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Chapter
One


Some jobs are
easier than others. I like one-offs. Easy money gigs, get them done fast, no
strings attached.

Take this one
for example. I'd been approached by a young divorcee called Alice, who wanted
to get some property back from her shithead ex.

“He's a pig,”
she told me, before rattling off a list of insulting names that would've made
George Carlin blush. I tensed up. Her voice got squeakier as she continued,
like she was sucking down helium. By the end of her rant she was less Carlin
and more cartoon. Tweetie Pie with a foul mouth.

She calmed down
once I asked her what she wanted stealing, thank christ. I don't like getting
too much backstory. It clogs up the essential details. Breathing more and
swearing less, Alice explained the job. She wanted me to steal her wedding
ring. Tom, her ex, had prised it from her finger the day he left. 

Tom wasn't just
an ex-husband; he was an ex-boxer, but I wouldn't have to worry about bumping
into him. He had a thing for the ladies, so he'd be out trying to woo them,
which was part of the reason he was her ex. Alice assured me he'd be out for a
while, as he wasn't exactly a gifted speaker. 

He hadn't been
a great boxer, defensively speaking. Out of ten pro matches, he'd lost nine and
forfeited one. All nine losses were KO's. Because of all those whacks to the
brain-box, he'd developed a speech problem. 

She told me it
took Tom half an hour just to get past the ticket booth in a lot of clubs. Then
there'd be the smooth talk. I was guaranteed at least three hours of peace.

It took me
three minutes, give or take. Tom wasn't just slow in the speech department.

He'd left his
back door unlocked. 

According to
Alice, the ring would be in a keepsake box. That was on the dresser in the
bedroom. The box was also unlocked. She agreed that I could keep any other
items for myself, which was simple enough. I swiped a bundle of cash from his
sock drawer, along with some expensive-looking watches. Easy money.

The whole “keep
something for yourself” angle is one that I worked with most of my female
clients. It made jobs look less like targeted burglaries, which absolved the
client of suspicion. Plus I had a fence who could get rid of the goods fast.
Much better than cash.

Most clients
liked this arrangement. The safety of my clients means a lot. After all, if the
cops go to them, they might come to me next. If they're safe, I'm safe. 
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Alice was super
grateful when I returned her ring, offering to give me a little bonus on top of
the agreed payment. I knew what she meant, but that interfered with another of
my arrangements. I never got close. If I wanted that kind of company, I had
money to pay for it. 

Not that I
wouldn't have, if I was differently-minded. Alice dripped sexuality, from the
low purr of her voice to her high, firm tits. Her nipples were doing their best
to escape the thin satin top, and I would have helped them quite willingly, if
I didn't think it would fuck up my business.

I'm going to
come off arrogant here, but I can see why people are attracted to thieves. I've
run into a few other criminals, and let's just say they liked being known for
having sticky fingers. People like that gave me heaps of shit about my attitude
when I told them I never slept around. 

Some like to
play up that whole mysterious rogue angle. I can't see the point. The more
people you have close to you, the easier it is to get nabbed. I've made that
mistake before.

Of course,
telling Alice all this would be getting close, detailing my methods, my
history. And of course, when you tell someone you've made a mistake in the
past, they want you to tell them all about it. I'd known Alice for precisely
two days, three hours and ten minutes. That didn't warrant a verbal
autobiography. So I gave her the condensed version.

“Look, I don't
get close. It's a rule.”

She ran a
finger down my chest to my waistband. Her breasts were so close to my body. I
could feel the heat radiating from them. I stepped back, until her finger
pinged free from my belt. She made the same grumpy face my niece would make
when she was five and couldn't have chocolate for breakfast.

“Since when do
thieves have rules?” she asked, staying in her artificial huff.

“Since forever.
Everyone needs principles, even rule breakers.” I was getting that 'tell me
more' vibe from her. Two more steps and I'd be at the front door. I didn't want
to bolt – bad manners – but nor did I want a horny thirtysomething trying to
jump my bones out of curiosity.

I watched her
steadily, trying to guess her next move. She was finding it hard to maintain
the pout as she stared at me from over her glasses. Once she realised it wasn't
going to work, she stood up and started to unfasten her top.

“Alice, please
don't. Seriously.”

She put on a
little-girl-lost voice. “What? I'm just getting undressed. It's night-time. I'm
going to bed.”

I rolled my
eyes. The innocent act didn't do it for me. I only like dirty actors. “Well,
okay. Good luck with that, and with the rest of your life.”

My hand touched
the doorknob, and I was ready to turn it and go back to the land of sanity and
whiskey – sanity's little helper – when she started to smile. Not a 'come
hither' smile. A genuine one.

“Okay, fine,”
she said, refastening a couple buttons, leaving her cleavage on show. “I can
see you're not for swaying. You've got principles.”

“To a point.”

“Hmm.” She sat
on the couch and picked up her cellphone, checking the display. 

“Look,” I said,
relaxing a little. “You're an attractive woman. You're bound to find someone
else.”

“Sure, I
guess.” Her false nails clacked on the touchscreen, her eyes fixed on it rather
than me. When I fell silent, she gave me an apologetic smile. “Sorry, could you
hang on a second?”

“Are you
talking to me or the phone?”

Alice pointed
at me, then went back to click-clacking. I looked around, getting restless. She
had a decent set-up, all things considered. Tom took most of her money, but
she'd bagged this little summer home of theirs in the divorce. Better than
moving in with your folks.
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With nothing
better to do, I started thinking about how I'd break into the place. No chimney
so I couldn't Santa my way in – which was always a last resort anyway, but
worth considering. Hardly anyone expected that. Back door had a cat flap, which
would give easy access to the locks, using the right tool. The windows were a
no-go; alarm triggers. 

I was figuring
out the dimensions for a latch-opening jimmy when Alice clicked her fingers at
me.

“Hey, wakey
wakey! What were you thinking?”

“Oh, just that
any guy you brought back here would probably be turned off by your chintzy
curtains.”

Alice laughed.
“Is that why you don't want to do me? Because of my taste in soft furnishings?”

I gave a her an
indulgent grin and started towards the door again. “'Bye, Alice.”

“Hey wait. How
would you like another job?”

I stopped.
“What do you have in mind?”

She leaned
forward, letting her cleavage bulge. Jesus, she wasn't going to quit.

“Not me, my
friend, Cath. I was just texting her about your...principles.”

“Uh-huh. And
the job?”

“She's got an
ex she's none too fond of either. Wants to know if you could make an example of
him.”

“I don't do
rough-ups. I'm not exactly Mike Tyson; I'd break in half if the wind kicked
up.”

The pout
returned. “Couldn't you just talk to her? You must know someone else who's up
to it?”

There were a
few guys I'd heard of who did muscle work, but I wasn't a fucking recruitment
company. “Not really. Sorry Alice, you'll have to find someone else.”

She got up from
the couch, wiggle-walking over. Her mannerisms were as affected as the pout, a
fifteen-year old's idea of looking sexy. I nearly laughed.

“You're so full
of principles, but you won't help a damsel in distress?”

“A damsel,
really? Where does she live, merry old England?”

The pout turned
into a sneer. “She'll pay, if that's it.” 

She tried to
touch me again. I decided to step outside. The blast of cool October air which
ran down my back was such a relief, I almost sighed. But Alice might have taken
that the wrong way.

“It's really
not my kind of job.”

“Please, just
talk to her. She's been through a lot. Her ex is a real slimebag, worse than
Tom ever was. He only ever hit people he was meant to. Not like Vasco.”

I felt my hands
clench involuntarily. “He hit her?”

Alice saw the
change in my demeanour, and her lips curled up into a 'gotcha!' smile.
“More than once. He's that kind of guy.”

My knuckles
were turning white. I tried to think clearly through the static that was coming
in to fuzz up my mind. “And you're not just saying this? You've got principles
too, right?”

I let her put
her hands on my tightening shoulders as they inched towards my ears. I hadn't
felt this worked up in a long time. 

Alice tried to
rub my shoulders back into something that felt like human flesh and not
granite. This is why I don't like hearing too much backstory. That's when you
start hearing about shithead women-beaters. And that's when emotion starts to
sink in. I moved her hands away. I needed something to take my mind off all of
this.

“Alice. There's
something I want from you.”

Her lips parted
expectantly. “Anything.”

“What's Cath's
number?”


––––––––



Chapter
Two


Cath lived in a
tiny one-bed bungalow on the outskirts of town. Nice little cul-de-sac, quiet
apart from the beeps from the garbage truck that passed by. They were out
admirably early for a Monday morning, I thought, as I wandered up the street to
the address I'd taken.

The bungalow
had a secluded driveway with no car. Alarms on the bay windows at the front; a
heavy, tired-looking pitbull in the back garden, which became agitated when I
stuck my head over the fence. It was barking up a storm when I heard a woman's
voice behind me.

“Get down from
there, slow as you can.”

There was
malice in her tone, so I did as she asked. I turned to see an angry-looking
Chinese woman brandishing a knife. There was a small towel tucked into the band
of her sweat pants, like she'd run out from the kitchen. She relaxed when she
saw my face.

“Sorry mister,
I thought you were...never mind. What're you doing peeking over at Tulip there?”

I couldn't help
but smile. “Your guard dog's name is Tulip?”

The woman
shrugged. “She likes the dry weather, made sense at the time.” She read the
confusion on my face and laughed. “Not much for botany, I take it?”

“Not really.
I'm here to see Cath, are you...”

“I am,” she
finished, “You're Joe, I recognise your voice from the phone. Come inside.”

She gestured
for me to go first, so I did. The front room consisted of a sofa, TV and
curtains, backing onto a kitchen with nothing but a microwave in it. There were
vases of cut flowers here and there, none of which looked expensive. 

Each and every
window had a lock on it. As Cath slid the door closed behind me, I heard her
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