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CHAPTER ONE: Terrorising pacifists


[image: ]


"What's going on here?" Mickey asked, curious as ever.

His friend Don shook his head. He hadn't a clue.

Somehow Mickey imagined that Don would know. Don knew everything about Manchester police.

Don was a Detective Sargeant in the Homicide Division. Him and Mickey had been friends for years, and since Mickey was often involved with the law, either one side or the other, there were regular times when they had been able to help each other.

Don enjoyed that, their adventures together, but he had become less boisterous of late, Mickey noticed.

Like tonight. Mickey had suggested 'a few drinks' in one of their favourite pubs. Don had acquiesced, making the point that he needed to be 'home early'.

That wasn't like him at all!

Don had finished his shift in the afternoon and Mickey had met up with him in the city centre of Manchester. The plan had been to walk home together. It was simply a matter of going down Peter Street and across the river and they would be in Salford. For a number of reasons, they now lived within walking distance of each other. They could lift some jars in the 'Half Pint' pub by The Crescent - Mickey was thinking - then go their separate ways.

But right now, that moment, they were still in city centre Manchester, behind the Town Hall, and there was some kind of trouble going on.

Mickey noticed it at first. Don had his head down, seemingly watching his feet.

He just wasn't paying attention.

"Four police vans?" Mickey asked, pointing to the wagons across the street.

Don wasn't fazed. They often parked here, he knew, down the side street. Out of eyesight of the Town Hall, but close, in case of trouble.

There were double yellow lines on the road, Mickey was thinking. Nobody should be stopping there, not even the Riot Containment Squad.

Not there.

There were lined up outside the Quaker Meeting House. The Religious Society of Friends, known for their pacifism.

What kind of trouble could possibly be cooking inside that place of calm and meditation?

"They're parked up," Don suggested. "They're not planning any action."

As if to prove him wrong, the back doors of two of the vans swung open, and armed police swarmed out.

Mickey and Don were close by then, almost within arms length. They had to pause to avoid the raging coppers.

The uniformed policemen charged up the wide steps at the front of the building, then paused. They wanted to get in, but didn't seem sure how to go about it. Luckily they had a constable amongst them who was carrying a massive metal bludgeon. He swung it heavily at the main door.

There was the splintering of wood and glass. Shouts came from the bobbies. They felt like they were winning, obviously.

Don had a hand on Mickey's arm, as if to hold him back, but Mickey was having none of it.

He followed the invaders up the steps, baffled.

An elderly man was standing at the door of a small office marked 'Reception' on the left.

"The door opens outwards," he said, confused.

"Where are they going?" Mickey asked, pointing at the pounding feet on the staircase to the right.

"They asked for Room 19," he was told.

"You have that many rooms?"

"Some are bigger than others," the man told Mickey. "Some big, some small. Number 19 is a small meeting room on the first floor, at the back."

"And what's happening there?" Mickey demanded.

The man shook his head in consternation.

"Someone's have a meeting?" he suggested.

Mickey nodded his head, working his way through the possibilities.

If the police were raiding the building, but only going to one room -

If they knew who they wanted -

He met eyes with the old man, who was nodding his head, as though he had come to the same conclusion.

"There's a snitch," he suggested.

Mickey nodded. There must have been a 'tip off', someone passing information to the authorities that this room, today, tonight, was going to be holding a gathering of some pretty important desperadoes. Maybe terrorists. Maybe criminals.

Twenty policemen, Mickey had counted. To capture -

Six women.

Mickey stood to one side and counted the women, all ages, all different, as they were bundled down the staircase and into the waiting police vehicles.

Dangerous plotters, indeed.

Some were still holding the bread sticks and jars of hummus they had been sharing.

They seemed concerned at their treatment, but surprisingly unshocked. They had been expecting it?

"My door - " the old man was saying to a police person with spots on his shoulders, as though he was an officer.

The middle-aged cop, fussing, proud of his achievement in apprehending the criminals, took a look at the damage.

"I'll report in," he said casually. "I'm sure you will be reimbursed."

Mickey took the opportunity to put himself in the leader's way.

"What's the crime?" he asked the man in charge.

The man, perhaps thinking Mickey was a reporter or journalist, rather than a mere passer-by, said formally: "We had suspicions that these people were meeting to conspire to plan actions that would cause Public Nuisance."

He trotted down the steps and started to organise the departure of the waiting vehicles, loaded with their prey.

Mickey joined Don at the foot of the steps.

"Can we go now?" Don said tartly.

Mickey wanted to share.

"They had 'suspicions', Don, not real information. They thought the women were conspiring, meaning they haven't actually done anything yet. It's still all at the 'conspiracy' stage. And the crime? 'Public Nuisance'. It's not actual terrorism, is it?"

"Maybe they were planning to glue themselves to the roads," Don said sourly.

"Come on, Don. You know that's only happened in London. Nothing so dramatic up here in Salford."

Don, the policeman, was reluctant to start criticising his colleagues, especially as he had no facts.

"Let's go," he said again.

"Just a minute," Mickey said quietly and walked slowly and carefully back up the steps, on the left hand side.

He had seen something, something that maybe no one else had noticed.

As the women were being collared into custody, one had reached into a pocket of her trousers and pulled out a tiny piece of paper. She had crushed it and flung it into the bushes alongside the steps. Mickey was now seeking it out.

A clue, he was thinking. Evidence, maybe. That's what Don wanted, after all. He hated speculation.

When Mickey came back down the steps, something clutched in his fist, Don didn't even bother to ask.

He knew he would be told, later.

"Taxi," he announced firmly.

It was a cold, crisp autumn afternoon and it would have been pleasant to stroll down the street and across the bridge, up Chapel Street to the pub.

But Don was annoyed with Mickey, and petulantly decided to deprive him of the experience.

Directly in front of them, with the Quaker Meeting House behind, was the Midland Hotel. A grand building, constructed at the turn of the twentieth century, it always had a string of cabs waiting outside, eager to serve the affluent visitors to the hotel.

Even Don was surprised that the first one had no driver. The second one was empty too.

But the code of the cabbie is that the customer takes the first in the queue. How could they do that? It was the third vehicle they climbed in. When the destination was announced, the driver seemed disappointed. Don reached into his pocket and pulled out fresh pound notes, pointedly. Maybe a happy journey would deserve a hefty tip, he seemed to be saying.

As it happened, Don reneged on his silent promise. When they reached the 'Half Pint', he paid by card with no tip.

"You're in a grumpy mood," Mickey observed quietly.

Don said nothing. He had been silent on the journey too. When they sat down at a table with their drinks, he finally opened up.

"You know how long I've been a Detective Sergeant, Mickey?" he asked pointedly.

"As long as I've known you."

"That's right. And you know why I'm not an Inspector now?"

Mickey shook his head, preferring to bury his nose in his pint glass of foaming beer.

"Because of you, Mickey."

Mickey looked up, stunned.

They were friends! He would never try and stimey Don's career. He didn't aim to hold him back. What did Don mean?

Don said: "Every time my name comes up for promotion, the Board remembers the 'adventures' I've been involved with. The bending of the rules, the skirting of procedure. They know you, Mickey. Every cop in the city knows you and your escapades."

"You sound like I'm leading you astray."

"What's on the paper, Mickey?"

Don was making a point.

He didn't really want to know, but the way Mickey had intruded himself into the police raid and then gone for 'the clue' was typical, Don was thinking. Mickey always wanted to find mysteries, problems that needed to be solved or wrongs that had to be righted.

In his mind. In Mickey's mind. It wasn't Don's priorities at all.

Mickey carefully spread out the twisted piece of paper. It was small, but there was writing on it, numbers and letters.

He told Don: "It says 'Sahara, Wineglass, Two, Zero, Frankfurter, Regina'. That's all."

Don cringed at the misuse of the code names for letters. Mickey never got such details right.

Still, it could be a postcode, he realised. Britain didn't have zip codes like they did in the USA. The UK system was 'two letters, followed by two numbers, followed by two letters'. That was an issue. For Don, the 'SW' seemed unhappily familiar.

Don reached for his mobile phone.

"What do you think?" Mickey asked.

Don didn't answer, because he was thinking that 'SW' sounded like that part of London which held the Houses of Parliament.

"It's Hyde Park," he said, after he had checked his app. He was breathing a sigh of relief.

Mickey was enthused. "It could be site of a demo, a concert, a rally. Sure, the Park. A place to meet, to rendezvous."

Don had trouble controlling his temper.

He said; "If you think this is important, Mickey, then you should hand it in at the nearest police station. There's one up the road, at the back of the Shopping precinct, facing the Bingo hall. Or, if you think it has implications of terrorism, then you should take it to Swinton nick. Just follow this main road out of town."

"It's a puzzle," Mickey protested, "and something we could work on together."

"No, Mickey," Don said firmly. "Not anymore. I'm not doing it, Mickey. Our partnership of sleuthing has to end. I've got a woman I love; an apartment we share, just behind the University; and a career I need to develop. I need security and a pay rise, Mickey."

"Don, aren't you a little bit curious? Not just about the paper. About the raid - twenty coppers - "

"I don't care, Mickey. That's not me, anymore. I'm not doing it. I'm not going there."

He stood up.

"I'm going home to my lady and a cosy night in," he said. "Tomorrow I will go to work and take the job I'm assigned to do, with no detours and no rule bending. I'll keep my nose clean and apply for promotion. That's my plan."

Mickey wanted to hug him. Don seemed so unhappy, so disturbed. They had been mates a long time!

"Don - " he began, but the policeman's mind was made up.

"No, Mickey, I'm not that person anymore," he said and left his drink, headed for the door, and left the building.

This is a shame, Mickey was thinking.

He had just realised that the tiny piece of paper was torn on three sides. The writing 'SW 70 FR' could be the registration number of a motor vehicle. But it would
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