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The night that Bill Canton got shot in Manchester, I was half a mile away from the crime, in front of the old Town Hall, listening to quite another politician rant. That's my alibi, and I'm sticking to it.

You can't blame me.

You see, Manchester is the Queen of North West England and has a tradition of local heroes addressing the populace. They've got a nice big space in front of Manchester Town Hall called Albert Square, where the crowd gathers. Then the dignitaries come out on a balcony, appearing above the rabble's heads, like the Royal Family does sometimes, down at Buckingham Palace in London.

It had been a difficult time. Loreanne had insisted on taking me to see the Leader of the City Council make his little speech. It wasn't easy for him. Of course, he'd been a politician long enough to spin a yarn or two to any old audience, but the tricky part was getting him up there on the Town Hall balcony, in front of the people in the first place. Especially as they chose to bring his iron lung with him.

Loreanne was a real treat. She'd always been a looker; I've known her for three years and she constantly manages to warm my juices. Not that it's ever done me any good: she's never been so much as vaguely impressed by men chasing her with their tongues hanging out - too many do - and so I had to content myself with getting along with her on a strictly intellectual plane. As long as I kept my hands to myself and in sight she tolerated my presence.

Or so I thought. Over the last week she'd suddenly developed a keen interest in me. But then, it wasn't personal. It was business.

She was already seated in the bar by the time we’d agreed to meet. I arrived and noticed she had taken the liberty of equipping our table with a bottle of passable white wine and two glasses. It was professional; it meant I didn't have to crawl off to the bar and ham-fist our introductions. She merely grabbed my shoulders, planted a conspiratorial peck on the nearest cheek and set me down to admire her while she poured the wine. She did it well, but then she did everything physical well, I was sure of that.

"Mickey, you're looking great," she told me.

I told her she was too, and it was only true. From her carefully plaited hair and silver streaks to her imitation calf boots, she was every inch the business executive. Which was strange, because strictly speaking her day job was answering phones for cheap young trainee solicitors, which is where our paths crossed, on one of my earlier investigations. But it wasn't that post we were here to discuss. It was her out-of-hours occupation that excited her.

"You watched the video?" she asked, excited.

I nodded, and explained I'd meant to bring it, but had been delayed; the traffic was terrible and I hadn't managed to get home. I told her the video disc was at home and I hadn't brought it with me. Still, not to worry; she could come back with me later, maybe give me a lift after our meeting, and pick it up.

She gave me a tired look, like she thought it was an old ploy to get her back to my place; an 'etchings' kind of motive. I protested my innocence.

"What about it?" she ploughed on. "What did you think of it?"

"It's all a bit too good to be true," I said quietly and sipped my wine. Not bad. She had expensive tastes in wine, so it was just as well she planned on making her fortune. It was the only way she'd be able to keep herself in the manner to which she'd love to become accustomed.

She pursed her lovely lips, and said: "What did you like most about the film?"

It was a video of various rich people living in big houses and driving assorted expensive cars, talking about how the likes of you and me could join their coterie if only we'd follow their example.

"It didn't tell you much about the business," I complained.

"Is that necessary?" she asked. She drank some wine. She did it well. She was well co-ordinated, from her cute little nose to her fragile shoulders. I loved her knees.

"I like to know what I'm getting into," I told her sharply.

"You're NOT getting into it," she corrected me. "All I asked you to do was look at the video and see if it hit any chords with you. If you ARE interested, we can talk about the next step."

Something clicked about that little speech: there was something in it that I'd heard before. I felt very uncomfortable all at once. 

I actually squirmed in my seat as I said: "It's not M.D., is it?"

"That's a very interesting question," she said calmly. "What exactly do you you know about Emdee?"

I knew one thing, I was thinking furiously: I knew a girl from Salford we both worked with about three years ago. That particular woman had been  doing M.D. for a while. She told me about it, round about the same time I met Loreanne, and when Loreanne found out about it, she laughed uproariously. She called my friend 'stupid'. She said it was a jumped-up home-shopping scam, more down-market than Avon and more unreliable than Tupperware. Nobody got rich, everybody was disappointed. It didn't work. She told me she had looked into it, checked it out, and found it wanting. She said it was a waste of time.

"I know one thing," I said. "I know that it doesn't work." I told her I knew that because she had told me that very thing.

She smiled in a superior kind of way that managed to make her lovely face abruptly unattractive.

"You've changed your mind," I observed.

"You need to see the wider picture," she said.

She was physically very appealing, she knew that, and had always used that against people, mainly men. Now, things were worse: she was involved in some sort of home-shopping business that clearly had drawbacks and she was trying to sell me on it with a vengeance. I began to resent her mightily. I grabbed the bottle, determined to drink her wine at least, using up the proffered bribe.

Talking of bribes, we'd arranged to meet on a barge. Apparently it was some sort of trendy place to be, in town. Some damn fool had installed this barge on the Rochdale Canal in the middle of Manchester and invited people to lounge, dine and drink while sniffing the acrid water and trying to avoid falling in, when drunk. The worst thing was that they obviously knew nothing about the problems of canal navigation: the boat was wider than average and was bang in the middle of a pound, between two locks. It was a potentially serious hazard to any boat trying to come through. And many did: it was one of the busiest stretches in the city. The Planning Department of Manchester City Council must have looked into with their  customary degree of diligence, caution and insight: after ten seconds they'd welcomed the plan. They knew nothing, of course, but could be persuaded with the usual used currency. I'd already found that out on my last investigation.

The barge had no car park. I'd got off the bus in Whitworth Street, and had to cross a derelict site where some developer or other had burned down one of the old warehouses to make room for a new block of flats, or something. I walked up to the canal bridge. The easiest way to this bar/boat was along the tow-path. Shame; it was a nice night and could have been a pleasant walk, if a trendy nightspot hadn't been at the end of it. Pity they had to beach that old scow in such a conspicuous place.

I drank wine and looked round: most of the people present were young enough to be my children. They seemed to be drinking various shades of alcoholic lemonade. It was a disgusting sight for someone as admiring of the finer grades of beer as myself. Truth is, of course, that it's an ad man's dream and I really feel sorry for the bright young things that have been coaxed into devouring such mush. It's not their fault.

A clean young man in a pale suit was leading his girlfriend in our direction.

"This seat taken?" he asked breezily, pointing at the bench adjacent to myself and Loreanne.

I grunted at him, but he took it the wrong way and tried to sit down, anyway. I moved my hand and he found himself trying to sit down on my thumb. He looked discomfited. He stood abruptly, in confusion, and led his girlfriend off to another part of the un-sailing craft.

"Mickey," Loreanne muttered irritably. "You're looking for trouble, again."

I turned round and grinned at her.

"I found the cocktail he was carrying  offensive," I told her.

She shook her head, staggered at my old-fashioned charm.

"I'm sorry I was late," I started, gently trying to get back into the conversation and get  comfortable again.

"Big crowd in town," she said.

I know, I told her. Wasn't Bill Canton having a rally of his Tory supporters at the Free Trade Hall?

She looked baffled as she sipped the last of her glass. 

"No," she said, obviously knowing nothing about Bill Canton's public farragos. "Is he? That's a shame. I would have liked to hear him. Still, I bet you can't get tickets now. No,”  she said again, thoughtfully. “I'm thinking about the Leader of the City Council. Word is that he's going to make a speech outside the Town Hall. There's a big crowd gathering in Albert Square to hear him."

Making a speech? That would be tricky, I began thinking to myself, since he was now on a Life Support Machine. Still, it would be interesting to hear what he had to say, especially now, about guns, and shootings, and Bill Canton.

After all, it was Bill Canton that had put the Leader in hospital. By shooting him so accurately.

Loreanne didn't give me a lift home, as I wanted. She insisted on dragging me up the street and into Albert
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