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To Hugo, Sheldon, Beatrice & Rincewind


1

Darren Morris sat still in the parked silver Ford Mondeo, his body comforted by the plush leather interior, his eyes fixed firmly through the windshield. The winter afternoon had chilled the skies an eerie gray; the clouds swamped the fading sun and spread a silvery glow over the gray cobbled pier.

His hardened eyes, sliced with a web of deep wrinkles, wandered from the empty area ahead of him and glanced over the metal railings, into the silky black sea.

“What a fucking mess.” His voice growled out the words with a deep layer of disgust.

James Roach sat behind the steering wheel, a firm look of determination on his face and an unfaltering straightness in his spine. He gave an apathetic glance out the passenger window before regarding his partner unsurely. “The pier? I think it looks okay,” he replied.

“The sea, you fucking idiot,” Morris snapped.

“Yes . . .” Roach agreed, turning back to concentrate on the world beyond the steering wheel, his indifference intact. “Beats living in the city though, I wouldn’t mind moving out to a place like this someday.”

Morris shrugged and fixed his eyes on the concrete pier, waves splashed the gray ground, spilling frothy flecks onto the surface.

The sound of a car engine rumbled through the salty air. A blue Porsche rolled into view several yards ahead of them. The driver, unseen through tinted windows, pulled the car to a stop about twenty yards from the edge of the pier.

The men in the Mondeo glared at the vehicle.

“Fucking bastard,” Morris said through clenched teeth.

They watched as a man in his mid-twenties clambered out of the car. His face was drawn and pale, his attitude confident. He rested against the hood of the sports car and stared at the distant waves.

He wore an expensive leather jacket which had been unzipped to expose a wealth of silver medallions and chains around his neck. His baggy jeans, hanging loosely from his pencil-thin frame, had been scribbled with threads of graffiti. The slack denim material was covered with hip-hop lyrics and declarations, including a stitched picture of three rappers.

Silently the two men exited their vehicle—parked out of sight under the shade of a dilapidated warehouse—and carefully closed the doors. They both embraced the cold sea air, digging their hands into their pockets as they strode toward the Porsche.

The youngster didn’t see them as they approached.

“Nice view isn’t it, Dean?” Morris asked.

The comment startled him and he slipped off the hood, immediately shooting a glance at the two men.

“You scared the fucking shit out of me,” he muttered through heavy breaths.

“How’s tricks?” Roach asked.

The younger man smirked and directed their attention towards his car. “It’s all good,” he declared smugly.

A frown pulled at Morris’s lips as he surveyed the car and the youngster’s expression. “OK. That’s enough small talk for one day,” he said. “You got the cash?”

The younger man nodded. He walked to the passenger side of the car and removed a briefcase. Walking back around the front of the vehicle he paused in front of Morris.

“It’s all here,” he tapped the case and then looked concerned, noticing that the two men carried nothing. “You got the gear?”

Morris grabbed the case, gently nudged the youngster out of the way and rested it on top of the car. He opened it to reveal a mass of used notes, carefully tied together in elastic bands. He picked up one of the piles and flicked through.

“It’s all there, twenty grand, you got the dope?” Dean repeated.

“Nice down here is it, Harris?” Morris asked.

“Yeah . . . plenty of fucking junkies, keeps me in whores and champagne,” he laughed. The gesture wasn’t returned.

“Been through our neck of the woods recently?” Morris inquired.

Dean Harris hesitated for a moment, his eyes moved from Morris to Roach.

“No. The last time I went up there was to meet up with Sanderson . . . w—w—why d’you ask?”

Morris slammed the lid of the case and glared at Dean, “Word is you’re peddling your shit on Sanderson’s turf.”

“What? No, I wouldn’t.”

“You deal your shit here and only here,” Morris began.

“I am—” he pleaded, but his words were cut short.

“The boss gives you a good deal. He set you up, he gave you all of this.” He gestured to Dean’s expensive chains and luxurious car. “He started you in this game.”

“I know . . . I’m grateful—”

“He picked you off the streets, gave you the dope and only took a cut from your earnings. You’ve made a lot of money, Dean.”

“Yes, and I’ve—”

Morris continued, “Freebase, straight from the factories, you can cut it as much as you want and sell it for whatever you fucking want, as long as you keep out of the city. He gives you a good deal. You make a tidy sum. You have it easy, if there’s any trouble you come to us and we deal with it. How long you been working this area, Dean?”

“Two, maybe two and a half years.” Dean’s voice cracked as he spoke.

“Pure, uncut cocaine and heroin,” Morris continued, his mind already set on a speech, “and the entire fucking southeast coast to peddle it to, yet you insisted on coming to London, and selling Sanderson’s shit to Sanderson’s clients right under his nose.”

“I swear . . . I didn’t,” Dean’s voice was becoming increasingly anxious.

Morris shot out an arm and grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket. He threw him over the car as Roach, unmoving and silent until that point, looked around to see if anyone was watching.

“He’s losing customers; business is slipping, want to hazard a guess why that is?”

“I don’t know, please—”

“He’s losing customers because you’re selling them your fucking shit, which also just so happens to be his.”

“Look, I’m sorry, I just—” Dean gagged.

“You know the score, you cut and sell and you stay away from the city, but you got greedy didn’t you?”

“I didn’t think it would do any harm.”

“You see, Dean . . . we have a dilemma. The boss was willing to let you go, maybe with a few more broken bones than usual.”

A moan escaped Dean Harris’s lips.

“But it seems that not only are you selling his gear on his turf, but you also turned in one of his boys.”

“I swear I didn’t know he worked for Sanders.” Dean said.

“Every fucking dealer in the city works for Sanders, you idiot!”

Morris looked calmly across at the briefcase.“Get up,” he released his grip on Dean’s jacket and allowed him to stand.

Dean brushed his jacket down and, with tears of fear welling in his eyes, began to spit out an apology, “Look . . .”

“Save it,” Morris said. “Come with us, Sanders wants a word.”

Roach had already stalked around the back of the car, making sure to grab the briefcase as he did so. He shoved the youngster forward. Harris stumbled in shock, his quivering legs struggling to hold firm. He looked back at the two men and then continued walking.

“Our car is parked near the warehouse,” Roach assured, as Dean kept glancing over his shoulder.

As he walked into the shadows behind the warehouse and spotted the Mondeo, a wave of relief washed over his panicked face. He turned to speak to the two men with a relaxed smile.

He barely had time to blink before Morris’s fist crashed into his face, breaking his nose and dribbling a fountain of red from the appendage.

He stumbled backwards, but his move was matched by James Roach. The older man grabbed him by the arm and yanked the limb with deadly accuracy, pulling it free of its socket.

Harris opened his mouth to yelp as the pain soared with burning white heat through his body. Morris threw another punch, catching him just as he opened his mouth. The impact caused his head to jolt so hard his neck nearly snapped. Two of his teeth shattered and spilling blood into his mouth. One chipped, sending the enamel shrapnel into his upper lip.

He gurgled blood, his screams stifled by the crimson fluid curdling in his throat. Roach, still with a firm grip on the wounded arm, pulled him over to the railings. Dean’s eyes widened as he stared down at the water below.

He tried to struggle out of Roach’s firm grip, but to no avail. The older man grabbed his head and, in one strong and deadly movement, slammed it down onto the iron railing.

Both men recognized the sickening sound as Harris’s skull cracked against the fatal force. His lifeless body slumped against the railings, a mass of blood spilling from a split in his head.

Roach watched indifferently as the blood seeped from the body in his hands.

“I’ll drive back,” Morris said, walking to the driver’s side of the Mondeo while he examined a small cut on his right knuckle.

Roach nodded. Then, grabbing hold of Dean Harris’s legs he propelled him over the railings and let go. He watched, his face devoid of emotion, as the broken body of the dealer crashed into the rocky waves and disappeared.


2

Michael Richards rapped his bony hand against the solid double-glazed glass. The impact reverberated through his knuckles. He recoiled, grasping his hand tightly to his chest.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Johnny Phillips looked across at his friend with little sympathy, his hard-edged brow arched with distaste.

“I bruised my knuckles,” Michael Richards replied, his high-pitched voice chirping the sounds of a Cockney accent.

Phillips rolled his eyes and turned away from his friend. He peered through the smeared glass in the solid wooden door. He could see only smudges and distorted outlines of various furniture: a carpeted floor, heavy shaded walls, and what looked to be a staircase further down a long hallway.

“How’d you manage to do that?” he asked, his eyes still scanning the door.

“Boxing,” came the hesitant reply from his friend.

Phillips turned; his eyebrows raised, “Boxing?”

“Yeah, what’s so surprising about that?” Richards spat as he examined his hand.

“You’re built like a fucking anorexic jockey,” Phillips said, glancing at his friend’s frail appearance despite his large protruding gut. “You couldn’t punch your way out of a wet paper bag.”

“I’m learning, okay?”

“If you say so.”

Phillips turned his attention back to the door. He raised his hand and knocked three times, his knuckles slamming hard on the wood below the glass.

“So when did you start?” he added when the thuds of his fists had faded.

“About a week ago.”

“A week? And you’ve cracked your fucking knuckles already? How the hell did you manage that?”

“They ain’t fucking cracked okay? They’re just a bit tender.”

Phillips rolled his eyes. Through the glass he could see a large silhouette approaching, when it got to the door, he heard the metallic sound of a key clicking against a lock.

“Look sharp, Cinderella,” he mumbled.

The door swung open and both men were greeted by a middle-­aged woman dressed in a loose-fitting robe. Her short blonde hair had been ruffled; locks of dirty gold sprayed over her face. Her eyes were sunken and her lips were dry and cracked.

She looked at the two young men with hazy, sleepy eyes, concentrating on Johnny Phillips—the heavier built and more intimidating of the two.

“Can I help you?” she asked, allowing a yawn to escape her lips.

Phillips smiled directly into her eyes. Then, brushing particles of dust from his long suede jacket, he spoke in a formal tone.

“Mrs. J. Robinson?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, curiously.

He pulled a leather wallet from his inside pocket and held it in front of her. The wallet unfolded to reveal a silver badge next to an ID card.

“Detective Inspector Grainger,” he quoted with practiced professionalism. “This is my partner,” he paused as Richards half-heartedly flashed his badge to the woman, with a glare toward to his friend.

“We are here about a stolen car,” he added.

The woman’s face brightened up, “Stolen? What are you talking about? I . . . I didn’t steal any car . . . I’ve—” Her hesitant remarks were cut short by Michael Richards.

“We know you didn’t steal anything Mrs. Robinson,” he assured her, his professional tone overlapping his accent. “Unfortunately, we believe one may have been stolen from you.”

“What? What do you mean?” she asked, her voice breaking.

Phillips pulled a notebook from his pocket and began leafing through. He stopped on an empty page and pretended to read.

“Do you own a red Jaguar E-Type, License number JO5 SON?” his eyes peered up from the notebook into her worried hazel gaze.

“Yes. Yes. Why? What is it? What’s wrong?” she demanded to know.

“I’m afraid your car was used in a smash and grab at four this morning.”

“What!” she blurted, shocked by the news.

She stuck her head through the door and glanced past the two men, her eyes scanning an empty graveled driveway where her car was supposed to be.

“Oh my god, how did this happen?”

“It would be a lot easier if we could talk about this inside Mrs. Robinson,” Richards interjected.

“Sure.” She opened the door further, gesturing with a distant and disconsolate stare for them to enter.

The men needed no second invitations, they passed her and then waited for her to close the door and point them to the living room.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Phillips said, his eyes appreciating the vast amount of crystal ornaments and porcelain dolls that decorated a marbled fireplace.

“Thanks,” she replied with little enthusiasm.

He reached into his pocket and felt a small device touch his fingertips. He kept his eyes on the woman as he worked his fingers around the solid object, waiting for the right moment.

He sat himself down on a black leather sofa, watching as his companion walked to his side. A glance passed between the pair, unseen by the homeowner. She stared at her own twiddling thumbs, nearly jumping out of her skin when a chirping ringtone cut through the silence.

Michael Richards smiled as the sound of the tubular bells lifted from inside his jacket. He pushed his hand inside the cotton material and pulled out a cell phone, alight with a blue screen and alive with a melodic tune.

“Sorry,” he said to the woman. “I have to take this. You don’t mind, do you?” he asked pleasantly, gesturing to the door.

She shook her head with as much politeness as she could muster and Richards walked out of the room, moving the phone to his ear as he disappeared.

Phillips smiled reassuringly at the older woman and lifted his hand out of his pocket. “As I was saying,” he began, “your car was involved in a smash and grab at a jewelry store—”

“I didn’t . . .”

“It’s okay. We know you have nothing to do with the robbery. The thieves were caught by the security cameras; they both have extensive criminal backgrounds and are well known to us.” He paused to admire a large landscape painting of the Cumbrian countryside, hanging next to a fifty-inch 3D television.

“That’s a very nice painting. I’ve always admired the Lake District, have you been there recently Mrs. Robinson?”

A look of bewilderment crossed the woman’s face; she followed his gaze and shook her head. “No, no it was a gift. Look, can we please get back to the car?”

“Of course,” Phillips paused glance admiringly at the painting once more. “We have yet to track down the two criminals involved. I’m afraid there is a high risk that they have dumped, burned, or resprayed your car by now.”

“Oh God,” she uttered in disgust.

“Yep, life’s just one big kick in the balls ain’t it,” Phillips mumbled, glancing passed her and admiring a large collection of vintage LPs—perfectly manicured in plastic wrap and dotted along a large oak bookcase.

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing Mrs. Robinson. Now, I’m afraid I will need details of your whereabouts from last night to, well . . . now really.”

“But why? You know it wasn’t anything to do with me, don’t you?”

“Of course, but we still need to run checks, routine business that’s all. I’m sure you understand.”

“Yes, yes. Of course.”

Phillips pulled out his notebook again and flipped to one of the many blank pages. “Right Mrs. Robinson. First off, where were you at 8 o’clock last night?”

He listened as she spoke, nodding every now and then when he felt appropriate. His hand constantly scribbled on the notepad, drawing unrecognizable pictures and patterns.
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“Thanks for all your help Mrs. Robinson; we will get in touch when we have more information.”

Johnny Phillips and Michael Richards walked briskly down the graveled driveway, the soft pebbles crunched noisily beneath their feet. Only when they heard the front door slam shut behind them did they speak.

“So, did you get it?” Phillips asked.

“Yes, I got it,” Richards said smugly, tapping his heaving gut.

Phillips smiled broadly.

“Why do I always have to be your partner?” Richards queried.

“What?”

“You get to be the fucking Detective Inspector, I have to be your partner, you could at least introduce me, give me a name, or a title, not just a fucking partner.”

“Stop bitching would you, does it really matter?” Phillips said as they exited through the house’s large gate, their feet finding concrete.

“I guess not.”

They halted next to a parked car. Both men clambered into the vehicle with Phillips sliding into the driver’s seat.

“Well, let’s see it fat boy,” Phillips joked inside the confines of the car.

Richards smiled and took off his jacket. Underneath he wore a white shirt, wrapped over what appeared to be a large beer belly.

Unzipping his shirt, Richards revealed a large cast around his midsection, made from a mixture of latex, cardboard, and plastic, it had been tied to his stomach with thick string and a line of masking tape. It served as a large Kangaroo pouch underneath his clothes; it had no top and was completely hollowed out down to his groin.

Johnny Phillips’s eyes lit up when he saw the contents of the pouch. “There’s gotta be at least ten grand in there!” he said excitedly, staring at the piles of bound notes inside the papier-mâché pouch. “Did you get in okay?” he asked, his eyes still fixed on the money.

“Yes. It was pathetic, any idiot could have cracked it, even you,” Richards said.

Phillips shook his head, “If you weren’t carrying all that cash I’d kill you for saying that.”

They both laughed. Phillips rolled his chair back and ducked below the steering wheel. Seconds later he emerged with the engine roaring; both men were grinning widely as the stolen Jaguar pulled away down the quiet country road.
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Howard Price drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk. The oak construction cushioned each blow, absorbing the sound. He released a long sigh, and lifted his eyes from his musical exploits.

His office was immaculate, as usual. The claret carpet was as fresh and colorful as the day he’d bought it. The pristine furniture looked laminated through the thick varnish and the manila walls shone with pride, donning Howard’s achievements.

He ran his eyes over the framed articles and certificates on display.

HOWARD PRICE INHERITS SIGHTSYS declared the bold words on the oldest newspaper clipping. The front-page article pictured Howard in his early twenties, a look of contentment on his face as he stood in front of a multi-story building.

RECORD PROFITS FOR SIGHTSYS read the next, a couple of years younger than the first, this time only the building could be seen.

SIGHTSYS SETS PLANS FOR LARGER HEADQUARTERS

SOFTWARE COMPANY SIGHTSYS BREAKS THE MOLD

HOWARD PRICE ENTERS THE RICH LIST

The wall was like a timeline, from left to right, with the declarations of news-printed success ending at the door. Howard’s eyes scanned the final one.

The article had been taken from an international magazine and chartered his success. He had inherited the business from his father, a man whom Howard hardly knew and a man who had put his work before his child—he had died in a hit and run incident twenty years ago, leaving the business to Howard, his only son.

All of this, and Howard’s rise to greater power and fortune with the software company, had been documented in the article. A picture accompanied it. In it, he was standing outside his mansion, a look of great pride in his eyes, his wife and daughter by his side.

He smiled at the sight of his pretty seven-year-old child, who had been incredibly excited at the time, so much so that Howard had been talked into buying over thirty copies of the magazine so she could show her friends at school.

A static voice bellowed out from the surface of the solid oak desk, “Mr. Price, your wife Elizabeth is on line one. Should I put her through?”

Howard frowned and pushed the intercom. “Just tell her I’m on my way. I’ll be there in half an hour.” A buzz greeted him when he released his finger from the button.

His gaze fell onto a framed picture by the intercom, looming proudly over the silent device. The picture inside the silver frame had been taken on his daughter’s seventh birthday party. She was dressed in a pink ballerina’s outfit, with two small yellow flowers entwined in her long golden hair. Her mouth grinned widely while her bright blue eyes stared straight at the camera. Her mouth was covered in chocolate cake and some had even reached her dimpled cheek and the tip of her nose.

Howard grinned at the picture and at the memory, but that smile faded when he caught sight of his own reflection in the polished silver frame. Signs of stress and sleep deprivation screamed out from the deepest recesses of his middle-aged face. Pits of the deepest black dug into the soft, wrinkled flesh under his eyes, the whites of which were speckled with red blotches.

His strong cheekbones and heavy jaw hid a tired man. He was only forty-three but his rough skin, pale lips, and red-lined eyes displayed the portrait of a man at least ten years older.

He turned his face away from his fatigued reflection and slowly stood up. He could feel his legs and lower back stiffen as he rose, creaking like a farmhouse door.

Walking across the plush flooring, which indented like wool beneath his feet, he took his coat from the sleek metallic coat stand in the corner of the room and slowly slipped it on.

He glanced around the office as his arms slid through the satin-lined sleeves. His eyes fell upon the many plaques and framed items on the other side of the room.

Certificates awarded in the company’s name.

Framed covers of successful software programs.

Certificates for his personal achievements, including his college and university degrees.

He stopped to admire a colorful painting behind his desk. It was a picture of the company headquarters drawn in crayon. In front of the clearly unstable, scraggly building stood two matchstick figures holding hands, one was almost taller than the building, the other was much smaller, its head decorated with yellow crayon to emphasize an abundance of blonde hair.

The grin returned to his ragged face.
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Phillips yanked the steering wheel, violently dragging the car to one side. Richards slammed against the passenger-side door, his body unprepared for the instant action. His face slammed into the window, leaving an imprint of his cheek on the humidity freckled glass.

“What the fuck?” he rasped, bringing his hand to his throbbing jaw.

Phillips regained control of the car just as quickly as he had lost it. He continued to drive at a steady pace.

“I said: We only need another fifty-thousand and we’re set,” Phillips repeated.

“Why the fuck did you swerve?” Richards asked, ignoring the comment.

“Because you weren’t fucking listening, you’ve done nothing but stare at that fucking money since we left the house.”

Richards nodded in agreement. “Fifty grand,” he muttered to himself, watching the empty road ahead. “Reckon we’ll do it?” he asked, turning towards his friend.

“Of course we fucking will.” Phillips stated confidently. “Seven years of this shit, hundreds of fucking cons and fuck all to show for it. We’ll make it because we need to fucking make it.”

“Seven years and nearly one hundred thousand in the bank,” Richards corrected.

“It’s not enough.”

“We have the house and the apartment as well.”

“Still not enough,” Phillips’s eyes were fixed on the road ahead. “The house is worth one hundred and fifty at the most, and the apartment is worth fuck all. Fifty more and we can start work on the shop. Put some decent money in our hands.”

Richards nodded and drifted back to his thoughts. For two years, they had aspired to something bigger, something better. Tired of a lifetime of small cons and cheap thrills, they decided to open up a betting shop. They had sought a location and thought of countless ideas to make extra profit, none of which were legal.

The legal business venture would not only help to hide their illegal earnings from the tax man but would give them a valuable source for new cons and tricks. Phillips had always said that gambling was a fool’s game, and in the world of professional gambling, the fools carried credit cards and left their rational thinking at home.

A gambling license wouldn’t be hard for them to acquire; the world stank of corruption and Phillips had his nose in every crevice.

“We can get some cash for this,” Richards said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the car.

“Not much, you know the score: Pritchard will give us seven hundred tops. There are too many two-bit, fucking lowlife car thieves around here; he can afford to pay peanuts.”

“We could ask for more,” Richards said.

“It’s a fucking chop shop not a pawn shop; we get what we’re offered.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” Phillips cut in. “If you want more you ask him your fucking self.”

The image of Robert Pritchard’s aggressive personality and intimidating frame popped into Richards’s head. He could almost feel himself being castrated as he imagined himself asking the madman for more money.

“Seven hundred it is.”
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Price slammed the door of the Mercedes shut behind him.

He checked his watch: 5:36

Somehow he’d managed to shave ten minutes off his journey, one he had become accustomed to over the years. He knew every landmark, every stretch of road, the best places to overtake, and, more importantly, he knew where all the speed cameras were.

He wasn’t a fast driver; he usually stuck to the speed limits, his great punctuality and ability to stick to a strict timetable meant that he never needed to rush. But, this afternoon his mind had been elsewhere, and his speed had matched the thumping drums of classic rock as he allowed the sounds of his music collection to swamp his instincts.

The air had grown colder as the day progressed. A light fog clouded the distance and dragged a musky humidity through the air.

The facade of the mansion before him was decorated with an expansive, colorful garden, donning a variety of beautiful plants, bushes, and even a solitary tree standing tall near the entrance, its long branches dangling over a tall iron gate.

The gravel driveway stretched a hundred yards from the gate to the white front of the garage. In front of Price’s expensive vehicle sat a compact and sporty Toyota. Its sapphire paint dulled by the grayed afternoon sky.

The house itself stood out like a diamond in sun drenched water. The garden revolved around the beautiful three story edifice. Every flower, bush, and garden ornament was more of a declaration to the beauty of the house than an addition to it.

On entering the house—stepping across a pine-scented threshold where a succulent and pleasant warmth greeted him—a sweet voice beckoned him.

“In here, Howard.”

Walking into the kitchen he saw his wife standing by a tall, sleek fridge. She was arched over one of the kitchen counters, slowly chopping vegetables.

His eyes traced her body from foot to head. Her long, slender, toned legs were wrapped snugly in softly shaded tights. She wore a short black skirt which hung just over her thighs, her firm buttocks protruded seductively through the material. A thin and short silk blouse delicately housed her upper body, when she bent over it lifted to reveal the soft, browned flesh on her lower back. He could see her supple skin through the material.

When she turned Howard saw that she wore a red apron with the words ‘Hot Stuff’ embroidered on it.

“Are you just going to stand there?” Elizabeth Price asked with a smile, knowing where her husband’s eyes had been traveling.

His smile spread into a grin. The apron covered her body, allowing his vision no access to the sights of her form from the front, but he was just as happy to stare at her face.

She was wearing makeup as she always did, but not too much, it was never too much. Her eyebrows were shadowed with a green tint that brought out her deep blue eyes. A light, glossy shade of crimson colored her lips, giving them a sweet and sticky appeal.

She always managed to look beautiful, from the moment she woke to the minute she fell asleep. Howard often found it amazing how she could pull off such a feat; even when she was ill or drunk and violently vomiting she still managed to shine.

Everyone admired her. Men wanted to be with her, and because of her great, warm personality, women wanted to be her friend. Howard had been her first and only love, they had met in a nightclub, she was twenty-one and he was twenty-five. The first time he laid eyes on her he wanted her, and if there was something he wanted, he always got it.

“Well?” She said with a smile.

Howard returned the gesture. He walked up to her, kissed her, and then wrapped his arms around her. He closed his eyes and sunk his face into her thick blonde hair. He sucked in a deep breath and filled his lungs with the flowery fragrance lingering there, before slowly letting her go.

“What are you cooking?” he asked, looking past her at the mass of chopped vegetables.

“It’s a surprise,” she replied.

Howard raised his eyebrows, “Surprise? Your cooking’s always a surprise darling,” he joked. She lightly slapped his shoulder.

“You’ll like it, trust me.”

Howard nodded and sat down at the kitchen table. He picked up the local newspaper from the surface and tried to focus on the articles.

“This must be a record,” she said looking at a sleek metallic clock above the sink.

“What?”

“You’re on time for once,” she smiled widely at him but he didn’t return the gesture.

“You look shattered,” Elizabeth said after a moment’s silence, a hint of concern in her voice.

Howard dropped the paper on the table and slumped lazily over it.

“I am,” he confirmed. “I always am.”

“Maybe you should take a few days off,” she offered. “There are plenty of qualified people who can run the place without you there.”

“I feel better when I’m in control.”

Elizabeth nodded.

After a long silence, he asked, “How was work today?”

“It was fine.” Elizabeth paused and smiled, a look of reminiscence flickered across her eyes. “You know little Peter?”

“Not really.”

“You know, short kid with a lisp, very quiet. His dad owns the local newsstand.”

Howard merely shrugged.

“Well, anyway,” she continued, undeterred. “We were painting today, I told them to paint something they had seen recently, something on their minds, their memories. All the other kids were drawing their houses, pets, parents, you know . . . the usual. But Peter . . . well his was a little more pornographic.”

“Really?” Price said, shocked. “He’s what? Four, five?”

“I know, but it wasn’t like that. He had drawn a bed and what looked like two matchstick men getting a little . . . heated.” Elizabeth smiled. “I asked him what it was and he said it was his parents last night,” she laughed. “The poor kid said he went in to ask if he could watch television because he couldn’t sleep, but they seemed ‘busy’ so he went back to bed.”

Price smiled, “And he didn’t realize?”

“Of course not, he’s four for God’s sake.”

“Well, I don’t know, do I? You work in a nursery; you’re the expert on children. I’ve only ever worked with rich idiots and adolescent wannabes all my life.”

“What about Lisa?” Elizabeth asked.

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“I’m her father; if she wants to ask questions about sex or babies . . . she goes to you,” he smiled.

Elizabeth also smiled, “Well, I’m finished with work for a while now, anyway.”

“I don’t know why you don’t go full-time. You’re good at what you do; you should be working more than one or two days a week. You enjoy it, right?”

“I do, but I also enjoy looking after Lisa and the house. I prefer being home,” Elizabeth said warmly. “Plus, I’ve got the next three weeks off work, I’m on my vacation.”

“You work two days a week and they still give you a vacation?”

Elizabeth smiled and shrugged it off. “Dinner will be ready in half an hour, darling.”

Howard stood, loitering, his eyes wandering, “Is the babysitter arranged for tonight?”

“Yes, darling.” She walked away from the counter and embraced her husband. “Ten years,” she said with a grin. “I hope you’re getting me something big . . . and expensive, I deserve it being married to you for this long.”

Howard laughed. “You’ll see tonight,” he confirmed.

He held her tightly for a second longer, then let her go and kissed her gently on the cheek.

“Happy anniversary, darling.”
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Phillips rolled the Jaguar onto the sparsely populated parking lot of an apartment complex, its tires crunching against the old pavement, hitting divots, stones, and shards of glass as he parked the car in one of the many empty spaces.

Next to the stolen Jaguar was a silver Vauxhall owned by the pair. The car was five-years-old and had been bought by the two friends over four months ago, replacing an equally inconspicuous and cheap vehicle.

Richards hopped out of the car like an excited kid, the money from his pouch now packed into a duffel bag. He sucked in the afternoon air, a smug expression filling his features.

Three teenagers gathered close to the ground floor of a large apartment building, surrounding an area made to store bikes. They were huddled together against the graffiti stained walls, nervously looking over their shoulders, alerted to the sound of the approaching Jaguar. After a few idle glances—weighing up the two conmen—they continued to talk quietly amongst themselves; pillows of smoke drifted out of the huddled circle.

Richards felt something slam into his leg, almost bringing him to his knees. The bag spilled out of his hands and he groaned in frustration as the money-filled sack dropped onto the floor.

He looked up to see four young kids staring at him, no more than ten-years-old. They were playing soccer in the center of the enclosure, using the door to an unoccupied apartment as a goal. They were grinning widely at him, amused by his reaction.

“Hey, throw us the fucking ball back, you pussy,” one of them bellowed, encouraging cheers of laughter from his friends.

Richards looked down to see that the item that struck him was a soccer ball, the stitching ripped and the panels worn.

“Give the little bastards the fucking ball back, would you, Mickey,” Phillips said as he clambered out of the car.

Richards looked down at the soccer ball, his heart still pounding.

“You fucking deaf?” another kid added.

Phillips shot an angry glance their way, “Watch your fucking mouth, you little shit, or I’ll come over there and fucking rip you a new one.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” the kid said, clearly unsure of his own words.

Phillips glared at him and began walking toward him.

The kid held up his hand and took an instinctive step backwards. “Sorry man, look . . . just give us the ball back,” he pleaded.

Phillips laughed, turned, and began walking past the car and to a flight of stairs. “Give the little inbred fuckwit his ball, Mickey,” he said as he turned a corner—his footfalls bounding on the metal stairs in the distance.

When Phillips disappeared from view, the kids returned to taunting Richards. The con man just smiled. He rolled the ball forward, clear of the car. Then, resting his foot on its rough surface, he flicked it up, juggled it between his feet and smacked it high and hard, past the entrance and into the road beyond.

He grinned as he heard the sound of the ball bouncing on the downhill road.

The youngsters looked towards the entrance in surprise. They stood motionless for fleeting seconds then exploded all at once.

“What the fuck did you do that for?”

“Asshole!”

“Get the fucking ball!”

With a smile spread wide across his face, Richards picked up the bag, holstered it over his shoulder then headed for the stairs.

Rokers Court was filled with drug addicts, petty thieves, single mothers, and uncontrollable kids. The three story building with its thirty apartments circled around a large car park and a concrete play area. The stairs and elevators to access the higher tiers of the apartment building were decorated with graffiti, cigarette butts, beer cans, burned foil, and the odd hypodermic needle.

In every niche and sheltered hole around the apartment building, addicts could be found shooting heroin, snorting cocaine, popping pills, and drinking themselves to oblivion. Kids from the age of ten were getting high in the bike sheds or on the balconies.

It had a law of its own. The residents rarely called the police, and outsiders wanted nothing to do with the place.

Occasionally, someone would be dropped off in the back of a police van or escorted to the station for violating probation or missing curfews, but the residents saw a lot more crime than police.

That suited Phillips and Richards. They had hooked up an elaborate security system to their apartment, but, as of yet, no one had attempted to gain access. The apartment was cheap—rented for the price of a fix from an unscrupulous council-house tenant—and expendable, nothing inside could be linked to them. They didn’t live there. Neither of them could bring themselves to do that; they were criminals, but they still wanted some semblance of peace and safety. The apartment was just a hideout, a safe place, a glorified storage unit.

Phillips climbed the final step and turned the corner on the second floor, passing three doors before halting at the one he sought. The door was covered in graffiti, burn marks, and flaked paint like the rest of the apartments. It was like that when they bought it, and they had decided that if they were to fit in, they wouldn’t change the rotting exterior.

He stuck the key in the lock and turned to his friend, crossing the walkway noisily behind him. “I heard the kids shouting. What the fuck did you do?”

Richards shrugged.

“Just be careful, would you? We need to keep a low profile. Those kids have parents . . . I think. It just takes one little runt to start spreading news and the next thing we know we have a group of junkies throwing bricks through our windows.” Phillips waited until Richards stood beside him before he turned the key and allowed his friend to enter the apartment first.

He glanced down both sides of the long, second floor balcony. Two youths were smoking cigarettes and drinking cans of beer at the far end but took little notice of the con men. After studying them for a moment, Phillips walked into the apartment and slammed the door shut behind him.

Richards had dropped the duffel bag in the small corridor entrance. Phillips watched as his friend unhooked a landscape painting from the brown-tinged walls to reveal a keypad.

He jabbed at the pad, punching out seven digits. A digital beep sounded from the bottom of the two walls which led into the living room and the rest of the apartment.

Richards replaced the landscape picture, picked up the bag and, with Phillips on his tail, walked through the corridor and into the living room. Phillips’s steps were slow and deliberate as he strode through the apartment, his eyes on his feet as they made their way into a dingy room.

“Two years,” Richards said as he dropped the sack onto a beige sofa, “and you still watch your footing every time you come through.”

“It’s hard to get used to the idea of walking through a laser trip line attached to ten pounds of fucking Semtex,” Phillips said.

“There’s nowhere near ten pounds in there.”

“I don’t give a fuck how much there is,” Phillips threw himself onto the sofa. “It’ll still gonna blow me to shit.”

“It’s safe.”

“I don’t trust technology,” Phillips confessed.

“It was your idea,” Richards reminded him.

“But you set it up.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If it goes wrong, you’re to blame.”

“Fair enough,” Richards reached over and unzipped the bag. “When your brains have decorated the walls and your balls are halfway down the corridor, you can blame me all you fucking like.”

[image: image]

“Twenty fucking five,” Phillips mumbled, his eyes staring at the contents of the glass tumbler in his hand. He paused to take a sip of the Jack Daniels, sighing in delight as the liquid worked its warmth through his body. “Twenty fucking five,” he repeated, “and we still live together like we did when we were eighteen.” He looked across at Michael Richards who was taking a sip from his own glass—half filled with Coke.

“Nothing wrong with it,” Richards said, slurring slightly. “If we lived with girlfriends or wives—if we had any that is—then we wouldn’t have gotten this far, we wouldn’t have been this successful.”

“Successful? We’re fucking con men Mickey. We’re liars. Anyone could do this shit.”

“Maybe so . . . but we haven’t been caught. That takes a different class.”

“Good point,” Phillips said, his eyes had wandered to the large window at the far side of the room. The world outside was still and dark, the moon had covered the foliage bundled close to the window with a deathly glow. “But maybe that’s been our problem.”

“What d’you mean?”

“I mean, if we aimed higher, took a bigger risk. If we tried for a big score, if we—”

Richards slumped back in the recliner, “We’d be in jail” he said, finishing his friend’s sentence.
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