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‘The past is now part of my future, the present is well out of hand.’

Joy Division, ‘Heart and Soul’






Afterwards I went back on to the night shift. They’d never trust me in the daylight again. I spent my time responding to 4 a.m. emergency calls, walking up and down dead escalators and trying not to think. I’d been good at that once. I could hardly believe it, a few months later, when I saw my breath in the air again. Saw November coming back around.

‘Shittin’ it down,’ said Sutty, refusing to get out of the car. Sometimes it was hailstones and sometimes it was slush. Tonight it was sheet rain, catching the light and cleaning down the streets. They needed it. The whole town was as dirty as old money. My partner handed me his newspaper and I got out of the car, holding it over my head as an umbrella.

We were responding to a call from the manager of a charity shop. I watched his mouth moving. He wanted me to shift along some homeless people sheltering in the building’s doorway. It didn’t make a lot of sense but, then again, I wasn’t paying close attention. His nasal hairs were jet black and matted together, like the start of Hitler’s moustache. I looked at the sleeping man and woman in the doorway, told him he was wasting police time, and walked back through the rain to the car.

I climbed inside and handed Sutty the wet newspaper, his punishment for not coming with me. He gave me a look, then turned to a dripping, folded-down page.

‘See this?’ he said, holding out the paper and gauging my reaction. ‘No way to die, that, is it?’

The picture was blurred with rain, the text too, but I recognized the young woman in it. She’d been one of a group, one of three I’d known briefly, the previous year. The subheading said she’d been twenty-three years old when she died. So twenty-two when I knew her. I looked out of the window, at November, coming back around. She was the last of them. Sutty leaned in, clearing his throat with a graveyard cough.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘What happened there, really?’

I glanced at him. ‘You’re asking the wrong person.’

Sutty looked like ten pounds of shit forced into a five pound bag, and tonight he had the breath to go with it. I decided not to waste my own. He was only ever interested in the worst things that happened to people, and he wouldn’t have heard what I was saying anyway, he wouldn’t have understood that I’d almost enjoyed it. That things had felt good for a minute, before they’d curdled and gone bad forever. I couldn’t have explained the young women who had briefly entered my life. Briefly changed it. He wouldn’t have understood their laughs, their indignations, their secrets. Perhaps I hadn’t understood them, either. For the rest of the night shift my eyes drifted to the people on the street, the young women, so vital and alive under the lights, and I felt like I was seeing the lives they wouldn’t live.

Getting home in the early hours of the morning, I made myself a drink and sat down, glad to take the weight off my bad leg. I flicked around the radio stations until I couldn’t put it off any longer. Then I reread the newspaper and let myself think about it properly for the first time in months. The memories seemed so clear to me now, almost completely untouched. I felt like I could nearly reach back and change things, amend them, make them come out right. But when I looked down at the newspaper, her face was still in it.

‘You’re killing me,’ she’d said. I just hadn’t realised that she meant it. Suddenly, Sutty’s question was in my ear again, his shit-breath was burning my eyes.

Come on. What happened there, really?
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The young couple crossed over to avoid me, and I heard the jingle of loose change in someone’s pocket. That’s where it really started.

A street you see every day can look unfamiliar, lying face down on the ground, and it took me a minute to work out where I was. The pavement was frozen. Low-hanging fog blurred the air, and nothing could pass through it without being altered somehow. It threw the whole city out of focus, taking the shine out of another Friday night.

My left arm had gone numb and I rolled off it to check the time. The face of my watch was shattered. Assuming it had stopped when I hit the floor, assuming that had only been a few minutes ago, I still had over an hour. I could get into some dry clothes and be at the bar in plenty of time to see the handover. I felt my way up a wall and got to my feet. My face hurt and my brain felt like it had come loose, rattling around inside my skull, erasing pin numbers and names of childhood friends.

I watched the young couple disappear into the fog. In spite of social media, CCTV and the state, we still live in a world where you can disappear if you want to. Or even if you don’t. It had been about a month since my story leaked.

A month since I’d gone missing.

I felt the back of my head where someone had just hit it, hard. My wallet was still in my pocket, so I hadn’t been mugged. Perhaps I’d been warned.

The street swayed and I held on to a lamp post to steady it. When I started to walk I went for long stretches with my eyes closed, on instinct, not even thinking about bumping into things.

Turning a corner, I found myself on Back Piccadilly, immediately recognizing its exhausted red-bricks by their external fire escapes. These buildings wall in a narrow alley on both sides, making a claustrophobic throughway. The evening rain had caught the moonlight, and I started walking out of nostalgia as much as anything. There was an all-night coffee shop at the other end, and I’d spent some time there in another life. It had been years since I stopped going, and the city had changed so much that I knew I wouldn’t see any of the old faces.

I was a few steps into the alleyway when I heard a car start behind me. An engine growled into life, flexing its muscles before falling into a smooth rumble. Light flooded the narrow space and a crooked silhouette grew out from my feet.

Thinner than I remembered it.

I looked over my shoulder, into blinding high-beams. The car was idling at the alleyway’s entrance. Nothing to see here. I turned and kept walking. I was halfway along when the beams shook. When they started following me.

The engine revved and the car moved closer. It sounded just two or three feet behind, and I knew then that I’d never really disappeared. I could feel the headlights, burning into my back, and I was afraid of who it might be.

I pressed myself into an alcove so the car could pass, but it stayed where it was for a few seconds. Squinting into the light I saw a BMW, all gleaming black paint and chrome. I could feel the night in my lungs. The blood, singing through my veins. A window came down but I couldn’t see inside.

‘Detective Constable Waits?’ said a man.

‘Who’s asking?’

I heard a woman’s laughter from the passenger side.

‘David Rossiter,’ she said. ‘And we’re not asking, handsome. Get in.’
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The rain tapping against the windscreen was making faces at me. My veins felt threadbare and weak, and I sat in the back of the car trying to make a fist for my own amusement. I was wondering if I’d be searched when we reached our destination, wherever that might be, and I couldn’t help but think of the speed in my coat pocket.

‘True what they say, then?’ said the driver, reading my mind. He looked to be in his late forties, but well preserved, with broad shoulders that he weaved like a middleweight each time he turned the wheel. His fitted suit jacket was charcoal grey in colour, which nearly matched the hair on his head. When he used the rear-view mirror it was casually, looking through me like I wasn’t there. The woman was a dishwater blonde with an efficient ponytail and a suit that had come off the rack.

I didn’t say anything at first.

In the back seat I felt the chill of my sodden clothes and clenched my jaw to keep from shivering. The only thing in the car that hadn’t come straight from the showroom was a police scanner, and it looked legit. It was turned right down. I could smell a designer vanilla perfume but didn’t recognize the brand. It didn’t match either of the people in the front seats, though. It smelled like money, like youth, and I wondered who they’d dropped off before me.

We were driving emphatically away from where I’d been. Out of the nightlife, the glare. Past the empty shops and the going-going-gone local businesses. The huge, vacant buildings. The dying high street.

‘What does he want?’ I said.

The man made eye contact in the mirror. ‘Didn’t ask.’

We pulled on to Deansgate.

Over a mile in length, Deansgate stretches from one side of the city to the other. In that space it does it all, from invite-only supper clubs to down-and-out soup kitchens, with everything you can think of in between.

‘Well, where is he?’

‘Beetham Tower.’

I must have sworn.

‘Been there before, have you?’ said the woman.

The tallest building outside the capital, Beetham Tower had been one of several skyscrapers planned for the city. The idea was to expand further and further upward, each structure a few metres taller than the last, like some great, dull-metal graph, charting endless growth. Developers had decided they could make millions by mortgaging small, overpriced rooms to single men and women, our only commodity. But their heads had been in the clouds. When the economy came crashing down around them, the owners, investors and builders lost everything. The male suicide rate rose slightly and everyone else carried on.

Now, most of these derelict building sites are cannibalized for scrap. The others are left to rot, collecting rainwater in exposed foundations. Rusting like open sores in the ground. There were times during its three-year construction when it seemed that even Beetham Tower wouldn’t be finished. It went up, though, in spite of everything, extended like a middle finger to the entire city.

We turned off Deansgate and pulled up to the tower’s car port. A beaming valet dressed like Sinatra leaned into the window. He recognized our driver at first sight, stopped smiling and waved us on, down to the subterranean car park.
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Beetham Tower is shared by a Hilton hotel, residential apartments and, right at the top, bespoke penthouse suites.

Although the structure itself is streamlined, the four-storey annexe at its base is much broader. It has to be, containing as it does a ballroom, swimming pool, and the smiling sons and daughters of the top 2 per cent. The walls of the lobby and lobby bar are made almost entirely from glass. The design is such that, should someone accidentally look outside, all they’d see is their own reflection.

I had been here before.

The previous year, after a young woman crashed through a nineteenth-floor window and fell to her death. Dasa Ruzicka was an underage sex-worker from the Czech Republic. She’d been trafficked through Europe when she was fourteen, having been sold by her father to a local trader. It was easy to take girls from these places because they went missing so often. Each one was camouflaged against a backdrop of disappearance. But there was another, more elemental reason she was taken.

Dasa had been beautiful, and not the emaciated version of it they throw around these days. She gave meaning back to the word. Her clear complexion had naturally lent itself to sex work because, in spite of all the sadness life could parade past it, she went on looking pure somehow. A recurring frustration of police work was that girls, that young women, were just things to fuck and throw punches at. To break glass with and throw through windows.

And I was sure Dasa couldn’t have propelled herself through that window with such force. The hotel room she fell from had been empty, though. I’d been up late, first on the scene, keeping guests and staff segregated, questioning anyone whose key card might have allowed them access to the floor. When enough money had complained, a Detective Inspector, the head of the night shift, finally arrived to relieve me. It was the first time I’d ever met Sutty, and I took him into an empty room on the nineteenth floor to explain the situation.

‘Why are you even here, anyway?’ he asked.

‘I can’t sleep.’

‘Well, you’re making me nod off. She threw herself—’

‘She couldn’t have.’

When he still wouldn’t listen I backed off towards the door, my eyes on the window. The city below. Sutty realized what I was about to do and shouted at me to stop. I ran at the glass to see the look on his face as much as anything, but he managed to get in the way before I could hit it.

Dasa’s death went down as a suicide and stayed that way.

I hadn’t been back to Beetham Tower since.
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‘Detective Sergeant Conway,’ said the female officer, holding out her hand for me to shake.

Her colleague was talking to the receptionist while we waited in the lobby. By my estimation of a Special Branch officer, I would have called him overfamiliar. There was a roar of laughter from a group of men in tuxedos, entering through an enormous, ornate revolving door. They began dancing beneath a chandelier the size of a family car. I was wishing it down on them when I looked at DS Conway.

‘What’s his problem with you?’ she said, nodding at her partner.

‘How would I know?’

The man turned from the desk, walking back towards us, and she fixed her posture like she hadn’t given me a second thought.

The lift went endlessly up towards the penthouses, a part of the tower I had never been in before. The man used a key card that granted us access to these upper echelons. A muzak version of ‘My Heart Will Go On’ ended, faded out, and then faded back in again at the start. Like everything else in the building, the lift was decked with mirrors and reflective steel.

I looked at my shoes.

We stopped on the forty-fifth floor and the doors opened with an affected whoosh. Before the mechanized schoolmistress voice of the lift could finish speaking, the man had taken me firmly by the arm.

The two of us moved down a long, tastefully decorated hallway, leaving Detective Sergeant Conway behind. We passed three other apartments, the only others on this level, before coming to a stark black door. The man used his card to open it and directed me into the lounge area of a large, anonymous residence.

There had been a lot of talk in the press about these penthouses. Only the ultra-rich need apply. The suite itself wasn’t quite worth it, but you weren’t paying for that. You were paying to be five hundred feet in the air. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to look down on millions of people or, if your head was big enough, have them look up at you.

The room was dark, lit ambiently by the neon city below. Three walls of the lounge area were made from huge panes of glass, offering a near-panoramic view.

‘Take a seat,’ said the charcoal man. I stayed standing. ‘Fine. He’ll be with you in a minute.’ With that, he turned on his heel and walked towards the door. He opened it just enough for a person to pass through and made sure that it closed quietly behind him.

Discretion.

As soon as it shut I went after him, my eye to the peephole. The hallway was completely deserted and I wondered if he could have moved that fast. For a second I thought he might have squatted down out of view, but the idea was too ridiculous.

‘We’re alone, Waits, if that’s what you’re wondering.’

I turned to the voice. I could see the dark outline of a man against the glow of the city from outside.

‘How’d you get the shiner?’ he said, that unmistakable Oxbridge accent.

I touched my eye. ‘Right place at the right time.’

‘For a second I thought Detective Kernick must have taken a dislike to you …’

‘He did seem disappointed that someone beat him to it.’

‘Perhaps he’ll whack the other one for you on your way out?’ The man stepped into the dim light and smiled. ‘I should introduce myself. David Rossiter, MP.’

I crossed the room. He was a tall, commanding presence. In his mid-forties, wearing a tailored suit and projecting the warmth of a good politician. He gave the firm handshake of a man who meets people for a living, using both hands to cup mine. His skin was warm but his wedding ring was cold to the touch.

‘Do take a seat,’ he said. I sat down and after a slight pause, so did he. ‘Interesting.’

‘What’s that, Mr Rossiter?’

‘I motioned to the seat on my left, you chose the one on my right – and call me David.’ I smiled, feeling a dull ache across both my eyes. ‘You’re probably wondering why I asked you here, Aidan.’

‘Waits,’ I said. ‘I assume it’s not a social call.’

‘Very well then. Waits. Do you follow politics?’

‘Only when I can’t help it.’

He smiled again. When he smiled, he looked directly at me, assuring me each time that I had amused him in some special way. I’d seen him on the covers of newspapers, giving war criminals the same look.

‘I wouldn’t want to presume you know who I am.’

‘You’re David Rossiter, MP.’

‘And what do you know of my career?’ he said, cradling the last word.

‘Only what the papers say.’

‘You should know better than most not to believe what the papers say. Disgraced Detective Aidan Waits …’

I ignored him. ‘Your father was an MP and did all right out of it. You were more idealistic, though. When your brother went into frontline politics, you were still grifting it as a barrister. You married young and it worked. But I suppose a man would make it work with a vodka heiress.’

The smile again.

‘You got into politics at a funny time. The Tories had spent four years out of power, and another four after you joined. In spite of that you brought credibility to the old boys. Didn’t toe the party line, spoke in favour of gay marriage, women’s rights. Even immigration. Just the right kind of reckless to be a cabinet MP. It was no surprise when you were made Secretary of State for Justice, particularly with the law background. And I suppose it helps that you’re a well-turned-out family man with two good-looking girls.’

‘You should write my biography,’ he said, the last word tailing off as he noticed that my hands were shaking. Without missing a beat, he stood and poured two large cognacs from a bar in the corner of the room.

‘Thanks,’ I said, as he handed one of them to me.

‘And where do you land, politically?’ he asked, sitting back down.

‘I’m still up in the air.’

‘An undecided?’

‘Policy just seems too vague to solve the problems I come up against.’

He took a drink, swilled the liquid round in his mouth for a second and then swallowed. ‘Save the world one person at a time?’ he said. I nodded. ‘There’s probably some truth in that.’ He shifted in his seat. ‘So what if I were to tell you about one such person? One person who desperately needs saving?’

‘I’d tell you there are better people to do it than me.’

‘And I’ve already told you I don’t believe what the papers say.’

I took a drink. ‘I’d do what I could, but it’s nothing that old charcoal down the hall couldn’t manage. It’s probably less.’

He seemed to like that.

‘In fact, Waits, you’re the only person who can help me. What does the name Zain Carver mean to you?’

I didn’t say anything.

‘This morning,’ he went on, ‘I spoke to your superior. Terrific chap by the name of Parrs.’

‘Why am I only just hearing about it?’

‘You’ve been living off the beaten track. It took Detective Kernick a few hours to find you.’

‘Well, I’m glad he was so discreet about it.’

‘The BMW? My apologies. Special Branch get too comfortable blending into affluent areas.’

‘And here’s me blending into the bad ones.’

‘That’s why you’re here …’

‘I can’t talk to you about Carver until I’ve spoken to Superintendent Parrs.’

Rossiter considered me for a moment then took a phone from his jacket pocket, holding it out for me to take.

‘I’d rather you dialled,’ I said.

He smiled, scrolled through his address book and waited for an answer. As usual, Parrs picked up immediately.

‘Have your man Waits here,’ said Rossiter into the mouthpiece. ‘Looks the part. Very authentic. Even accepted a drink on duty. Won’t speak to me until he’s spoken to you, though.’ He held the phone out again and I took it.

‘Sir.’

‘Waits,’ said Superintendent Parrs. His Scottish accent was a low growl. ‘You’ll extend the Minister every courtesy. We’ll speak tomorrow.’ The line went dead and I handed the phone back to Rossiter.

‘Zain Carver,’ he said.

‘Drug dealer.’

‘And what’s he to you?’

‘A weak link, if I’m lucky.’

‘It’s your job to get close to him?’

‘I have a feeling my job’s about to change.’ He didn’t say anything. ‘If Carver succeeds it’s because he’s a one-off. A businessman among thugs. It’s my job to see if that’s exploitable.’

‘Exploitable how?’

‘With the right pressure applied, he might inform against other dealers. Alternatively, he might tell us which police officers are on his payroll. Most interestingly, he could just be a frontman.’

‘A frontman for what?’

‘There might be a dozen people above him who we’ve never heard of.’

‘I’m curious, what do you get out of all this? I mean, after that piece in the Mail, your name’s mud …’

‘My name wasn’t much to begin with. Why am I here, Mr Rossiter?’

He took another drink. I heard his teeth collide with the glass.

‘What do you know about my daughter? My youngest, Isabelle.’

‘Pretty girl and pretty young. Eighteen, nineteen?’

‘She’s seventeen,’ he said. ‘And mixed up with this Carver character.’

‘She’s a minor, then. Send a squad car round and bring her home.’

‘That was what Superintendent Parrs suggested. I’m afraid it may take a little more finesse.’ I could see thick spots of rain hitting the panes of glass surrounding us. For a few seconds I could distinguish every one of them, then they became heavier, faster, until the room was wrapped in a blur. I waited. ‘A well-read lad like you might remember when Isabelle was last in the news.’

‘She collapsed,’ I said. ‘Exhaustion.’

He didn’t move.

‘Suicide attempt?’

He nodded. ‘Isabelle suffers from depression. Part of the inheritance from her mother’s side,’ he said, bitterly. ‘There’ve been other attempts, but none so forceful as the last. There was too much blood, too much disturbance to keep the papers out. So we gave them exhaustion.’ He was staring somewhere off to my right, reliving it all. ‘I went to the editors myself and begged them.’

‘I see,’ I said.

‘Do you?’ he returned, before moderating it into a different question. ‘Do you know the only thing worse than your daughter stabbing herself in the neck?’ I shook my head. ‘Her waking up, coming home, and hating you for saving her life.’ He finished his drink. ‘She spoke to me, Waits. Said she understood her condition, understood there’d be black days. And said very calmly that this wasn’t one of them. She was thinking clearly and couldn’t forgive me for calling the ambulance.’

‘Takes a long fall for an MP’s daughter to end up with Zain Carver.’

‘Well, a long fall’s what she had,’ he said. ‘She got involved with him through a friend, I think. Far as I know, she’s been living there at Fairview for a month.’

‘A month?’ He didn’t say anything. Fairview was the name of Zain Carver’s home. A large Victorian property, south of the city in a young, student-dense area. It was infamous for its house parties, attracting everyone from university heartthrobs to local celebrities. ‘I don’t know what Parrs told you, but my orders have been to stay on their periphery. I’ve seen cash handovers, drunk with low-level dealers—’

‘And some job you’re doing of that,’ he said. ‘As of today, your orders have changed. You’re to cross the threshold. Get your hands dirty. Make contact with the main players.’

‘And your daughter?’

‘I can’t risk having her brought home by the police.’

‘With respect, sir, the papers listened once, they’ll listen again. Anyway, what’s a scandal next to getting her home?’

‘Scandal?’ he said. ‘I’d give up my position in a heartbeat if it brought her back.’ I believed him, but that should have been my warning. He talked about Isabelle like she was dead already. He composed himself. ‘I can’t be the one that makes her hurt herself again. Understand?’ Perhaps if I could have seen his face clearly I would have, but we were shrouded in darkness.

I shrugged.

‘You’re a young man. Just wait. You’d do anything for your kids.’

‘What do you want me to do for yours?’

He stopped, as if he hadn’t properly considered that yet.

‘Can you get close? Can you see that she’s OK?’

‘I could even ask how she is, bring her home.’

‘I’d really rather you didn’t make direct contact.’

‘You’re not exactly making this easy, Mr Rossiter.’

‘I won’t have my daughter brought home against her will. And certainly not by the police.’

‘She wouldn’t know,’ I said. ‘Even Special Branch down the hall’s having a hard time working it out.’ He didn’t say anything. ‘Look, these are bad people.’

‘What kind of trouble do you think she’s in with them? Sex?’ The word cost him a lot.

‘I don’t know, I wouldn’t think so. Carver considers himself a gent. A businessman.’

‘A good thing, surely?’

‘Depends on your experience of businessmen. I’d say it’s a dangerous thing. There are other ways a girl can be exploited, especially one with a name. There are other pushers in the city who’d have treated her badly. She’d have been back home and in counselling by now, however much she might hate you.’

With effort, he ignored the slight. ‘But Zain Carver?’

‘He’s different. More likely to know who she really is and exploit it. More likely to charm her. He sells Eight and—’

‘Eight?’

‘Heroin,’ I said. ‘H is the eighth letter of the alphabet. It’s a decent brand name, but mainly it sounds more innocent on a street corner or in a club.’

‘Out of the question. Isabelle’s had her problems, but she wouldn’t use—’

‘None of them would until they do. Anyway, it’s a university town. The last few years, Carver’s done all right with party drugs. Does he know she’s your daughter?’

‘It’s possible.’ He swallowed. ‘Although she’s generally ashamed of the fact.’

‘Even if he did, he’d be playing a dangerous game, not knowing you won’t just have her dragged home.’

‘Hm,’ he said, playing idly with his wedding ring.

‘Has she run away before?’

‘Only to five-star hotels with my Amex.’

‘And do you have a picture of her to hand?’

Rossiter reached into his breast pocket. He produced a photograph and handed it over, cupping it with his free hand like a naked flame. Isabelle was a pale, pretty girl with dull blonde hair and intelligent blue eyes. In the picture she was staring above where the camera would have been. At the person holding it, I thought.

‘Look.’ He leaned forward. ‘I’m sorry about the crack I made, about you drinking with the dealers. You must be under a great deal of stress.’

We sat in silence for a moment.

‘Is there anything else you need from me?’ he said.

‘The name of the friend who introduced her to Carver?’

‘I’m afraid I never met her.’

‘Her?’

‘Him, them, whoever.’

‘Perhaps your wife—’

‘Alexa’s an unwell woman. She’s not to be bothered.’

‘I see. And why are you so interested now?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘If Isabelle’s been gone for a month?’

‘Well spotted,’ he said, flexing his jaw. ‘You might as well know. I’m fighting a war on two fronts, Waits. Alexa also suffers from depression. We’ve been … strained now for some time. I’m afraid Isabelle got lost somewhere in the middle.’

‘You didn’t notice she was gone?’

He didn’t say anything.

‘How should I get in touch with you?’

He handed me an embossed business card. I ran my fingers over the raised letters.

‘You’ll get me on this number any time, day or night.’

‘Well, thanks for the drink. I’ll be in touch.’

I left him slouched on the sofa, looking worn out and bereft.
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Rubik’s was one of those cavernous bars that evolves into a nightclub as an evening wears on. In more honest days it had given the Hacienda a run for its money, hosting a who’s who of post-punk bands. That was long behind it now. It was just off the Locks, looking out on to a canal that ran the length of the city. The beer hall itself had a backlit red glow, with no direct light during trading hours. It was one of the biggest rooms in the country, holding a few thousand people before anyone really touched elbows.

There were four bars over three floors.

I’d watched the central bar manager there for the last three weeks. He was a big man who wore his stubble as a fashion statement, cultivating a permanent five o’clock shadow. He had a calculating, observant look about him. Never more so than on Friday nights, when he would hand over large sums of drug money to one of Zain Carver’s employees. During the course of the last month, I’d established that drugs were being delivered here, then franchised out to other clubs in the area by this bar manager.

The system worked.

The best place to hide a few high people is among a few thousand drunk ones. For Zain Carver it meant that this bar manager took all the risk. He had a mixed portfolio, boasting party drugs in every line. Each was branded with a corresponding number. Coke was Three, Ecstasy was Five, Ket was Eleven. Customers could hold up the right number of fingers and get served without ever mentioning an illegal substance.

The real secret to Carver’s success was that he had more in common with a white-collar criminal than some street-level thug. He simply had a product dropped off one day and the money collected another. It made the human connection of Isabelle Rossiter, a teenage runaway, an interesting anomaly. That was all the thought I really gave her at the time. Just something that might help get my job done.

I didn’t have much head space because this was payday.

Because of my meeting with David Rossiter I’d arrived too late to see the handover itself, but things had changed. It was time for the direct approach.

It wasn’t difficult to spot the young woman on collection duty. She stood out at the bar, ordering her usual tall, neat vodka, wearing going-out clothes and a don’t-talk-to-me expression. Her hair was long, brown, and she wore a vintage suede jacket, probably older than she was. She was something else, somewhere in her early twenties, the textbook definition of hiding in plain sight.

When I knocked over her drink, she took it well. For a moment her thick, monkey-puzzle eyelashes widened in outrage. Just as quickly, though, she got the bar manager’s attention and ordered another, resuming the cool indifference which I assumed was in her job description.

‘Sorry about that.’

‘No problem,’ she said.

‘It’s Catherine, isn’t it?’ She paused a second before turning her head to look at me. ‘I think we met at one of Zain’s parties …’

‘Really.’ There was no question mark.

‘Well, just for a minute.’

In fact, I had seen her speaking to Carver once or twice but never met either of them. The sad, plain girls standing at the backs of the rooms had given me her name. They talked about her like she was famous. Cath, they said, she’s one of his favourites. She had started life like them, at the backs of the rooms, not knowing anyone, and then worked her way forward, from party girl to partner. They assumed that her tenacity was the difference-maker, that they might work the rooms harder and will themselves into her shoes. The sharper ones might realize before it was too late that it would never be the right time for them.

The bar manager brought her a fresh drink, glaring at me as he did so. A memory sparked. I thought I recognized him from somewhere and wondered if he recognized me. Catherine seemed calmer as soon as she had her drink in hand, turning to me with a pretty nice smile. It was a world away from the unapproachable front she’d put up earlier. She had that mark of a great actor, putting just enough truth into each role to keep it convincing. Even when she switched persona mid-sentence, one didn’t make a lie out of the other.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘I’ll definitely remember you now …’

‘Let me pay for that.’

‘Next time you knock over a girl’s cocktail so you can buy her another, make sure she’s not drinking on the house.’

She made to leave.

‘You wouldn’t have talked to me otherwise,’ I said to her back.

She turned. ‘I might have, you know? That black eye suits you. Your face’d be lost without it.’

‘Whenever it starts fading I go out looking for another.’

‘Right. Tell me something, erm …’

‘Aidan.’

‘Aidan.’ She stopped smiling. ‘Are you really looking for trouble?’ I didn’t say anything. ‘So you don’t intentionally put yourself in harm’s way?’ Her eyes moved to the bar manager and then back over to me. I looked. He was standing, watching us, arms folded across his barrel-chest.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Course not.’

‘Then let me give you some advice.’ She stepped closer. ‘Go home. Save yourself another black eye.’

‘But my face’d be lost without it.’

Her eyes went back to the bar manager. ‘Getting lost might not be a bad idea, babe.’

‘Sorry to bother you.’

Satisfied, the barman moved further away, started serving a group of girls. Catherine took up her glass, had a good pull and then set it down again. She slid a card discreetly beneath it as she did.

‘I’d say you can buy me a drink some time …’ She was unapproachable again, but for a moment I thought I’d seen through to the real thing.

‘I’d probably just knock it over. Goodnight.’

She crossed the room without looking back and left.

I palmed the card she left under the glass and waited a minute. Then I walked out the door, down the road, to the rented room where I was staying. I threw my broken watch away, took some speed to make time go faster, and changed my clothes.
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After Sutty and I met for the first time on the nineteenth floor of Beetham Tower, we both posted formal complaints against each other. Because Superintendent Parrs couldn’t decide who was right and who was wrong, because he couldn’t work out which one of us he disliked more, he concluded that we should both be punished.

‘Maybe you deserve each other,’ he’d hissed.

So I was assigned to the night shift, with Sutty as my superior officer. At first I didn’t even mind. I loved watching the city, the town I knew, transforming into something else between the hours of nine o’clock at night and five in the morning. The smiley faces, smeared by kids on windows, pierced with neon light.

I liked the people.

They were young, drunk and in love. The girls were lightning bolts and the boys were all talk. The transsexuals, goths and gays took back the night, diversifying the high street, screaming words en masse I didn’t even know the meaning of. And it was working. Keeping me vaguely sober. Vaguely out of trouble.

There was absolutely nothing vague about Sutty, who was always larger, more shocking than life. I got a surprise when I saw his ID for the first time. Detective Inspector Peter Sutcliffe. He had a bastard’s name and filled every inch of it. Colleagues, I learned, called him Sutty to avoid scaring the public and to make fun of his photosensitivity.

He was corpse pale, allergic to daylight.

I learned a lot from him, not all of it good. I started graveyarding with a romantic view of the nightlife which quickly got realistic. I didn’t know about vamps, the dealers who only came out at night, and I couldn’t have told you anything about the gangs, who sold what, and how you could tell them apart. The only ones I could spot on sight were the smilers. So-called because of an inch of scar tissue at each corner of their mouths, where dealers had bladed them, branding them for late payment or too much lip.

Sutty knew which ones were Rushboys and which ones were Whalleys, just by the way they’d whistle for attention. Sutty could spot a Burnsider who’d wandered too far south. He could point out Franchise collector girls, the Sirens, gliding from club to club. And he had an almost supernatural eye for trouble. It was a Sunday morning but only just, 2 or 3 a.m., and we were working Oxford Road. Connecting student digs with the university, then the university to the city centre, the road saw the best and the worst of things. Working girls and kerb-crawlers, dealers and users.

It also leads on to one of the city’s most famous landmarks, the curry mile. Hundreds of Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Kashmiri restaurants, door to door, as far as the eye can see. A thriving, vibrant and diverse community. That was interesting because of a technique we’d started to see.

‘Shawl thing,’ as Sutty called it. Young women wearing burkas, a common sight on the road at all hours, to camouflage their movements. Some dealers had been known to operate out of them, and some of the more nervous tweakers had started to wear them, too. This incensed Sutty. Possibly dark skinned, possibly a user. His enemy squared.

We were standing by an all-night street vendor, drinking coffee while he rubbed antibacterial gel into his hands, something he did compulsively. He jabbed me in the ribs, nodded straight ahead.

‘There’s our girl.’

‘What? Where?’

He pointed at a small woman in a black burka, on the other side of the road.

‘Come on,’ he said, crossing through the cars. He gave them an all-purpose hand gesture and I followed. He jogged up beside the woman, got in front of her and blocked her way. She tried to move around him but he held up his hand.

‘Allahu akbar,’ he said, still getting his breath back.

The woman didn’t say anything.

‘Come on,’ said Sutty. ‘Off with your head.’

The woman looked left to right. She looked trapped. Finally, she took off her black headpiece. She had thinning hair, the colour and consistency of straw. She was white, plainly a user, almost the same pallor as Sutty. As I came alongside them I saw that she had been branded. That inch of scar tissue at either side of her mouth.

‘Wipe that smile off your face,’ said Sutty, laughing at his own joke. The woman’s expression didn’t change. ‘Do you wanna show me what you’ve got in your hand, sweetheart?’ The woman’s right hand was clenched into a fist. Reluctantly, she held it out, opened it. She had two sweaty, crumpled ten-pound notes, and had probably been on her way to score. Sutty took them from her, said, ‘Thank you very much,’ and turned to leave.

She stared down at her empty hand. Then around, confused, to me.

‘Sir,’ I called after him. It sounded weak. ‘Hey …’ I said. When he didn’t turn I shouted: ‘Sutty!’

He stopped, looked at me. His expression was blank.

‘You can’t do that,’ I said. He didn’t move for a moment, standing still against the people streaming past us on the pavement. Finally, he nodded. Walked over to the girl, fumbled in his pockets and handed back the notes. Then he took her by the arm and dragged her towards me.

‘Search her,’ he said. I looked at him. ‘That’s an order, dickhead.’

People were walking around us, trying to give Sutty a wide berth. I turned, reluctantly, to the woman. She held out her hands again, opened the one with the money. Except now, pressed between the notes, was a bag of blow that she hadn’t had before. She looked shocked. Sutty stepped forward, frowning like he was surprised, too.

He tutted, twisted her arm backwards and handcuffed her. As he dragged her across the road to a waiting squad car, he flashed me a nasty smile.

‘Good job I gave her that cash back, eh?’

She cried in the car. We booked her and handed the drugs over into evidence. I got drunk after my shift, annoyed with myself, with Sutty for playing me. The next day, hungover and pissed off, I walked into police headquarters on Central Park, signing in, taking the lift up to the fifth floor. I fabricated an order form from my superior which would allow access to unit evidence, then took the cocaine and swapped it for talcum powder. I never knew who reported it, who claimed to have seen me. Afterwards, I would always wonder if Parrs and Sutty had set this up between them. Created the perfect conditions where I could be expected to compromise myself. I just remember walking down the corridor, the blood blasting through my ears.

Then a thin, reedy voice. ‘Excuse me, Detective Constable …’

I closed my eyes.

I was sitting outside the Superintendent’s office, scared to death, for two hours. When Parrs opened the door to call me in, it was the first time he’d ever looked directly at me. He told me to take a seat and took what I’d come to think of as a quintessentially Parrsian course of action.

He said nothing.

We sat there in silence until I couldn’t take it any more. I told him my story, my suspicion that Sutty had planted evidence, acknowledging that I was ending my career before it had even started. He didn’t argue with that but as I finished speaking, as he sat back to take it in, I thought I saw a flicker of interest.

That Scottish accent. ‘Think the rules don’t apply to you, Waits?’

‘Sutcliffe—’

‘I’ll deal with Sutcliffe. I’ve been having a squint at your record. It’s actually all right, if a little prone to lonerism. Maybe I can find a job for you.’

‘Sir?’

‘I’ll be clear, son. I’m gonna give you two choices. Honestly, you should probably take the first.’ I waited. ‘I can dismiss you on the spot. Raise criminal charges. Pursue a conviction and show you the inside of a cell. I can also take it to the press, tell them you’re dirty. Render you unemployable for the rest of your life.’

I swallowed. ‘What’s my second choice?’

‘You can do a wee job for me. By now, the rumour of what you did is all over the station. By lunchtime, it’ll be all over town. That might be useful.’

‘Useful how?’

He leaned forward. ‘I need someone who looks dirty.’

It was an open secret, he said, that Zain Carver kept police officers on his payroll. There had been years of missing evidence, of failed, fruitless raids on his holdings. It would be my job to find out who was in his pocket. My job to look even dirtier than them. My job to leak bad intelligence and set the trap.

‘Either way,’ he said, ‘you’ll be suspended with immediate effect while awaiting trial. Free from the night shift, free from casework. Free to mix with the bad elements.’ He gave me his shark’s smile. ‘If you want to be my man, if you get it right, those charges we talked about can just disappear.’

‘And you advise me to take the first option?’

‘The first option will ruin your career. The second could ruin your life.’

‘When do you want my decision?’

‘Tell you what, I’m gonna start writing up the charges.’ He picked up a ballpoint pen and clicked it. ‘If you want to stay out of prison, you won’t let me get to the end of this sheet.’

I’d grown up in care, in a group home, and had my fill of cots, cafeterias, curfews. Thinking about it now, I suppose Parrs probably knew that too. I looked at him. He was writing fast, and when I saw the words on the paper – conspiracy, corruption – I saw that my choice was actually no choice at all.

‘I’ll do it,’ I said.

I thought I had nothing to lose. There was a girl I’d been seeing, a barmaid in the Temple, but things had been going badly, and perhaps this was a way out of that, too. At first I even liked the idea of vanishing into the Franchise. Superintendent Parrs had a fear of me being found out that bordered on paranoia, and only three people would know I’d gone under.

I gave up my flat, put my things into storage, and moved into the city centre. The thick of it, where I’d go from bar to bar, following the money. I thought hard about what I should say to the people from my old life, but when I told Sian, the woman I was seeing, that I’d be going away for a while, she laughed.

‘Going away?’ she said, stuffing her things into a bag. ‘You were never really here in the first place.’

As per Parrs’ instructions, I stopped going to work. Ignored phone calls and emails. I went missing. Greater Manchester Police briefed a story to the press, charges levied due to evidence tampering, and everyone believed what they read about me in the papers.

Disgraced Detective Aidan Waits.

Anyway.

I toyed with the card that Catherine had left in the bar. It was an invitation to an after-party at Fairview. The home of Zain Carver. I could go there that night and track the MP’s daughter, Isabelle Rossiter.

I found a bottle of wine, wondering what one should take to a drug party, and pulled on my jacket. The speed had lifted me immediately, and I felt ready, up to the task. I stood by the window for a minute, breathing deeply, enjoying the feeling, looking out at the endless blocks of buildings.

Fifty storeys of unblinking lit windows.
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I banged on the door and waited.

Bass-driven music beat through the building like a pulse. Shaking windows and walls gave the impression that the house was edging towards me, inch by inch. The sound system attracted strangers in from the street who hadn’t dared knock and they clotted together at the end of the path, watching me like I was their leader.

Fairview was on the border between West Didsbury and Withington, two of the city’s more affluent suburbs. It looked like the ancestor of some fine family of buildings, raised on the best of everything. I took my bottle of red by the neck and banged its base into the door a few times.

It opened to a girl in a black evening dress. She had a hospital-white complexion and real red hair. She said something to me but it got carried away with the music escaping from indoors. Her eyes were framed by mascara and they, along with that timeless dress and those lost words, made her look iconic, like a silent film star from the twenties. I stood there with a helpless look on my face. She must have been used to this reaction by now because she took Catherine’s card from my hand and beckoned me in.

I walked inside, into what felt like solid air. It was a madhouse of laughter and limbs, and there were people dancing, sweating, kissing, everywhere I looked. Turning to thank the redhead who’d opened the door, I saw she had already bolted it behind me and picked up a conversation, mid-sentence, with another man. As expected, I stood out in the room, closer to thirty than twenty.

I couldn’t see Catherine anywhere but someone else caught my eye. She was standing off to the right, looking even more out of place than me. Punkish, electric-blonde hair had replaced her duller natural colour, but it still sat atop those intelligent blue eyes. She was slender, a seventeen-year-old girl who’d tried to dress older, and she gazed vacantly about, chewing a strand of hair, absorbing knowing looks from swaggering, slightly older boys.

Isabelle Rossiter.

She wore a light, frayed scarf, which she toyed with constantly, checking it was still there. Her father said that she had stabbed herself in the neck and I assumed that it covered a scar.

I moved out of the doorway, muttered some kind of thanks for being let in and gave the redhead a dramatic look. She took it with that necessary indifference of the beautiful, turning away. I gave Isabelle Rossiter a friendly nod and moved on.

The hallway was constipated with people and I shoved through them, parting a shit-faced sea of twenty-somethings, drinking straight from the bottle. Some people were glass-eyed from shooting or smoking Eight, but the main force tonight was ecstasy. Five, as they called it. I felt too foreign an object to join the ones dancing in the next room, too tired to fight this back-and-forth tide in the hallway, and going up a floor was impossible. The stairs were made invisible by couples, all queuing towards toilets, showers, bedrooms and sex.

‘Can I have a swig?’ a girl said into my ear.

I saw a flash of porcelain skin, white teeth and manic blonde hair. I thought of the picture her father had given me. Isabelle Rossiter was thinner than that now, but it didn’t mark her out in this room. The other girls were between five and ten years older than her, but all had similar frames. Like they were refining themselves to within an inch of their lives, paring back anything extraneous.

‘Course,’ I said, handing over the bottle. In the time it took her to have a drink and wipe her mouth, she lost interest in me. She looked around the room, like she hoped someone else was watching us. When movement in the hallway forced us closer together, she considered me, up and down. Her eyes met mine again, looking disappointed.

‘What brings you here?’ she said, over the music. It was a bright question. My age, my disposition, my dark clothes made me stand out against a backdrop of youth, energy, colour.

‘I thought you might need a drink,’ I said.

She showed me her perfect white teeth. ‘How do you know Sarah Jane?’

‘Sarah Jane?’

‘The red-haired girl whose feet you just fell at.’

‘I was meeting her for the first time.’

‘She only ever
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