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      Violet Winters pretended not to look at the security guard leaving the Kilchester Metropolitan Museum and Art Gallery.  Even in the early evening, the sweeping steps of the gallery were teeming with people finishing their working days.  People going home, arriving to attend a concert, to go to restaurants.  The life blood of the city getting right in the bloody way.

      Violet peeled a five pound note from her pocket and handed it to the Big Issue seller who sat at the foot of one of the ornate columns.  The young lad took the note Violet offered and began rummaging in his pockets.  Violet’s hair was dark, almost black, and cut into a long bob that almost touched her shoulders as she shook her head.  “Keep the change,” she said, looking over the shoulder of the kid.  “In fact, you can keep the magazine too. I’ve already got that one anyway.”

      The Art Gallery towered behind them, refusing to allow anyone, least of all Violet, to ignore it for long.

      “What happened to the woman who used to sleep here?” asked Violet.

      The kid shrugged.  “I been here a year.  Maybe a bit more.  She died, I heard.”

      “I used to see her a lot,” said Violet.  “She was pretty young.  Well, not young-young but, you know, not old enough to die…” She trailed off.

      “Happens,” the kid said.  “Living on the streets.”

      “Do you mind if I ask you something?” Asked Violet.

      The kid shrugged again but held a little tighter onto the fiver in his hand.

      Violet, leaning in a little closer. The kid smelled cleaner than she expected.  “Can you see someone down the street?”

      The kid frowned.  “What sort of someone? You being followed?”

      Violet nodded.  “Perhaps.  This someone would be taller than everyone else.”

      The kid nodded slowly.  “Yeah, I see someone.  Over down by the newsagent.  Brown hair, tied in a pony tail?”

      Violet nodded.

      “You shouldn’t encourage them, Miss,” a man in a crisp, inky-blue uniform said.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Violet turned to face him, weighing him up as she spoke.  “Three pay cheques and it could be any of us.”

      The security guard shrugged, his mouth turned down at the corners.  “I suppose,” he said and started to walk away.

      Violet moved off too, then changed direction and gently bumped into the security guard.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, glancing at her shoes.

      The security guard smiled and side-stepped, moving on his way.

      Violet glanced behind her again. She adjusted the strap of her handbag on her shoulder as it became tangled with the strap from the tubular courier bag she also carried.  The tall figure was gaining so she moved faster, swimming through the crowd until she ducked down the alley that ran down the side of the museum. Out of the crowds her heartbeat quickened. The only footsteps echoing between the museum and its neighbour were her own, until the unmistakable sound of a second set joined.  How far? Forty metres?  Twenty?

      Halfway down the side of the museum was a second, smaller alley.  It was no longer used by the museum and the rubbish lay in piles, blown there by the wind.  This was where she was comfortable.  Out of the crowds, in her element.  Violet reached into her bag and took out a small, leather make-up case and a hairbrush.  As she lifted the bag up she noticed how battered it had become.  It was probably time to get a new one, but this one had served her so well.

      The owner of the pursuing footsteps came around the corner but stepped carefully to remain in the shadows.  This was quite an achievement given that the figure was around six feet ten inches tall.

      “So you got my message then?” Violet said, fiddling with the leather cord that held the make-up bag closed.  She placed the bag on top of a large bin and carefully put the hairbrush next to it.  Gently unrolling the material, revealed three panels, each containing a variety of the tools of her trade.

      The figure nodded but said nothing.

      Violet took the tubular courier bag from her shoulder and pulled it over her head, letting it fall diagonally across her body.

      Still the figure remained silent.

      Violet rattled the handle of the door she stood in front of but it didn’t open.  She laughed a slightly manic laugh and reached over, taking the hairbrush once more and beginning to pick at it, feeling between the bristles.  “Well I guess this is it then.”

      Another nod and... was that a smile?

      “Right,” Violet said.  And then that laugh again.  Like a staccato Syd James.  “Before we do this... come here...” and darting forward, heading straight for the figure, then picking up speed, running now, until she was just a couple of steps in front of the figure and launching herself into the air.

      Violet leaped forward and caused the figure to stagger backwards as she landed with her arms wrapped around their shoulders and legs hooked onto their hips.

      “Did you miss me then Katie?” Violet grinned then planted a kiss on the cheek of the giantess.

      Katie hadn’t changed but whenever they went any time without seeing one another, Violet tended to forget how incredibly tall she was.  And she was.  Really, really tall, but not in a large and lumbering way.  She had a grace that belied her height and, if you could see them up there, her features were fine, with a thin, straight nose pointing to lipstick-free lips.  She smiled, and her hand, which was bigger than Violet’s head, instinctively darted up to cover her smiling mouth.  A silent laugh escaped instead as two little puffs of air from her nose.  Violet let go and dropped to the ground and Katie, seeming intent on exaggerating the effect of the childish behaviour of her friend, reached down and ruffled Violet’s hair with her hand.

      “Now keep an eye out, will you?” Violet said, an urgency creeping in to her tone and a seriousness to her expression.  Katie nodded and strode to the edge of the alley, watching for anyone who might spot them, and Violet went back over to her make-up bag.

      “Okaaaaaaay,” she said under her breath.  “Let’s do this shit then, shall we?”  She glanced up at the door once more.  There were two locks: a regular lock that had probably come fitted on the door and another newer deadbolt.  For extra security.

      Violet ran her hand over the tools in the first two panels of her make-up bag, her fingers skimming over the light metal of the lock picks and tension tools until they reached the third panel. The bump keys.  She stared at them for a moment then slid one out, squeezed it into her palm, the sharp, metal points digging in ever so slightly.  In her other hand she took the hairbrush.

      Checking that Katie was still on guard, Violet moved to the door and slid the bump key into the first lock.  She felt the butterflies of excitement rising in her stomach and took a breath.  She needed this.  Being away from Kilchester had been irritating, but being away from the life had been excruciating.  She turned the bump key just enough to put pressure on the mechanism, then gave it a whack with the hairbrush.  In one smooth motion, the bump key turned the rest of the way and the lock was open.

      Violet smiled and glanced back to her friend.  Katie nodded at Violet, who turned back to the second lock.

      Another deep breath and then the key slid into the deadbolt.  She tested it with her fingers, found what she judged to be the right amount of pressure then

      Whack

      The sound of the plastic on the metal echoed around the alleyway but the lock didn’t give.  Violet pictured the inside of the lock – the pins that stopped it from opening were not quite catching.  She changed her grip on the bump key; the pressure exerted was minuscule but she altered it ever so slightly and

      Whack

      She felt the mechanism become lighter: two, maybe three of the pin stacks had caught; just one more

      Whack

      And the lock gave.  Violet turned the bump key and, once she was sure no-one was directly inside, made a click-click-click noise with her mouth.  Katie recognised the signal and followed quickly, moving like a shadow down the length of the alley as Violet gathered together the remainder of her kit.  With one final glance to ensure they had remained unobserved, the two of them stepped inside and silently closed the door.
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      “Thanks for coming,” Violet said, putting her hand on Katie’s upper arm. Katie raised an eyebrow and let the corners of her mouth twist upwards just a little. Violet gave her friend’s arm a squeeze. “Bloody hell, Katie!  Have you moved into the gym?”

      Katie rolled her eyes and started down the corridor.  The scuffed, grey linoleum was almost worn through in places.  The strip lights flickered, moving the shadows of the peeling paint and giving the walls the impression of having scales.  Here in the bowels of the museum things were very different from the exhibition spaces the public swarmed around.

      “Anyway,” Violet continued, padding slowly down the corridor. “Enough about you. I suppose you’ll want to know about me?”

      There was a noise somewhere ahead of them and the pair froze, staring into the strip-lit distance.

      Violet counted to sixty in her head and, when no other noise came, began to walk again.  A little slower than before.

      “You heard what happened, I take it?” Violet whispered.

      Katie held up her thumb and forefinger a small distance apart.

      “Percy Parkin. The prick.” Violet gritted her teeth as she spat his name.

      The two women reached a door.  Katie instinctively positioned herself with her back to the opposite wall and kept lookout. Violet placed her palm on the door and pushed.  The door swung open and she proceeded, her eyes flashing around the stairwell beyond, comparing what she saw with the blueprints she had studied, replacing in her mind the lines of the drawing with the solidity of peeling, damp walls.

      She waited, but there was no-one in the stairwell. Not at this time of day. The only thing in there was the smell of the damp.  And the two of them.  She beckoned to Katie, who moved silently to her side.

      “We were inside. So close to getting the goods,” Violet shook her head at the memory as if the act of doing this might dislodge it and send it crashing down the stairs. When nothing happened she began to climb. “I started to get a bad feeling about it. But you can’t just say ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this’ can you?”

      Violet glanced back at Katie, who raised an eyebrow and smirked.

      “Well, okay,” Violet conceded. “Maybe you can if you’re Han Solo but normal people who aren’t, you know, in movies...”

      Katie packed away her smirk.  Almost.

      “But a bad feeling I had. So I told Jenny, who was dealing with the alarm system, I told her to go and double check. For my peace of mind, I told her. And she complained, dented her pride a bit I think. But I thought she could warn us.”

      After four flights of stairs, Violet had to catch her breath. She paused on a landing and watched Katie silently loping after her.

      “How come you aren’t out of breath then?” Violet asked.   Katie ignored her and picked up the pace; her long, long legs taking the next set of stairs three then four stairs at a time, turning the corner and moving faster and faster until she was out of sight.

      “I hate fit people,” Violet muttered, a wheezing, tiny tortoise to Katie’s six feet ten inch hare.

      Violet reached the penultimate floor and, still panting, pushed open the door to find Katie sitting on a chair on the other side.

      “All clear?” asked Violet.

      Katie nodded, that smirk back on her face. She reached into a pocket of the black cargo pants she wore and pulled out a bottle of water, which she tossed to Violet.

      Violet caught it and unscrewed the lid. Katie stood up and, with a flourish, twirled the chair around herself and behind Violet.  She gave a gentle shove, and Violet toppled into a sitting position.

      Violet took a gulp of water.  “I’d forgotten how irritating you can be when you get yourself in gear,” she said.

      Katie smiled sweetly.

      Violet stood up.  It was time for some payback.

      “This way?” she asked, and gestured towards a corridor.  Katie followed the gesture and, as she did so, Violet started sprinting in the other direction.  The second Katie realised, she bolted after her, the two of them hurling themselves down the length of the corridor until they skidded to a halt, grinning like idiots, a couple of hundred metres further along.

      Violet opened her mouth to start speaking again but Katie placed her hand over it. Katie’s hand, like the rest of Katie, was very large indeed and wrapped around most of Violet’s face.  To ensure Violet could still breathe Katie placed her index finger on the bridge of Violet’s nose and her three remaining fingers under her nose.  Experience had taught Katie this would prevent the embarrassing moment when you accidentally suffocated the person you were trying to subdue.  One oversight, one time, that requires ten seconds of mouth-to-mouth and you have yourself a reputation as heavy handed...

      With the sound of approaching footsteps beginning to echo louder, the pair froze. Fun though it was to catch up and to lark around, in this situation Violet knew when to talk and when to shut the hell up.

      They waited, the sound of their breathing suddenly drowned out by the sound of shoes tap-tapping down a nearby corridor.

      Katie glanced over her shoulder and, noting the room number, shoved open the door.  With her hand still clamped firmly over Violet’s mouth, Katie stepped backwards, moving into the room and dragging her companion with her.

      Violet made a quiet mmmph noise.

      It had a questioning tone to it which Katie chose to ignore.  The footsteps were getting closer.

      Violet opened her mouth and licked the palm of Katie’s hand.

      Katie recoiled, her hand flying free of Violet’s face, and that laugh again, two little puffs of air from her nose.  Her hand instinctively went up to cover her mouth but she realised before it was too late.  Reaching out, Katie wiped saliva on the shoulder of Violet’s black motorbike jacket.

      The footsteps began to recede into the distance.

      “This is the place then?” Violet asked, knowing the answer to the question.

      A seriousness descended on the room like a fat man sitting on a beanbag.

      Katie nodded. It was time for them to get to work.
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      The small ante-corridor they found themselves in was large enough to accommodate three people standing shoulder to shoulder.  It was, therefore, something of a squash when Katie began to do some impromptu stretching.

      “You’re bored, aren’t you?” asked Violet.

      Katie raised her hand to her mouth and pretended to yawn.

      Violet dropped to her knees in front of the door and unfurled her make-up bag.  Quietly clicking her tongue against her teeth, she glanced between the door’s lock and her tools.  A second later she’d made her decision and plucked the tension wrench from the bag. Like the pick she held in her right hand, it was a tiny, delicate thing.

      They weighed nothing in her hand, but she rubbed them with the tips of her fingers and thumbs.  A reverential gesture before inserting them into the barrel of the lock and beginning to feel her way around.

      Katie sighed and rolled her head from side to side, causing her neck to click.  Violet’s eyes flicked towards her and she fixed a stare on her companion.

      “It’s a weird one,” Violet said, trying to construct a mental picture of what the tools were telling her about the lock’s insides.  “This could take a while.”

      Katie’s shoulders fell and she let out another sigh for good measure.

      “So do you want to hear the rest of this story or not?” Violet asked.

      Katie shrugged one shoulder as she nodded her head.

      “Excellent, that’s what I like to hear,” said Violet.  “And another thing.” Violet gave one final prod with the lock pick and then used the tension wrench to turn the lock.  “We’re in.”

      She pushed the door and stepped from the cramped ante-corridor into a climate-controlled storage area.

      “You can tell me how wonderfully talented I am now if you like.” Violet flashed Katie a grin and Katie rolled her eyes in return.

      “Suit yourself,” said Violet.  “Now... where was I..?  So I’d told Jenny to go and double check the alarms because I ‘had a bad feeling’.”

      Katie nodded, a seriousness entering her expression.

      Violet sensed it and her tone changed. She started again, rewinding the story back to its proper origin.  Percy Parkin.  Violet’s now ex.  Though ex what?  That was probably a good question.  Ex-boyfriend certainly.  Ex-fiancé? Not quite but as good as.  And, of course, her ex-partner was also the ex-fence of any stolen property anyone might wish to shift.

      Because Percy had had a tip off.  Too good to be true.  And of course if something appears to be too good to be true then, inevitably, it is.  Unless you, or one of your crew, has a deep desire to end up behind bars.

      Except, of course, you trust your partner, don’t you?

      Don’t you?

      And Violet had.  At that moment, for her, Percy could do no wrong.  Little did she realise that he was about to hurl himself from that pedestal and out of her life.

      Busting in and busting out of a diamond wholesalers. That was the job.  She had thought he was joking when he told her.  She had replied that they should rob the coffee shop they were sitting in and told him it was because ‘Nobody robs coffee shops, pumpkin.’  But it had turned out he was completely serious.  It wasn’t a hare-brained scheme he had cooked up after watching too many Tarantino movies.  In fact, he knew a bloke who knew a bloke...

      It often started that way, of course, that much wasn’t new.  And she had chalked up her original bad feelings to the fact that the robbery went so badly in the movie.  But they were professionals, not actors.  This wasn’t scripted, it was real life.

      “And things were about to get seriously fucked up for us,” said Violet to Katie, closing the door to the room as Katie entered.  Although, as it turned out, this was less of a room and more of a vault.  A blanket of cold air blasted down from an air conditioning unit suspended from the ceiling.  Katie surveyed the area, looking over the tops of the shelves and storage containers but finding no-one.

      Violet closed her eyes, searching her memory for the location of the item she was looking for.  It came to her as she moved forward, Katie in tow.

      “Percy said he could move the diamonds,” Violet went on.  Katie raised her eyebrows.  “Not any diamond. There were some specific stones that were easier for someone of his status as a mid-level fence to move.  The ones he’d had the tip off about.

      “So we weren’t going in there on some smash and grab mission. It was planned.  It was controlled.  At first.

      “Jenny had disabled the alarms before we got inside so she was trailing around whilst other people did their thing, and she was royally bored.  A bit like you right now, I suppose.  Anyway, she started flirting with Will, this short fat guy who was our inside man.  But he wasn’t responding.”

      Katie shrugged, confused.

      “Will was this sweaty, horrible, greasy, hairy little man.  He was fat, he smelled really bad.”

      Katie’s lip curled.

      “Exactly,” Violet said, her pace quickening and her eyes flashing left and right, looking, searching.  “Never felt the touch of a woman, I bet.  What an odd phrase.  The ‘touch of a woman’.”

      Violet ran her fingers seductively along the back of Katie’s hand.

      “Do anything for you?” she asked.

      Katie shook her head.

      “I must be having an off day then,” Violet concluded.  “But Will... I don’t know.  At the time I think I just wanted to concentrate and Jenny’s flirting was irritating me but…  I dunno. Now that I think back I wonder if somewhere in my head something was telling me that there was a piece out of place.  And that was why I gave her a task.

      “All I had to do, it was simple really... All I had to do was get into the case that held the diamonds.  One last lock.  And if the alarm was disabled just scoop them up and go.  Like I said, I trusted Jenny so the alarm was off, getting her out of the way was never really about that.  Of course, Will had gone to follow her.  But this is the part I can’t explain.  I stopped him.”

      Violet held up her palm and Katie came to a dead stop, her thin eyebrows descending into a familiar look of concentration.  A silence overtook them for a second, without the echoes of conversation, but then their ears attuned to the background thrum of the air conditioning.  Violet shook her head, shaking out whatever thought she had.  They moved off once more.

      “I stopped him by handing him my tools,” she continued.  Katie held up Violet’s bag and waggled it in the air.  “Ah yes,” said Violet.  “Just like that.  I kept asking him to pass me this, hand me that... All the while fiddling with the lock.  Of course, I’d had it open before Jenny left the room but that was beside the point.  Will just got more and more uncomfortable.  And more and more sweaty.”

      The corners of Katie’s mouth turned down and half a frown formed in her brow.

      “Looked like he’d pissed in his pants,” Violet said through a grimace.  She stopped walking then continued, “Hang on.  This is the one we’re looking for.”

      She gestured toward the cabinet in front of them then lifted her tubular courier bag up over her head and loosened the lid.  From inside she took two pieces of paper.  They were ridiculously small given the size of the container.  The tube itself was perhaps a metre or so long and the pieces of paper it contained no more than twenty centimetres along their longest edge.

      Katie stooped to read what was written on them:

      ‘This object has been temporarily removed for cleaning and study.’

      And in the bottom right hand corner was the logo from the museum.

      Violet handed the small cards to Katie with a smirk. Katie proffered the make-up case but Violet shook her head, instead reaching forward and pulling at the handle on the metal casing.  With an alarmingly loud grinding noise the container opened.

      “Who’d bother locking these? Imagine if you worked here, it would be a right old pain in the arse if you had to unlock every single one.  Their laziness, however, is our gain...”

      Inside the metal drawer was a small canvas which was almost as minimalist as the paper Katie held for Violet.  Its shortest edge was perhaps thirty or so centimetres long, its longest no more than fifty.  And it was completely blank.

      With some reverence Violet lifted the canvas from the drawer and held it aloft. Delicately, slowly and precisely, Violet rolled the blank canvas until it was tight enough to fit into the courier tube.  Gently, she slid it inside, took one of the ‘removed for cleaning’ signs, then placed it in the metal drawer and pushed it closed.

      Katie was about to walk away but Violet stopped her.

      “I’ve got a plan,” she said with a grin as she reached forward, pulling at the handle of the next drawer.  The pair winced as the cacophony of clanking filled the air.  Inside the drawer was another blank canvas.

      Violet reached forward to remove it.  “And this is exactly what I need to make it happen.”
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      Violet closed the drawer and flipped the courier tube over her head, letting the strap fall across her body from shoulder to hip.

      “Come on,” she said, and the pair set off at a jog.  Well, Violet was at a jog; Katie kept pace just by lengthening her stride.

      “That was the moment in the job,” Violet whispered, “when you really don’t want to get caught.”

      Katie looked over at her and then pointed at the ground.

      “No, not this job,” Violet began before a thought crept up on her.  “Actually, yes, just like this job.  You’ve got the goods, but you haven’t got away yet, and you don’t want to get caught en flagrant délit.”

      Katie raised one eyebrow.

      “I’ve been reading,” Violet retorted.  “I’m well-read now.  It means red handed.”  She glanced over to her friend, who responded by rolling her eyes.

      “Which you already knew.  Well, fine.  Up yours,” Violet paused at a crossroad in the museum stacks and glanced around.  “Anyway, Will stayed, holding the tools for a minute and then off he trotted after Jenny.  At the time I thought Jenny would be well out of the way so I figured it would be okay to let him go…

      “Turned out afterwards that Will caught up with her.  Bludgeoned her with his baton.”

      Katie stopped and stared at Violet, letting her jog off ahead.

      Violet skidded to a halt as she reached the door she was looking for and stared down the corridor at Katie’s imposing silhouette way behind her.

      “I’ve thought about it a lot and I don’t think I could have known,” Violet’s voice echoed down the long corridor.  “I couldn’t have known.”

      Katie nodded before pointing towards the door but Violet shook her head, instead opening it and waiting for Katie to walk through.  Violet dropped to her knees and retrieved her picks, effortlessly re-locking the door behind them.

      Katie pointed to the door opposite the one Violet had just locked and this time Violet nodded.  Interlocking her gloved fingers, Katie cracked her knuckles then dropped her foot back, bracing herself.  Violet squinted, knowing what was coming next.  Katie erupted, stepping forward and slamming her palms simultaneously above and below the position of the lock on the door.

      The door, which was entirely unprepared for such an assault, exploded inward, its frame shattering, sending shards of wood and plastic spiralling through the air.

      Violet clapped her hands slowly and deliberately.  “Good show, old girl.  Jolly good show.”

      Katie reached up and touched two fingers to her forehead in a mock salute, but the serious expression had not left her face.

      “I could have done with your help on Percy’s job.” Violet walked through the shattered frame and looked around, getting her bearings once more. “Sometimes you choose the wrong people.”

      Katie stood outside the room. Waiting. Listening.

      “You know how long you’ve got, at that point, before they arrive with their flashing lights and give you a lovely new set of bracelets.  I mean, you don’t know it know it.  You just... you know... know it, don’t you?”  Violet’s voice was beginning to become more faint as she ventured slightly further into the room.  Katie remained where she was.

      “I phoned Percy.  Couldn’t get a word in.  He thought I was at the police station already, using my one phonecall on him.  Just kept trying to get me off the line.  I was going to shut him up, but then I realised there was no way he could have known about the police.  I got the feeling you get on a roller-coaster, you know, when you hit that point and it feels like the bottom of your stomach gets sucked down and out of you?”

      Katie frowned and shook her head.

      “Of course you don’t. Anyway, I waited for him to stop talking, then I told him I hadn’t been arrested.  That I wasn’t going to be arrested.  And he says, ‘Fuck, really?  You haven’t been arrested?’ and the tone of his voice, he can’t believe it.  And then there’s another voice in the background.  A woman.  I hear her screaming at him ‘What do you mean she hasn’t been–’ and then he hangs up.  And... well, you know the rest about Percy.

      “So I knew that I had enough time to get out of there but... fuck... you should have seen her, Katie... Jenny was a bloody mess.” Violet’s head poked around a set of shelves and into view for a moment.  “But with actual blood.”

      Katie nodded and stared.  Violet stared back for a moment, the events replaying in her head.  She hadn’t felt anything like that before.  Violet had always been supremely confident.  She was the brains of the operation, it was her plans the team executed and they always worked.  Except that time they didn’t. When she left Kilchester, she left vulnerable and with her confidence hanging in tatters.  The vulnerability hadn’t lasted long. Violet had used her time away to rebuild herself, and it had taken time, but she had come back a stronger woman.

      “There was a cleaner’s cupboard.  It was locked but you know me... So I dragged her in there, then I used a cloth, some bleach and cleaned the floor where he’d left her.  Cleaned it and dried it off with some paper towels and then locked us both in that cleaner’s cupboard.

      “You could hear the police come and then go again.  There was a first aid kit and... I don’t know anything about that sort of thing but my phone still had signal in there and I Googled the best I could.  Made her comfortable.  And this was... Saturday.  So we were in there until it all died down.  On Monday.

      “At first, it was like in the movies. She’d been knocked out or whatever. She was in and out of consciousness and she was talking here and there.  Not so loud you could make out what she was trying to say.  I thought... well, I thought I was saving her from being arrested.  Saving both of us.”

      Violet loitered where she was, half way around a corner standing fifteen metres away from Katie.  Even from that distance Katie could see Violet’s expression change, her brow furrowed as she stared downward.

      “Anyway...” Violet said eventually.  “I found what I was looking for here.”

      “Run,” Violet said as she triggered the museum alarm system.

      And they ran.
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      “Please, Miss Winters, take a seat.  Can I get you a drink?” Brad Fegan’s right hand instinctively moved to his left lapel.  He squeezed it gently between his thumb and forefinger, smoothing it out.  He loved the feeling of the moleskin fabric and was on the verge of developing an interesting series of tics all based around the stroking of various parts of his jacket.

      “Call me Violet.  And yes, I’ll have a Long Island iced tea.” Violet looked around, taking in the grandeur of the restaurant then, feeling a little underdressed, began smoothing down imaginary creases in her skirt.

      Fegan nodded to the waiter attending their table and he moved away purposefully.

      “Have you been back in Kilchester long?” Fegan asked.

      Violet smiled and shook her head slightly.  “No, I just got in this morning.  I only have one meeting and then I’ll be back on the train out of here.”

      Fegan raised two bushy, black eyebrows in mock-surprise as the waiter returned and deposited a drink in front of each of them.

      “Will there be anything else, Sir? Madam?” the waiter oozed obsequiously.

      Fegan ignored the waiter, his eyebrows still raised, waiting for Violet to continue.

      Violet stared back, letting Fegan play his little game.

      The waiter coughed.

      Without breaking eye contact with Violet, Fegan beckoned the waiter who leaned closer.

      “Fuck off,” he said quietly.

      The waiter nodded and off he fucked.

      “You hate this place so much?” Fegan raised his left hand and slowly rubbed at his breast pocket in a way that probably wouldn’t have been entirely appropriate in a restaurant of this calibre.  That is, if there was anyone in the restaurant except for Fegan and Violet.

      “No,” said Violet, staring past Fegan to the empty tables beyond.  “It’s a lovely place, it’s just... complicated.”

      She lifted her drink to her lips and sipped lightly at it.

      “Oh, do tell,” said Fegan, leaning forward eagerly.  “Do tell.”

      Violet leaned forward, letting a few strands of hair fall across her face, then fluttered her eyelashes a couple of times.  With her index finger extended, she slowly moved her hand from the polished gold cutlery on the table, across her body and up to point at her pouting lips.

      “Fuck off,” she said quietly as she finally met his gaze.  “You asked me here and it wasn’t to talk about why I will or will not be staying in Kilchester.  And you know anyway, you knob.”

      A vein in Fegan’s neck pulsed one, twice, before he burst out laughing.

      “I like you, I really do,” he wheezed, caressing the cuff of his coat.  “And I have to know – did you actually make off with any diamonds in the end?”

      Violet took a sip of her drink. They certainly hadn’t skimped on the rum. Or the tequila.

      Fegan flicked one of his eyebrows in anticipation.

      Violet tilted her head slightly to one side and waited.  The alcohol stung her mouth as she savoured it.

      “You want me to tell you what happened?” She rapped four long but unpainted nails on the placemat in front of her, then shrugged.  “Okay then.  We’d had a tip off.  The fence, my then boyfriend, told us exactly where the items were.  It wasn’t a smash and grab, it was a… erm…”

      “Duck and pluck?”

      “Is that a thing?”

      “Duck the police, pluck the diamonds.  If it isn’t a thing then it most certainly should be.”

      Violet nodded and took another sip of her drink.  It was entirely possible that this was a set-up.  That someone was recording the whole conversation.  She stared at Fegan, his nervous tics dancing through his fingers as he touched parts of his coat repeatedly.

      He caught her studying him and placed his palms on the table in front of him.

      “This isn’t a sting,” Fegan said, staring at her calmly.

      Violet dabbed at her mouth with a heavy linen napkin for no other reason than to see it stained with her dusky red lipstick.

      “If I really believed it might be a sting then I wouldn’t have come,” she said.  “But I’m here so… you show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

      Fegan scanned the room, looking for loitering waiters or waitresses.

      “There’s a painting one of my clients wants.  But it’s complicated,” he said.

      “Which is…”

      “…why I need a person of your particular proclivity,” Fegan interrupted.

      “And how did you find out about my skills?” Violet retorted, a little too quickly.  She took a breath, picked up her drink and sipped. Damn if there wasn’t a whole lot of alcohol in there.

      “I worked with your mother,” Fegan said.

      Simply stated, no frills.  Less likely to be a lie, Violet thought.  Or he knows that and it’s a trick.  She took another moment to weigh up the man.  Thick black hair, streaked with white.  He’s older, might have been going bald if he had different genes, so that fits.  She knew his name, his reputation.  In their profession there weren’t many who stuck around as long as he had.  His name was enough for it to draw her back to Kilchester.

      But tempting is different to trustworthy.

      “She may have mentioned me?” Fegan had stopped stroking his coat.  This was his pitch.  He was selling the job, selling himself to her.

      Violet half-nodded her head.  “And my father, I suppose you’ve worked with him too? Perhaps you should just get them on board instead of me?”

      “Your mother stopped working after she broke her leg. And why would I need your father? This is not a job for a conman, even one as accomplished as your father.”  Fegan sipped at his water, his eyes twinkling.  “Did I pass the test?”

      “Yes, yes,” she said impatiently.  “You can’t be too careful, though, can you?”

      Violet watched as Fegan once again scanned the periphery of the room for wanderers then leaned back and began fondling his lapel.

      “Tell me about the painting,” Violet said.  “You’ll want to tell me all about it, won’t you?  Who does it belong to at the moment?”

      Fegan barked a couple of belly laughs.  “At the moment!  At the moment it belongs to Rollo Glass, the chairman of the Kilchester Bank.”

      “A banker.  So presumably the security is…”

      “…your worst nightmare.”

      “And the painting itself?” asked Violet.

      “Tell me why you left Kilchester,” said Fegan blankly.

      Violet stared at him for a moment, weighing him up before she spoke again.  This was how he wanted to play and if he was going to finance the job then she had to play along.

      She nodded and took a breath.

      “I left because I wanted to keep my head down.”

      Fegan nodded.  “And I appreciate you popping it over the parapet.”

      “And I wanted to keep my head down because I was betrayed by members of my own crew.  And by my treacherous fucking ex.”

      Fegan gave that belly laugh again.  “Betrayed by your lover?” He sucked air through his teeth.

      Violet didn’t flinch, just waited for him to stop, the feelings welling in her stomach again.  Another deep breath.

      “We were inside.  The security had been disabled.  I was up to bat.  All we had to do was get into the containers that held the diamonds.”

      Fegan leaned forward, studying her face, savouring the story.

      “I took off my coat just to be comfortable to pick the locks and Jenny – did I mention Jenny?  She was the brains of the operation.  Knocked out the alarm system.  She picked up my coat and put it on.  Said she was cold or something like that.

      “But then my phone rings and it’s my ex.

      “‘Surprise!’ he texts.  And a picture of a bag full of diamonds.  Next thing I know two massive heavies are storming out of a janitor’s room towards me and Jenny.  I started scrambling backwards and she’s watching me with this look of confusion on her face…”

      Fegan was frowning with concentration, staring at Violet, his mouth hanging open.

      “I was pointing and… I don’t know if I was shouting but one of the guys shoves a knife into her as she starts turning around and…”

      Violet stopped talking.

      Fegan traced his finger from the far side of his glass clockwise to the side closest to him, the condensation parting for a moment and allowing the droplets above to pour down into the gap.

      “But you escaped?” he said eventually.

      Violet nodded.

      “And I guess that means it’s my turn to show you mine?”

      Violet nodded once more.  She leaned forward, sliding her drink to one side.  “If I come back to Kilchester then I’m not coming for some half-arsed job.  If I kick in the doors of this town then I’m kicking them wide open…”

      “Scores to settle, all that melodramatic poppycock?” Fegan rolled his eyes.

      “All that shit,” said Violet.  “And I am prepared to do it.  For the right job.  Enough time has passed.”

      “And this ex…” said Fegan.  “Is he likely to take another shot at you?”

      “Try to kill me?” Violet stared over Fegan’s shoulder out into the street, watching the people bustling by, all of them happily oblivious.  She had to balance the truth with the bravado that she could pull off the job.  Being away had given her time to think about the situation.  If wanting her dead was Percy’s sole purpose then he would have sent someone after her when she retreated.  After all this time she was resigned to the fact that he was probably too inept to try anything else.

      “No,” she said, finally.  “It wasn’t about me being alive or dead.  It was about the job.”

      Fegan nodded.  “Usually is.”

      “But if I come back then I’ll need to deal with the situation in some way. Two birds and all that…”

      “One stone,” Fegan said.  “Well, that’s where it gets interesting,” he grinned.  “Because the painting I want you to steal is actually blank.”
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      “Salvador Dali?” said Violet.  “You want me to steal a Dali?  That’s blank?  If it’s blank how can it be a Dali?”

      “Did you know that in the 1960s Salvador Dali realised that if he signed a blank sheet of paper he could sell it for forty dollars?” Fegan had finally summoned the waiter and in front of the pair of them now sat several plates of tiny, neat objects of undesignated origin that neither of them were touching.  “With one person sliding a piece of paper under his pencil and another person taking the finished article away he could sign one every two seconds.  This meant that he could earn seventy two thousand dollars in a single hour.”

      “But,” said Violet, beginning to see the fatal flaw in Fegan’s scheme.  “If he was signing that many then he would have flooded the market.  You would be lucky if they held their value, let alone...”

      Fegan raised a finger to his lips and shushed her.

      Violet resisted the urge to snap off his finger and drop it in his drink, fixing a fake smile across her face instead.

      “You are a very perceptive woman,” Fegan continued.  “The actual number of papers he signed... some say it was as high as four hundred thousand... the Dali camp puts it rather more conservatively down at the fifty thousand mark.”

      “And yet,” interrupted Violet, unwilling to be shushed.  “Even fifty thousand would make them worth less than this plate of...” she glanced back down at the plate.  “What exactly are they supposed to be?”

      “Buggered if I know,” replied Fegan before picking one up and inspecting it.  “And yes, you are ahead of me, which is incredibly rude since I’d gone to the trouble of preparing a whole monologue which–”

      “Which is now a dialogue.”

      “Quite.”

      “Which you will now bring to a rapid conclusion if you wish my interest to be sustained.” Violet had had quite enough of indulging Fegan’s love of his own voice; either he showed her how it was worth her while or she would head to the station.

      “Greed,” said Fegan with a flourish.

      “Sorry?” said Violet.

      “It’s all about greed,” continued Fegan.  “Dali was even kicked out of the surrealists for it.  They said he was too bloody greedy, gave him the moniker ‘Avida Dollars’, an anagram of his own name which literally means ‘greed for dollars’.  The irony of which, given the nature of our current conversation, is not lost on you?”

      “What is lost on me is the part where you want to pay me a great deal of money for me to put myself in harm’s way for something I could grab from eBay for twenty quid.” Violet snapped.

      “Very well,” said Fegan reluctantly.  “The point... is that every greedy idea stems from something.  The mass-producing of pencil signatures came from an event way before.  Dali had been commissioned to produce a painting on canvas but he had fallen ill.  On the appointed day the client had travelled to Dali’s studio to collect the painting and Dali was still in bed.  One of his aides went to raise him and in the meantime the client wandered into the studio.  The foolish fellow spotted the untouched canvas and by the time Dali arrived had convinced himself that the great surrealist had left the canvas blank deliberately.”

      “You have got to be kidding?” said Violet.

      Fegan shook his head, “Not a bit of it.  The story goes that Dali looked on whilst this idiot heaped praise on the blank canvas then congratulated the artist on his intellect and vision.  The man handed over the money for the canvas but before he left, Dali couldn’t resist pushing the poor bastard a little further.

      “While the man looked on Dali instructed his aide to mix paint and then signed his name, in oils, in the bottom right hand corner.  Lastly he told the man to leave his studio because the painting would not be dry for another week.”

      Violet laughed and picked up something from the plate between them.  She examined whatever it was and then changed her mind and carefully put it back.

      “Avida Dollars,” Fegan puffed up his chest.

      “So this is Dali’s first,” said Violet.

      “And the only canvas.  Every other one is on paper.  At least every one we’re aware of.”

      “Okay, now I almost like the sound of this,” said Violet, finally warming to the job.  “So how exactly do we pull this off?”

      “That’s down to you, my dear, but I’ll tell you the terms I’ve been given.  Some of them I have no doubt you’ll like, some of them you will object to, but they must all be met.  The bad part first.  The mark cannot know that you have taken the piece.”

      “So I’ll need a forgery? Of a signature?  That’s not so bad. I can probably live with that.”

      “You’ll have to.  Also,” Fegan interrupted,  “the nightmare security is made worse by the fact that the flat the banker owns, the flat that contains the painting... it’s underground.”

      “Oh for fu–” Violet began.

      “A bunker of sorts.  One way in–”

      “One way out,” Violet chorused.

      “Those are the bad bits.  The question is, does that pose a problem?” Fegan leaned forward.

      Violet stared at Fegan for a moment, relishing the opportunity to make him sweat, to have placed almost all his cards on the table and to be waiting for her.  “I can live with the bad bits.”

      Fegan clapped his hands.

      “I’ll need a crew.” It was a statement.

      “I had no doubt you would,” said Fegan.

      “And money for them, for setting the whole thing up, equipment,” Violet continued.

      Fegan smiled and nodded.

      “And the money to pay for the forgeries, too.”

      Fegan’s left eye twitched almost imperceptibly but he smiled through it and nodded once again.

      “And what price are you offering for me to perform this miracle for you?”

      Fegan stopped smiling.

    

  

OEBPS/images/worn-paperback-ebook-cover-2.jpg
ADAM MAXWELL






OEBPS/images/kilchester-colophon.jpg
I(II_GHESTER





