Is there a problem with the

  club? Or Damon?’




  Jessica checked her watch, making the point that it wasn’t that late, and then nodded. ‘It’s not been confirmed but Damon’s body was found dumped in one of the

  bins at the back of your clubhouse.’




  For a moment, Holden stared at her. She could almost see the cogs whirring in his head. ‘He’s dead?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘We don’t know yet. When did you last see him?’




  Holden ran his hand through his thin mop of curls and noisily blew out through his mouth. A thin stream of breath spiralled into the air, making Jessica realise that it was now colder than it

  had been. ‘I’m not sure – we have a lot of new members at this time of year. Most of the first years row in their own teams because we already have established line-ups. I’m

  in the final year of my master’s and don’t necessarily know everyone. We have our own schedules for practising and so on.’




  Jessica took a business card from her pocket and told him to call her if he remembered anything else about Damon. He asked if he could check the club over but she told him not until their search

  teams had picked through everything. After his previous confidence, Holden now seemed distracted, scratching his head and rocking back on his heels, losing an inch or so of height. He read the

  details on Jessica’s card before pocketing it and turning to walk back the way he’d come. They would need to talk again properly but she wanted to know her facts before she went eyeball

  to chest with him again – she was certain he hadn’t told her the entire truth.




  As Jessica was about to call the station to find out where the search team was, the first drops of rain began to clatter onto the path. She felt sure that whoever had left the body knew what

  they were doing and wouldn’t have trampled across the grass at the back of the club – but an evening of rain wasn’t going to help.




  Welcome to Manchester: mild one minute, chilly the next, pouring down moments later.




  For now, the late team could deal with things but tomorrow someone was going to have to dig through the contents of both bins. Jessica knew just the people for the job.
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  The lights flickered in the newly refurbished incident room at Longsight Police Station. After a temporary spell upstairs without heating but with an increased risk of

  everything from asbestos poisoning to Legionnaires’ disease, everyone was allowed to work in the basement again. Well, ‘work’ being a subjective term considering the electricity

  had been on the blink since they’d moved back the previous month. That was combined with the fact that it still reeked of fresh paint.




  Jessica scowled upwards as the white strip bulb chuntered angrily before deciding it wasn’t going to douse them in darkness. Below, the mix of uniformed officers and CID officers rabbited

  to each other.




  Quieting them with her trademark ‘all right, shut it, you lot’, Jessica glanced at the scrawl of notes she’d made. Her handwriting really was appalling. Behind her on a

  whiteboard, images had been pinned up of the area at the back of the rowing club, alongside a large photograph of Damon Potter in his rowing uniform. He had a physique much like Holden’s the

  night before – tall and lean but with strong shoulders. His dark hair was cut short, determined brown eyes staring out into the room atop a chiselled jawline.




  ‘Okay, so we have an official ID on the body of Damon Potter from last night,’ Jessica said. ‘We should have cause of death back later but there were no obvious bruises on his

  body and no signs he was attacked. Regardless, he didn’t just fall into the bin – so someone knows what happened to him. I’ve got things to do today, so I want you lot doing the

  digging here. Who does he hang around with? Does he have a girlfriend or boyfriend? Where does he live? Who are his family? Is he a cat or dog person? All that sort of stuff. The night boys have

  started but nothing was open.’ Jessica nodded towards DS Louise Cornish, a middle-aged, slightly frumpy woman who was staring past her towards the board. ‘Louise will sort things at

  this end. Damon was a member of the rowing club, so I want details on that too – who are the main people involved? What do they get up to when they’re not dinghy-racing, or whatever it

  is they do? Those of you with Iz already know what you’re doing; those on bin duty are already on site – everyone else with Louise.’




  Chairs scraped and tea was slurped as the assembled officers slowly started to move. Jessica nodded at Acting Detective Sergeant Izzy Diamond, indicating an unoccupied desk near the front of the

  room.




  Izzy looked tired, blinking rapidly and pushing a loose strand of long brown hair behind her ear. ‘I know what you’re doing,’ she said, peering at Jessica, eyebrows raised.




  Jessica tried to sound as if she didn’t know what her friend was talking about. ‘What?’




  Izzy’s half-laugh wasn’t convincing. ‘You should’ve pulled my people to investigate your body in the bin.’




  ‘We’ve got enough officers.’




  Izzy shook her head, not complaining. Jessica slid a photo out from under the keyboard on the desk. It was a still frame taken from a CCTV camera at an off-licence, showing a balaclava-wearing

  man pointing a serrated-edged knife in the direction of a cashier.




  ‘Any luck with the tattoo?’ Jessica asked, pointing at the complex shapes on the robber’s bare wrist.




  Izzy shook her head. ‘That picture from Monday is the clearest. The marks are distinctive but we’ve not had anyone coming forward to say they know someone with tattoos like that.

  We’ve been around the city’s tattoo places and identified them as some sort of African tribal patterns but if our guy got it done in Manchester then no one’s saying

  anything.’




  Four off-licences robbed after dark around the city, thousands of pounds taken, with the only clue being the tattoo. Jessica stared at the figure again. Not particularly fat or thin, dark

  short-sleeved top, jeans from George at Asda, size nine or ten workman’s boots, balaclava covering his face. It wasn’t an original outfit but it did the job.




  Izzy had recently been promoted from constable to sergeant on a temporary six-month basis. This was the first proper case she had been assigned. Jessica knew the fact she hadn’t solved it

  quickly was annoying her.




  ‘How’s Amber?’ Jessica asked, referring to the sergeant’s young daughter.




  ‘Growing,’ Izzy replied, not wanting the subject to be changed and lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘I really need to get the job permanently. Mal’s had his hours cut and

  the extra money . . .’




  ‘They’re not going to deny you that because there’s some tattoo we’ve not been able to find.’




  ‘It’s not going to help – especially if this guy keeps holding up shops.’




  Jessica couldn’t argue; if the attacks continued then someone higher up the chain would take over the case anyway – likely her. She was about to offer some sort of encouragement and

  head off when Izzy added: ‘Has the guv still got the arse with you?’




  Jessica tried to brush the remark off with a shrug but Izzy wasn’t going to let it go. ‘Did you ever figure out what’s up with him? It’s been going on for months now

  – ever since that Scott Dewhurst guy was shot.’




  Even the sound of his name made the back of Jessica’s neck prickle. That bald head, the thick fingers and his vice-like grip. If she closed her eyes, she would still be able to see

  him.




  ‘I don’t think it’s that,’ Jessica replied. ‘Anyway, it’s not just me. I think he’s just getting grumpy in his old age.’




  It was true: Detective Chief Inspector Jack Cole had been off with her ever since Dewhurst was shot. It wasn’t that he’d said anything specific, more that his replies were

  always short and that he went out of his way to avoid meetings involving her that weren’t absolutely necessary. Jessica didn’t mind that as such – anything that got rid of extra

  paperwork and what she considered time-wasting was fine by her – but the fact other people had noticed proved it wasn’t just in her mind. As for why, Jessica didn’t know. She was

  up with all of her targets and, despite the tattoo robberies, there wasn’t much on their unsolved pile.




  Izzy caught Jessica’s eye, nodding towards the door with a knowing grin. ‘Here’s your sidekick.’




  Jessica turned to see Detective Constable Archie Davey swaggering towards her. There was no other way to describe the way he walked: knees bent outwards, chest pumped forward, shoulders back. It

  would be laughable but for the fact that he actually had the presence to pull it off. After being short-staffed for longer than Jessica could remember, Greater Manchester Police had finally got

  around to hiring some new constables and Archie had been the first face through the door six weeks previously. At barely five foot eight, he was hardly the stereotypical police officer but he had

  served his dues working for uniform in the Southern district of Manchester.




  ‘All right?’




  Archie’s thick Mancunian accent rarely failed to make Jessica smile. In another life, he would have been the exact type of lad about town they spent half their days trying to catch. With

  the raise of an eyebrow, he could turn from being a happy-go-lucky constable to looking like he wanted to tear a person’s lower intestine out. He probably could as well. The product of a

  Stretford council estate, Archie knew the city as well as anyone but had chosen the right side of the criminal fence. On the odd occasion she had seen him in action, Jessica had been surprised at

  how far a local-sounding voice could get them on Manchester’s estates. He was the perfect appointment. Even at twenty-seven, he sounded like more of a scally, chav or whatever else they were

  called nowadays, than half the people they arrested. His dark tight curls were gelled back, which, combined with his cocky smirk, had contributed to a few of the females around the station noticing

  him. His ladies’ man reputation preceded him.




  ‘You’re with me today,’ Jessica told him.




  ‘Wanna brew first?’




  He really was the perfect appointment.




  Jessica nodded. ‘Make Izzy one too and see if the canteen’s got any fried bread on the go. We’ve got a busy day.’




  Archie pushed out his bottom lip, spinning to head back the way he’d come. ‘Sorted. They had some barms on yesterday.’




  For a moment, Jessica thought he was going to add ‘luv’ but he just about clung onto the final word. During his first fortnight, he’d managed to get himself into trouble by

  calling almost everyone – male, female, sergeant, inspector and everyone else alike – ‘luv’. It was part of the vocabulary where he’d grown up and he’d kept hold

  of it through his days in uniform. It didn’t go down quite so well when he told the chief inspector that he’d ‘be there in a minute, luv’. After apologising, when it was

  just him and Jessica, he blamed the guv for not being up on Mancunian dialect.




  Izzy was smiling as Jessica turned back to her. ‘He’s going to get himself into trouble one of these days.’




  ‘He’s all right.’




  ‘Only because we know him. Dave’s got a man-crush on him.’




  It was Jessica’s turn to smile. Detective Constable David Rowlands had spent the past few weeks barely concealing his admiration for the new DC. Jessica figured it was because Dave

  believed Archie was a younger version of him. The difference was that, with Archie, the casual boasts about girlfriends were actually confirmed by other officers. With Dave, even when he’d

  been younger, they had always been questionable to say the least.




  ‘Where is Dave?’ Izzy asked.




  ‘Bin duty with Jane and a couple of the others.’




  ‘Joy Bag?’




  Jessica nodded. Jane’s unfortunate nickname was also something that preceded her around the station, a product of finding a pile of used condoms under a flower pot during another fingertip

  search.




  ‘She’s going to have it in for you even more than before,’ Izzy said. ‘Still, “Bin Boy” and “Joy Bag” have quite the ring to them.’




  ‘If you have no luck catching our tattooed robber, you have my permission to spend the day trying to get that to stick.’




  Izzy laughed. ‘What happened with your pickpocket thing?’




  Jessica had almost forgotten about it. The crimes were so minor that they weren’t high on their unsolved list. She shrugged. ‘No luck – it was only a long shot. Adam moaned all

  evening about having to dress up.’




  ‘You should’ve taken Archie – he’s up for anything that gets him out in public where there might be girls.’




  That was true – but Jessica hadn’t exactly treated the Piccadilly stake-out seriously. ‘Did I ever tell you the first thing Arch said to me?’




  ‘No.’




  Jessica grinned. ‘Someone had just introduced me as an inspector, so he shakes my hand, looks me in the eye and goes, “Are you a red or a blue?”’




  ‘What did you say?’




  ‘I thought he was talking about politics and said I don’t vote for any of those bastards. He looked at me as if he’d just eaten lasagne from the canteen, then said, “I

  meant footy. City or United?” I sort of shrugged and said I wasn’t into football. For a moment he seemed confused, as if he couldn’t believe it, then he nodded and said: “At

  least you’re not a bitter.” That’s a Man City fan, apparently. The next week, he was asking if I could swing the rota so he was off for a United game.’




  ‘I said he was going to get himself into trouble.’




  As Izzy finished speaking, Archie waltzed through the door again, carrying a grease-soaked paper bag and three polystyrene cups with steam seeping through the lids. Jessica wanted to disagree

  but from the way Archie nodded towards the car park, she couldn’t help but feel that it was only a matter of time before he was too casual with the wrong person.




  Manchester’s weather was continuing to be predictably unpredictable. After the coldest May and wettest July on record, this November was unseasonably warm. Jessica

  skirted through the streets of the city in a creaky pool car as Archie glanced through the passenger’s side window at various women wearing low-cut tops.




  ‘Will you stop doing that?’ Jessica said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Doing an impression of the Exorcist girl every time we pass a woman.’




  ‘It’s not my fault the sun’s out. I’m only looking. There are blokes for you, too.’




  Jessica glanced across to where Archie was pointing. An overweight man wearing jeans and muddy boots had his shirt off and tucked into his back pocket. ‘Are you joking? He’s got

  bigger boobs than me.’




  Archie puffed between his teeth dismissively. ‘What I don’t get,’ he said, ‘is why this Damon kid was at Salford Uni. His parents live out in Wilmslow, so they must have

  a few quid about them. He could’ve gone anywhere but he chose Salford. One of the Manchester ones, maybe, but Salford?’




  Jessica wasn’t sure if his annoyance was due to his Manchester bias and the fact that Salford was a separate city, but he had a point. Salford wasn’t a bad university – but if

  you had money and a choice, it probably wouldn’t be the first one.




  They got their answer fairly quickly after meeting Damon’s father. Francis Potter had made his money building up a haulage firm and was a director for four other companies – all

  based locally, all full of cash. Not that his large house and three cars on the driveway made up for the loss of his son. Francis, clearly devastated, told them that Damon had gone to the

  University of Salford to study Business and Management because their family was committed to the area. He had an accent more profound than Archie’s. The plan had been for Damon to complete

  his degree, work for a master’s, and then to set up his own company with his father’s help. From everything Francis said, his son’s career path had long been mapped out, with

  grades less important than the fact that Damon was studying locally.




  He answered the rest of their questions but didn’t seem to know much about his son’s current life, perhaps not a surprise as Damon had chosen to live in student accommodation rather

  than at home.




  Jessica and Archie left the house knowing little more than they did before arriving. As they were heading for Salford, her phone rang with the cause of death. Damon had choked on his own vomit

  and had cocaine and high levels of alcohol in his system. From the initial examination, there was no sign of a struggle but it had likely happened sixteen to twenty hours before his body had been

  found.




  It seemed such a waste. He wasn’t the first young person to die in such a way and wouldn’t be the last – but if it was simply a case of an accidental overdose, then why would

  someone go to the hassle of dumping the body in a bin?
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  Jessica and Archie’s next visit was to the head of Business and Management at the University of Salford – a thrilling job that someone had to do. Professor Robert

  Harper was what Jessica considered to be a stereotypical lecturer: cord jacket, elbow patches, balding, barmy. The strands of what was left of his hair appeared to be independent of each other,

  jutting off at unrelated angles like the straws in a game of KerPlunk. His office made Jessica’s look as if there was actually order to it. Hers might have files, papers, crisp packets and

  who knew what else strewn around the floor and desk but his had the contents of at least one rainforest. Books were piled on top of each other, covering an entire wall, with extra shelves running

  around the rest of the space overflowing with more tomes. The computer keyboard on his desk was buried under a pile of papers, with a printer burring in the corner, spitting page after page into a

  plastic tray.




  After insisting they call him ‘Bob’, Robert invited Jessica and Archie into his office, muttering about how awful everything was regarding Damon’s death. The body find had led

  the local news that morning, even though the exact details of the location hadn’t been revealed. Officers would be flooding the campus that morning to talk to classmates and anyone else who

  might have known Damon – but Jessica wanted to talk to a few key people herself.




  ‘Very bright, very bright,’ was the professor’s first assessment after being asked what he thought of the dead student.




  ‘How long have you been teaching here?’ Jessica asked, taking a seat but being careful not to move too much in case it brought the nearby tower of books crashing down upon her. Death

  by hardback would be one unforgettable way to go.




  Call Me Bob sucked on his teeth and glanced up to the ceiling. ‘Let me think . . . I was at City, then I did two years at John Moores, then I came here, so that’s eight, nine, twelve

  years here; a bit over twenty in total.’




  The printer in the corner finally stopped spitting pages out, leaving a moment of silence before Jessica filled it: ‘Roughly how many students do you teach a year?’




  Apparently unaware of the meaning of ‘roughly’, Call Me Bob started hunting through the papers on the keyboard, holding up the lists of students before giving Jessica an exact

  number, then explaining that he didn’t teach all of them, simply that he was head of department. Jessica could feel Archie tensing next to her; she didn’t think down-to-earth Mancunians

  and erratic university lecturers would ever be the best of bed-fellows.




  As she glanced across to him, Archie caught Jessica’s eye, leaning in and whispering into her ear behind the back of his hand. ‘Who the fook’s called Bob nowadays?’




  Jessica nodded knowingly, as if he’d raised a good point. In many ways he had but she still wondered what he was up to.




  Call Me Bob’s eyes flickered between the two of them, wondering what had been said.




  ‘If you don’t teach all of the students,’ Jessica said, peering back at the professor, ‘how come you know who Damon is?’




  Leaning back into his chair, Call Me Bob stroked his chin. ‘When you’re head of course, you tend to know the students at the very top and very bottom. Those who do exceptionally are

  the ones the staff always talk about, of course, but there are also the students who miss classes, deadlines, or end up dropping out. The others, who turn up regularly and get middle-of-the-range

  grades, are the ones you tend to gloss over and perhaps don’t know the details of.’




  ‘Was Damon at the top or the bottom?’




  The professor nodded enthusiastically. ‘Oh, the top, definitely. His father is well known in business circles around the city, so it was a name that jumped out when I saw this year’s

  admissions list. He was immediately one of the exceptional students, though. I was getting reports back straight away to say he was one to watch. I teach the introduction module – something

  to keep my eye in each year. All the students take a test in their first fortnight. It’s nothing too serious and has no bearing on their final mark; it’s more to assess their initial

  knowledge. He had one of the highest scores since we brought the test in.’




  ‘And Damon continued in the same vein?’




  ‘Yes. I don’t think he missed a class in the couple of months he was here. His work was always on time and the marks were consistently in the top two or three in the year. In the

  introductory class, whenever I asked a question, his hand would usually be in the air.’




  ‘Did you notice any changes in him in recent weeks?’




  Call Me Bob shook his head, hair flapping wildly in a breeze Jessica couldn’t feel. ‘I took a class with him on Tuesday and he was the same as ever – hand in the air, taking

  notes and so on. If anything, he seemed more enthusiastic than usual.’




  Archie leant in again, whispering into Jessica’s ear behind his hand. ‘Is it me or is this guy’s head on upside down?’




  Jessica’s eyes flickered up towards the professor. Now Archie had mentioned it, the flapping strands of hair on his head would have made more sense as a beard. She nodded thoughtfully and

  made a ‘hmm’ sound as Archie leant back. Call Me Bob peered from one officer to the other but said nothing.




  ‘Is that attentiveness unusual?’ Jessica asked.




  Call Me Bob tried to flatten his hair but only succeeded in making it more static, then he scratched his shoulder. ‘When I first got into teaching, all the students were interested and

  wanted to learn. Now everyone goes to university. Tuition fees slowed things down a little but there was a period where courses were accepting any old body – people with Ds and Es at A-level,

  just to make the numbers up and keep government funding. Then you have all these offshoot, new-fangled courses – herbology, hairdressing and who knows what else. It’s not like the old

  days, so it’s nice when you have students who want to learn.’




  Jessica clarified a few further points, taking the names of the other lecturers who taught Damon. At some point they would need to be spoken to, but someone else could do that. As they were

  standing to leave, the professor stood too. ‘Do you think you’ll find out what happened to him?’ he asked.




  She began to answer but was interrupted as Archie sent a pile of papers tumbling from the desk. ‘Shite, oops, sorry mate,’ he said, hunching to help pick things up. Together, they

  tidied everything back into a stack but Jessica couldn’t help but notice the metal hip flask which had previously been hidden. Still, if she had to spend every day surrounded by

  hormone-riddled teenagers, she’d probably have a sly drink every now and then too.




  Jessica told Bob that they’d do their best to find out why Damon had died – as if she could say anything else – and then they headed along the student-filled corridors in

  silence, following signs to the cafe.




  ‘You’re buying,’ she told Archie, sitting in a low-backed wooden chair, taking in the room. Compared to the greasy spoon places round her way and most of the cafes in the

  surrounding Salford area, the university one could have been built for a king. Clean tables were a start but there was also a spiral staircase linking two floors of the teaching building, with

  bright stainless steel coffee machines behind the counter whooshing intermittently as a line of students queued for their skinny lattes. Archie might well have fitted in with the locals but he

  couldn’t stop himself standing out among the student population. His posturing and pigeon chest made him look like a particularly short students’ union bouncer.




  He arrived at the table with two cups of tea and a scowl. ‘Fooking students,’ he complained. ‘Girl behind the counter tried to serve me some shite with peppermint in

  it.’




  Jessica sipped from her cup. ‘Is camomile more your thing?’




  Archie was about to spit out a ‘no’ when he caught Jessica’s eye and grinned instead. ‘Aye, and that green shite.’




  ‘What was going on upstairs with you whispering to me behind your hand?’




  He shrugged slightly. ‘Dunno, he seemed a bit iffy. I was seeing how he’d react. Did you see the flask on his desk?’




  Jessica was surprised Archie had spotted it. ‘Yes.’




  ‘I saw it early on but thought I’d knock those papers off in case you hadn’t. Then there’s the books.’




  ‘I was afraid to move in case they came tumbling down.’




  Archie blew into his cup. ‘Not that; there were all these textbooks but then he had these general poetry books at the back.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘He’s a business professor – not even English professors read poetry.’




  ‘Perhaps he likes poetry?’




  ‘Leave it out – there’s no way he’s read everything in there. It’s all bobbins – all for show. Give me Cooper Clarke any day.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘John Cooper Clarke – punk and poet. Manc lad – well, Salford, but you can forgive him that.’




  ‘You’re into poetry?’




  Archie finished swilling tea in his mouth and swallowed. ‘Not really, but I know someone trying it on when I see it. Takes one to know one.’




  Jessica took a mouthful of her own drink, wondering if he was right. In her younger days she might have been the one storming in to put the proverbial up people just to see how they’d

  react. Now she was supposed to be sensible and clamping down on it. The hip flask was likely doing no harm; still, if Archie had spotted it before her and had bothered to scan the spines of the

  books – something she hadn’t done – then perhaps he wasn’t just the Manc loudmouth everyone thought.
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  Tea drunk and students slagged off, Jessica double-checked the address with Izzy at the station and then headed half a mile down the road to a bright red-bricked student

  accommodation block. When Jessica’s friend Caroline had been a student in Manchester, it was all rundown houses covered in blankets and bean bags, reeking of stale cigarette smoke and spilled

  alcohol; now it was custom-built flats and studio apartments, with free WiFi and coffee shops on the ground floor. Archie’s ‘tsk’ as they rang the buzzer made his feelings clear

  too.




  Damon’s roommate, Alistair, buzzed the door open and then met both officers on the stairs. He took two or three steps at a time, his gangly legs getting him to the third floor just as

  Jessica was rounding the corner from the second. As he waited in the doorway of a flat, she could see the blankness in his face. He was tall and thin but appeared cowed, having discovered

  Damon’s fate. He pushed open the unlocked front door and let both officers in without a word, leading them into a living room that had two leather sofas, a large flatscreen television fixed

  to the wall, a games console on the floor and any number of other expensive-looking electrical devices at intervals around the room.




  Jessica and Archie sat next to each other, with Alistair slumped on the other sofa, elbows on knees, staring at the floor. ‘When the police came round last night, I thought they were

  joking,’ he said. ‘Well, not joking, but you know what I mean. I couldn’t take it in.’




  ‘When did you first meet Damon?’ Jessica asked.




  ‘September. These are private halls – they do anywhere between two and five people per flat, then you share a kitchen, living room and bathroom.’




  ‘But this flat was just you and Damon?’




  ‘Yes, you pay an extra tenner a week but you get more space, so it’s worth it. The company who owns this place puts lads with lads and girls with girls, unless you’re moving in

  with people you know. There’s this complicated form. I ended up with Damon but we didn’t know each other before that.’




  ‘Did you get on?’




  Alistair looked up from the floor, glancing between Jessica and Archie. ‘Pretty much from the moment we met. Do you know his dad?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So you know he’s got a few quid, then – except you’d never know by being around him. I didn’t find out until we’d been hanging out for a couple of weeks,

  then we were at a pub and a girl from his course was there. She made some remark about it and he ended up telling me that his dad ran a company and so on. Apparently he was ready to go away and

  start a business when his course was over.’




  ‘Was he happy about that?’




  Alistair seemed surprised: ‘Why wouldn’t he be?’




  ‘Some people don’t like the feeling that their life is already mapped out. They want the freedom to make their own choices.’




  ‘If he was unhappy then he never said. He was only in year one but was already talking about how the final project for year three was to create a viable business plan. He had a few ideas

  because that’s what he wanted to go and do afterwards.’




  ‘Were you his best friend at university?’




  Alistair shrugged. ‘Dunno. He hung around with a few lads from his course, and liked going rowing, of course.’




  Jessica had been waiting for Alistair to steer the conversation round to the rowing club so that it felt more like a natural topic of conversation. ‘How often did he go?’




  ‘Three or four times a week, depending on the weather. He tried to get me into it but it’s not my thing.’ He sighed, pursing his lips. ‘To be honest, I’m not sure

  it was his either. He liked the competitive thing and said he was decent at it – but he would never have put it before his course.’




  ‘Do you know any of the people at the club he was friends with?’




  ‘No, I think it was more of a social thing for some of them but he actually wanted to race. That was pretty much the only thing he ever said about it. He was always exhausted when he got

  back from practice – we’d sit in front of the TV and have a drink.’




  ‘Was he a big beer drinker?’




  Alistair shook his head. ‘Not really.’ Jessica raised her eyebrows but he didn’t wilt. ‘Well, sometimes we’d go out and have a few but it was never ridiculous. Beer

  wasn’t his thing anyway. He might have a cider but was more into spirits.’




  ‘Drugs?’




  The reply was instant: ‘No.’




  ‘There were substances in his system when his body was found . . .’




  Alistair gulped, peering between her and Archie, weighing them up: ‘Okay, we sometimes do a little bit of weed, but it’s less harmful than cigarettes, isn’t it? It’s only

  the odd rollie now and again, I’m not a druggie – neither was he if that’s what you’re asking.’




  Jessica waited, wondering if there was anything else. When Alistair didn’t reply, she added: ‘Ever done anything harder?’




  ‘No – honestly.’




  ‘What about Damon?’




  ‘No . . . well, I don’t think so. If he has, he never said and we never did anything like that together. He was into his studies – we only had the odd joint to relax at the end

  of the day. I don’t think he would’ve wanted to do anything that would risk his place on the course.’ Alistair peered down at the floor again. ‘I’m not in trouble, am

  I? It’s only a bit of weed.’




  He sounded more pathetic than aggressive.




  ‘Where does the cannabis come from?’




  ‘Er . . .’




  ‘I’m asking because if someone was dealing drugs to Damon then he could’ve been into something more serious than you knew. If you tell the truth, you won’t be in

  trouble.’




  Alistair’s head popped back up again, eyes showing slightly more clarity after being told he wasn’t about to get nicked. ‘It’s someone I know, he’s, er, some

  lad—’




  ‘All right,’ Jessica interrupted, ‘let’s not go digging any holes. If you can assure me it’s just some small-time arrangement between you and a mate, we’ll

  pretend this part of the conversation didn’t happen.’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘Fine.’




  The truth was, Jessica didn’t have the time, manpower or inclination to pick up some small-time campus cannabis dealer when he’d be back out in twenty-four hours, fresh with an

  eighty-five-quid fine and a criminal record that would likely get him kicked out of university.




  ‘Did Damon have any enemies?’ Jessica asked. ‘Anyone he’d fallen out with?’




  A shake of the head.




  ‘Girlfriend?’




  ‘Not as such.’




  ‘And what’s he been like this past week or so?’




  ‘Fine, if anything, he’s been happier. He was getting up earlier to go rowing.’




  Call Me Bob had said something similar.




  ‘Any idea what he was happy about?’




  Another shake of the head. ‘No idea. We’d have a drink and go out now and then but we didn’t really talk about too much . . . y’know . . . girly stuff.’




  Jessica had to stop her eyes rolling – presumably that meant relationships. She glanced sideways towards Archie, who almost imperceptibly raised an eyebrow. In an instant, it was gone

  again and Jessica knew what he meant, as if she had read his mind.




  ‘I need the toilet, then I’ll brew up,’ Jessica said, getting to her feet.




  ‘Tea bags are—’




  ‘Yeah, under the sink, over the sink, in a cupboard somewhere. I’ll find them. Be right back.’




  Archie had wanted a few minutes alone with Alistair. Although the student didn’t seem the blokey type, sometimes men were happier talking to other men. Archie would turn on the

  lad-about-town charm, bang on about a few of the better clubs and pubs in the centre, and then see if he could get some real information out of Alistair. Meanwhile, Jessica went for a

  poke-around.
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