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This lorry I'd been watching
was a brand new Iveco with French registration plates. All tarted
up with flags and air horns and rows of headlights, it was like a
space shuttle had just landed in a layby on the A1.

I'd got myself a position no
more than thirty yards away, slumped in the driver's seat of a
clapped-out six-year-old Escort that had last been driven by a
clapped-out brewery rep. Or that was the way it looked, anyway. It
was one o'clock on an ordinary Friday afternoon. And all I had to
do was wait.

The trouble was, this lorry
hadn't been doing very much. I had nothing to look at except a red
and white sticker on the Escort's dashboard thanking me for not
smoking, and a little dangling plastic ball that told me what
direction I was heading in. I might have been facing the soft
south, but at least I was nicotine free.

I already knew a few things
about this truck by now, of course. I'd counted its sixteen wheels
and admired the size of its tail pipes. I'd seen the sleeping
compartment behind the cab, with its ten-inch colour telly, a
fridge, and even a microwave oven for warming up the driver's
morning croissant. I knew that its forty-foot trailer was packed
full of leather jackets, jeans and denim shirts - all good stuff
that's really easy to shift. I also knew that somebody was going to
be really pissed off about that trailer very soon.

Well, it definitely looked like
a solid job so far - good information, and a plan that might
actually come together for once. That's saying something in this
part of the world. So all I needed to do was sit tight and wait for
the action. But it's funny how things can start out really good and
solid in the morning, and then turn totally brown and runny by tea
time. It's one of my own little theories, this. I call it the
Stones McClure Vindaloo Lunch Rule. It's as if the bloke up there
with the beard likes a bit of a joke now and then. And today was
going to be one of his joke days. Well, I might just die
laughing.

Meanwhile, sitting in a tatty
motor was in danger of ruining my image. The Escort just wasn't
worth looking at. Well, that's the point, I suppose. But you can
take low-profile a bit too far. There were an incredible
eighty-five thousand miles on the clock of this thing, which proved
it hadn't been handled by a used car dealer recently. The floor was
covered in empty sweet wrappers, the mouldy debris of a cheese
sandwich, and dozens of screwed-up bits of pink tissue. The inside
panels looked as though they'd been trampled by a gang of miners in
pit boots. The cover had fallen off the fuse box, and a tangle of
wires and coloured plastic hung out of it, for all the world as if
I'd just botched a hot-wire job. The car smelled of stale beer,
too. Maybe a pack of free samples had split open some time. Or
maybe a brewery rep just goes around smelling like that.

In a word, it just wasn't the
sort of motor that folk round here are used to seeing Stones
McClure in. My style is more poke than parcel shelf, if you know
what I mean. More turbo charge than towbar. Not to mention a spot
of F and F across the fake fur covers. That would be me,
definitely.

So for the last few minutes,
I'd been dozing a bit, clutching my plastic bottle of Highland
Spring in one hand and a half-eaten Snickers bar in the other.
Don't believe that means I had no idea what was going on. I've got
this trick of keeping one eye half open at all times, like an old
tom cat. It's saved me a lot of grief on jobs like this.

One-fifteen. I sat up to take a
quick look round. Along the road was a roundabout where traffic was
heading into the service area or grinding its way west on the A57
into Lincolnshire. Apart from a roadside cafe, there was nothing
around me in the layby - just empty fields on one side, and a bit
of Sherwood Forest on the other. I mean there was nothing apart
from four lanes of traffic thundering by on the A1, obviously. But
the drivers weren't taking notice of much. They were busy fiddling
with their carphones, or counting the miles ticking off as they
hurtled towards their next meeting or their latest delivery of
widgets. This is what vehicle thieves rely on. Nobody sees anything
happening around them when they're on the road.

Well, people never learn, do
they? That's my second rule. And thank God for it, because this is
what keeps blokes like me in beer and Meatloaf CDs for life.

I glanced at
the clock again. Shouldn't be long now. Half an hour ago, I'd
watched the driver who brought the lorry disappear into the cafe,
shrugging his shoulders at the smell of hot fat drifting from the
window of Sally's Snap Box. He was a short, thickset bloke wearing
blue overalls and a five o'clock shadow. You could practically hear
him singing the Marseillaise. This bloke's load
might be headed for Leeds or Glasgow, or anywhere. But it wouldn't
make it to its destination. Not today.

It's the load that's important,
see. Thieves don't target brand new trucks for their own sake. If
you're planning to cut a vehicle up for spares, you go for an
ancient Bedford or something. There's a big export market for old
lorry spares. But if you're nicking the load, it's a different
matter. That's where the real business is - at least £1.6 billion
worth a year, they say. And people will do anything to tap into
dosh like that.

For the sake
of authenticity, I was tuned in to a local radio station on the
Escort's battered old Motorola. The presenter had just stumbled off
into one of those endless phone-in segments they seem to like so
much. Grannies from all over the county were passing on tips for
getting cocoa stains out of acrylic armchair covers, or offering to
swap back copies of People's Friend
for a second-hand budgie cage. It was dire enough
to kill my remaining brain cells – I mean, the few that last
night's booze had left intact.

And then – bingo! An unmarked
white Transit van left the inside lane of the A1 and pulled slowly
into the layby in front of the French truck. Action at last.

I have a really good memory for
registration numbers, but the plate on the Transit was a new one to
me. That was no surprise, though. It would have been nicked from a
car park in Worksop or Mansfield during the past hour, and that was
someone else's worry.

From my position, I could just
see a bloke jump down from the passenger side of the van. He had
the collar of a red ski jacket turned right up and a woollen hat
pulled low over his face, making it impossible to get an ID on him.
As soon as he'd slammed the door shut, the Transit pulled out into
the traffic again and disappeared south.

I stayed low in my seat and ate
a bit of my Snickers. The chocolate was starting to melt and my
fingers were sticky. I rubbed them on a windscreen wipe from a
little packet I found in the door well. I would have stuffed the
used wipe into the ashtray, but it was already jammed with crumpled
tissues, all yellow and crusty. Anonymity is fine, but I draw the
line at catching some disgusting disease for the sake of
camouflage.

The bloke in the cap was
fiddling with something I couldn't see, right up close to the near
side of the Iveco's cab. No one took any notice of him, except me.
Then he looked round once, took a step upwards, and was gone from
sight.

I speed dialled a number on my
mobile, then waited a minute or two more until I heard the rumble
of a diesel engine and the release of air brakes. As I started the
Escort's motor, I glanced in my rearview mirror and saw a large
figure emerge from the cafe. It was a bloke so big that he had to
duck and walk out of the door sideways to avoid bringing the side
of the portakabin with him. He lumbered up to the side of the car,
hefting something like a lump of breeze block in his left hand. And
suddenly it was as if the sun had gone in. Oh yeah, meet my
sidekick, Doncaster Dave. He's my personal back-up, my one-man riot
squad. A good bloke to have watching your arse.

Dave had been stuffing himself
with sandwiches and cakes in Sally's at my expense. Well, it's
better than having him sit in the car with me. He gets twitchy when
there's food nearby, and he'd probably enjoy the phone-in programme
and laugh at the DJ's jokes. And then I'd have to kill him.

"Come on, Donc. Come on."

Dave was starting to go into
the monkey squat necessary for him to manoeuvre his way into the
passenger seat, when the door of the cafe flew open and a second
figure came out. This one was dressed in blue overalls, and he was
gesticulating and shouting. The sight of the lorry pulling onto the
A1 seemed to infuriate him, and he ran a few yards down the layby,
yelling. Then he turned and ran back again, still yelling. This was
far too much noise for my liking. And definitely too much arm
waving. Even on the A1, he might attract attention.

I put my foot on the brake. The
bloke came eagerly towards me, and I sighed as I wound down the
window.

"Mon camion," he said. "My truck. It is being stolen."

"Let him in, Donc, why not?" I
said.

So Dave opened the back door of
the Escort without a word. The Frenchman climbed in, and Dave
squeezed into the front. The breeze block in his hand turned out to
be the biggest sausage and egg butty you've ever seen, dripping
with tomato sauce. The car filled with a greasy aroma that would
linger for days. It didn't go too well with the stale beer
either.

The Iveco was already a few
hundred yards away by now, and the Frenchman began bouncing
angrily.

"What's up, monsieur?" I said,
as I indicated carefully before pulling out. I was waiting until I
spotted some slow-moving caravans to sneak in front of. Getting
onto the A1 from a layby is a bit dicey sometimes - you can end up
with a snap-on tools salesman right up your backside, doing ninety
miles an hour in his company Cavalier.

"We must follow the thieves.
They steal my truck."

"Dear, oh dear. It happens all
the time, you know. You can't leave anything unattended round
here."

"Hurry, hurry! You are too
slow."

I shook my head sadly. Well,
there you go. You give somebody a lift, do them a favour, and the
first thing out of their mouths is criticism of your driving
ability. The world is so unfair.

"It's always been like this," I
said helpfully. "This bit of the A1 was the Great North Road. You
know, where Dick Turpin used to hang out? You've heard of Dick
Turpin, have you, monsieur?"

"Comment? What?"

"Highwayman, you know.
Thief."

This is straight up, too. Well,
the original Great North Road is a bit to the east, but it's well
and truly bypassed now. Some of it has deteriorated to a track, fit
only for horses and trail bikes. But make no mistake. This whole
area is still bandit country.

"Then there was Robin Hood," I
said. "Robbing from the rich to give to the poor. Oh, and we had
Mrs Thatcher, of course, who got it the wrong way round."

The Frenchman wasn't listening
to my tour guide spiel. He was gesturing towards the bottom of the
fascia, where my mobile phone sat under a pile of music cassettes
and the world's worst in-car stereo system.

"Yeah, you're
right, it's crap, this local radio. Le
crap, eh? I don't know why I listen to it.
What do you fancy then, mate? Some Sacha Distel maybe?"

I poked among
the cassettes as if I was actually looking for Raindrops Keep Falling On My Head.
It wasn't likely to be there. Not unless there was a cover version
by Enya or UB40. Whoever normally drove this Escort had different
tastes from mine. No doubt about it.

"How about
this? This is French." I held up a Chris Rea tape.
"Auberge. That's
French, right?"

I slipped the
cassette into the deck, and Rea began to sing about there being
only one place to go. It's funny how you can always find Chris Rea
tapes in sales reps' cars. I reckon they have them so they can
play The Road to Hell and feel all ironic.

"No, no. You must call for
help," the trucker shouted in my ear over the music. "Police. Stop
the truck."

And then he reached forward,
trying to make a grab for the phone. Dave barely moved. He gave the
Frenchman a little flip and the bloke hit the back of his seat like
he'd bounced off a brick wall.

"Sorry, mate, but the signal's
terrible round here," I said. "It's all the trees. Sherwood Forest,
this is."

The lorry
driver called me a cochon. I failed French ‘O' level,
but even I know that isn't polite.

"Look, I'm really sorry it's
not Sacha Distel, but I'm doing my best, right?"

As we approached the big
roundabout at Markham Moor, the Iveco was already halfway up the
long hill heading south, growling past the McDonald's drive-thru
and the Shell petrol station. I could catch up with the lorry
easily. No need for lights and sirens - which was lucky, because we
didn't have any.

But the sight of those yellow
arches by the carriageway put me in mind of something.

"Hey, it's a bit like a scene
in that film, what's it called? You know, with John Travolta and
the black bloke in a frizzy wig? What do they call a Big Mac with
cheese in France?"

Dave's ears pricked up at the
Big Mac, but he didn't know the answer. He has no culture, see.

The Escort's steering juddered
and the suspension groaned as I twisted the wheel to the right and
we swerved into the roundabout, across the A1 and towards a little
B road that leads past the Markham Moor truck stop. As we passed, I
couldn't resist a glance for professional reasons. On the tarmac
stood two orange and white Tesco lorries, a flatbed from Hanson
Bricks, and a Euromax Mercedes diesel, all backed up against a
couple of Cho Yang container trucks. There was a load of NorCor
corrugated boarding, and even a Scania full of Weetabix. To be
honest, though, I couldn't see anyone shifting fifty tons of
breakfast cereal too easily. Not in these parts.

The Frenchman started gibbering
again and pointing to the main road, where the back of his lorry
had just vanished over the hill.

"Non, non.
Turn round. That way. The thieves go that way."

"It's a short cut, mate. What
do they call a Big Mac with cheese in France?"

"Merde!"

Then he began to poke his
finger at Dave's shoulder. Well, that was a mistake. Dave stared at
him, amazed, like a Rottweiler that finds a cat pulling its
whiskers. His immense jaws opened and his teeth came down on the
round, stubby thing in front of his face. It disappeared into his
mouth with a little spurt of red, and he began to chew. The
Frenchman pulled back his finger fast, in case it went the same way
as that sausage.

We passed through a couple of
villages before I turned onto a road that was more mud than tarmac.
A track led us over the River Maun, past a few derelict buildings,
through some woods, over another river and into more woods. The
trees closed all around us now, dark conifers that wiped out any
hope of a view.

But in the middle of the trees
a space suddenly opened up. It was a vast expanse of wasteland -
acres and acres of black slurry and weed-covered concrete. There
were old wheel tracks in that slurry, and some of them were two
feet deep. This was one of our dead coal mines, whose rotting
bodies lie all over Nottinghamshire these days - a memory of the
time when thousands of blokes and their families lived for the seam
of coal they called Top Hard.

Finally we ran out of road and
pulled up by a series of lagoons. These lagoons are pretty deep
too, and I wouldn't like to say what the stuff is that swirls about
down there.

"Okay, Monsieur Merde.
Out."

The Frenchman looked from me to
Dave, who helpfully leaned back to unfasten his seat belt. The
trucker flinched a bit, but looked relieved when the belt clicked
open. He got out and looked at the devastation around him,
baffled.

Well, this bit of
Nottinghamshire is no picnic site, that's for sure. We were on the
remains of an old pit road, where British Coal lorries once
trundled backwards and forwards all day long. In some places,
wagons have been dragged off the underground trains, filled with
concrete and upended to stop gypsies setting up camp in the woods.
But there are always ways in, if you know how. Up ahead was a
bridge where you could look down on the railway line that carried
the coal trains. The lines are rusted now, but the coal is still
there, way below ground. Top Hard, the best coking and steam coal
in the country. It made a lot of the old mine owners very rich.

Yes, this was once the site of
the area's proudest superpit. A few years back, when it was still
open, a report came up with the idea of making it a Coal Theme
Park, preserving the glory days of the 1960s. There would have been
visits to the coal face, a ride underground on a paddy train, and
maybe a trip to the canteen for a mug of sweet tea. They had a dry
ski slope planned for the spoil heap. I kid you not.

But you'd need a heck of an
imagination to picture this theme park now. The buildings have been
demolished, and the fences are a futile gesture. There's just the
black slag everywhere and a few churned up roadways where they came
to cart away the debris.

The Frenchman stared at the
lagoons, then turned and looked across the black wasteland behind
him. It would be suicide to try walking through that lot. He
shrugged his shoulders and waited, his eyebrows lifted like a
supercilious customs man at Calais. Suddenly, his complacency was
starting to annoy me.

"Take a look at this then,
mate. What do you think? Pretty, isn't it? This is what's left of
our mining industry. Coal mining, yeah? It may not mean much to
you. You grow grapes and make cheese in France, right? But coal was
our livelihood here in Nottinghamshire, once. Blokes went down into
a bloody great black hole every day and got their lungs full of
coal dust just so that we could buy food after the war. You
remember the war, do you? When we kicked the krauts out of your
country?"

Of course he didn't remember
the war. He wasn't old enough. Nor am I, but I've read a history
book or two. I know we bankrupted ourselves fighting the Germans,
and it was the miners like my granddad who worked their bollocks
off to get this country out of the mess afterwards. Their sons and
grandsons carried on going down those holes day after day to dig
out the coal. Decades and decades of it, with blokes getting
crushed in roof falls and burnt to death in fires, and coughing
their guts out with lung disease for the rest of their lives.

And this is the thanks they
got, places like this and a score of other derelict sites around
Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, Yorkshire. Maggie Thatcher betrayed
us, the whole country let us down. Workmates stabbed each other in
the back. That was 1984. Write it on my gravestone.

Somewhere north of Newark, the
French truck would be picking up speed on the flat right now. In a
few minutes it should it hit the bypass and turn off on the A46.
Within the hour it would be in a warehouse on an industrial estate
outside town, and that would be nothing to do with me at all. All
thanks to Slow Kid Thompson.

Oh, I forget to mention Slow
Kid, didn't I? He's one of my best boys. He has a lot of talents,
but his number one skill is driving. If Slow can't drive it, it
hasn't got wheels. Today, he'd just delivered our first big load, a
job worth quite a few grand to me and my mates. After years of
doing small-scale business, shifting dodgy goods and re-plating
nicked motors, we were finally moving into the big time. That Iveco
represented the start of a new life of a crime, and goodbye to a
past I wanted to forget.

"You're lucky, monsieur. I'm
feeling in a good mood today."

By now the Frenchman had gone
as quiet as Doncaster Dave. I guess it had finally dawned on him
that we weren't going to help him catch his stolen lorry after all.
Maybe he'd realised there would be no nice British bobbies rushing
up to arrest the villains who'd ruined his day. No high-speed
pursuit, no rolling road blocks, no one to pull him out of the
brown stuff.

Oh yeah, that's the main thing
I forgot to mention - you can't trust anyone these days. I call it
the Stones McClure Top Hard Rule.
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It would take the trucker a
while to find his way out through these woods. There was a farm
half a mile away, but I happened to know that the bloke there was a
sheep farmer who exported lamb. He was more likely to welcome a
French lorry driver with a shotgun than with an invitation to step
in and use his phone.

I spun the Escort round and
headed away again. But after a few yards I jammed on the brakes and
reversed back to the Frenchman. I wound down the window and handed
him out a Mega Mac Meal. Then we drove off. In my mirror, I saw the
trucker stare at the bag for a second before dropping it on the
floor and jumping on it. What a waste. I know it was probably a
statement of his national culinary superiority, but that Mega Mac
Meal cost me £3.89.

Heading south now on the A1, I
put my foot down for a few miles. Just before Newark we caught up
with the French truck. It was going well and picking up speed on
the flat. We tailed it as it hit the Newark bypass and turned off
westwards on the A46. After a few minutes it disappeared into a
lorry park at the back of the cattle market.

Dave and I sat in the car by
the junction for a bit, checking out the traffic. Then we turned
round, eased our way back onto the bypass and pulled straight into
the forecourt of one of the fast food places, where we sat and ate
our Mega Macs. Dave was ready for another snack after all that
effort.

I checked my boots and scraped
off a bit of mud from the pit site. It wouldn't make much
difference to the floor of the Escort. I'm not exactly a snappy
dresser, as anyone will tell you who's ever seen me coming. A pair
of old Levis and a leather jacket suit me fine. But I've got a soft
spot for these boots. They're Dan Post tan Gamblers, with snip toes
and cowboy heels, and a nice bit of fancy stitching in the leather
on the sides. I reckon they must have cost a few hundred dollars,
these things. I got them as a present years ago from some American
bird with too much money. You don't see many of those round these
parts, so she's worth remembering, if only for the boots.

A few minutes later, a young
bloke walked out of the bushes near the back of the cattle market
and dodged and jinked his way across the road to the cafe. He was
medium height, with hair cropped so short he looked bald from a
distance. He was wearing a grubby t-shirt and carrying a red ski
jacket, and a woollen hat was shoved into the pocket of his jeans.
I eyed him in the mirror as he slipped into the back seat of the
Escort.

"All right, Slow?"

He pulled out a fag before he
answered, adding to the stink in the Escort. Then his eyes met mine
in the mirror, bright with excitement, and he grinned suddenly,
looking like a little kid who's just come down from a ride on the
Corkscrew Rollercoaster at Alton Towers. He gestured at me with a
sharp jab of his index finger.

"All right, Stones. All
right."

I left Dave to finish off the
extra large fries while I went outside with Slow Kid. There was
another bit of business to see to that Slow had set up, but we had
a few minutes to wait. The roar of engines and the screech of air
brakes from the heavy traffic approaching the roundabout didn't
help conversation, but you don't expect the car park of a microwave
mecca to be scenic.

"Good job that, Stones, don't
you reckon?"

"Sure, Slow. Let's hope
there'll be lots more of them. What are you going to spend your
share on?"

"Dunno really. My mum's talking
about moving. Maybe it'll help. She wants to get out of Beech
Street. Move into one of the Crescents maybe."

"A Crescent? Going
upmarket?"

"Well, Mum's not happy. She's
says they're all drug addicts in our street now."

"Yeah, probably."

The Thompsons are a big family
- there are several households of them on our estate alone. Slow
Kid has lots of brothers and sisters and cousins, and they're so
close they form a separate clan. Although they argue all the time,
they also protect each other. Very few of them have jobs.

Slow Kid nudged me as a blue
Renault Master high-roof van nosed into the car park. It picked out
the quietest corner and backed into a spot where its rear doors
were facing towards the shrubbery.

"That's the bloke, Stones."

"Right. Let's see what he's
got. Rawlings, is it?"

"Yeah."

The owner of the Renault was a
heavily built bloke in a check shirt with receding hair pulled back
in greasy strands over his ears. He was sweating, though the
weather wasn't all that warm, and his manner was a bit too slimy
for my liking.

"Hey up," I said.

"Hey up. McClure, is it? I'm
Rawlings."

"Nobody ever calls me anything
but Stones."

"Right, right."

His hand felt clammy when we
shook, even though he wiped his palm on his jeans first. He had the
back doors of the van open, glancing slyly around him like some
Russian spy from a Cold War thriller. I was already getting a bad
feeling about him. I only stay free and in good health by keeping
clear of blokes like this. But I decided to take a look at his
stuff since we were here, and Slow Kid had set it up himself.

The back of the van was half
full of cardboard boxes.

"Trainers, that right?"

"Right. Reeboks." He winked at
me, and I had to fight a shudder. This jerk was putting me right
off crime.

"And there's some sweatshirts
and tracksuits too. Umbro. All top-notch gear, you know, Stones.
Reeboks, now, they go like mad with the youngsters these days,
eh?"

"Let's have a look then."

"Sure thing." Rawlings leaned
round the side of the van and bellowed towards the driver's seat.
"Josh! Open a couple of these boxes."

A lad with a streaked flat-top
slid out of the cab and slouched towards us, pulling a
nasty-looking combat knife from his pocket. Slow Kid, who was
standing behind me, took a couple of steps backwards as if to give
himself room for action. Without looking round, I could feel him
stiffen.

But Flat Top took no notice of
us. He hoisted himself into the van and hacked away at the tape
sealing one of the nearest cases. I could see it was packed with
plain white shoe boxes stuffed with tissue paper. The lad watched
me as I lifted a couple out and unwrapped the tissue.

The trainers were real
top-class stuff. They were well made, with solid stitching and
thick soles that flexed like something alive in my fingers. They
smelled new and expensive, and the gold and black labels on the
heels looked genuine. They looked really good. Too good.

Flat Top had another box open
by now, and was dragging out a tracksuit top. But I didn't want to
see any more. I shoved the trainers back in under the tissue paper
and turned to Rawlings.

"No thanks. I'm not
interested."

"What?" His eyebrows shot up
towards his freckly bald head. "You must be joking. Look at them!
That's good stuff, that is. You won't see any better."

"Maybe. But I'm not interested.
Sorry."

"Stones, look. You don't know
what you're saying. I'm offering you the best here."

"Sure. But offer it somewhere
else, okay?"

Rawlings was sweating even more
now. He took a revolting rag from his pocket to wipe his head. "If
it's the price that's worrying you, I'll drop it, okay? Just make
me an offer. I need to unload the stuff. It'll make you a
bomb."

"No."

I turned to go and caught sight
of Slow Kid's expression. He looked as though he'd come face to
face with a rattlesnake on the living room carpet and was just
waiting for it to blink before he stamped on its head. He bared his
teeth as I felt a sweaty hand grab my arm and pull me back towards
the van. It was Rawlings, and his mood had suddenly changed.

"McClure, I don't appreciate
being messed around. I came here because I heard you'd be
interested. I was told you were straight up, a bloke who knew a
good deal when he saw when. So don't muck me about. Take this deal
or tell me why not."

I don't like being grabbed very
much, especially by jerks like Rawlings. But Flat Top was poised by
the back doors of the van, the knife held in his hand almost
casually, as if he was waiting for someone to ask him to slit open
another cardboard box or something. His eyes were fixed on me, and
I hadn't noticed them until now. They were blue, but dead, like the
eyes of a stuffed cat.

The knife was too near me for
comfort, and Rawlings had a good grip on my best arm. I knew Slow
Kid was probably carrying his own blade, but he was behind me. An
accident can happen at a time like this - and the thought that I
might be the one it happens to makes me unhappy.

I don't reckon to be a coward,
but self-preservation is my middle name. In fact, I'm thinking of
changing it by deed poll to 'alive'. Stones Alive McClure. It
doesn't sound too bad, does it? It'll give someone a good laugh
when they chisel it on my memorial. But it's sussing out situations
like this that has kept me on two feet all this time. Well, that
and the good money I pay Doncaster Dave to be my minder,
anyway.

I don't know whether Rawlings
and his mate could see me weighing up the odds with my
lightning-fast brain, or whether it was the sight of Dave himself
leaning on the side of the van and crumpling the door that made
Rawlings let go of my arm. The odds had shifted, and retreat had
become a sensible option for him. That's the way I like it.

Rawlings gave a jerk of his
head to Flat Top, who followed him back to the cab, looking
frustrated. Rawlings put his boot down and the van shot off across
the car park, leaving us with just a few lungfuls of exhaust fumes
to remember them by. When they turned to go past us to the exit, I
thought Rawlings looked worried. Scared even. Maybe I ought to give
Dave a pay rise.

The three of us walked back in
silence to the Little Chef, and Dave happily went back to his place
at a table by the window.

"Something go wrong then,
Stones?"

That's Dave all right. Nothing
much gets past him.

"Well, you were watching,
weren't you, Donc? That's what I pay you for, ain't it? To watch
me? You must have seen what went off, right?"

"Course, Stones."

I was irritated with him
because it had nearly gone very badly wrong, and I didn't like the
fact he'd turned up at the last minute, even though it was probably
my fault. I hadn't been cautious enough for once. Just then I
didn't realise quite how badly everything had nearly gone
wrong.

Dave was looking shifty at my
tone of voice, and his eyes slid sideways. I followed his glance
and saw a muscly waitress with a dyed blonde crop. She grinned back
at him, and I sighed. Why does my minder have this effect on some
women? I can't understand it. He frightens the life out of me.

Then the mobile phone rang.
When I say 'rang', the Motorola can be set to vibrate instead of
ring if you don't want it going off noisily somewhere where it
might not be very discreet. This vibration can be an interesting
experience if it's in your pocket. Luckily, on this occasion it was
on the table, and began to rattle quietly on the plastic surface
until I picked it up.

"Yeah?"

"Delivery on the way," said an
unidentified voice.

"Okay."

And that was all I needed to
know.

* * * *

Half an hour later we were back
on the road. But a mile or two down the A614, traffic slowed and
gradually came to a crawl.

"Oh shit, what's this? More
roadworks?"

Slow Kid is always impatient
with delays. But me, I look for the positive side, watch for the
opportunities.

"If there's some new roadworks,
keep your eyes peeled. Some of these contractors are very careless
with their equipment."

"Right."

But as we got nearer to the
hold-up, we could see there was no chance of any mobile generators
or JCBs going spare. Instead, there were flashing lights, police
cars slewed across one carriageway, an ambulance, a fire engine and
a cloud of steam and black smoke.

We crawled by the scene as
traffic was filtered into one lane past the accident. Like all the
other drivers, we craned our necks to see what had happened. The
blackened and smouldering remains of a van stood at the side of the
road, and fire had scorched a patch of grass and tarmac around it.
The van was a Renault Master high roof. It might once have been
blue.

"Hey, isn't that - ?" began
Slow, his eyes popping as he stared out of the window. He began to
brake for a closer look.

"Don't make us noticeable -
drive on," I said.

"But Stones - "

"Yeah, I know," I said.
"Rawlings and his mate."

This wasn't good. The smile had
frozen on my face. It was as if a blast of icy air had suddenly
blown in through the window, straight from the smoking wreck of
that van.
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The village I live in is
Medensworth. It's in an area called the Dukeries, on account of all
the dukes. Medensworth is in the Domesday Book, according to our
county's tourist office, which seems to think it's a mark of
historical importance. Back then, some bloke by the name of Roger
de Busli held eight bovates of land here, and a fishing yielding
one hundred eels. It seems de Busli was one of William the
Conqueror's minions. His reward for backing up his gaffer in 1066
was getting his hands on about half a million acres of
Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire that had belonged up till then to
some poor bloody Saxons. The Saxons happened to have been on the
wrong side in the Battle of Hastings. So it goes.

Whenever I happen to read that
bit about the bovates and eels, I can just picture some fat Norman
landowners living it up in their manor houses on venison and French
wine while Saxon carls slaved away in the fields and ate mouldy
potatoes in their dingy hovels, knowing that they weren't worth
mentioning, not even in the bloody Domesday Book.

A few centuries later on, a
load of dukes divided Nottinghamshire up between them, like greedy
kids with a big cake. They built these vast monstrosities of houses
for themselves, surrounded by acres and acres of parkland, outdoing
each other to spend their cash. Worksop Manor once had five hundred
rooms. How could anyone actually live in a place like that? It
can't have been a home, just a huge stone box to contain someone's
ego. And this was Worksop, for God's sake - it ain't exactly
Florence.

Meanwhile, these peasants were
still pissing about in the fields, eating the same rotten potatoes
- at least, those of them that weren't already being sent into the
pits and factories, or shipped off to die in a war somewhere.
They weren't worth mentioning either. The area's called the
Dukeries, not the Peasanteries.

The rich gits may change a bit
over the centuries, but it's always the same bloody peasants. These
days we don't slave in the fields so much. In fact, we don't slave
anywhere much since the pits closed. Instead, we stand in a dole
queue for our pittance. And instead of rotten potatoes we eat
packets of Fry Dry frozen chips, which I don't think are even made
from anything as exciting as potatoes. Have things changed since
Monsieur de Busli? I think not.

Well, we all know it's going to
be like that for ever and ever, unless someone breaks a few rules
here and there. That's where I come in. I help to share out a bit
of wealth. That means breaking more than the odd rule. But they're
other people's rules, not mine. If a load of stuck-up magistrates
don't like the way I do it, then tough shit. Maybe now and then I
re-distribute more of it than strictly necessary towards the Stones
McClure Benevolent Fund. So? Double tough shit.

We dumped the Escort where it
would probably rust away quietly forever and switched to my Subaru
Impreza Turbo 2000. I dropped Slow Kid and Dave off and watched
them disappear into the darkness towards their houses. They
belonged in Medensworth, and they blended into the background the
moment they walked out of the light of the nearest working street
lamp. Being on my own felt strange after the excitement of the
afternoon, and somehow the elation was starting to turn bitter in
my stomach as I drove onto the monster of a housing development
they call the Forest Estate. This is my home.

You'll find Medensworth north
of the Major Oak and left a bit. Tourists looking for Robin Hood in
Sherwood Forest Country Park don't know it exists, and they
wouldn't want to. It's one of those big pit villages that were
thrown up for miners' families when the mines were first sunk,
villages that are wondering what to do with themselves now the pits
have gone.

They're not pretty, these
places. But there's some sort of symbolism in the fact that the
most visited bit of Nottinghamshire, where visitors gape at a
decrepit oak tree and walk along leafy woodland paths thinking
they're in the heart of rural England, is completely surrounded by
pit villages and the remains of their pits. I mean places like
Ollerton, Edwinstowe, Welbeck, Shirebrook. Their slag heaps are
cleverly screened, but they're still there. They look like hills
thrown up by some delayed spasm of the earth. It's like nature, or
God, or whoever, spent a hard week sweating to build all those
really nice mountains and rolling hills and lakes and stuff, then
decided to get rat-arsed on the seventh day and spewed up all these
slag heaps. They may have come from the same place as the rolling
hills, but the quality isn't the same. It's the shitty end of
creation. Medensworth is one of those places, mostly.

It was all quiet as I drove
into Sherwood Crescent and round the corner into the back alley to
park up. Houses in my street don't have garages. They weren't made
for folk with cars - after all, men only had to walk up the road to
reach the pit gates or the Miners Welfare. Where else would they
want to go?

Now we do have cars, though
details like tax and insurance and MoT certificates tend to get a
bit neglected. Well, we're not used to it. Can't read the small
print on the log book (it fades when you photocopy anything). But
the number of cars parked at the kerb and blocking up the street
meant we had to have garages. So there are rows of them, ramshackle
corrugated iron things in the back alleys and on bits of wasteland
round the estate. My motor's in one of those - except there's
nothing ramshackle about my garage and nothing cheap about the
locks either. You can't be too careful, because you never who might
decide to take a look inside. Maybe even some nosey copper. And we
wouldn't want that.

The Impreza is red and it's
new, but not too flash. Lisa wanted me to get a BMW. I could have
afforded it, I suppose. But driving one of those things round here
might make people think you were a criminal, right?

Oh, Lisa? Lisa reckons she's my
girlfriend. At least she comes round to my house a lot, even talks
me into taking her out occasionally. And we have sex in my bedroom
quite often - sometimes not even in the bedroom. So I suppose it
might seem there's some truth in what she thinks.

I let myself into 36 Sherwood
Crescent, turning off the alarm and listening carefully to the
sounds of the house. You get into the habit of being careful - you
want to be sure that the house is empty. There wasn't much to check
out in the little hallway. Just one of the local free papers on the
mat, shouting the attractions of a new fitness centre in a garish
clash of coloured inks. I left the door into the sitting room open
while I switched on the lights, skirting the settee and a couple of
armchairs on the way to the kitchen. Apart from the telly and a
good stereo, the room was pretty much empty. There are a few books
on the shelf. Some local history, loaned to me by Lisa for my
education. Some law books, a few crime novels -Inspector Morse and
P.D. James. The certificates and the other stuff are buried in a
drawer with balls of string and spare fuses and the rest of the
dross.

No end of women have told me
the place looks like a hermit's cell. But so what? I've never been
on any holidays where I'd feel tempted to buy a straw donkey or a
glass paperweight to bring back for the mantelpiece. I don't have
any reason to collect things that remind me of the past. And a
certain sparseness means there's less to dust. This is important
when you're a bloke living on your own, but birds don't seem to see
it. And another thing - why make the sitting room too comfortable?
You don't want a bird getting warm and cosy in front of the fire,
do you? You want her keen to get out of there to the warmth of the
bedroom. So the sitting room needs to be bare, and a bit cool. It's
stick and carrot, if you know what I mean.

In the kitchen, I switched the
kettle on and pulled a pizza out of the freezer compartment to
stick in the microwave. I didn't look too closely at the interior
of the fridge while I had the door open. There were a few cans of
beer in there that looked all right, but everything else was likely
to cause a major European health scare if it ever escaped. There
was a milk carton that had taken up a new career as a penicillin
factory, and a bit of Cheddar cheese that would have cracked the
floor if I dropped it. There were other things, too, that didn't
bear looking at, and the smell was getting bad. I'd have to buy a
new fridge soon.

With the kettle hissing and the
microwave humming, I switched on the telly and caught the climax of
an American film, all guns and screams and cars getting blown up.
But the house still sounded empty, and this is what made me think
of Lisa, I suppose. It never feels empty when Lisa's there.

It's funny, really. You see, me
and women don't usually last longer than a few weeks together. I
get bored easily, and just when they're talking about a steady
relationship, I'm off eyeballing something different and it comes
to a nasty end, one way or another.

Obviously, I expected this to
happen with Lisa once she'd been coming round for a month or so.
It's a natural cycle, like Autumn coming after Summer. You don't
even think about it - you just start sorting the woollies out of
the drawer when the drain gets blocked up with leaves and the kids
start chucking sticks at the chestnut trees for conkers.

But it hasn't happened this
time, and I don't understand why. It's as if nature has decided not
to bother with Autumn this year because it's too messy, what with
the dead leaves and all that, and she's quite happy with Summer,
thank you very much. Surely Lisa must have clocked the way I am?
She's not stupid - far from it. Sure, she gives me some hammer now
and then. She has a fair old temper, so I don't answer back much.
And there she still is. She's been around so long the lads have
learned her name and even ask after her health. Every time that
happens, I get this nasty feeling in my guts, like I've just eaten
curried chips from the Bombay Duck takeaway. It's going to cause a
real problem one day soon. You see, I was so sure that Lisa would
drift away like all the others, that I've already gone and found
the next one. And, like I said, Lisa's got a real temper.

When I first met Lisa, I'd been
going around with some bird whose name I can't quite remember now.
One day she decided she wanted to visit Newstead Abbey, where Lord
Byron used to live. She'd been gawping at the oak-panelled Great
Hall and its minstrels' gallery and twittering on about how grand
the Byrons must have been, and how wonderful the place must have
looked when they lived there.

My attention was already
wandering a bit, and I was wondering whether what's-her-name would
be interested in a bit of sex down by the lake. I had also, of
course, noticed the blonde bird standing nearby. She was slim and
smartly dressed, with short, well-cut hair, and she had that rare
quality in a woman - style. Looking sexy and dying your hair blonde
is okay, but if a woman knows how to wear clothes and how to hold
herself when she moves, that's what really catches my eye. You
don't see it too often, but Lisa has it. From her expression, she
was several shades brighter than the bird I was with, too. Her eyes
looked amused as she listened to the twitter. I like a woman with a
sense of humour.

"Actually, the fifth Lord Byron
let the Abbey go to rack and ruin," she said suddenly. She seemed
to be talking to me rather than Miss Twitter. "He died in the
scullery, which was the only room left in the house where the roof
didn't leak."

"Yeah? Was he the poet?" I
asked.

"No. The poet was his
great-nephew, Alfred, who inherited the Abbey from him. This Great
Hall was so derelict by then that he only used it for pistol
practice."

"No kidding."

The blonde woman began to talk
about the monks who lived in the original abbey from 1150 until
they were kicked out by Henry VIII. Then she told us about the
follies built by the fifth Lord Byron - the two mock forts by the
lake, where he used to stage miniature sea battles - and his sheer
bloody-mindedness in neglecting the building and deliberately
laying waste to the estate. She talked about his great nephew's
riotous lifestyle and dubious friends, and his permanent money
problems. She moved on to point out the cloister court, laid out as
what she called a Mary Garden, with a carved sixteenth century
water conduit, and then she led us into the kitchen next to the
Sussex Tower, which she said had been modelled on the Abbot's
Kitchen in Glastonbury Abbey.

And something really funny
happened as I listened to her talk. Suddenly I could see it. I
could actually see and hear and smell everything that she was
talking about. I could picture the holes in the roof, and the damp
running down the walls, soaking into rugs that smelled of mould. I
could see a journeyman carpenter painstakingly carving out the
patterns by hand on yards of water conduit, his hands and clothes
smelling of fresh wood shavings. I could hear the kitchen servants
chattering to each other as they prepared yet another ten-course
banquet for the eccentric poet and his disreputable friends. I
could smell the sweat of those servants as much as the sides of
venison roasting in the ovens and the hot, steamy aroma as the
maids scrubbed stone-flagged floors on their hands and knees.

This had never happened to me
before. Until then, these places had just been tourist traps,
somewhere for the Americans and Japanese and a few local folk like
Miss Twitter to be parted from their money in exchange for
postcards and Newstead Abbey key rings. But Lisa made it real. I
think it was then I knew she was going to be part of my life.

After the pizza was finished, I
made a few calls. Though I was feeling good about the lorry load of
gear we'd just got away, the big stuff was new to me just then. I
still had my main business to run, the small scale stuff that's
done so well for me and quite a few other people, since I fell out
with a system that won't let you help out people worse off than
yourself.

But let's get this straight.
Some folk think I'm a criminal. A thief even. Me, I call what I do
redistribution of wealth. Wealth is the stuff that the rich gits
have, and the folk who live round here don't have. It's always been
like that, you know - right back to the time when some Stone Age
bloke called Ug grabbed the best cave for himself and collected
every flint arrowhead that was going and made all the other Ugs do
the hunting and mammoth gutting. I'm just sharing out a few bits of
flint that some modern day King of the Ugs has carelessly left
lying around.

So the first call was to Fat
John, my best supplier. This is a two-way business, you see. I
supply blokes in other areas with goods they want. In return, I buy
in stuff I can sell on my own patch from their areas. You don't
mess on your own doorstep, right?

Once or twice the Trading
Standards blokes have tried to make out some of the gear was
counterfeit. But honest to God, I bought it in good faith, your
honour. Well, what I say is - if people can have faith in the
British justice system, I can have faith in Fat John when he tells
me I'm buying top grade stuff. John says you you're getting Reeboks
or Levis, and just like the constitution tells you, you're innocent
until proved guilty. Well you either buy that shit or you don't. As
far as I can see, the only difference is that Fat John gives it to
you in black and white, and it's right there on the labels. But the
constitution? The constitution only ever exists in the head of some
decrepit judge, and depends on whether his piles are playing him up
or the cheese he had for lunch is giving him indigestion. British
justice? Don't make me laugh. I've seen more attractive concepts on
the pavement after the pubs have shut.

A fat voice answered the phone
with a string of numbers, giving nothing away.

"John? Stones. All right?"

"Ah. Hello there, my friend.
How goes it?"

"Fine, fine. You trading,
John?"

"As ever, my friend. More
watches for you. Rolex and Seiko. They shift well for you, yes?
Also lots of videos and perfumes. Good names, good stuff."

"I can take a load at the end
of the week."

"You have it, Stones. Usual
arrangement?"

"I'll see to it."

"It's a pleasure, my
friend."

"See you, mate."

The next call was to one of the
boys. He goes by the name of Metal Jacket, because his shoulders
are never out of a car engine. He took a long while to answer the
phone.

"Yes?"

"Metal? Stones."

"All right, Stones?"

As usual, he was somewhere
noisy. There was the banging of metal and a radio turned up too
loud in the background, and a terrible echo. I could picture him
pulling the phone out from under a pile of junk in a blacksmith's
shop or something.

"What's this message about a
motor?"

"Yeah, yeah. You ought to take
a look at it, Stones. Nice wheels."

Metal Jacket is one of the best
when it comes to motors, but scores of them go through his hands. I
couldn't understand what he was on about here.

"Why should I take a look? I've
already got a motor."

"Yeah, I know. But this one's a
real nice motor. Special. You know what I mean?"

"No." I sighed. Communication
isn't all that it's cracked up to be sometimes. "Where is it,
Metal?"

"Oh, down the workshop."

"I'll be along tomorrow."

"Right, man. See you."

"See you."

The third call was to a legit
contact. I do still have some of these, and they're really useful.
It's like a packet of condoms - they're no fun at the time, but
it's always best to keep a few in your pocket, and you're always
glad you had them afterwards.

"Hello. Newsdesk. Can I help
you?"

"Nah then. Is that the whatsit,
the editor?"

"This is the news editor, Mel
France. Can I help you, sir?" The voice was cautious, like someone
who never knows quite what to expect when he answers the phone.

"Well, I've got this bit of
news, like, that I thought you might be interested in."

"Oh yes?" Encouraging, but
non-committal. A professional.

"It's about my dog, you see. My
neighbours are taking me to court complaining about the noise he
makes."

"Oh. And how do you feel about
that?"

"Well, I'm barking mad."

There was a brief silence, then
a click, like your car key turning in the central locking.

"That's McClure pissing about,
isn't it?"

He still sounded annoyed, but
relieved too. It wasn't some irritating member of the general
public to deal with, but just me after all.

"Shit, Mel. You're so sharp,
you catch me out every time."

"I'm up to my neck in deadlines
here, Stones. What the hell do you want?"

"I want to be informed,
educated and entertained. Where do you think I can find those
things, Mel?"

"Piss off. You're bad
news."

Mel France is one of my
favourite contacts. I think it's the way he falls over himself to
be helpful. I must have done him a real big favour some time in the
past. Now that he's news
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