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Chapter ONE:  Down the stairs

[image: ]


"Tell me again, Mickey," the Police Inspector said.

Again? Mickey had made a statement already. Then he repeated all he knew.

How could he add any more? There was only so much to tell.

"Sorry to trouble you," the policeman said. "But this is serious."

Yes, he was right, Mickey was thinking. Of course it was 'serious'. Eighteen people had disappeared.

But what did Mickey know?

Only that he had been dragged from his bed that day, by an insistent phone.

"Billy needs your help," a voice said.

Mickey's blood ran cold. He had been dreading such a call.

He knew the voice. It was Trevoir, a man he had served with in the Army, many years ago. They had been pals, more than friends. When you've lived together, under canvas, relying on each other, watching each other's back, you had a bond, he thought.

Trev lived in the North East now, Mickey knew. It was hundreds of miles away, amd they hadn't met up for ages.

But Billy - He was a younger man, younger than themselves. He had been like the 'baby' of the Unit, they all kept saying, and everyone made a special effort to look after him. It hadn't worked. He had been blown up by an Improvised Explosive Device, and been rushed back to Britain for treatment to his legs. He spent months in a Cambridge hospital.

"He's living near you now," Trev told him that morning, and it was a surprise to Mickey.

He hadn't heard from young Bill Budman for a long time, but then, he hadn't bothered asking.

I'm a coward, Mickey was thinking to himself. Somehow I imagined that if I didn't frame a question, then I wouldn't get any bad news answers. Mickey was ashamed of himself. They had been close - each one of the men. Why was Mickey hiding now?

Trev gave Mickey an address. It was in Central Manchester.

Mickey gulped. Behind Picadilly railway station? Melia had a flat in that area! Mickey knew it well.

Of course, that was just one more reason to feel bad, for Mickey, trying to get fully awake.

He hadn't seen Melia for monhs, and hadn't bothered about it. She was busy, he knew. He was busy. Good Grief, they had lived together for a whlle! Everyone assumed the affair was still going on, and Mickey let them think it.

What have I been doing, Mickey wondered? He had no good answer.

Days passed, weeks went by. Who knew where the time went?

But Trev was telling him things now, and Mickey was making an effort to fight off the brain fog.

Of course Billy would want to come back up to the North West. He had been born there. If he was able to make that move, then maybe the doctors had finished with him. Maybe he was well. He had a flat? Maybe he could cope.

"He phoned me," Trev told Mickey, "but I've got a family thing today. Can you help?"

Mickey did what Trev expected him to do. He said 'Yes' without thinking.

Of course he would. They were all old pals.

"It sounds simple," Trev said. "Bill said he wanted to get to a Public Meeting. It sounds important."

Mickey was still trying to concentrate. It was Saturday. Anything could happen on a Saturday. It was a favourite day for activities in Manchester - marches, protests, Meetings and gatherings. What kind of campaign was Billy involved with?

"It's a Planning issue," Trev told him. "I haven't got any details."

Mickey nodded at that.

He had once been heavily involved with the Corsh Corporation, the biggest property developers in the region. He knew that 'Planning' might seem like a small thing, but it could involve rebuilding a whole district, clearing property away or building it.

The area behind Piccadilly station was one part of Manchester that was steadily being replaced. Was that it?

"The Meeting's in Salford," Trev told him. "Down by the river."

Mickey lived in Salford now, but not south, not by the river. He was in North Salford, a traditional area, with old houses. Mickey liked it. It had shops within easy reach, parks and countryside nearby. He felt comfortable there.

"You've got time," Trevoir told him.

It was true.

Mickey was able to have a lazy shower, pick out some clothes that might be acceptable to be out in public, as opposed to lying around the house, and even have breakfast. Toast, cheese, tea, he soon felt better and more like himself.

He would take the car, he decided.

Parking in central Manchester was a challenge, he knew that. There were multi-storey car parks, but they were expensive. Still, he had an idea. Melia had given him a set of keys, once, when they were together. A key for the front door to the building, a key to her flat, but, most important of all, a fob for the underground car park to her building.

Mickey chuckled. Worth it's weight in gold, he was thinking.

He drove down Bury New Road and around the Ring Road. It was slow. People going into town for shopping? It was a weekend. Still, he had allowed for delays - and building works. That was the main problem. So many high-rise developments in the centre of the city, roads were blocked, with scaffolding encroaching on pavements and pathways. He was barely moving in the middle of town. The cars were nose to tail. Still, when he came off London Road and let himself into Melia's car park, he was feeling pretty pleased with himself.

He had the address.

Billy lived on a nearby street, around a few corners.

It was a flat in a low-rise block, maybe four stories. Bill was on the third floor.

Mickey took a deep breath. I wonder how long he's been here, and I never knew, he was thinking.

Maybe I'm not such a good friend, after all.

There was a set of bells and buttons on the street door. Mickey pressed Number Seventeen.

A little screen lit up. A video picture.

It was Billy Budman.

"Come on up," he said, without a 'Hello' or greeting.

He buzzed the front door so Mickey could get into the lobby. There was a lift, and stairs. Mickey took the stairs.

At least I'll get a little exercise this morning, he was thinking.

He knocked on the door that said '17' and there was a rustling behind the door. It opened.

Billy was in a wheelchair.

"Come on in," he said briskly, and moved back. "I'll just get my phone."

He was washed, dressed. He looked ready for the world.

Mickey took a few steps forward. The apartment was neat and tidy, everything in place and clean.

He couldn't help staring.

Billy Budman turned and saw the look. "It wasn't the bomb," he said briefly. "I survived that. They got me walking again. What would you think - just in time for the neurological disease that is destorying my muscle functions."

Mickey couldn't conceal his surprise - surprise and grief.

"Bill, I'm so sorry - " he began, weakly.

The handsome young man brushed the words aside. He didn't have time for pity.

He said: "We can talk about it later, Mickey, when we've got a spare minute. Right now, you can help me. I need to get to that meeting. It's a huge development in East Salford. They're planning to demolish shops for apartment high-rise blocks."

Mickey nodded. If there were shops established on site, then it wasn't 'brown field', derelict. The proposal was to destroy existing facilities and simpy swap 'Retail' for 'Housing'. He seen a few of those in his days working for Corsh.

"Let me get past," Billy snapped, not at all the diffident youth he once had been.

"You want a push?" Mickey offered, but Bill just scoffed.

He wheeled himself out into the corridor and approached the lift.

"Just pull the door behind you," he told Mickey, and the apartment was secured. "I'm pressing the buttons."

But that wasn't so straightforward. The buttons didn't respond.

Mickey moved up and stood alongside his pal.

"The lift's broken?" he asked, starting to feel concerned.

"It was installed by the Anglo-American Elevator Company. What do you think? It's not reliable."

Billy wasn't surprised then, but he was angry.

Many a time he would plan to go out, then find the lift wasn't working. So he would be forced to turn around and abort his journey. This time he wasn't about to be put off. This was an important Meeting, vital. He decided he needed to be there.

"That's why you're here," the youngster told Mickey. "That's why I called for help. You'll have to guide me down the stairs."

He stood up, shakily, and started pulling himself along the rail by the wall, towards the stairs.

"Stop!" Mickey said, coming to life at last. "Stop, darn it. If I'm here for a reason - "

He leapt forward and swept up his pal in his arms. He didn't weight more than a sack of potatoes.

Taking a deep breath, Mickey backed into the door to the staircase. It looked a long way down.

"Don't drop me!" Billy yelled, a little worried, maybe.

Mickey was big, he was strong. He was often mistaken for an unfeeling brute, but that was only on his off days. Other times, he could be quite feeling. Like now. I have the muscles, he was thinking, and now I'm going to use them.

He didn't stumble, all the way down the stairs, but by the time he reached the ground floor, he was sweating freely.

He propped Bill against the wall by the door to the street and took several breaths.

"I'll need my chair," the kid reminded him.

"Of course you will. Of course you will," Mickey said, and started back up the stairs again.

Then all he had to do was retrieve Bill's wheelchair, bring it back down, install the youngster in it and push the kid up the road, around the corner and down into Melia's garage. The chair folded. It went in the back of the car.

"Where's this?" Billy asked. "You live here?"

"A friend," Mickey corrected him. There would have to be a lot of explaining later.

Mickey drove them around the Ring Road, then turned up into Regent Road, a main route out of town.

"Sangford's Supermarket is over on the right," Billy explained. "There's a car park in front of it, then, on the north side of the cars, there's a line of shops - clothes, a pet shop, a pound 'Bargain', a chemist’s and a coffee shop."

Mickey nodded. He knew the area. He'd often parked his car there for a coffee and a small shopping expedition.

Bill said: "The supermarket is staying, and the parking in front of it. But everything north of the access road will be swept away. New, enormously tall blocks of apartments will be put in. At least five. We've been promised a grass walkway, maybe some trees."

"Why's this important to you?" Mickey asked, thinking: He's living in the centre of the city, massive Manchester now.

The kid said: "During the Second World War this whole area was Council Housing. My grandad was born here."

Mickey was following directions to the Meeting. They turned left, then left again.

Billy said, musing: "The Council flats had huge cellars. I can just imagine my gran's family sheltering there from the bombs."

Mickey nodded. It was pretty emotional, but logical? No. Salford Council had built apartment blocks there in the nineteen thirties, then swept them away in the 'fifties? Shops had replaced them sure, but not pretty shops. It was all these 'sheds' - just big, square, open-plan things with the air-condtitioning pipes showing in the ceiling?

But here they were, dragging themselves out of bed to meet up with fellow protestors and create a storm
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