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CHAPTER ONE - Changing Faces
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"I think we've been rumbled," Nins said dejectedly.

"Nonsense," her older sister came back. "They've got no evidence."

Nins, (Nina to everyone else), wouldn't be cheered up. "It's millions, Nerve," she said.

"Exactly. One hundred million exactly. Who would suspect two little girls like us?"

"We stole it!"

"We borrowed it," Nirvana said defiantly. "We took the money out of the company account at eight o'clock every evening, played it on the Money Market, and put it back at 8 a.m. in the morning. We made a profit and pocketed it. But they still got their hundred million. Heavens, Nins, we're talking the Corsh Corporation - the biggest property developers in the North West of England. It's a drop in the ocean to them! Even if we lost it - and we didn't - they probably wouldn't have noticed it."

"No, maybe they wouldn't. Because you could cover it up. You're the Chief Financial Officer. You're in charge of all the cash."

"Until Mickey gets back," Nerve reminded her.

"Until Mickey gets back."

Yes, that was the problem.

Mickey was Chief Executive Officer, the CEO of the company. Well, he had been, but only for a couple of months, and then he went haring off to Africa. Goodness knows why! The sisters were delighted at first - it was like he'd left the field wide open for them. But then, slowly, they realised how his support was what had sustained them, and kept them out of investigation.

It was Mickey who had given Nirvana the job - before she had chosen her new name 'Nerve', and back when most people still called her 'Aisling'. Very confusing, and even worse now that she had started dyeing her hair. It was meant to be brown like her sister.

Nina/Nins, seeing her older sister copy her, instantly dyed her hair blonde.

So what? Nobody at Corsh knew who she was anyway. Why should they care if she became someone else?

She was Nerve's deputy, though. That was important. If some detectives found out what they'd been up to, they'd swing together.

"We've got this far," Nerve said seriously. "Look at this place! Not bad for trailer trash."

Strictly speaking, the sisters and their mother had never lived in a trailer, a caravan, or a mobile home. But they'd spent many years in cheap hotels and dirty Bed and Breakfast hostels, back in Scotland. They were then as far down the social ladder as anyone could go, without actually drowning - and it had nearly come to that, on the south east coast of Fife.

But Nerve was clever. She never did well at school - they moved around too much - but when their Ma died and they were assigned Foster Parents and a permanent home, there was enough stability for her to study at home and start on the long haul of getting qualifications in the legal profession. She never make Lawyer, but she was an experienced Legal Executive when she met a young lady with mental illness problems and a fortune in the bank. Nirvana concocted a plan to relieve the badly ill patient of her money, and she fled south to Salford, the ancient city across the river from Manchester. That's where she met Mickey.

She tried to fool him too, but that didn't work.

However, he didn't hate her, especially as they spent time in hospital together. When he inherited shares in the Corsh Corporation and the Board offered him the 'poisoned chalice' of being boss, he offered her a job in the massive company. Bizarrely, even though he knew her visible skills were in the legal field, he put her in charge of finances.

Maybe he assumed she wouldn't know enough about mismanaging money to come up with any sort of plan for embezzlement, but she was blessed with a fundamental outlook of low cunning, and the 'Hundred Million Skim and Scam' was all her own idea.

Everything was going well - in the sense that nobody suspected their duplicity - but then the office moved.

The cause was a barely legal duplicitous scheme too, but it hadn't come from her.

No, old established members of the Corsh Board found a Chartered Surveyor they could bribe, who would swear that the old HQ. was badly built and liable to collapse. It allowed them to demolish the building and make the site available for a high rise block of apartments that would each sell for a healthy profit. Meanwhile the staff would be accommodated at another place on Salford Quays.

The whole area was carved out of the old, Victorian docks. Renamed, resold, the river and water inlets were still there, but no ocean going ships anymore. Instead, brand new office blocks provided space for the BBC and the local commercial television company, plus Salford University, an Arts Centre, a Museum and a school and college. The tram came straight out from Manchester City Centre to the new destination, jobs were created, commuter trails established and everyone was happy, especially the Corsh Corporation, which owned most of the land under the new developments. They were making millions, year on year.

Well, Nerve often told herself, why shouldn't I have a slice of the new pie?

They gave her a big office in the new Headquarters, with a wonderful view of the water.

It wasn't a 'new' building, it was a 'development'. 

In the early days of the Quays, when growth was explosive, the land was earmarked for a car park, a multi-storey car park of six levels, with a supermarket at ground level. The new Corsh HQ was simply four new floors, added to the top of the block.

It meant that the addition could be built really fast - no hanging around for Planning Permission - and Corsh staff moved in before the old place had even been flattened. Nerve missed that one. It was called The Ignato Building and had fond memories for her.

That's where she had first become fairly rich.

Hopefully, her latest schemes were really going to cement that status.

It wasn't just the double-dealing on the Money Market, the sisters had other irons in the fire, and plans on the horizon.

Nina knew that too. "At least we've still got the Tontine," she reminded her sister.

It was an old square of housing, out in Irlam. The houses were three sides of a square, and the fourth side led out onto 'The Moss', an area of boggy land that ran all the way to Liverpool. Nerve and Nina were working to secure that fourth side for new building, as well as the charming little park in the middle of the Square. But that would only work if they could convince Mrs Turtle to sell to them, and she was the last member of the original Residents' Association. It had been set up like a Tontine. The last person alive got the title to the park, and that small area of shrubs, bushes, lawn and trees would be worth millions. The sisters knew that. They were banking on the dotty old lady not knowing that she would soon inherit ownership. They wanted to buy the park for a song and make a huge profit.

It wasn't going well.

The elderly lady was more astute than she made out. She had been playing her neighbours for years, conning them out of their shares. Her long-range plan was to grab the park, sell it and amass a huge sum to hand on to her many grandchildren.

Neither Nerve nor Nins knew that. All they could see was that this particular swindle was taking longer than expected.

Meanwhile, there was still the Armaments Factory.

A German firm had approached Corsh with a proposal to re-instate the gun making facilities at Patricroft. The ancient buildings had seen the manufacture of weapons and ammunition in two World Wars, but had then fallen into disuse. Corsh Corporation owned the site but hadn't been able to find a buyer - the ground was just too contaminated. The Germans didn't want to build houses, they wanted to use the factory for its original purpose. Chemicals? They didn't care, and they were offering a good price.

Luckily for the two conspiratorial sisters, Nerve and Nina, the Germans wanted to somehow put an acceptable face on the frontage of the new plant. The idea they had come up with was that someone could build a row of houses along the main road, and they would move the old main entrance to the plant to the side road. All they needed was a Property Developer.

They came to Corsh, but all they got was the Moxi Twins.

No matter. The two sides seemed ideally suited. Ideas were exchanged, plans were concocted and a contract was being drawn up.

Nerve sighed. Three big plans, all going ahead, all needing servicing.

Her head was sometimes spinning like a juggler in a circus. Could she keep up the momentum?

The door flew open.

"You don't know me," a rotund man pronounced. He was wearing a very expensive suit.

Nerve was sitting to one side of her giant desk. She pushed herself to her feet, wobbling.

"We haven't been introduced," she confirmed.

"My name is Corsh, Charles Corsh," the new arrival growled. "Charles. Always Charles. Never Chuck."

He had a slurring accent. American? How many Corsh family members lived in the USA?

"I'm Canadian," he told her. "You people over here have failed this company before, and us Canucks have had to step in and save you. You heard of Cyril? He was a cousin of mine, but then, in Canada, we're all cousins."

The man was short, bulbous, with a grizzled face and a straggly beard. If he hadn't been wearing the suit, he could have been a seal hunter, or a bear wrestler. He had an air of authority. He was obviously used to being obeyed.

'Charles'? she was thinking. Mickey had told her about at least another two 'Charlie Corsh's' in the closet. Both were dead.

This Charles continued, as if he really needed to explain himself: "After Mickey, I hold the largest stash of stock in this company. In the absence of Mickey, there is obviously a need for leadership. I've talked to the Board and they've seen fit to give me a chance."

He moved forward into the room. The girls were surprised to see there was another man behind him. A taller man, wide shoulders, but still bearded and wearing the sort of baseball cap that might carry the badge of an ice hockey team.

"Get in here, Boss," Charles said.

"Okay, Boss," the new man said.

'Boss'? They were both 'Boss'?

Charles Corsh said: "So this is the new regime. I'm in charge here and Bread is my Deputy. You do what he says."

"What should we call him?" Nerve asked, riled.

"Bread."

Nerve stared at the old man. Was he playing with her? Trying to annoy her? Challenging her?

"It's a joke," Charles explained. "In College, everyone called him 'Beard', but I found out he was dyslexic."

Nins hadn't understood a single word since this intrusion started. All she was getting was that the Corporation Board had decided on a shake-up. That was not a problem, as long as she retained her job and position.

"Are we still working?" she asked pointedly.

Charles Corsh smiled. "You're a great team," he reassured her. "You keep going down the same road. No changes there."

Nina turned to Nerve and tried a little smile. Not a threat, she was trying to indicate.

"Only one thing - " older Corsh started, as if he was finally getting to the point.

"Yes?" Nerve asked, trying to stay cool.

"I need you two to pack your stuff and get out of here," he said. "This is the largest office and I want it."

Nins gasped. "And where will we go?"

"You can have Mickey's office," she was told. "He isn't here to complain."

"Oh, I'm not sure that's a good idea, Boss," Bread said apologetically.

"Why is that, Boss?" Charles said, his voice icy cold.

"Because Mickey's here. He's in it."
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CHAPTER TWO: - Cabin Fever
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He was wrong.

At that precise moment, Mickey was actually sitting in the smallest cabin he had ever been in, sharing with another man, on a dilapidated old cross-Channel ferry, moored up at Tilbury Docks, on the Thames estuary, a mere few miles downstream from the City of London.

"We're lucky," his room-mate was telling him.

"Tell me exactly how," Mickey suggested.

"The asylum seekers on the South Coast are being held on Accommodation Barges. No common rooms, no dining area, or room on the top deck to walk around. We, my friend, have got a genuine old ferry, which means it has all the usual shared space."

Mickey looked around. Sure, there were places to congregate on the ship, but this small cabin they were in had one small porthole and no facilities. The bed area had been expanded by having bunks fitted. Two inmates in one room, like prison.

"The boat was called - is called - The Pride of Van Fleet," Mickey was being told. "It ran the short route from England to Rotterdam. Very busy in the summer time. I've taken it many times. Good for business people like me. Very comfortable."

Mickey saw a question.

"What was your business?" he asked.

"Smuggling."

Well, then maybe you deserve to be here, Mickey was thinking. Of course, Mickey didn't, but the way things worked out -

Mickey was in Rwanda, long story, but had concluded his business there and was ready to come home. He had been promised a seat on the Prime Minister's plane, but there was a security alert and the RAF jet took off in the middle of the night without him, on a direct flight to Northolt.

Mickey woke up to find a courier knocking at his door with a single ticket back to England, courtesy of the PM. Economy Class.

The commercial flight was undoubtedly more comfortable, and there was a meal on board. Mickey even had the chance for a light nap. He didn't think much of the in-flight movie, and there were people nearby who wanted to talk to him, but he kept his eyes closed.
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