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			1

			Blue

			Jake Garner’s Apartment

			Blue Jones set down her plastic bins and approached the lock box. Time to find out if Mr. J. Garner and significant other ever changed their key code. She typed in 3-9-4-8 and the little door of the box popped open with a soft click. She reached in with gentle fingers and pulled out the condo key as if scared she might frighten it back into hiding.

			Blue put the key in the front door lock and tried to avoid eye contact with the cheerful reindeer hanging just at head height. It looked old, like someone’s beloved and traditional decoration. She took a deep breath, fighting against the kick of adrenaline and guilt. Walking through someone else’s home always gave her a sick little thrill. It was the worst kind of invasion of privacy—prying into all their drawers and poking in the odd corners of someone’s life, unwelcomed and uninvited—but instead of feeling fear and shame she felt excited and dangerous. The only thing she really felt ashamed about was what came next—stealing.

			Blue turned the key and let the door swing open.

			She was immediately hit by a wave of foul air and a panicked barking from inside the condo. Blue covered her mouth and nose with her hand. Mr. J. Garner was an occasional user of the pet walking and sitting services of Blue’s employer: Rover Sit Stay. She had cribbed his key box code out of his file and double checked on Facebook that he and his partner were out of the country for a three-day weekend. She’d also double checked whether or not they’d booked pet sitting services. 

			They had not.

			At the time Blue had assumed that they had chosen to take their dog with them.

			Blue grabbed her tote bins and dropped them in the condo entryway. She slammed the door shut and went deeper into the condo, looking for the origination of the stink.

			In the living room, the plastic khaki dog crate was shaking as she approached. Blue bent down and looked inside. A black and white French Bulldog with a white spot over one eye whimpered and huddled in the back of the crate. He was covered in poop and his water and food bowls were empty.

			“Those bastards,” swore Blue. 

			She looked around the room. The condo was manly. It had man couches in leather and a blocky man coffee table in wood. Even the Christmas tree in the corner was a hefty cone shape instead of the spindly Noble Fir that designers preferred. But over the top of the condo someone had dabbed pink bits of femininity like cupcake sprinkles. The couch had fluffy white and ornate brocade pillows, neither of which looked comfortable.

			For a moment she contemplated simply letting the dog out to rub his poor stinking body all over the furniture, but she quickly realized that this would result in her touching dog poop at some point. She also couldn’t leave the dog in that state.

			She grabbed the large crate, pushed it across the living room, and wedged it into the bathroom doorway. Then she reached over the top and opened the metal grate door. The dog sprinted out into the bathroom, his nails scrabbling on the tile. Blue hopped over the crate and grabbed the dog gingerly by his pink rhinestone encrusted collar. She dragged him into the glass walled shower, turning on the water before shutting the door with a quick slam. A few minutes later she opened the door a crack and looked in. The Frenchie looked miserable in the corner of the shower. Fortunately, the shower had a hose attachment and she was able to rinse him off from the doorway. When he was somewhat clean, she stripped down to her underwear and went in and then used the most expensive looking bottle of shampoo in the shower and scrubbed him down. When the dog was finally clean, Blue turned him loose into the bathroom, then dragged the crate into the shower to rinse it off too.

			As much as she disliked the idea of cleaning up dog crap for these horrible people who couldn’t be bothered to book a dog sitter for a three-day weekend, she refused to let the dog suffer because they were evil. Besides, at this point, she was going to steal everything that wasn’t nailed down. Dog abuse ranked high on her list of things that should be paid for with prompt and horrible retribution.

			Blue put her clothes back on and gave the dog some water before taking a quick tour of the apartment while the Frenchie attempted to inhale his entire water bowl.

			Ordinarily, this was the part she hated. She liked the voyeuristic experience of being in the fancy houses she visited, but the part where she decided which items she was going to steal made her feel dirty. Someone had worked hard for these things and she was about to walk off with them. She looked in the second bedroom again. All the dog toys were located in this room along with every electronic gadget she could think of and several she couldn’t identify. The equipment was professional grade. There were video cameras, mics, everything someone could need to make a movie. It would probably bring a mint, but that looked like someone’s livelihood. She had previously vowed never to screw up someone’s living. She only wanted items that were extra—things that were unnecessary to life. The seven-hundred-dollar towel warmer from last month sprang to mind. But again, that was what she usually did. Such kindness was for people who bothered to book a dog sitter instead of leaving a dog locked in a crate for three days with no food or water.

			She had just decided to start loading electronics into her bins when the dog came out of the bathroom and went to the front door, staring at it intently.

			“Buddy, I don’t have time to take you for a walk. I’ve already been here a lot longer than I meant to.”

			The dog didn’t budge. Blue growled in unhappiness. Finally, she stomped into the kitchen and grabbed the leash off the hook.

			“OK,” she said to the dog. “But we have to be quick.”

			The dog panted up at her. Now that he was no longer covered in his own feces, Blue could see that he had Jacques embroidered on his magenta gem studded collar.

			“Seriously, Jacques,” she said shutting the door behind her and pocketing the key, “I know you’ve been locked up for a day and a half, but you’ve got to pee quickly.”

			Jacques took off for the stairwell, clearly in agreement. Blue hurried down the stairs trying to keep up with Jacques and exited at a dash, almost crashing into an Amazon.com looking bro in a suit.

			“Hey,” he said pointing at the dog, “that’s Jake’s dog.”

			“He’s out of town,” said Blue. “I’m taking Jacques for a walk.”

			“Cool,” said the man, running his eyes over her figure in a way that made her feel slimed. “I’m in 403 if you need anything.”

			“Thanks,” she said, with a tight smile. “Gotta go.” She gave Jacques a little more leash and let him run. The bro waved as she jogged off. “Well,” she said quietly to Jacques, “since I don’t need a douchebag, I guess I won’t be going there.”

			Jacques ignored her, homing in on a pee-able tree. Blue jogged with Jacques until he slowed to a leisurely stroll and turned every tree and bush into a sniff stop, then she turned around and brought him reluctantly back to the condo. Once inside she returned the leash to the hook in the kitchen. 

			The kitchen was a stainless-steel concrete counter top kind of place. And Blue thought it had an empty feeling as if it wasn’t really used. Curious, she opened the fridge. It was full of veggies and staples and then an entire shelf of diet shakes. Blue made a disgusted face and slammed the door shut. On the front of the fridge was a “happy couple” picture, half-covered by a pizza coupon. The guy, listed as J. Garner in the dog sitting database, looked as though he’d been purchased from the ruggedly good-looking department. Which was annoying because dog abusers should be hideous and deformed so that they could be spotted while walking down the street. She looked at the woman and decided she knew who the diet shakes belonged to. The blonde, pouty lipped, bronzed woman on the fridge looked like she probably Insta-filtered every selfie on social media. 

			Blue tried not to hate, but the diet shake drinker was probably a size one who needed to diet like she needed another Botox injection. If the blonde’s lips got any bigger, they could probably be used as a flotation device. Blue tried to remind herself that this was fine. Everyone had a right to self-improvement. Blue always wanted to improve her little tummy roll. It was just that some part of her got bitter and jealous of the people who could afford to buy instant improvements.

			“Your mommy is a Basic bitch, isn’t she?” said Blue, looking down at Jacques. He dropped a ball on her foot. She booted it out into the hall. She heard it pong off the walls and watched as Jacques dashed after it, his nails digging into the wood floor. With a smile, she turned and pushed through a swinging door into the living room. She began to separate out the plastic tubs she’d brought. In her experience, no one questioned the removal of items in plastic bins. Toting out items by hand raised eyebrows. Well-packed items in tubs looked like a donation to a local charity. She even had business cards with a fake charity on them – The Giving Society. The phone number went to a pizza place in Kent, but it would look real for the thirty seconds she needed it to.

			The first time Blue had stolen something she’d been in a full panic. She’d just received a final notice on her grandmother’s house, the utility bill, and an invoice from the hospital for twelve thousand dollars. She’d arrived in tears at her pet sitting gig and found a lovely note from the home owner.

			Help yourself to the open bottle of wine. It needs to be drunk before we’ll be back!

			She’d downed half a bottle of wine and then lost Mr. Mittens under the couch. When she’d bent over to retrieve the recalcitrant cat out from under the furniture, she’d seen it: the very dusty, older model iPad. She’d picked it up with shaking fingers and reset it to factory mode. Three hours and a trip to a pawn shop later Blue sent in a payment to the utility company. Over the next two days she’d made a list of all the places she’d ever pet sit for. She’d selected the clients that she hadn’t worked for in over a year, stalked them on social media, found the ones who were away for the summer holidays and then walked through and taken the items that coalesced at the center of the Venn diagram of expensive, least likely to be missed, and easiest to pawn. By the end of the week she’d made the mortgage payment and was in negotiations with the hospital for a payment plan. 

			She’d repeated the operation at the next major holiday season. Carefully scamming info from the dog sitting database at Rover Sit Stay and fellow dog walkers so that it wasn’t only her clients that were getting hit. Blue had found over the last year and a half that with careful planning and care she could actually get away with taking several thousand dollars-worth of goods from a house and the home owner might not even notice she’d been there.

			She didn’t feel good about it, but on the other hand she and her grandmother weren’t out on the street and they hadn’t had to stop Grandma’s cancer treatments. If she could just finish out her master’s degree and get a real, decent paying job, then maybe she could stop doing this.

			Jacques reappeared, prancing on his toes, proud of his ball recovery skills. With a laugh she took the ball and tossed it again. He gleefully chased it into a bag full of Christmas presents by the door into the kitchen.

			“No, Jacques!” she exclaimed as he scratched at the pretty paper. She did have some standards—she didn’t steal Christmas presents, even from dog abusers. “No!” He evaded her reaching hands and dove back to the bag. “Just let me get it!” She reached into the bag, trying to block his furry body from going into the tote. He barely complied, hovering near her head and panting loudly in her ear. “Goofy pooch,” she said, retrieving the ball from the bag and standing up. Only then did she hear the sound of footsteps in the kitchen. She turned, toward the sound, horrified as the door opened and a dark figure came hurtling through.

			She shrieked as they went down in a tangle of limbs. Then there was silence and she lay on the living room floor panting with a very large, heavy man resting on top of her, face down on her chest.

			2

			Jake

			The Living Room

			Jake was not at all sure where things had gone wrong, but he was fairly certain that in the apprehension of thieves one should not end up with a face full of breasts. He raised his head and looked up at the owner of the boobs. She looked back at him with wide, scared, very pretty brown eyes. She had a dog ball in one hand and Jacques, utterly unconcerned that the humans were rolling around on the floor, was attempting to gnaw it free from her grip.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you were a burglar.”

			“Grk,” she said.

			Jake knew he was drunk. To be perfectly clear, he knew he was really, really drunk. But at the moment he was also pretty certain he’d just inadvertently sexually harassed the dog sitter.

			“Seriously,” he said again, blinking. “Sorry.”

			“Uh,” she said.

			“I should probably get up, shouldn’t I?”

			“Yes?”

			He attempted to stand, but only managed to accidentally feel her up, nearly fall over, and then grab the armchair and hang on for dear life. With superhuman effort he pulled upward and achieved standing.

			“Perfect ten,” he said, raising his arms like a gymnast. The room swayed, and he grabbed the chair again. The woman scrambled to her feet, Jacques bouncing impatiently at her side, and stood staring at him uncertainly. “You made that look easy,” he said.

			“What the hell is the matter with you?” she demanded angrily.

			“So much,” he said. “Sorry.” Jacques jumped up on his leg and happily licked at his hand, and Jake felt a wave of sadness realizing what would happen next. “Oh, Jacques, man, I’m sorry for you too. Because now you have to go live with her by yourself.”

			“What?” The dog sitter was staring at him like he was an alien.

			“He’s Grace’s dog. She’s the one who booked you.”

			“She booked me?” asked the dog sitter, frowning.

			“Hi, I’m Jake.” He tried to hold out his hand but ended up clutching the chair again.

			“Are you all right?” she asked. 

			“No. Not at all. Also, I really apologize for the drool.”

			“Jacques’s all right,” she said, looking down at the dog. “He’s not really much of a drooler.”

			“No,” he said shaking his head and then taking a firmer grip on the chair. “Mine. On your, uh…” He waved at her shirt.

			“Right,” she said looking downward at the damp spot on her green t-shirt. She was really pretty. Her boobs were arguably perfection. Those brown eyes were worth more than a second look and her dark curls bounced out in all directions in a mad riot of gorgeousness. 

			“You have nice hair. I shouldn’t say that. That sounded creepy. I’m not creepy. The curls are just so fun. I’m making it worse, aren’t I?”

			“How much did you have to drink?”

			“A lot. But it’s OK. I Ubered.”

			“OK, but where’s your girlfriend? Aren’t you two supposed to be up at Whistler until tomorrow?”

			“Yes, but you know… I mean, she’s prolly screwing her new boyfriend,” he said. “So there wasn’t much point in sticking around.”

			“Oh,” said the girl.

			“I don’t like skiing anyway. Snow is cold. And everyone’s all Canadian up there.”

			The dog sitter laughed. “So… she’s not coming home anytime soon, is what we’re saying?”

			“Better not,” he said. “Crap. All of her crap is here. God, I hate her crap. I hate it, hate it, hate it. You know what?”

			“You hate her crap?”

			“Yes! Grace is like… I mean, how many damn selfies do I have to help her take? I really don’t think that being an influencer is a real thing. None of the pictures were real anyway. Hashtag filter-free is hashtag: a lie. It was like dating a Barbie. And I mean, it’s OK, I’m not against femininininin… girl stuff. But why’s it gotta be pink everywhere?”

			“That always seemed like over compensation to me,” said the dog sitter. “Like the equivalent of a big truck, but for girls. What’s the matter, you don’t feel pretty enough? Have to let everyone know that you’re a pretty girl?”

			He stared at the dog sitter. “Holy crap. That is… You’re a freaking genius.”

			“You’re really drunk,” she said. “It probably sounds less smart when you’re sober.”

			“No,” he said firmly. “That’s… I want to write that down.” She laughed. “Seriously, where’s my phone. I’m making a note.” He looked around the living room again and was once again aware of how much stuff Grace had at his apartment. “I’m going to have to clean all of this out. God, this is going to suck.” He looked at the dog sitter, suddenly struck with an idea. “You want some pillows?”

			“Pillows?”

			“She paid like a hundred bucks for them. Each. You could take them with you.”

			“Um.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“I could take the pillows, I guess,” she said slowly.

			“Yes! What about clothes? Jewelry?”

			“You want me to clean out your girlfriend’s stuff?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re really drunk,” she said. “I probably shouldn’t.”

			“But you’re going to anyway,” said Jake, firmly. “We’ll put it in those plastic bins over there and then it will go away and I’ll be so happy.”

			“You’ll be happy?” she asked doubtfully.

			“That’s the worst part of a break-up,” he said. “How all the stuff just lingers. And the dog. She doesn’t even like the dog. She doesn’t
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