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We found the money (all of it in used notes) in an old Nike bag. It was in Mickey Duck’s living-room behind a chair that had been tipped over. Bobby kicked it with his foot thinking it was full of old rubbish. Then he went into the kitchen and started opening and closing cupboards. Jack was upstairs stomping around in the bedrooms. I could hear him through the ceiling. I was a sort of lookout; not that we intended to steal anything, or do any damage. We were only being nosy.

Most people wouldn’t believe this. They would think that we’d gone into the house to find drugs; to take them down to the youth centre or school and sell them on. A lot of kids did it. But that thought hadn’t entered our minds. It was just chance that we were there. We never planned it – though few people would have blamed us if we had.

I should explain. Me – Jaz (short for Janice) – Bobby and Jack were mates. We lived on the edge of a housing estate, all in the same street, Canberra Avenue. The town council had dreamt up an Australian theme so the whole place was usually referred to as ‘down under’. Our street was at the nicer end. It bordered the estate and edged on to a park, so a lot of the tenants had bought houses from the council and spent money on them. It was quiet and had trees along the pavement and many of the families had more than one newish car parked outside.

I lived at number 32, Jack at 41 and Bobby further down at 78. We’d all moved into the street during the same year and had started secondary school together. None of us had any brothers or sisters, so we’d been friends on and off ever since. We’d all just finished our GCSEs and were drifting slowly through the long, hot summer waiting for our results and then decisions about colleges.

It was a Friday night and none of us had much money. When this happened we usually headed for the tiny precinct of shops in the middle of the estate. It was where most of the kids gravitated to. There was a chip shop and a tiny supermarket that was also a post office and off-licence. It was ten o’clock in the evening and the heat was lying heavily on the pavement, the night air clammy and thick. There were a few other people around but we were in a threesome chatting among ourselves. Jack had a gas lighter in his hand and was clicking it on and off.

‘I wish I had a cigarette,’ he said, wistfully.

‘Bad idea,’ said Bobby.

‘It’s been two weeks since you had a smoke,’ I said. ‘Don’t give in now!’

Jack shrugged and plonked down on a low brick wall which surrounded a dusty flowerbed. Trevor Wilkins, a kid we knew, came along on his bike. Without stopping he shouted something about a police raid in Sydney Street. There was hardly a ripple of interest among the other people in the precinct but Jack stood up.

‘Let’s go,’ he said.

‘OK,’ I agreed. Why not? It was a bit of excitement.

‘There might be trouble,’ said Bobby.

‘Come on, it’ll be a laugh,’ Jack insisted.

I linked arms with Bobby on one side and Jack on the other and we walked towards Sydney Street. If there was going to be a raid we knew it would most certainly be at Mickey Duck’s place. Everyone knew he was the source of drugs and other stolen stuff. When he was flogging carpets and stereos people didn’t seem to mind. When it was drugs they did. Either way he wasn’t a pleasant character. When the local Neighbourhood Watch group had been round to his house with an anti-drugs petition he’d slammed the door in their faces.

As we were walking along a police car came out of the dark and shot past us. There was no siren or flashing lights but it caused a momentary whoosh of air and then came to a screeching halt a couple of hundred metres up the street. The noise startled me and I grabbed Jack’s arm. We looked at each other with surprise. There really was going to be a raid. Me and Jack quickened our steps until we were practically running towards Mickey’s house. Bobby followed close behind. By the time we came to a halt another police car had arrived from the opposite direction and the officers had jumped out and run into the house.

We stood watching, gripped by the drama unfolding in front of us. Jack was right close up to the squad car and I was behind. Bobby was by my side, his hand holding my elbow nervously. We were joined by some neighbours and some smaller kids on bikes. There was silence among the crowd as we listened to the sounds of the struggle going on inside the house. There was a lot of shouting and squealing peppered with several different swearwords. It sounded as though there were twenty people in there. In the end four policemen emerged leading out two men. One of them was Mickey Duck, beautifully dressed as ever, his face like thunder. All the way he was swearing and spitting out warnings.

‘Watch the suit, watch the suit!’

Behind him was another man. One of Mickey’s friends. I’d seen him before but I didn’t know his name. He was big, like a bouncer, with a pregnant belly that sat out over his jeans. He wasn’t as formally dressed as Mickey but his long hair was held back in a ponytail and I noticed, when he grimaced, that he had two gold front teeth.

The police took each man away in a separate car.

We all stood around for a while. Some of the neighbours were mumbling about how it was ‘a good job’ and that hopefully they’d put them in prison and ‘throw away the key’. Nobody really believed it, though, and bit by bit they drifted off back to their own houses and we were left standing on our own in the street. Trevor, the kid on the bike, sailed past.

‘One of them got away!’ he said. ‘Out the back door and over the garden wall.’

No one ever knew where Trevor got his information from. He just turned up regularly with bulletins which often seemed to come from some fantasy inside his head. Sometimes, like that night, they were true. We watched him disappear up the middle of the street, a car swerving to avoid him, beeping its horn.

We went round the back alley, unfastened the gate and looked into Mickey Duck’s back garden. The kitchen door was shut and the place was in total darkness. We looked at each other with disappointment. Then Jack noticed something on the ground. He stepped across the grass and picked it up.

‘It’s a mobile,’ he said.

‘Let’s see.’

He gave it to me. It was tiny, smaller than most mobiles I had seen. It was heavy and had an expensive feel to it. Bobby took it out of my hand and pressed some of the buttons.

‘I know whose this is …’ Bobby mumbled.

The screen lit up in colour and there was a red and blue logo, an American flag outlined in pixels. I’d seen kids in school with logos on their mobiles. It wasn’t owned by a kid, though. We all knew that.

‘It’s Tommy Young’s,’ Bobby said. ‘I saw him showing this off in the shop last week.’

Tommy Young was one of Mickey’s ‘associates’. He was as thin as a broom handle and wore black from head to foot every day of the year. He had a thing about America and drove a battered Mustang which he had lovingly restored. He had a lock-up garage on the edge of the estate and was often seen going in or coming out of it, his eyes looking cagily around the street. He wasn’t averse to giving any nearby kid a thump, or a couple of quid, depending on the mood he was in.

‘Just leave it where we found it,’ Jack said, over at the kitchen door. ‘Hey look!’

The door swung open. It had been closed but not locked.

‘Let’s go in,’ said Jack.

‘I don’t think we should,’ said Bobby, laying the mobile back on the grass.

We pushed the kitchen door open and stepped into the dark house just to have a look around. Without thinking we flicked the lights on. Anyone who looked could have seen that there were people inside. It didn’t matter, though. Because it was Mickey Duck’s house, nobody cared. Or perhaps they’d think it was some of his associates, come to tidy up, get rid of stolen gear or flush any drugs down the toilet.

I found the Nike bag behind a chair. I leaned over and picked it up and placed it down on the floor in the middle of the room. I was only mildly interested but Jack and Bobby were rattling round elsewhere so I decided to make myself busy. I thought it might contain CDs or boxes of cigarettes. Mickey always seemed to have plenty of those to sell. I pulled back the zip a few inches and saw what I thought were packets of paper. Puzzled, I squatted down on the floor to unzip it completely. I gasped when I saw what was there. Bundles of notes; twenty, maybe thirty. I held my breath as I lifted one out. It was a few centimetres thick, held with an elastic band. I dropped it and pushed my hand in further. They were all the same. More money than I had ever seen! I stood up with a half-laugh. Then I squatted down again, making a tiny squealing noise in my throat.

Just then Bobby came up behind me.

‘Look!’

I said it gleefully, cupping my hands under the money and holding it up for him to see. The sound of Jack’s footsteps thumping down the stairs made me drop it, though, and stand up quickly, backing away from the bag.

‘We should be going,’ Jack said, coming into the room. ‘What’s that?’

He didn’t need an answer. He only looked at it for a second or two then, businesslike, he knelt down and zipped the bag back up. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said, quickly. ‘In case the police come back.’

Neither me nor Bobby could speak. I don’t know what was going through his mind but I knew that I was doing mental arithmetic, trying to add up the money in my head. There were thousands of pounds in that bag. Jack picked it up and we followed him out into the garden. I don’t think any of us had a clue what we were doing. I closed the back door tightly, just as Tommy Young must have done a while before. The three of us stood in the garden, Jack holding the bag, hardly breathing.

‘What are we going to do?’ I asked.

‘Keep it,’ said Jack. ‘Why not? It’s drugs money.’

‘You don’t know that it’s drugs money,’ said Bobby.

‘Course it is,’ Jack replied, with a little laugh. ‘How else do you think Mickey Duck gets his money? From all those videos and hairdryers he sells?’

‘Ssh …’ I said, looking around.

The garden was dark and still but I felt exposed. I pulled at Jack’s arm, drawing him back towards the shadows of the house. Bobby came as well and we stood in a tight triangle, the bag of money wedged between us. The gardens next door were quiet but I could see light from one of the nearby kitchen windows.

‘It’s not our money!’ Bobby whispered.

‘It’s not Mickey Duck’s either. This is stolen money, Bob. He didn’t work for it, he took it. Why should he have it?’ Jack reasoned in a hoarse voice.

‘I agree with Jack,’ I said, even though I had this little finger of worry worming away in my stomach.

‘But when he finds out … ?’ said Bobby, his voice dropping a little.

‘He won’t find out. Not if we go now. Listen, Bob, this is no one’s money. Mickey Duck can’t exactly go to the police and say that it’s been nicked, can he?’

‘But he’ll know …’

‘He’ll know someone’s taken it. He’ll think it’s someone like him, another dealer or some crooked policeman. He won’t know it’s us. He wouldn’t suspect us – three kids – in a million years.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Bobby.

The sound of a car screeching round a nearby corner made us all look up. It was coming from the street in front of the house.

‘We’ve got to make a decision. We either drop it here and now or we take it and get out of here.’

‘I say we take it,’ I said, and shook Bobby by the arm.

He nodded, looking a bit dazed. Jack didn’t wait for any more discussion but walked steadily out of the back garden and Bobby and I followed. We stood in the alleyway with the bag as the sound of car doors slamming and voices came from the street outside.

‘Let’s go,’ Jack whispered, turning in the opposite direction and walking swiftly along the pavement away from Mickey Duck’s house and the visitors – whoever they were.

All the way along the road I was thinking about the money. How much was there. How we would hide it. What we would do with it. There were sparks of excitement inside my chest. We had found treasure and part of me wanted to laugh out loud. If I’d known that people would get hurt because of it, I would’ve cried instead.
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None of us spoke all the way back from Mickey Duck’s house. After a couple of streets we slowed down to walking pace, looking around all the time to make sure we weren’t being followed. Jack was hugging the Nike bag, his arms through the handles, squashing it against his chest in an effort to hide it. There was hardly anyone about, just a few kids kicking a football in the dark streets, some women in pairs, coming home from the bingo, their laughter bubbling up and then floating away into the night. We passed by the Peacock pub, its lights bright and cheery, the sound of karaoke coming from inside – a thin, uneven voice then a lot of cheering and clapping. We all seemed to lower our heads and press forward to pass the place quickly. The last thing we wanted was to bump into anybody we knew.

The others were looking long-faced and my initial exhilaration was waning. I found myself tensing at the sound of any car that came up behind us and I jumped when a dog started barking across the street.

What had we done?

Taking a bag of money from someone like Mickey Duck was foolhardy, downright dangerous. If he found out that we had done it then there would be a price to pay. I hated to think what he’d do to me, Jack and Bobby if he knew that we had his money. I’d heard stories about him over the years: closing people’s fingers in car doors, breaking someone’s ankle with a spanner, beating up a young lad so that his nose was broken and half his ear had gone. These and other tales had probably been exaggerated, but still, like everyone else, I was fearful of the man. He had a way of standing still as you passed him on the street, picking at fluff on his jacket or trousers while all the time his eyes seemed to be following you along, sizing you up as a customer for his wares or even as a potential trainee dealer. I always ended up feeling a little angry at him, mad even. But like everyone else I avoided him, looking the other way if he was sitting in his red BMW passing envelopes out of the window, taking money nonchalantly, as though he was a regular ice-cream man.

It was too late, though. The money was with us and we could hardly go back and say we’d taken it by mistake. I hurried my steps behind Jack and Bobby. Their profiles were long, Bobby biting at his lip, Jack’s face pursed in concentration. We reached his door and I took a last look round. No one had followed us, I was sure.

Jack’s parents were out and we went straight upstairs and dumped the Nike bag on the floor.

‘Tip it out,’ I said, in a half-whisper.

I watched as the bundles thudded on to the carpet and Jack shook the bag roughly in case anything was stuck in the corners. Satisfied that it was empty he dumped the sports bag behind him. Bobby, kneeling on one knee, turned and gave me a look which was a mixture of awe and worry. I glanced up at Jack and locked on his eyes, which were bright and alert and boring into me. We both watched as Bobby sorted the money out until it lay in a line of bundles, possibly twenty-five or more, some thicker than others, all of it in tens and fives, the notes old and wrinkled, some with their corners curling.

‘I don’t believe this,’ I said, to break the silence.

Jack squatted down and ran his hand over the money, the bundles lined up like a set of dominoes.

‘We could still take it to the police,’ Bobby said, looking at each of us in turn.

‘No, not now, we can’t,’ Jack said, firmly. ‘If we hand it in someone will see us, somebody will know. We can’t risk Mickey Duck finding out. We made the decision back in that garden. We’ve got to stick at it. There’s no going back.’

‘But what will we do with it?’ Bobby said, his eyebrows raised, looking sceptical.

‘Spend it?’ I said.

‘On what?’

‘I can think of loads of things!’ I said, sharply.

‘Wait,’ Jack said. ‘We need to think, we need to take it slowly. Let’s count it first, then we’ll talk about it.’

I felt immediately annoyed. I hadn’t been joking when I’d said that we would spend it. I looked at Bobby, who had started to divide the bundles up, the back of his head nodding slightly as though he was counting or just talking to himself. Opposite him Jack was kneeling down; he’d taken one pack and was flicking through the notes.

‘Wait a minute,’ I said, stiffly. I didn’t like being left out nor did I like being told what to do.

‘Jaz, one thing at a time. Let’s count it. Then we can see how much we’ve got and we can make plans! You and Bobby do the fives and I’ll do the tens.’

Jack’s voice had a sort of finality to it and I decided to let it lie. I sat on the floor, my shoulders heavy with annoyance, and picked up a bundle. While I pulled the elastic band off the notes I thought about how typical the whole scenario was, how absolutely classic it was that Bobby and I should end up taking our orders from Jack.

It had always been the same. Jack Cross, the oldest of the three of us, the most popular and the brightest in school. Always first to get everything: a new bike, skateboard, rollerblades, mobile phone. Did almost no classwork or homework but when it came to getting projects in on time and knowing how to sit exams he had no problems. He had busy parents who always seemed to be off on weekends or holidays. They didn’t mind if he didn’t get in till late and weren’t going to fuss if they caught him smoking or drinking alcohol. He was his own boss and didn’t have to ask permission for anything.

Unlike Bobby. He lived with his mum, who was a nurse; his dad was long gone. Even though I knew her first name I never stopped thinking of her as Mrs Parsons. She had plans for Bobby. He was to go to college and study for A levels and then go on to medical school. It had been decided as far back as I could remember. She had a savings account, Bobby told me, that she had been putting money into since he was little, for his college fees. They didn’t have many holidays and didn’t even own a car. Their house was immaculately decorated, though, and almost every time you went round there Mrs Parsons was laying down dust sheets ready to repaint one of the rooms. Sometimes Bobby had to help her, or maybe go to the supermarket to help with the shopping. Before his exams he spent a lot of time studying, often rushing back home to swot for an hour with a maths or science tutor. It meant that Bobby was used to doing what other people told him and so when it came to the three of us he always deferred to either me or Jack.

Me? Janice Morgan. I did whatever I felt like. Sometimes I went along with Jack’s plans, sometimes I didn’t. My school career was a bit like that as well. At some points I picked up my pen, drew a neat line under the title and date and made myself concentrate. At other times I just leant back in my chair and let it all drift over the top of me, wave upon wave of dull information. My results were pretty average, never going below the C-line but hardly ever above. All I needed for college was five passes. What was the point in killing myself to get better grades?

We worked quickly, sitting on Jack’s bedroom floor. I was cross-legged, leaning back against the side of the bed. Jack was sitting opposite me, his legs splayed out, taking up more than his fair share of the space. Bobby was beside me, kneeling, hunched over the money. The room itself felt strangely silent. Usually there was constant noise in Jack’s house. If it wasn’t his mum and dad it was the television from downstairs. Sometimes it was his dad’s stereo from along the hallway. Mostly it was us talking or computer games or Jack’s CDs. Tonight it was tomb-like. I even found myself breathing quietly.

I had counted my bundles and was flicking casually at the notes, feeling their texture. Bobby was mouthing numbers and Jack was silently counting the notes in front of him, raising his thumb every few seconds to lick it. After a few minutes Bobby sat back and Jack made a sound and slapped the last bundle of money on to the floor.

‘Finished!’

Bobby and I told him our totals and he did a quick bit of mental arithmetic.

‘That’s … thirty thousand, six hundred and odd pounds. Thirty thousand pounds.’

Bobby gave a soft whistle. At that moment my worries about Mickey seemed to evaporate and I looked at the notes and felt this sudden thrill across my chest. It was more money than I had ever imagined spending. No, the buzz inside me was more than that. There was the audacity of what we had done, the sheer recklessness of it. Like running across the train track, waiting at the other side and feeling the air whipping your face as the train thundered past. Part of me was afraid but part of me was excited.

‘What are we going to do with it?’ Bobby said.

I was about to repeat my earlier idea about spending it but Jack spoke before I could open my mouth.

‘Hide it,’ he said. ‘For six months. Not touch it. Not tell a soul about it. Let the fuss blow over. Then—’

‘Six months!’ I said.

‘Jack’s right,’ said Bobby. ‘We could end up in a real mess because of this. If we’re going to keep it we’ve got to be extra careful.’

I looked crossly at both of them.

‘Jaz, we can’t spend this money. Not now, not tomorrow, maybe not even in six months’ time. We have to lie low, make sure no one links us with it. Mickey Duck will be looking for it. You know that. The only way we’re going to get away with this is if we hide the money somewhere and completely forget about it for a long time.’

‘But what’s the point in having it?’ I demanded. ‘Why have we gone to the trouble of nicking it, putting ourselves in danger, if we’re not going to enjoy it?’

‘Because in six months’ time we’ll all have about ten thousand pounds each and that’s more than any of us will get working part-time in Sainsbury’s. All we have to do is to be patient.’

After getting used to the sound of ‘thirty thousand pounds’ the figure ‘ten’ didn’t sound very much.

‘And after six months? Won’t people notice if we start spending then?’

‘That’s true,’ Bobby said, his face dropping.

‘No, we’ll divide it up and each keep our own. We can open bank accounts or just keep it hidden and spend it in little bits. Whatever. Mickey Duck will have given up on it by then. We’ll be at college. Different people. Who’s going to notice if we’ve got a bit of extra cash on us?’

‘Six months!’ I sighed.

‘It’s the only way we’ll get to keep it. There is no other way.’

Jack was looking at me with the hint of a frown. As if he was weighing me up, trying to see what I was going to decide ahead of me saying it. His eyes were scanning my face, moving down to my neck and back up again. I’d been under this powerful gaze before and it was making the skin across my chest tingle. I looked down at my hand, my knees and the floor. He was waiting for me to speak. I glanced up at Bobby, who looked less sure than he had before. I pulled myself together. We both had to be positive if we were going to carry Bobby along with us.

‘Where are we going to hide it?’ I asked.

‘That’s the easy bit. We’ll think of somewhere. The most important thing we’ve got to do is to agree on total secrecy. That’s the hard bit. No one must know about this. No other friends, relatives, no one. Only us. We can’t breathe a word of this to anyone. Not only for the six months. For ever.’

I almost laughed at how dramatic Jack sounded. But I knew he was right. It had to be a secret, for all time. If we were going to get away with it.

‘We have to be able to trust each other. Completely. We should all swear an oath. Not to tell anyone. Ever,’ he said.

‘An oath?’ said Bobby.

‘That’s right. Doctors have to do it before they can practise. You know that.’

‘Yes, but …’

‘Is it absolutely necessary?’ I said, mockingly.

‘It is. If we mean what we say,’ Jack said, earnestly.

I knew what he was doing. He was trying to cement us together, to make Bobby feel that he couldn’t back out, no matter how uneasy he felt about it.

‘I swear not to tell anyone …’ I said, my voice tapering off at the end, feeling a touch silly.

‘I swear to keep this an absolute secret and not talk about it to anyone except for you two,’ said Jack, with total sincerity, sounding as though he was about to go and fight for king and country.

We both looked at Bobby. After a moment he shrugged his shoulders.

‘OK, I swear not to tell a soul about this money,’ he said, in a half-serious voice.

Jack and I avoided looking at each other. I focused on the money and pretended to be tidying it up. I wondered if he was thinking the very same thing as I was. There we were, making Bobby swear to something because we were unsure of his commitment and his loyalty. Three friends promising to be honest and true to each other when I knew and Jack knew that it was all a bit of a farce. How could we be called loyal friends when Jack and I had been lying to Bobby for weeks?

Where was the honesty in that?
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I should explain. The three of us had been friends for a long time but in the past couple of months Jack and I had stepped out of the triangle and become much more than that. There was probably a list of reasons why it happened. All I know is that we found ourselves alone a lot and a liking for each other’s company turned into a desire for something quite different. One minute we were sitting cross-legged on the floor of his bedroom, messing around with an old set of dog-eared cards, and the next he had his arms around me, his fingers running up and down my back, his breath on my neck. We never told Bobby. We had our reasons.
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