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c. Mike Scantlebury 2020

Standard Copyright applies, which means that if you attempt to filch any entendre, single or phrase or historic or common saying from this mighty tale, I will send Amelia Hartliss round to your house in the dead of night, wearing her dark clothes and woolly hat, and you know how much she hates being asked to do that. She won’t ring your bell and will leave with your garden gnomes. You won’t like it. (It’s not as much fun as it sounds.)

This book was written as part of ‘National Novel Writing Month’, in November 2020. (The other part was a short novel in the ‘Amelia Hartliss Mysteries’ series.)

This edition of this Part was put in place by Mike Scantlebury and produced for distribution via Mike’s favourite publisher online, the website ‘Draft2Digital’, which does a remarkable job of producing e-books, paperbacks and audio books - yes, the full gamut, (from A to D, at least).
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Chapter THIRTY SEVEN
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"I want you to be the new Boss of the company," the Mayor said to Jim's son.

The youngster was mortified. This really didn't seem appropriate - neither the time nor the place!

"Of course," the Mayor added, "you'll put your life in danger. They tried to kill me, didn't they?"

The pair were standing outside the Chapel in Agecroft Cemetery, waiting for the funeral cortège to arrive.

It was a cold, dank day in Salford, not the warmest or balmiest places in northern England, and they were dressed in heavy fleeced jackets concealing their dark suits and black ties. It was a sombre occasion - a son had lost his father - but Mayor Senate, the elected Mayor of Salford, seemed keen on doing a bit of business, outside in the freezing air.

Luckily, they weren't been overheard.

Due to current anti-virus Rules, the whole of Greater Manchester had achieved Level 3 status, the most extreme. Everybody had to wear masks and stand six feet apart, and groups of more than 6 were only allowed at the most important of events, such as Funerals. Strangely, these restrictions seemed to have encouraged the few attendees to keep their distance. The Mayor was disappointed at that. He noticed that some of the faces - even under the masks - were familiar, and he would have liked to talk with them. 'Accost' them might be a better word. Possibly 'confront' them.

For a start there were the Executives from Jim's old employer, the building company Fabricant. Jim had served them loyally for many years, but then, a couple of months ago he had been unceremoniously dumped. The Mayor was keen to hear them explain themselves on that question. But also, since they were a major player in construction in the county, Sol Senate wanted to know why Fabricant had refused all invitations to his Round Table discussions on building. He was not only the Mayor of one of the smaller boroughs in the County, but he had been appointed by the Metro Mayor, Barney Weston, to take responsibility and be Lead for Housing Policy in the whole of Greater Manchester. He deserved respect! They ignored him.

The second strange thing, even granted the extraordinary things that Covid had brought to the area in recent times, was the way that Jim's 'friends' wouldn't come close. At least, Mayor Senate assumed that the gaggle of crusty hippies and badly dressed tramps over by the fence were old friends. After all, they were there, weren't they? They had decided to be present to 'pay their respects'. Some of them could have been admitted to the Chapel for the service - if not all - but why were they so shy? Was it because of the rumours of illegality? It was stunning news - a short while ago - when Old Jim had been accused of drug dealing. It might have been one reason why he got sacked by his building firm, but, in that case, the shaggy bunch over there wouldn't really be 'friends', would they? They might be customers, or even colleagues.

Perhaps that crowd were put off by the presence of Detective Sergeant Don Fellowes from Manchester CID.

Don had turned up because he was a friend of Mickey's and Mickey had been Jim's oldest friend.

Maybe he had come to see Mickey - but nobody had seen Mickey for weeks, not since the singular and peculiar death of Joe Boyson, the community worker. Mr Boyson had not been a pal of Mickey's, but years ago, he had known Melia, it transpired. Worse that that, he had developed a fascination for her. He'd moved away to Scotland for many years, but when he returned to Salford this year, he quickly tried to rekindle his passion. But Melia wasn't around, either. After some traumatic adventures, she had withdrawn from work-life and taken time out for reflection and meditation.

Or so everyone thought.

When Mickey found out she had actually been kidnapped by Boyson and held captive in his flat, he naturally went ballistic, and in the subsequent scuffle, Mr Boyson ended up floating down the River Irwell. Did he fall or was he pushed?

Don wanted to talk to his old friend Mickey, and fast. His basic message was, 'If you don't talk to me then you're going to have to talk to the Murder Squad, and they aren't kind'. Unfortunately, Mickey wasn't around to be told.

The Mayor said to the young man: "I can't keep calling you 'Jim's son'. Have you got a name?"

"Yeah," the kid said. "It's Jim. I inherited my Dad's good looks, his black skin and his name. He was very traditional."

Noted, the Mayor was thinking, and then felt a little ashamed of himself.

One of the reasons he was inviting Jim Junior on board his little venture was because he didn't have many people of colour in his team. Some might say it was a good opportunity for the kid, others might say he was being used. The Council would be able to tick a box, and young Jim would look good in photos. Sure, there was that edge to it.

"What exactly do you want me to do?" Jim said, chewing over the offer.

The Mayor cut quickly to the chase. Down to business, he was thinking.

"The Local Authorities are being prevented from building Council houses by an extreme right-wing government," he alleged. "It means we have no property to offer young people, to get them on the housing ladder. Or homeless people, who can't afford the rents in the private sector. We need a supply of well-built, affordable homes and we all think you're the man to make it happen. The Councils of Greater Manchester can find you empty plots, but someone has to build on them."

Young Jim felt there was something missing. He wasn't getting all the facts.

"You've already made a start," he said, accusingly. Was the Mayor lying to him?

"True, true," the Mayor said. "But it's hopeless. A mere drop in the ocean. We set up the company last year. It's called 'Devotee' and it's built eleven housing units since Christmas. That's nothing. We need hundreds, not dozens."

Jim felt his lip curling. Yeah, that was pretty unimpressive. His own company had done way better than that!

"I have a building firm too," he reminded the elected Mayor. "I've done work in Salford. I take old houses, do them up and create small flats and rentable units. I haven't built any new. I don't have experience. You think I can do it?"

The Mayor coughed. He looked a little shy.

"We've seen your work," he admitted. "It's first rate. That's why we have confidence in you. We want someone who isn't going to build small and second-rate. You take your time with properties. You have a good attention to detail. You talk to your customers and provide them with what they want. You do repairs, as and when needed. You aren't driven by money."

"Wow," young Jim said. "I sound like a real angel. But look, I do make money. A happy customer pays their rent and doesn't cause trouble. I respect my tenants and they respect me. It's good business sense. I'm not special."

"Oh, but you are," Sol Senate said. "If you only knew - you're practically unique around here!"

Young Jim wasn't so shy as not to recognise an opportunity. Maybe if I do this for a few years, he was thinking. I'll have access to planners, politicians, business people, funders. Then, if I go back into running my own firm, I'd have all the contacts. Turnover would explode. They want to use me? Maybe I could use them! Maybe it's a good arrangement, all round.

"Excuse me, Mr Mayor," a deep voice said. "You need to get inside."

Sol Senate looked at the new arrival. Clipped hair, black suit, he could have been a professional mourner. Or a Priest.

No, it was obvious who he was. A policeman, probably from Special Branch.

"There's a threat?" the Mayor asked, even as he turned to accommodate the recommendation.

"Some of those wierdos by the gate - " the big man said, being as disrespectful as any custodian of the law could be, "have turned up in Facial Recognition. They're Animal Activists and Anti-road Protesters. No point in risking it."

Young Jim, standing six feet away, assumed he wasn't included in the invitation, but Sol made it clear he wanted to continue their little chat. He started to walk towards the door and indicated that Jim should come too.

The police person stood behind them, then, when the two men had entered the small Chapel, he stood across the door, to vet any new arrivals and prevent threats, of any kind. He didn't seem to be joking.

Sol and Jim took a pew each. They adopted the near ends of two rows, so that only the aisle separated them.

The Mayor said, taking up where he left off: "It's possible you could continue your business while you're working with us. It might only take up a few days a week at first. We've got a limited budget and there's no way of rushing it."

Jim suddenly realised he was confused.

"You said the government didn't allow it. They were preventing Councils from building - " he pointed out.

"It's not us," Mayor Senate said, smiling. "It's an 'Arms-length Organisation'. We don't own it and we don't control it. It just so happens that the people who do are sympathetic and are doing exactly what we want. You can join them."

"You're circumventing the Law," Jim said, feeling uncomfortable.

"That would be exactly right," the Mayor said, "and I really do feel bad about that."

He didn't look as though he felt bad about it, young Jim noticed. Still, he'd cut a few corners, over the years.

There was a clatter at the back, and the back door opened. Don Fellowes came in. He looked around, summing up the situation, assessing the place for security. He seemed satisfied.

Good, the Mayor was thinking. We've got good men at either entrance. Makes me feel safe, anyway.

Then Don did an extraordinary thing. He stood back and allowed someone to come in, a figure dishevelled, badly dressed, as dirty and rough as any old tramp of former years. Perhaps someone looking for a bit of warmth and a seat.

The Mayor, nervous but sympathetic, said to Jim: "This is the state of things in Greater Manchester now. We've had years of a real crisis building in the Homelessness sector. When the virus hit, earlier this year, the government provided money and we got every single homeless person off the streets, either into a hotel or a hostel. Then the first Lock-down ended, the money dried up and it was 'back to normal'. 'Normal' for a homeless person is a cold pavement."

Don stayed where he was, guarding the back door, but the supposed 'homeless' guy moved forward, shuffling, awkward, and took up a position in the row behind the young builder. He was within reaching distance. Jim looked troubled.

"Sorry, kid," the figure said. "I really respected your father. He was a good friend to me."

Jim and the Mayor turned as one. They recognised the voice, though it was hoarse and strained.

It was Mickey.

There was obviously a story to tell, but the youngster didn't hesitate. He embraced the big guy and they cried on each other's shoulders. The Mayor looked embarrassed and thought about Lock-down guidelines. Still, he decided not to interfere. If he was going to employ young Jim, then he would have to start trusting his judgement, he was thinking.

At that moment, the front door opened and a solemn set of undertakers came in carrying a coffin. They set it up on the catafalque, then withdrew to either side, heads bowed. A slow tune came out of the speakers. A celebrant followed.

Mayor Senate turned and looked at the box.

From what I heard, he was thinking to himself, Old Jim had endured a few spells in mental hospital. Then, when he was released, he went up to the building site on the old Agecroft coal mine site to open his new houses, and got shot. A few weeks later he suddenly appeared on Salford Quays - in a wheelchair - and helped his oldest friend Mickey corner the man they both thought had killed Mickey's Dad. They cornered the suspect in the Designer Outlet building and Jim turfed the guy over a balustrade, in the process pulling loose his own dressings and bleeding to death.

Quite an adventure.

The Mayor was thinking: the deceased - if he hadn't died that day, he would have died another, in equally unlawful and unpredictable circumstances. I just hope - I wish - his son isn't going to turn out to be an equally loose cannon.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter THIRTY EIGHT
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"I'm Joe Boyson's sister," the attractive woman said to Mickey, standing on his doorstep.

It was a few days later.

Mickey was at home and had tidied himself up quite a lot, mainly in terms of getting clean. But he still had a bushy beard and hair that shot out in all directions. He had thrown the clothes away that he was wearing to the funeral - took them into the back garden and burned them - and had found something casual in the bottom of his wardrobe. Mickey didn't usually do 'casual', he was famous for his dark suits, shirt and tie combination, but he had been home for weeks - looking after Melia, and he had somehow let himself go. She was his priority. After all she had been through, dressing smart didn't seem important.

For the first few weeks after Mickey had rescued Melia from imprisonment by Joe Boyson, she had simply lain in bed in his spare room, either staring out of the window or sleeping. She never seemed to switch the light on, preferring daylight when it was day and nothing when it was night. He brought her food on a tray. Often the tray was undisturbed when he collected it.
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