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Chapter ONE: Deliveries
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When Mickey arrived outside Melia's apartment, early evening, he was surprised to see that there was not one, not two, but three pizza delivery guys trying to get in.

One was ten inch, one was twelve inch, and the last was fifteen inch.

Behind them was a longer line of burgers, kebabs and Chinese takeaways, disappearing off into the night, all with Melia's name on the order.

He pushed to the front of the queue, a key in hand.

"Hey, mate, you live here?" a pizza guy asked.

Mickey nodded. No, he was thinking - although I have stayed the night and sometimes longer.

Because he and Melia were in a long-term, but on-off relationship, she had entrusted him with keys.

"Sure," he said, lying. "Who you people looking for?"

"It's all in the name of 'Amelia Hartliss'," the second one volunteered. "I'm beginning to think we're being fooled."

Mickey said: "Why's that? She not answering?"

"Not tonight," the young man said ruefully.

"Not last night, or the night before," another one said. "I've been here before."

An older guy shrugged his shoulders "My chop suey is paid for," he said. "I'm  not bothered if she doesn't want to eat it. I can go out to the main road and offer it to one of the homeless guys on London Road."

"Well, mine isn't paid for," the third pizza guy said, his breath coming out like a cloud of steam in the frosty night. "If I don't get the money off her, I'm afraid my boss is going to try and take it out of my wages."

Mickey was willing to leave them with their worries, but then a thought struck him - they might not go away."

"How much?" he said and pulled notes out of his pocket.

He paid the man off and he left, muttering curses on the world and his luck.

Mick gave a handout to the prepaid couriers too, and they went away, to find a welcoming, homeless mouth for their fare.

One by one, the queue started to go down. 

Mickey was aiming for total disappearance, but others kept arriving. Would he manage to put them off?

Luckily, the more experienced bike and car drivers did the job for him.

One shouted: "If it says 'Hartliss' on the chit, then turn round now. It's an H-1 Harassment."

The deliverers stopped in their tracks.

"This means something?" Mickey asked.

"It happens," the older guy confided. "Sometimes, someone wants to bother or harass someone they have a grudge against, so they order stuff - maybe food, maybe clothes. The bell keeps ringing, and the victim goes insane."

"Who would do a thing like that?" Mickey asked, shivering in the cold.

"Usually an ex-boyfriend," the man said, retreating.

Well, that would be me, Mickey was thinking to himself.

But it isn't me. I'm not doing it.

So who has Melia upset, so bad that someone would go to all this trouble?

"Tell your friends," Mickey bellowed to the riders and runners. "Tell your bosses. Tell the telephone answerers."

"It's an H-1," someone said to the new arrivals. "Forget it, forget it. We're being fooled."

I'll have to write a note and pin it to the door, Mickey was thinking, as he turned and used the key.

He came into a small lobby, lift on one side, stairs on the other. There was a stack of mailboxes against the wall.

One box was overflowing with junk mail.

I don't have to guess, Mickey was thinking to himself. Filling in forms, applying for stuff. That would be another annoyance.

Maybe an H-2, he speculated.

He was glad to be out of the cold, dark night, anyway. Central Manchester, with its neon and bright lights, could still be a lonely place. Melia's flat was just off Piccadilly Gardens, a nice place, but the weather was still unwelcome. In the daytime, she could see the canal basin out of her lounge window, a riot of flags and bright colours. But as soon as the sun went down, the water looked ready to freeze, and the threat of winter loomed, not just for those on the streets.

Mickey climbed the familiar stairs up to the second floor, and turned down the corridor he knew so well.

Melia's door was shut, so he knocked, respectfully.

There was no sound from within. He waited an appropriate time, then used his second key to get into the apartment.

The first thing he noticed was that the phone wasn't there. The video phone, usually on the wall, to the left, at head height, had been ripped off. Wires poked out of the wall. Live, electrical wires, maybe.

He didn't bother to find out.

The main lights weren't on, but the lounge door was open and a sidelight cast shadows along the wall.

Mickey walked in, looking for Melia.

She could have been anywhere, he was thinking - maybe in bed, maybe in the kitchen.

No, she was curled up against a radiator, under the main window. The curtains were open, even though the sun had set.

Mickey walked towards her, and his foot crunched on something metallic. 

It was a mobile phone, smashed to pieces.

Mickey tested the radiator. It wasn't on. He saw down beside her, back to the radiator.

"It's me, Melia," he said softly. "It's me, I'm here."

She wouldn't look at him. She was twisted and defensive, shoulders down.

Mickey waited.

He had been in the Army. He had seen something like this before. In the First World War they had called it Shell Shock. In the Second World War, they had recognised it as Trauma, a person battered by a constant barrage, withdrawing into themselves.

Mickey decided he had the time.

Right then, nothing was more important in his world. He tried to breathe deeply, calmly, slowing his pulse.

She raised her head eventually, and stared at him. It was an antagonistic gaze.

He tried to smile, but that wasn't the point.

"I'm here now," he said quietly, and held out his arms.

She flew into them, throwing her head over his shoulder and sobbing uncontrollably. It was a dry sob. Her tears had been exhausted long ago, and only the rage and loneliness was left.

Melia knew she needed him right then, but she was resentful.

She said the strangest thing.

"Only the man upstairs has helped me," she said, her tone a rasping whisper. "We call him El Gee. I think he's some sort of gangster, well known around Manchester and Salford, but he's done his best. He's been keeping me together."

Mickey felt a little resentful then.

I would have come if you'd called, he was thinking, then swiftly realised that a broken phone and no doorbell was no way to get people coming round. We didn't know, he started thinking, which was true. It was only the fact that Terry at Regional Office, the Unit’s resident computer expert, noticed the lack of communication from Melia and that made Terry alert Mickey.

He came straight round.

He would do anything for her.

"You can't stay here," he said, trying to express sympathy and care.

In truth, he had a plan. An alternative.

Mickey's friend Billy had died recently, in tragic circumstances, and when the Will was read, it emerged that he had left everything to Mickey. Everything, all the money in the bank and his property, a two bedroomed flat.

The apartment was around the corner, on the opposite side of the block to Melia. Not many metres away.

That's why Mickey had two sets of keys in his pocket - Melia's and Bill's.

"Has this building got a back door?" Mickey asked.

"Ground floor," Melia told him between sniffles. "In the Lobby, behind the Stairs."

He suggested she pack a small bag. They would walk down and sneak out the back way, avoiding anyone still queueing at the front door, and find a way out onto the street, round the corner and into Billy's building. It was a similar shape and size to Melia's - Mickey had been there once - but it had a dull view of the train station only, not the brightly patterned canal basin.

With something positive on offer, Melia started to recover herself. She had never been a victim. She was better at fighting back. If someone had told her who was targetting her, she would have torn them apart with her bare hands. The fact that the attacks were so cowardly, so indirect and internet-based, that was what was getting her down.

The survivor part of her brain was activating now. She knew that if Mickey could find her somewhere else to stay, it was the start of a process of retaliation. Healing? That was never usually a part of her agenda. She was ashamed that the campaign had reduced her to tears. She was better than that, she knew. She would find whoever it was doing these awful things, and destroy them.

She staggered to her feet and went into the first bedroom to find overnight things and place them in a bag.

When she emerged, Mickey was struck, once again, by how beautiful she was.

But she had changed. Gone were the trademark clothes - the jeans, the leather boots and jacket. She had chosen brown slacks and outdoor walking shoes, plain, with a sensible warm coat. Her long hair was pulled back on her head and tied in a bun.

She had never looked better, he was thinking, and reminded himself to tell her so, maybe at a more suitable time.

They were swinging into action.

The pair came out of the flat and headed straight for the stairs.

Melia shunned the lift, Mickey noted, and held tight to the stair rail with her right hand. She seemed a bit unsteady.

"Tell me about the man upstairs," he said, trying to sound casual.

"He's tall," she said idly, keeping her eyes on her feet. "Taller than you, Mickey, but less wide. He has a flat face. He's mixed heritage, so his skin is dark, but brown, not black. His hair is pure white. I hear he has a girlfriend, in Inner City Manchester."

"Is he handsome?"

Mickey regretted the naff comment, almost as soon as it came out. He didn't want it to seem the way he felt - jealous.

"Nmh, suppose so," she said, over her shoulder. Not bothered?

They opened the door to the ground floor lobby and were hit by noise, and smoke.

Mickey stared in disbelief.

There was a cubby hole beside the main door, the sort of small desk that a concierge or a building manager might occupy, but Mickey had never seen anyone within. He assumed it was permanently unused.

Right now, it was on fire.

There were flames spilling over the desk and thick white smoke filling the hall.

Someone had made the mistake of opening the front door wide, as if to let the smoke out, but the chill wind was fanning the flames. Several people were trying to dodge past, but the heat was intense. Where was the Fire Brigade?

"Let me through!" a commanding voice declared, behind them, and a tall figure brushed past.

He was carrying a fire extinguisher.

"This is El Gee," Melia noted, as if introductions were in order. His hair was white, as she had said.

The brave man slapped the top of the can he was holding and foam shot out. He directed the stream at the base of the flames, even bending in across the counter top to reach the source of the blaze.

It was a foolhardy thing to do.

Melia clearly thought he was brave.

Mickey grabbed her elbow and steered her away, towards the rear, past the staircase entrance, looking for the back door.

They spilled out into a dark yard, buildings rising on all sides.

Mickey was shaking his head, as if trying to understand what he had just witnessed.

"These things," Melia muttered, "they just keep on happening."
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Chapter TWO: The man upstairs
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"You must be Mickey," the voice behind him said.

Mickey had a key in his hand and was just about to enter Melia's apartment.

She was still tucked up in bed in Billy's flat, on the other side of the courtyard, but she had asked Mickey to pick up some more things for her, knowing he could brave the callers, the harassing visitors.

It was a cold, crisp morning, but the temperature in the building was welcoming.

The man said: "Come up. I'll make you coffee."

He was a tall man, not wide, as Melia had said, but his shock of white hair was swept back from his head now.

"I don't think we've been introduced," Mickey said carefully.

"You don't remember me? No? But you knew my Dad."

Mickey followed his newfound host up the stairs, and had time to reflect on a busy night.

They had emerged from Mickey's building into a dark area, but then automatic lights detected their movements and burst into life.

The courtyard was like a quadrangle. Mickey imagined he'd have to leave Melia's back door and maybe find an alley up to the road. That wasn't necessary. Billy's back door was straight ahead, across the space, right in front of them.

But it wasn't empty space.

There were wooden troughs full of plants, and round bins and metal tubs. It was a riot of colour in the bright lifts. Even though it was approaching winter, the gardeners had clearly chosen carefully, and managed to avoid a complete autumn die-back. 

I'll have to come out and see this in daytime, Mickey promised himself, but right then, the first priority was to get Melia across the gap and into a safe and warm setting. They faced a locked door, but Mickey had all of Bill's keys and one of them worked.

Billy Bud's apartment was untouched.

People had told Mickey he needed to clear the rooms, but now he was glad to hadn't. Beds were partly made, and with the help of some clean sheets from a drawer, he was able to get Melia in, under some covers, tucked up and secure.

He was just about to go into the second bedroom and find space for himself when she called him back.

She didn't have to explain. She needed the warmth and comfort of another person.

They had lived together, they had shared a bed, but right then, all she needed was his company. He shed some outdoor clothes and joined her, pressing up against her nervous and shivering body. They huddled together against the slings and arrows.

She was asleep almost immediately.

He got up with the dawn, as usual, and managed to find tea in the kitchen. He made a hot drink and brought it to her.

They had a short conversation, and she told him what she needed from her own place, then she rolled over and went back to sleep.

He was glad to see her relaxed. The tension of the last few weeks was drifting away.

Maybe soon, he was thinking, she might be back to her old self.

Whoever was doing this, he was thinking - then brushed it away.

We will have our revenge together, he promised himself, confident she could do it, once back to normal.

Meanwhile, back in the present, Mickey saw that the man, El Gee, had the apartment directly above Melia's and the layout was the same.

Mickey followed in to the kitchen area and watched the tall man boil water and grab a glass cafetière.

There were pictures on the wall. Adults and children, growing up, growing old.

The Daddy was familiar.

Mickey was shocked. He knew that fella. He had worked with that man. His name was Morgan, (at least to Mickey).

"We were the other family," El Gee said cheerily, filling cups.

"Mr Morgan. I knew him," Mickey said. "I was there when he died."

The man with the white hair actually smiled, chuckled.

"Gangsters tend to do that," he said. "Anyway, I guess you knew his son. And his wife."

Mickey considered. No, he had never met Mr Morgan's wife. But his son? Yes, the kid followed into the family business.

"That was his white wife," Gee said. "Meanwhile, across town, he had his black wife - and son. Me."

Mickey sat down at the breakfast bar and accepted the offer of coffee.

"I didn't know," he admitted. In fact, he had never guessed. Now, it didn't seem impossible!

Mickey said: " I suppose I should call you Morgan too."

"Not at all!" the other man chided. "He never offered us the family name. So I'm happy to be called LG."

"El Gee," Mickey said, repeating what he had been told.

"Like some Mexican gangster?" the other man laughed. "No, the initials LG. It stands for 'Local Gangster'. I'm happy with that."

"You must have a name," Mickey insisted.

"My mother was called Scantlebury," the young man said.

Coffee cup in hand, he led Mickey over to the photo wall. At the top was a picture of a white mansion, set in sun-kissed fields.

LG explained: "It looks like the Ante-Bellum South. The USA, cotton fields, maybe. But it's not. It's the island of Barbados, and the fields are growing sugar cane. Lieutenant Richard Scantlebury had been in the British Navy in the 1760s, made some money and bought the land. Then, needing people to work it, he enslaved some black people from Africa and set them to work."

"The big house looks run down, abandoned," Mickey observed.

"The Lieutenant was very successful, made lots of money. But his story is simple. His descendants didn't like hard work, or the harsh climate. They decamped and bought a country house back in England. By 1890 they all died out - thanks to drink, gambling, and not being able to produce viable offspring. There's still plenty of relatives with that name around Britain, but the Lieutenant's line disappeared completely. Meanwhile, the managers left back on the island were corrupt, or incompetent, and the plantation went bankrupt. The slaves had been set free in 1833 anyway, but by that time, there was no one to tell them what to do."

"So the name - "

"It was common for ex-slaves to take the Master's name. There's dozens of Scantleburies in Barbados. And some of them are direct descendants, if you see what I mean. The owner felt he had rights over the black women."

“But you’re here now - “

“My mother came to Britain when she was a teenager. She went to college and learned to type and was part of a small transport firm that Mr Morgan bought, looking for somewhere legitimate to hide his illegal earnings. He took a shine to her and installed her in a more than usually tidy flat, where she started having children - my brother and me. He looked after us, I’ll give him that, but he kept us quiet.”

“And he brought you into his business?”

“Not at all!” the guy said again, amused at the very idea.

“For a start, my mother was against it. She brought us up to be law-abiding citizens. My older brother went to college and trained to be an engineer. I went to study accountancy. Unfortunately I met a man who was making a fortune from illegal products and I realised I’d never make much simply counting the numbers.”

“You set out on your own?”

“I’ve got a legitimate business called ‘Sassy Chorizo’. We go out on musical events. It’s a good cover and a fine way to filter other income. Yeah, my main business is on the streets of South Central Manchester. That’s why I live in Central, so none of my more desperate customers can come knocking on my door.”

“You’re satisfying a need,” Mickey said grimly.

“Listen, Lawman, I know we might be on opposite sides - “

I’m not a policeman and I’m not a P.I., Private Investigator, Mickey was thinking.

He said: “I never had a problem with Mr Morgan.”

“Then we should be able to get along. As along as we don’t have a tension - “

Mickey stared at the man.

God, the thin man was more insightful than he seemed.

Laughing now, he said: “Man, you don’t have to worry. Melia has told me all about you. Sure, she’s a class act, pretty, cleverer than me. Anybody would want her time.”

“I care about Melia.”

“So do I,” he said, “But go ahead. You can be her boyfriend. I’ll just be her pal.”

“You’re a neighbour,” Mickey noted.

“And I’m looking out for her. The property developers want us to sell up and it’s a constant pressure. They want our building. Probably want your place opposite, too?”

It’s not my flat, Mickey wanted to say. It was my pal’s.

Still, he wanted to see where this would go.

“So, that builder,” he said, “they’re still on your case? Something to do with boats?”

“Regatta? Woah, Man, you are really out of date. The first company bought the ground leases and applied for planning permission, then sold for a profit. The second lot secured the office building on the north side, and several of the shops on the south. They’re saying they bought apartments in this building too, but I don’t believe that.”

“And the shops? They’re going to demolish them?”

“The new developers are canny, clever. They’ve got architects to produce drawings that show a massive tower, maybe forty stories, and it’s cut in at the front to allow the existing shops to stay. Some of those shops have Listed Status.”

“The ‘new guys’? What building firm is that?”

“Not builders, Man! No, those guys come on the scene later. Right now it’s ‘property developers’, sitting in a little office somewhere, toying with plans and models and trying to persuade some banks to back them. They’re called Kelamine.”

“Ketamine?”

“No, Man, that’s my business! They have an ‘el’ and I have a ‘tee’.”

Without being asked, LG went back to the bar and starting brewing more coffee. Then he opened the freezer and took out croissants. They went in the microwave.

Wow, Mickey was thinking - this was turning into a real, sophisticated Continental breakfast. He hadn’t tasted such things since the last time he was Paris.

LG said, thoughtfully: “Property Developers are ruining this city. They are smashing down all the old Victorian buildings and putting up glass and concrete instead. Still, they’re meeting a need - not the new residents, the Council. Manchester Councillors have decided their place can’t compete with the South unless we have skyscrapers too. Manchester had ten or twenty story buildings, but now they want forty or fifty stories. The best would be seventy stories.”

“It’s all for show?”

The other man considered that.

“Yeah, that’s right,” he said. “Think about it, there can’t be an endless supply of smart young professionals who want to live up in the sky. Where are these people coming from? Where are they now? No, the current property scramble is fuelled by investors in Asia, who are convinced that the British property markets means endless rising prices. They buy up new apartments on the promise that they’ll be able to sell them again in two years, and make loads. Some hopes. The bubble is gonna burst.”

Mickey accepted the coffee and buns, but wasn’t sure about the lecture.

“How do you know this stuff?” he asked quietly.

“I’m an accountant!” LG laughed, enjoying himself. “I can see where British investors are putting their money, and most of it is at ground level.”

You know lots, Mickey was thinking, which made him ask the next question.

“Do you know who’s targetting Melia?” he asked.

LG looked stunned, as if being directly accused.

At last, he said: “If I did know who it was, do you think I’d stay standing here, and instead, not go out on a visit, with my gun?”

Mickey smiled at his bravado.

“You think that would solve the problem?” he said slowly.

“Definitely,” he was told. “It’s not like property developers. You knock one down and another pops up in their place. No, whoever it is that has a grudge against Melia is just one lonely dude, sitting in an attic and crying over his computer.”

“No suggestions?”

“Usually, it would be an ex-boyfriend,” LG said, deadly serious.

Well, it isn’t me, Mickey was thinking again, and would have been happy to reassure him, if needed.

But at that moment, there was an interruption.

There was shouting from outside the flat, and crashing and banging.

LG leapt to open his front door.

The landing was filling with people in police uniforms.

One of them was battering down the front door opposite.

A police sergeant confronted the gangster.

“When was the last time you saw Mr March?” the cop demanded.

“Days - ” LG started, but he didn’t need to continue.

A uniformed constable came out of the apartment, shaking his head.

The sergeant said: “A cousin was concerned. They hadn’t heard from him.”

Mickey nodded sympathetically, imagining a sad old retiree.

“He was a kid,” LG said, raging at the fates. “Just out of University.”

“We found drug paraphernalia,” the constable announced to the throng.

Mickey turned to see if LG had a reaction, but the businessman was stoic.

“He made his decisions,” he said quietly.
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Chapter THREE: The Sorcerer’s Apprentice
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Mickey’s pal Terry, who was the computer expert in Melia’s anti-terrorism Unit in Salford, was sitting in his office with a new friend.

It was a tiny room, a single unit in Chelsea Mill, a 200 year old building that been converted into work units and rented out piecemeal. The Unit occupied many bits of the building, but for the sake of secrecy, they were not near each other or connected.

“We’re playing a game of ‘Whack-a-mole’, really,” Terry tried to explain to his new trainee. ‘Trainee’? The new kid on the block was almost as old as Terry, but hadn’t spent his recent years in a work environment, but in academia.

The kid’s CV showed that he had followed his BSc in Computer Science at Salford University with an MSc and a PhD at Cambridge. That path made him a distinguished expert, but, he said, he was keen to come ‘back to his roots’ in Salford, instead of opting for a placement at the London office.

Send me to Regional Office in my home town, he begged the authorities, and they were delighted to oblige, just to get him on board. Terry had the experience, everyone knew that, but he didn’t have half the certificates of the new guy. (Maybe someone in London figured that the newbie could take over from the boss, soon. Or perhaps choose to get some experience then regret his move to the sticks, and be happy to slot into a suitable slot in London. It would be their good fortune.)

“Tell me again,” the kid requested.

Maybe he was too young to have experienced the Fairground game, Terry was thinking. Scratching his bright red beard, adjusting his thick glasses, he tried again.

“Imagine a laid out board, maybe a metre square,” he said, waving his hands to supplement the picture painting, “and there’s a dozen holes. The game begins, and a furry object, like a mole, pops up from one of the holes. We have a mallet, and our job is to whack it on the head before it disappears and is replaced by another mole.”

“How is this related to our responsibilities?”

“It’s not, strictly speaking,” Terry had to admit, brushing the red hair out of his eyes. But it’s good experience, he was thinking.

“Think of it as a puzzle,” he told the kid. “An exercise. A challenge we have to confront. It’s like flexing your muscles before you start the heavy lifting.”

“And it’s helping this ‘Melia’ woman?”

Yes, that was it, Terry had to admit.

He hadn’t exactly asked his boss, Captain Gibson, direct, but he was confident the Old Man would be happy for him to be assisting their top operative. From what Terry had heard, the constant calls and deliveries were driving his favourite female friend mad, and he wanted to help.

His only female friend, he might have said.

Perhaps the youngster wouldn’t understand that.

He, the younger man, seemed sure of himself, both with computers and with people. He dressed like a young executive and sported an expensive haircut, manicured nails, and a cultivated skin tone. He looked after himself, no doubt.

He’s going to be devastating at the office Christmas Party, Terry was thinking.

“The takeaways are the problem,” Terry said, getting down to methods. “Most of the orders are done over the phone, but maybe the perpetrators have access to a range of phone numbers. And the voices - they could use AI to fabricate them.”
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