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Chapter 1

Artie Bell had ironed his shirt twice. Once on Tuesday, to be sure he knew how, and once that morning so the collar sat right for his birthday. He was eighteen today. He’d told his mother so at breakfast, though she knew it better than he did, having been there the first time round, and she’d put an extra egg on his plate and told him not to be late for the club do, not to let the older men buy him too much, and to come straight home after, because morning shift started at six.

“I won’t be late, Mam,” he’d said. “I start proper tomorrow. Six sharp, early turn, then lates from Thursday. Proper roster and everything, pinned up on the board with my name on it.”

He’d been on the railway eleven months already, sweeping platforms and running errands and learning the names of points and signals the way other lads learned football scores. Tomorrow was different. Tomorrow he went onto the roster proper, no longer the boy who fetched tea, and tonight the men from the late turn were taking him into the British Railways social club to see him right for it. Brian Lomas had told him so himself, clapping a hand on his shoulder outside the parcels office while the tannoy crackled overhead through an announcement about the delayed 6.40 to Bury. “Eighteen and on the roster in the same week, Artie lad. That wants marking.”

Artie had thought about that sentence most of the day. He’d turned it over the way he turned over instructions for shunting moves, checking he had it correct, checking there was no trick folded into it that he’d missed. He didn’t think there was. Brian Lomas was senior on the late turn, older than Artie’s own father would have been had his father not gone under a goods wagon at Miles Platting in 1951, and Brian had never been unkind to him. Not really. Not more than the ordinary unkindness of men teasing a boy who took things too literally. Artie knew he took things too literally. His mother told him so with some regularity, and not unkindly either.

The club sat under the arches on the station’s eastern side, a long low room with a bar down one end, a piano nobody could tune properly, and a fire that smoked when the wind came off the moors wrong. A speaker had been rigged years back to carry the station tannoy through so the men on call could hear their platform numbers without missing a round, and it bled through now and again under the talk, a woman’s flattened voice reading out arrivals nobody in the room was waiting for. Artie had been in the club perhaps a dozen times, always with his mother for the Christmas do, never on his own account, never as a man who belonged there by right of his own wage packet. Tonight the room was fuller than he’d seen it. Stan Mather was in from the yard, still in his donkey jacket with the shift chalk-mark on the sleeve, and Colin Rusk stood behind the bar helping the steward because Colin fancied himself indispensable to any gathering that involved beer. Peter Arkwright had come down from the management side in his good coat, which surprised Artie, because Peter Arkwright rarely mixed with the platform men, being a trainee bound for an office somewhere better than Victoria. And there, at the end of the bar nursing half a mild, was Gerry Pike, who Artie liked best of the lot because Gerry never made him feel stupid. Not once. Not even when Artie had asked him in all seriousness whether the tunnel under the station went all the way to the sea.

“Here he is,” Brian said, when Artie came through the door in his ironed shirt. “Birthday boy. Eighteen today and starting proper tomorrow. Get him up here.”

There was applause of a sort, hands slapped on the bar, someone whistling. Artie felt his face go hot with the pleasure of it, a pleasure so sharp it was almost painful, because nobody had ever clapped for him before, not for anything, and he did not entirely know where to put his hands or his face while it happened.

“First legal pint,” Brian said, and put a glass in front of him. Proper bitter, dark as stewed tea, the head on it perfect the way Colin always pulled it. “On the house. On all of us. Get that down you, lad.”

Artie had drunk beer before, of course he had. Sips off his mother’s glass at Christmas. A half a friend had bought him once round the back of the goods shed when he turned seventeen, and they’d both been sick after. But this felt different. This felt like a door opening onto the rest of his life, and he lifted the glass the way he imagined a man ought to lift it, and drank, and the room cheered again, and for a moment Artie Bell was as happy as he had ever been.

“Get it right down him,” someone said. “Whole thing. Eighteen years, eighteen seconds.”

“Go on, Artie.”

He looked round at the faces. Brian’s broad and grinning, Stan’s flat and amused, Colin already reaching to refill the pumps, Peter Arkwright watching from the good coat with an expression Artie couldn’t read and didn’t try very hard to. Gerry Pike, down the end, not joining the chant. Just watching Artie with something that might have been worry, though Artie didn’t clock it as worry then. He clocked it as nothing at all, because he was eighteen and the fire was warm and the men who ran his working world were, for once, looking at him and smiling.

He drank it down. It went too fast and too cold into a stomach that had had nothing since the extra egg at breakfast, and it came up his throat in a rush that he could do nothing about, and he was sick. Not much, but enough. Down the front of the shirt he’d ironed twice, onto the boots of the men nearest him, and the laughter that had been warm and round him a moment before changed its shape entirely.

It did not stop. It went up half a tone and stayed there, a bright hard pitch that made Stan Mather slap the bar twice with the flat of his hand, and Colin joined it from behind the taps with a wheezing bark that went on long after the joke could have justified it. Ten seconds, twelve. Artie counted them without meaning to, the way he counted the seconds between signal changes. That was the thing Artie remembered afterward, lying awake trying to work out where the evening had gone wrong, as if it were a signalling fault he could trace back along the wire to its source. The laughter did not stop the way laughter is meant to stop, easing off into someone fetching a cloth, someone saying never mind, lad, happens to us all. It kept going, that bright hard pitch under it, and Artie would spend what remained of his life, however long or strange that turned out to be, learning that note by heart.

“Look at the state of him,” Stan Mather said, delighted.

“Eighteen years old,” Brian said, wiping his eyes, “and can’t hold his first pint. Bloody typical.”

“He’s not right,” someone else said, from further down the bar, and Artie didn’t see who. “Never has been. Soft in the head, that one.”

“I don’t want any trouble,” Artie said. He heard his own voice come out small and thick, syrup-slow with the beer and the shame both. He was trying to find the cloth Colin had thrown down, trying to wipe his own boots and the boots of the man beside him, trying to make the mess smaller by attention alone, the way he’d learned to make problems smaller at work, by fixing what was in front of him and not looking up. “I’m sorry. I’ll clean it. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Trouble,” Brian repeated, and something in his face had gone hard now under the joviality, the way ice forms on a puddle without the water underneath knowing anything about it. “No trouble, Artie lad. Big day for you. Come on. We’ll get you sorted.”

They got him up by the arms, Brian on one side and Stan on the other, and Colin came round the bar laughing still with that bright hard pitch in it, still going, and Peter Arkwright watched from his good coat and said nothing at all, which Artie would remember later as its own kind of participation. Gerry Pike didn’t move from his stool at first. His hand came up off the bar, half raised, as if he might reach after Artie or call something out, and then it settled back down on the wood, flat, still. Artie looked back at him once, over Stan Mather’s shoulder, and Gerry’s face had gone the colour of the ash in the smoking grate, and his mouth was doing something that might have been the shape of a word, but no sound came out of it, and then Artie was through the side door and into the corridor and couldn’t see Gerry any more.

The corridor ran back behind the club, service passage brick going dark green with old damp, single bulbs strung along it that had been there since before the war and looked it. Artie knew this passage. It led, eventually, to the stores, and from the stores down a set of iron stairs to the lower level where the drains ran, an area the men called, without much ceremony, the low road, because it was low and it was a road of sorts. Cable runs and old brickwork and a rumour, never confirmed to Artie’s satisfaction, that it connected somewhere far under the platforms to the culverted river everyone had forgotten Manchester used to have running through the middle of it.

“Where we going?” Artie said. His feet weren’t answering him properly. The beer had done something to his legs that made the floor feel closer than it should.

“Sober you up,” Brian said. “Fresh air.”

“There’s no fresh air down there,” Artie said, because he was drunk enough to say true things without the usual filter, and drunk enough not to notice the silence that answered him.

They came to the low road door. It was iron, painted the same institutional green as everything else at Victoria, and a notice screwed to it at eye height had gone the colour of weak tea, the lettering barely holding its black: Authorised Access Only, Torch Required. Someone had propped the door open with a fire bucket that should have been racked by the extinguisher point twenty feet back down the passage, sand spilling from its lip where the bucket had been dragged rather than carried. Artie noticed both things, the faded notice and the misplaced bucket, with the small clear part of him that still worked even while the rest of him swam, and some older instinct, drilled into him in his first fortnight on the platforms, told him that a propped fire door with no torch in sight was not a thing any of these men would normally walk past without comment.

It was February. The evening outside had been mild enough that Artie’s mother had let him go without his overcoat, saying his good jacket would do. But the cold that came up the iron stairs from the low road belonged to no month at all. A cellar cold. A cold with weight in it. The iron handrail at the top of the steps had beaded over with condensation as if it had been standing in a beer cellar for a week, and the air rising past it smelled of wet brick and, underneath the wet brick, something sweetish and old, like spilled ale gone to vinegar in a barrel nobody had rolled out in years. Artie didn’t have a name for it and didn’t like it.

“In you go,” Brian said. “Clear your head.”

“I don’t want to go down there,” Artie said. “Mam said not to be late. I’ve to be up for six.”

“Two minutes,” Brian said. “Get your head right, come back up, we’ll see you home ourselves. Won’t we, lads.”

There was assent, general and slurred, from behind him, though Artie noticed, even then, that nobody actually said yes in a way you could hold them to. He noticed Peter Arkwright had gone very quiet indeed, standing back near the club door with his good coat buttoned as if he were about to leave, as if he had somewhere better to be. Which he did, and always would.

Above them, a train went over. Victoria carried trains on iron and brick that had stood since the last century, and the whole low road shuddered with it, a long deep groan running through the brickwork that Artie felt in his chest before he heard it properly with his ears. It was a sound he knew. He’d heard it every day of his working life, the ordinary shudder of a station breathing under traffic, and yet standing here, half drunk, at the top of the iron stairs with that wrong cold on his face, the sound didn’t feel ordinary at all. It felt as if the wall itself had taken a breath in and hadn’t yet let it out.

“Go on then,” Stan Mather said, and put a hand flat between Artie’s shoulder blades. Not hard, not violent, just enough, the exact amount of push a big careless man gives a boy he doesn’t respect, and Artie’s feet went from under him on the top step. He went down four steps in a stumbling rush, his palm dragging hard along the beaded iron rail as he grabbed for it, and a sting opened up across the heel of his hand where the rust had bitten. Something dropped from his other fist and rang away into the dark below him, small and bright, gone before he could place what it was. Only later, turning out his pocket, would he understand it had been the brass token Brian had pressed on him earlier as a joke, first pint token, good for one more, and that he’d been carrying it without knowing.

He looked back up, cradling his stinging palm against his shirt front. The doorway was a rectangle of yellow light with men’s shapes in it. Brian and Stan and Colin, laughing again, that laughing that hadn’t ever really stopped, only changed key. Beyond them he thought he saw Gerry Pike’s face, pale, saying something Artie couldn’t hear over the ringing in his own ears.

“Very funny,” Artie called up, trying to make his voice sound like a man’s voice, like a man who could take a joke and give one back. “Very funny, that. I’ll come up now.”

“Have your two minutes first,” Brian said. “Sober you up properly. Wouldn’t want your mam seeing you like that.”

That landed somewhere true in Artie, because his mother’s face was the one thing in the world he genuinely could not bear the thought of disappointing, and so he stood a moment on the stairs in the cold and let it work at him, and behind him and below him the low road stretched away into a dark that the single working bulb didn’t reach more than ten feet into.

He heard the door move.

Not close. Not slammed. Just eased, the particular soft scrape of an iron door being dragged across the propping bucket and brought most of the way to, not latched, just brought to, and the rectangle of yellow light narrowed to a strip and then to a line and then there was almost none of it left, only a sliver at the hinge edge, and the laughter on the other side of it kept going, muffled now, going on and on in that same bright hard key, as if it belonged to men who could not hear him at all.

“Brian?” Artie said. “Stan?”

Nothing changed. The laughter carried on, thinned by the iron between them, and under it Artie heard, or thought he heard, the piano start up again in the club, someone hammering out a tune nobody could ever get the pitch of, and beneath that, beneath everything, he heard water. Not a tap dripping. Not a cistern. A slow steady moving sound, patient, coming from somewhere further down the low road than the reach of the bulb, a sound like something turning over in its sleep.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Artie called, up towards the sliver of light, and his voice came out smaller in that space than it had any right to, swallowed by brick that had absorbed a hundred years of steam and smoke and never once given anything back. “I’ve to be up for six. Mam said not to be late.”

Above him a train went over again, that long deep shudder running through the walls like breath drawn in through gritted teeth, and Artie felt it come down through the beaded rail into his stung palm, a fine trembling that went on a beat longer than the sound of the train itself, as though the brick were holding onto the shake after the engine had already cleared the arches. When it had passed and gone still, Artie called up once more. “Brian? I’m coming up now, all right? I’m sorry about the pint. I’m coming up.”

He heard the door scrape again, another half inch, not open, further shut, iron dragging grit across the step. He heard, a beat after it, one muffled chord from the piano, struck and held too long, the pedal down, ringing through the wall like something caught rather than played.

He called again, louder this time, his voice cracking the way it hadn’t cracked since he was fourteen, and he heard his own words go up the iron stairwell and into the strip of yellow light and past it into the warm noisy room beyond, where the piano played on and the laughter went on and on in its wrong key, and not one voice on the other side of that door, not Brian’s, not Stan’s, not even Gerry’s, called anything back down to him at all.




Chapter 2

The tent went up before Helen Carver got out of the car, which told her the recovery team had reached the point where speed mattered more than dignity. Six-forty on a Tuesday morning and the light along the Irwell was the colour of dishwater, low cloud sitting on the old warehouse roofs above Blackfriars Bridge, and already there were three uniforms stringing tape from a bollard to a lamp post to keep the dog walkers back from the steps.

She showed her card to the constable at the cordon and ducked under.

“Morning, ma’am,” he said, too brightly, the way they did when a body had shaken them and they hadn’t decided yet whether to admit it.

“Who found him?”

“Angler. Down there most mornings apparently, before work. Says he thought it were a bin bag at first, one of them big builder’s ones, caught on the weir grating. Only it weren’t moving with the current right.”

That was usually the first thing that told anyone. Bodies moved wrong. Debris rode the surface tension and rolled with the flow. A body full of trapped gas rode differently, hung differently, snagged on things that plastic slid past.

She walked the last stretch along the towpath with her hands in her coat pockets, past the black iron railing that had been repainted sometime in the last decade and was already flaking again at the joints. The river below Hunt’s Bank ran fast this morning after two days of rain up in the Pennines, brown and busy, throwing itself against the old stone abutments with a sound like something being poured rather than something flowing. Above her the arches of Victoria carried the first services of the day, and every so often a train went over with a long groan she felt through the soles of her shoes before she heard it properly.

She had grown up twenty minutes from here and had walked past this stretch of water more times than she could count without ever once looking properly down into it. She checked her watch now against the time she had logged when the misper file opened, two days back, on the Sunday morning his mother had rung it in, and did the sum in her head the way she always did on these calls, turning hours into the narrowing shape of what a body could survive them.

The tent stood on the shingle below the steps, close to where the old weir threw up a permanent low roar of white water, and the smell reached her before she was properly inside it, river mud and something colder underneath, the particular smell of a body that had been in cold moving water rather than still.

The detective sergeant working the case was crouched at the entrance, notebook out, looking like a man who had been awake since three.

“Ma’am.” He straightened. “Missing person’s turned up, and it looks like the one from the weekend. Callum Reed.”

“Confirmed?”

“Wallet in his jacket. Bank card, student railcard, one of them new-starter passes for the apprenticeship scheme, laminated, his photo on it looking about twelve. Face matches the photo his mum gave the FLO Sunday night, near enough. We’ll get it formal with dental or prints but I’d put money on it.”

Helen nodded and stepped into the tent.

The cold LED rig the recovery team had rigged threw a flat, shadowless glare off the wet tarpaulin, bleaching everything the same dead white, and through the open flap behind her she could hear the weir’s spray hitting the canvas in irregular gusts, a soft slap that never quite settled into a rhythm she could stop listening for. They had him laid out on the tarpaulin the recovery team used, not yet bagged, because the crime scene manager liked photographs taken in situ before anyone moved so much as a shoelace, and Helen had learned a long time ago to be grateful for officers who thought that way even when it meant standing in a cold tent at quarter to seven looking at an eighteen-year-old boy who should have been getting up for a shift.

Callum Reed had been a good-looking lad. That much survived. Dark hair gone lank and heavy with river water, a strong jaw, the kind of face that would have filled out handsomely by thirty. He was wearing what she took for his good going-out shirt, pale blue, the top two buttons gone, one shoe missing, the remaining trainer swollen tight with water so the laces had cut white grooves into the wet leather. His skin had the waxy, blanched look she’d seen on every immersion body she’d ever stood over, the fine blood vessels beginning to surface under it in that faint marbled pattern the pathologists called something Latin she never bothered to remember, because it told you nothing except that he had been in the water a while, which she already knew.

“Time in the water?” she asked.

“Pathologist reckons somewhere between thirty and fifty hours, going on temperature and the marbling, but she wants him back on the table before she commits to a number.” The sergeant checked his notebook. “Last confirmed sighting was Saturday night, half eleven, on the CCTV outside a pub on Shudehill. Eighteenth birthday do. Half the lads he was out with are still being spoken to. One of them says Callum went off to the gents about half eleven and never came back to the table, and everyone assumed he’d gone home because he was, quote, well gone by then, hardly stood up straight for the last hour.”

“Anyone see him leave the pub?”

“Not on any of the footage we’ve pulled so far. There’s a gap on the door camera between eleven twenty and about ten to twelve, some fault with the recording, engineer’s been called for it. After that nothing with his face on it that we’ve found. He doesn’t turn up on transport CCTV, doesn’t tap his phone at any of the usual chippies, nothing on his bank card after a round he bought at ten past eleven.”

“He leaves a pub full of people who like him, on his eighteenth birthday, with a new job starting Monday. And somewhere in that gap he walks himself into the Irwell in the middle of the night.”

“That’s the shape of it so far, yeah.” The sergeant didn’t look happy saying it, and she liked him better for that. “New apprenticeship with Network Rail, ma’am. Track maintenance, based out of Victoria. Starts Monday. His mum said he’d been over the moon about it for weeks. Bought himself steel-toe boots before he even had the contract signed.”

“That’s not nothing,” Helen said. “Lad excited about a job doesn’t usually decide to go for a swim.”

“No, ma’am.”

She crouched by the body, careful of her coat hem on the wet tarpaulin, and looked at him properly, the way she made herself look at every one of them before she let anyone in a white suit start narrating theories at her. His face in death had gone slack in the particular way drowned faces went slack, mouth slightly open, and there was a graze along his left cheekbone, superficial, the kind you’d expect from a body knocking against stone or brick somewhere in transit downriver. Ordinary. His hands, when she looked, were swollen with maceration, the skin on the fingertips starting to wrinkle and lift in that washerwoman pattern that always made junior officers flinch the first time they saw it and had stopped meaning anything to Helen years ago.

Then she saw his wrists.

She reached for the torch clipped to her belt without quite deciding to and shone it down close, angled, the way you did to bring up bruising the flat morning light wouldn’t show. There it was. A band of discolouration circling each wrist, not deep, not the black-purple of a genuine ligature mark left by rope or cable, but a paler, more diffuse bruising than she’d expect from a lad simply thrashing about in fast water, and it ran all the way round in a fairly even line, rather than catching only on the inside of the wrist the way a snagged sleeve or a grabbed hand usually left its mark.

“Look at this.”

The sergeant crouched beside her, close enough that she could smell the coffee on his breath, and looked where she pointed.

“Could be from the current,” he said, after a moment. “Snagged on something under the water. Debris does that, catches an arm and drags.”

“Could be,” she agreed, because it could. She had seen exactly that kind of bruise on a suicide pulled out of the Bridgewater Canal three years ago, an arm caught fast in a trolley frame for the better part of two days while the body turned and turned in the current. It was not an unreasonable explanation. It was, in fact, the first explanation any competent officer should reach for, because rivers were full of shopping trolleys and bicycle frames and the rusted skeletons of things nobody had bothered to fish out in living memory, and any one of them could leave a mark like this on a body that spent long enough tumbling past it.

“Get the photographer over here,” she said. “Both wrists, natural light first, then again under torch at the same angle, and I want the exact degree noted on the exhibit log each time, not just ‘oblique’ or ‘direct’. If this ends up meaning something, I don’t want to be arguing about how the shadow fell.”

She moved the torch down. There was more grazing around both shins, roughly at the same height on each leg, and a strange evenness to the marks that made her frown, because current damage was rarely so symmetrical.

“Measure it,” she said. The sergeant got the tape from his kit bag and knelt, working carefully round the swollen ankle.

“Eleven centimetres up from the heel on the left,” he said, moving to the other leg. “And eleven on the right. Near enough exact.” He looked up at her. “That’s tight for random knocking about, isn’t it.”

“Snag a leg on one bit of debris and you’d expect the other leg clean, or marked somewhere else entirely, unless the body rolled in a very particular way,” she said. “Get that measurement on the log as well. Both legs, same height, noted.”

“You thinking ligatures, ma’am?”

“I’m thinking I don’t know yet, and neither do you, and neither will the pathologist until he’s on her table properly. I’m asking for photographs and measurements so that whatever it turns out to be, we’ve got it recorded before he’s bagged and half the marks have faded with handling.”

She stood, joints complaining, and looked round the tent at the ordinary furniture of a body-recovery scene doing its ordinary work around her. The crime scene manager labelling exhibit bags. A second officer photographing the weir grating where the boy had caught, the black iron bars slick and beaded with river spray, a scrap of blue fabric still snagged on one of them a few feet upstream, matching, she’d bet, the torn shoulder seam on the shirt. The police surgeon’s assistant kneeling by the tarpaulin with a clipboard, noting rigor, lividity, the froth at the nostrils that told you, in the crudest and oldest way pathology had, that this man had been breathing when he went under, that this had at some point genuinely been a drowning and not merely a disposal of an already dead thing into moving water.

That last detail should have settled her. It usually did. Froth at the airway meant the body had fought for breath in the water, which meant, on the balance of everything she’d learned in twenty years of this work, exactly what everyone standing round this tent already assumed: a very drunk young man, alone, in the dark, near a fast river, on a night when he had every reason to be euphoric and unsteady both at once.

It did not settle her.

“Ma’am.” The crime scene manager came over wiping her gloved hands down her white suit, evidence log already open on her clipboard. “Before I show you this, I want it on record I’ve bagged it separate and it’s going straight into the vehicle safe the second we’re done here, not sitting in the exhibits crate with everything else. Chain of custody’s clean from the moment it came off him. Sole custody’s mine until it’s signed over at the lab.”

“Understood. What have you got?”

She held up an evidence bag between two gloved fingers. “Found this caught in his trouser pocket, right side. Thought you’d want to see before it goes to the lab.”

Helen took it and turned it in the light. A scrap of dark, matted material, snagged with something fine and pale running through it that could have been thread, could have been plant matter, could have been nothing at all worth the trouble of looking at twice.

“What is it?”

“Not sure yet. Could be organic, could just be river debris that’s caught in his pocket while he was down there. I’m not going to guess on it in this light. Wants proper analysis before anyone puts a name to it.”

Helen looked at the bag a moment longer than she needed to, then handed it back.

“Log it separate from the rest, get it to the lab today if you can push it. Priority, and I want the results flagged straight to me, not filed through the usual queue.”

“Will do.”

She stepped out of the tent into the grey morning air, glad of it after the closeness inside. A train went over the viaduct above her as she straightened up, the long iron groan of it running through the arches and down into the shingle under her boots, fading out into the roar of the weir until she couldn’t tell any more where one sound ended and the other began. She stood a moment looking at the black arches rising over the whole scene, indifferent to what the river brought them and what it took away, and then she turned to find the response sergeant already walking down the towpath towards her, notebook half filled.

“We’ll want the log of who Callum was set to work under out of Network Rail as well,” she said to the detective sergeant before the response sergeant reached her. “Apprenticeship contact, whoever signed him up, HR details, all of it. I want that logged before we leave here, not chased up next week.”

“On it, ma’am.”

“We’re going to want to get the paperwork moving on this one before the morning’s out, ma’am,” the response sergeant said, closing the last few yards. “Coroner’s office is going to ask what we’re calling it. Lads he was with all say the same thing, drunk, upset about something at the bar apparently, went to the gents and didn’t come back. Fits the pattern. I’ve seen three of these exact scenarios in eleven years on this stretch of river alone. I don’t think we’re looking at anything the coroner’s not seen a hundred times before. Might save everyone some grief if we get the initial classification down as misadventure and let the file move.”

Helen looked at him for a moment. He wasn’t wrong to ask. He was matching a familiar shape to a familiar pattern, the way she had herself, more times than she could count, and been right nearly every time.

“Not yet,” she said. “Nobody enters misadventure on this until I’ve had the pathologist’s preliminary notes on the wrist marks in writing, in front of me. There’s bruising round both wrists and grazing on both shins at exactly matching heights, and I want an explanation for that in the record before I let this go anywhere near the coroner as a straightforward drowning.”

“Ma’am, the coroner’s office.”

“Can wait,” she said, “same as the rest of us, for a proper answer.”




Chapter 3

The superintendent’s office smelled of instant coffee and the particular carpet-tile staleness of a building whose windows had never once been properly opened, and Detective Superintendent Marsh had a way of steepling his fingers that Helen had learned to read as a countdown.

“Talk me through where we are,” he said, “before I have to talk to anyone upstairs.”

She had the file in front of her, though she didn’t need it. “Callum Reed, eighteen, recovered from the Irwell near Hunt’s Bank at approximately six-twenty this morning. Missing since Saturday night following his eighteenth birthday celebrations on Shudehill. Preliminary indications are consistent with immersion of thirty to fifty hours. Froth at the airway consistent with a genuine drowning event rather than post-mortem disposal.”

“So he drowned.”

“Cause of death hasn’t been confirmed. I’m waiting on the post-mortem.”

“But the working assumption.”

“There’s bruising on both wrists, symmetrical, and matching grazing on both shins at exactly the same height on each leg. I’ve asked the pathologist to address that specifically before anything gets classified.”

Marsh’s fingers came apart and settled flat on the desk, which she also knew how to read. “Helen. Talk me through what that actually means, because to me it sounds like a lad who’d had the best part of a bottle of something walked into a fast river in the dark and got knocked about by everything a fast river’s got in it. Trolley frames. Bike wheels. Half the industrial revolution’s still down there if you believe the mudlarks. You’ve told me yourself you’ve seen bruises like that before and they came off exactly that.”

“I have. And they might again.”

“So what’s stopping you writing it up.”

“The symmetry.” She kept her voice level, because she had learned a long time ago that the moment frustration crept into her voice in this office, the man across the desk stopped hearing the argument and started hearing the tone. “Random debris damage isn’t tidy. You get one wrist marked, not both, unless the body’s rolled in a very specific way, and even then you don’t often get shin grazing at exactly the same height on both legs. Eleven point two centimetres up from the heel, left and right, within two millimetres of each other according to the exhibit log, and the pathologist’s confirmed that verbally as well as in writing. That’s not what a river usually does to a body. I want it explained before it goes anywhere near the coroner as misadventure.”

“And if the pathologist comes back and says it’s consistent with debris.”

“Then I’ll write it up as misadventure myself and buy the first round at his wake.” She let that sit a second. “But I’m not doing it on the strength of what a response sergeant saw at half past six this morning standing in a tent in the cold, wanting to get home for his breakfast. That’s not a criticism of him. It’s what the job trains you to want.”

Marsh looked at her for a while, and she watched him do the sum she knew he was doing. She didn’t blame him for it. It was his job. But she’d spent enough years in rooms like this to know the sum always came out the same way if you let it be the only thing on the table.

“How long do you need,” he said, “before you either confirm this as something or let it go.”

“Forty-eight hours. Pathology report, forensic analysis on an item recovered from his clothing, and I want to speak to the family myself before anyone’s told anything official.”

“Forty-eight hours,” Marsh said, and made a note that she suspected was less about the case than about covering himself when the forty-eight hours turned into ninety-six, which they generally did. “And Helen. If this comes back straightforward, I need you to be able to write straightforward. I know how these things get their hooks into you. You start pulling one thread and by Thursday you’ve got six DCs chasing a river current because you don’t like the shape of a bruise.”

“If it’s straightforward,” she said, “I’ll write straightforward. I always have.”

He didn’t answer that, and she took the silence as the closest thing to permission she was going to get, and left before he could change his mind out loud.

* * *

The mortuary at the back of Manchester Royal was a low building of the kind nobody photographed for the tourist board, brick the colour of a wet pavement, with a loading bay where the vans came and went with a discretion Helen found more unsettling than any drama would have been.

Dr Elaine Kirkham met her at the double doors in scrubs and a plastic apron, her mask pushed down under her chin, looking like a woman who had already had one difficult conversation that morning and was steeling herself for a second.

“You’ve not started,” Helen said.

“I’ve done the external exam. I wanted you here before I opened him up properly, since you flagged the wrists.” Kirkham held the door for her. “Come through. I’ll show you what I’ve got, and I want to be honest with you now, before we go further, that some of it isn’t going to make your job easier.”

The examination room was exactly as cold as Helen expected and exactly as bright, the overhead lights doing what overhead lights in these rooms always did, stripping every surface of anything that might have passed for warmth or shadow, so that the steel table, the drainage channels, the boy himself all sat under the same flat, merciless clarity. Callum Reed lay on the table with a modesty sheet drawn to his chest, and someone had washed the river mud from his hair, so it lay dark and neat against the steel. The wall clock above the door read ten past eleven, and beside it a whiteboard carried three case numbers in Kirkham’s neat capitals, Callum’s among them, the others struck through in red where the post-mortems were already closed.

“External examination first,” Kirkham said, businesslike. “Confirmed drowning indicators. Froth at the airway, some in the stomach contents when we get to that, consistent with active respiration in the water. Blood alcohol will take a day or two to come back properly, but on visual and reported consumption I’d estimate somewhere north of twice the drink-drive limit, possibly considerably more. That fits a young man out celebrating who’d had rather more than he could handle.”

“The wrists.”

Kirkham walked round to the arm nearest Helen and lifted it gently, turning it under the light. The discolouration Helen had seen in the tent at dawn had darkened in the hours since, the way bruising did once a body was somewhere still and warm enough to let blood settle properly, and under the mortuary lights the band round the wrist stood out with a clarity the torch hadn’t given her.

“I want to be careful,” Kirkham said, “because I know what it looks like, and I don’t want you writing something in your notebook I can’t stand behind in six months in front of a coroner. This bruising pattern is unusual. It’s more even than I’d expect from debris entanglement, and it’s bilateral, which is less common than people assume, because most snagging in moving water happens to one limb, not both, unless the body’s caught somewhere that holds it fixed for a significant period.”

“Could it be a ligature.”

“It could be consistent with restraint. I want to stress consistent with, not diagnostic of, because I’ve seen debris marks fool me before, and I’ve also seen a case where a lad drowned in a canal lock and the sluice mechanism left near-identical bruising round both ankles simply from being pinned there by the flow. I’m not going to give you a cause I can’t defend.” She set the arm down carefully, as though it still mattered to the boy whether it was handled gently. “What I will tell you, off the record, is that in twenty-two years I’ve not seen bruising this regular from random river debris. I’ve seen it from cable ties. I’ve seen it once from a police restraint left on too long before someone thought to loosen it. I have not seen it from a shopping trolley.”

“And the shins.”

“Same story, same caveats. Grazing, superficial, both legs, eleven point two centimetres from the heel on each side, near-identical to within the two millimetres the log gives you. On one leg I’d write it off without a second thought. On both, at that precision, I don’t have a tidy ordinary explanation for it, and I’d rather tell you that plainly now than dress it up in language that sounds more confident than I actually am.”

Helen looked at the boy’s face again. The clock above the door had ticked on to a quarter past eleven, and somewhere behind the far wall a compressor cycled and fell silent, and she thought, not for the first time, that the marks on the wrists belonged to a person who had, four days ago, been buying rounds and laughing too loud in a pub on Shudehill because he was eighteen and had a good job starting Monday and every reason in the world to think the worst thing that could happen to him that night was a hangover.

“Toxicology,” she said. “Anything unusual beyond alcohol.”

“Nothing flagged on initial screening, but the full panel takes longer, you know that. I’ll push it where I can.”

“There was a scrap of material recovered from his trouser pocket. Dark, matted, with something pale running through it.”

Kirkham’s expression sharpened, professional interest overtaking the careful neutrality she’d held since Helen walked in. “I saw the exhibit log. I’ve not examined the item itself, that’s gone straight to the lab as requested, but I took a swab from the pocket lining at nine forty this morning, before it was bagged, exhibit reference PA slash zero three, in case there was residue transfer. I’ll have preliminary results on that faster than the material itself, probably.” She paused, weighing something. “Only that it smelled wrong for river mud. I know that’s not evidence, and I’m not putting it in a report, but I’ve smelled enough Irwell silt in my career to know what it smells like, and this had something else under it. Damp brick, maybe. Something closer to a cellar than a riverbed.” She caught Helen’s expression and held up a gloved hand. “I’m not building you a theory, Helen. I’m telling you what my nose told me, which is worth precisely nothing in court and everything to you deciding whether to push for a fuller analysis. That’s your job, not mine.”

“It’s already gone for analysis. Priority flag.”

“Good.” Kirkham pulled her mask back up, and the conversation closed the way it always did, professional distance sliding back into place like a visor. “I’ll have the full post-mortem findings to you by tomorrow evening. I won’t write cause of death as straightforward drowning until I’ve had the internal examination and the toxicology, and I want that on the record as my decision, not something you talked me into, because I don’t want anyone reading this file in a year’s time thinking I was leaned on.”

“Noted. And appreciated.”

Helen left the way she’d come in, past the loading bay with its discreet closed doors, out into a car park where the light, even under grey cloud, felt shockingly bright after the mortuary’s flat white glare. She checked her watch against the dashboard clock, logged the time in her notebook against Kirkham’s name, and sat by the car a moment longer than the walk required before she drove to the address the family liaison officer had given her.

* * *

She flicked back two pages before she got out of the car. The FLO’s note logged a first visit at seven fifty that morning, ninety minutes after the recovery, and recorded only that the family had been told a body matching Callum’s description had been found in the river and that formal identification would follow. Nothing about wrists. Nothing about cause. That gap was hers to fill, and she meant to fill it carefully.

The Reeds lived on a terraced street in Miles Platting, net curtains in most of the front windows, a police family liaison car already parked two doors down where it wasn’t quite subtle enough to escape the neighbours. Callum’s mother, Denise Reed, opened the door before Helen had finished knocking, as though she’d been standing in the hall waiting for exactly this, and something in Helen’s chest tightened at the sight of her, because she recognised the look. It was the look of a woman who had spent three days negotiating with herself over which version of events she could survive, and who had already, this morning, been told the version she couldn’t.

“You’re the detective,” Denise said. Not a question.

“DI Helen Carver. I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs Reed.”

The front room was small and warm and smelled of toast, and there was a school photograph of Callum on the mantelpiece, perhaps thirteen years old, gap-toothed, hair gelled into some optimistic architecture that hadn’t survived contact with the day. Helen sat facing it, so that the boy in the photograph and the boy on the mortuary table occupied the same room in her notes, if nowhere else.

“They told me it was probably an accident,” Denise said, once Helen had sat, once the FLO had brought tea nobody wanted and retreated to the kitchen doorway. “This morning. The sergeant who came. He said accident, more or less. Said lads that age, after a drink, near water, it happens more than people think.”

“That’s one possibility we have to consider,” Helen said, carefully. “I want to be straight with you, Mrs Reed, because I think you’d rather have that than comfort that doesn’t hold up. There are aspects of Callum’s condition I’m not satisfied are fully explained yet. I’ve asked for further tests before anything is finalised, and I intend to keep asking until I have answers I can stand behind.”

Denise’s hands, wrapped round a mug she wasn’t drinking from, went very still. “What aspects.”

Helen weighed how much to say, the old calculation, honesty against speculation, and settled where she generally settled, on the side of the truth that was actually true. “There’s bruising on his wrists that I want explained. It might turn out to have a simple cause. I’m not going to sit here and tell you it’s sinister, because I don’t know that yet, any more than I know it’s innocent. What I can tell you is that I’m not closing this as a straightforward accident until I’ve had proper answers, whatever the pressure to move quicker.”

“Pressure,” Denise said, and something in the word had an edge Helen recognised, the particular bitterness of someone who had already, in three days, learned more about how institutions worked than she’d ever wanted to know. “There’s always pressure, isn’t there. What time did he leave, that’s what I keep coming back to. Quarter to eight, Saturday. Grey hoodie, the North Face one, and them new trainers he’d only had a fortnight, white ones, he wouldn’t stop going on about keeping them clean. That’s the last I saw of him, in that doorway, telling me not to wait up.”

“Thank you. That’s useful, the timing especially. I’ll want the name of the friend he was with, if you have it, and anything he said about his plans for later in the evening.”

Denise looked at her for a long moment, assessing, the way people did when they’d learned the hard way not to trust reassurance on its own terms, and then something in her face loosened, very slightly. Not relief. The smallest concession that this particular officer might be worth believing.

“He were so happy,” she said. “That’s what I can’t get past. He’d bought his own boots for the job before they’d even sent the contract. Steel toes. Kept them in the box under his bed so his little sister wouldn’t scuff them trying them on.” Her voice didn’t break, quite, but it came close, and Helen let the silence hold for as long as it needed to before she spoke again.

“He’d a daft thing going with his mate Jay,” Denise said, unprompted, into the quiet, the way people did when the silence itself asked more than a direct question could. “Pub quiz, down the Crown, Tuesdays. They kept changing the team name every week trying to make the quizmaster say something stupid out loud. Had him saying Nacho Average Team Name one week, dead straight-faced, poor lad, and our Callum couldn’t tell me about it after without laughing so hard he could barely get the words out.” She looked at the mug in her hands as though she’d forgotten it was there. “I’ve still got a voicemail off him on my phone. From the Thursday. Just him asking if I’d got milk in. I’ve listened to it that many times I know every breath in it, and I can’t delete it, and I’m not going to, whatever anybody tells me about needing the space.”

Helen wrote none of that down, though she would remember all of it, and let the pause sit until Denise was ready to move past it herself.

“I’m going to find out what happened to him, Mrs Reed. I’m not going to promise you it’ll be an easy answer. But I’m not going to let it get written up quickly just because that’s what’s convenient.”

She left twenty minutes later with a description of Callum’s mood in the weeks before, a name for the friend who’d been drinking with him that Saturday, the hoodie and the trainers logged in her notebook against the time he’d left the house, and a promise she intended to keep, whatever it ended up costing her with Marsh and the stats board and the custody clock that never stopped running whether or not the truth had caught up with it yet.

* * *

Her phone rang as she was pulling out of the street, the display showing the forensic lab’s internal extension, and she answered it on the hands-free before she’d properly cleared the junction.

“DI Carver.”

“Ma’am, it’s Sandra Whitlow, forensic services. You flagged an item for priority analysis, the trace material recovered from the Reed exhibit.”

“Go on.”

“We’ve run initial identification. It’s not straightforward, and I don’t want to give you a finding I can’t back up, so I’ve had to escalate part of it.” Whitlow’s voice had the flat, precise cadence of someone reading from notes she’d already checked twice. “The dark matted material is consistent with old brick dust bound in what looks like an established mould growth, and there’s fine fibrous matter running through it that our reference library doesn’t hold a clean match for. It’s not river silt. It’s not consistent with anything we’d expect from open water immersion in the Irwell.”

“What are you telling me.”

“I’m telling you I can’t fully identify the environment this material actually came from, not with what we’ve got in the reference library here, and I’d rather say that plainly than guess at something I can’t defend later. The mould growth pattern suggests a stable, undisturbed, damp environment over a long period, longer than four days. Weeks at minimum, possibly a great deal longer. That’s not consistent with anything that could have bound to his pocket lining in the time he’s actually been missing, unless the material was already there before he went in the water, which raises its own question I’m not equipped to answer.”

“What would be equipped to answer it.”

“Someone who understands old brick structures and buried environments better than a standard trace lab does. A structural or environmental specialist, ideally with some background in historic culverts or subterranean infrastructure, because that’s the direction this is pointing me, and I don’t say that lightly.” Whitlow paused, and Helen heard paper shift at the other end, the sound of someone checking a form before committing to the next sentence. “I can give you a written preliminary today, priority-flagged as requested, but I’d want it clear on the record that this needs a second opinion outside our usual remit before anyone treats it as settled.”

Helen indicated left without quite registering she’d done it, the junction sliding past in the corner of her eye while the rest of her mind stayed on the sentence Whitlow had just handed her. Weeks. Possibly longer. Bound into a pocket that had, as far as anyone official currently believed, only existed in the world for eighteen years.

“Get me a name,” she said, “and get me a date.”




Chapter 4

The sample tray sat under the lamp like something dredged rather than delivered, and Maya Siddiq had learned long ago not to trust her first impression of anything that came off the Irwell, because the first impression was always river. Silt-brown. Homogeneous. The kind of material that told you nothing except that Manchester’s weather had, once again, done exactly what Manchester’s weather always did.

This was not that.

She turned the exhibit bag under the light without opening it, the way she’d been trained to, reading it through the polythene before she asked anyone to break the seal. Dark, matted fibre, no more than four centimetres across, bonded to something granular the colour of old mortar joints rather than riverbed. A faint bloom of pale filament threaded through it, structured, branching, nothing like the random scatter she’d expect from waterborne debris. She’d seen that structure before, on inspections nobody liked doing, in the crawl spaces under Victorian retaining walls where damp never properly left and never properly arrived either, just sat, patient, doing its slow chemistry in the dark.

“You’re the tunnel woman,” said the technician who brought the paperwork through, a young man whose name she hadn’t caught and didn’t ask for twice, because names cost time and she’d learned to spend her attention where it mattered.

“I’m the structural asset engineer who was requested for this,” Maya said. “There’s a difference, but it won’t matter today.”

She signed the exhibit log against the reference number, checked the chain-of-custody sheet twice, because a broken chain was worse than no evidence at all, and initialled the box confirming the bag had come to her unopened and sealed since collection. Only then did she glove up, double-layered nitrile over cotton liners because the mould made her cautious about anything airborne, and ask for the material to be opened under the fume hood. A technician drew a small subsample with a sterile spatula into a labelled vial before Maya so much as touched the rest, so that whatever the volatile analysis eventually found, nobody could argue later that the working sample and the reference sample weren’t the same material handled the same way.

Under magnification the granular component resolved into something she recognised immediately and didn’t like recognising. Crushed fired clay, the specific dull orange-brown of Victorian engineering brick, ground fine by decades of settling rather than by any single act of demolition. Bound through it, in patches, a mycelial structure she couldn’t identify to species without a proper lab culture, but whose growth habit she’d seen described in exactly one context in her professional life: sustained high humidity, low airflow, total darkness, over years rather than weeks.

“River silt doesn’t do this,” she said, mostly to herself, because the technician had already drifted off towards the next bench and wasn’t listening. “River silt is turnover. This is stagnation.”

She photographed three fields of view, logged the magnification and lighting conditions the way she’d have logged them for a structural crack survey, because a court six months from now would ask her exactly how she knew what she thought she knew, and she intended to have an answer that didn’t rest on anyone trusting her intuition alone.

* * *

The consultation room off the main forensic suite had one window, blinded, and a table too small for the four people who eventually crowded round it: Maya, the forensic services coordinator who’d requested her, a mycologist brought in on a Tuesday-afternoon consultancy rate that somebody upstairs was clearly not thrilled about, and DI Helen Carver, who was, as it turned out, twelve minutes off arriving at all.

While they waited, the mycologist pulled up two of Maya’s photographs on her own laptop and turned the screen. “This branching pattern here, the way it’s fanning rather than matting, that’s not surface contamination off a wet exhibit bag. That’s colony growth in situ, on a substrate that stayed wet long enough for it to establish a proper mycelial network rather than a single bloom.”

“What humidity are we talking, roughly, to sustain that over time,” Maya asked, “as opposed to a one-off soaking that dried out again?”

“You’d want relative humidity above eighty per cent more or less continuously, for months, not spiking and dropping. A cellar that floods twice a year and dries out won’t give you this. You need somewhere that just stays wet. No ventilation cycle to speak of.”

The coordinator arrived with the coffee and the agenda. By the time Helen came in, coat still buttoned, and sat without a word until everyone else had said everything they had to say, the mycologist had already laid the groundwork Maya would need for the room.

“Give me the profile,” the coordinator said. “In order. What it is, then what it isn’t.”

The mycologist went first, because her part was smallest and cleanest. “The fungal growth is consistent with several species that colonise damp masonry in low-light, low-ventilation conditions. I can’t give you a single species with confidence from this sample size, but the growth pattern, the density, tells you it’s an established colony, not a chance contamination. This has been growing where it was for longer than days. Months at minimum, more likely years, in a stable microclimate that hasn’t been disturbed.”

“Define stable,” Helen said.

“Constant temperature, constant humidity, no significant airflow change, no light. The kind of environment you get in a sealed cellar, or a disused culvert with poor ventilation. Not somewhere people walk through regularly. Somewhere that’s been left alone.”

Maya took the next section, laying her photographs out on the table in the order she’d prepared them, because order mattered, because a jury or a coroner or, more immediately, a detective inspector with limited patience for hedged language needed the logic to run one clean line
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