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    ONE


    The moment Id scanned the outside of the building, I turned to Bruno and said, First impressions, it looks straightforward.


    Honestly, Im not kidding. Straightforward. Thats what I said and I guess its fair to assume I happened to believe it too. Looking back, I cant help but wonder what I was thinking. I mean, put that line at the opening of a crime novel and its practically a guarantee that everything is about to get complicated. And there I was, a crime writer myself, saying the self-same sentence. What I should have done, if I wanted to complete the picture, was wear a T-shirt with the words Catastrophe Here printed across my chest.


    Poor Bruno, though, knew none of this.


    Excellent, he replied.


    I held up a finger. But first impressions can be misleading. And this isnt something you want to rush into.


    So what do we do?


    We case the job. Find out what were up against.


    Bruno nodded, concentration etched into his features. I could see the glint of excitement in his eyes, something I recognised from my own first outing as a thief. Otherwise, it would have been hard to guess he had criminal ambitions. He looked every inch the respectable young Frenchman: close-cropped hair, a dusting of stubble, jeans, a polo shirt, scuffed trainers.


    Theres plenty we can tell from over here, I went on. I can see the buzzers beside the door and I count eleven of them.


    Twelve.


    You think?


    One is hidden towards the bottom, where the light is not so good.


    Huh, I said, and wondered how much the booze in my system was affecting my focus. I was tipsy, for sure, but I didnt feel drunk. Okay, so twelve apartments. And I count, what, two sets of lights at the front of the building?


    Thats right.


    Normally, Id allow for the same at the rear, meaning we should assume at least four apartments are occupied.


    Brunos brow tangled. These people could have gone out and left their lights on.


    Its possible. But lets be cautious. And more importantly, you said the apartment is on the third floor, front-facing, and there are no lights on there. At least, I cant see any.


    There are none, youre right.


    I gestured towards the window we were concerned with. And the curtains and those shutters arent drawn either, so unless the person who lives there has gone to bed at, what, a quarter to ten in the evening without blocking out the glare from that street lamp, we can assume the place is empty.


    We could find out, Bruno said, turning to me.


    How?


    Press the buzzer.


    True, I told him, but youre forgetting the night concierge.


    I pointed through the glass double doors at the front entrance of the building towards a plump, balding gentleman who was sat behind a polished wooden counter. The man was swivelling from side to side on a high stool, meanwhile glancing down at a folded newspaper. There was a pen in his hand and a puzzled expression on his face and I felt pretty certain he was working on a crossword. Not that it mattered. All that concerned me was the fact that he was there.


    Think about it, I said. If you go up and press that buzzer and nobody answers, and then afterwards you try and make your way inside to visit the owner of that apartment, the concierge is going to know somethings up.


    I had not thought of it.


    Well, thats why Im here. I placed a hand on his shoulder. Now, you said the front doors are always locked. My thinking is the lock could go one of two ways. Chances are its old  maybe its been there as long as the building itself  so it could be rusted up and tough to open even if you happen to have a key. On the other hand, the pins could be so worn down from everyone coming and going all the time that well be able to pop it in less than a second. Either way, we cant have the concierge watching, especially with you being a beginner.


    Bruno squinted at me, as though I was a distant figure on a far-off horizon. What do you suggest?


    A diversion, to get him away from his desk. Here, help me collect some rubbish.


    Oddly enough, finding litter wasnt difficult in the Marais. As desirable as the area might have become, filled as it was with pricey boutiques, exclusive galleries and trs chic brasseries, there were countless green plastic litterbags dotted around. We both collected a bag from inside the colonnaded archways of Place des Vosges and then I led Bruno back to Rue de Birague.


    I jutted my chin towards the darkened service alley running alongside the building we were interested in. A wheelie bin was stationed there, looking as if it belonged to the late-night greengrocers situated just to the right


    For you, I said, handing Bruno my bag of litter and wiping my hands clean on my trousers. Now, follow me.


    But the concierge  he will see.


    Not if were quick. Hes reading his newspaper, remember.


    Before Bruno could challenge me any further, I darted across the street, grinning at the absurdity of what I was proposing. Never in a million years would I try this on one of my own jobs. It was really just for show, something to make Bruno feel as though he was getting value for money. I mean, any professional thief will tell you that the simplest solution to a problem is nearly always the best and, given a few days, I dare say I could have come up with a dozen easier ways to bypass the concierge. Odds were, a quick check of the rear of the building would reveal a service entrance or a fire exit that could make the whole issue redundant. It might even be possible to gain access through the greengrocers or the two-star hotel on the other side of the building. So sure, Bruno struck me as a nice guy, but he had to be a little short in the brains department to buy into my litter stunt.


    I entered the service alley, raised the lid on the wheelie bin and peered inside. It was empty, though it reeked of over-ripe fruit. I lifted the bin clear from the floor and carried it to a square of ground adjacent to a side-entrance to the building. The smartly painted door had a laminated notice tacked to it that read Poste.


    My guess is this door backs onto the concierges desk, I said.


    Bruno nodded.


    So the plan is, we put the litterbags in the bin and set light to them, then we knock on the door and head back to the front of the building. While the concierge is busy putting the fire out, we pick our way inside.


    You do not think he will be suspicious?


    Not at all, I said, waving Brunos quite valid concern aside. He wont have time to think. Hell act. And while he acts, well act. And once were all through acting, you and me will be upstairs in the apartment were after.


    Bruno hefted the litterbags. Do you think this will burn okay?


    Sure, I said, freeing the bags from his hands and stuffing them inside the wheelie bin.


    Because I was thinking, he went on, we could maybe use your book?


    Bruno grinned at me, revealing a set of perfectly aligned teeth, and then he stooped down and removed a book from the backpack he had with him. He held it before my eyes. I smiled back as if he was a regular comedian but really I wanted to smack him in the windpipe and split his nose with my kneecap for good measure. Why? Because the book he was so casually suggesting we should burn had taken me more than a year to write. It had been the hardest thing Id ever worked on. Id sweated every sentence, every damn word, and here was good old Bruno, someone Id known for a little under three hours, cracking funnies about torching it.


    Not a good idea, I said, as calmly as I could.


    You think maybe the cover will not light? Should I rip it? he asked, gripping the hardcover as if to do just that.


    No, I said, grabbing his wrists. I think we should apply a little logic to what youre suggesting. You wanted me to show you how to break into this place without getting caught, right? Well, lesson one, Bruno, is I think the idea of burning a book with my name on it, a book Ive personally inscribed to you, might be just about the dumbest thing I ever heard. Suppose we knock on this door and the concierge comes out before the book has burned right the way through? Or suppose the book doesnt catch properly? Its going to look kind of fishy, isnt it, if an apartment gets knocked over on the exact same night a charred copy of my memoir is found by the concierge?


    Bruno grinned again. Its okay, he said, squeezing my arm and then caressing the cover of the book. I am just joking with you, Charlie.


    Hilarious.


    Look, I put the book away, he said, returning my novel to his backpack. It is safe. So, can we light the fire now?


    I muttered dark thoughts to myself, then reached inside my jacket and pulled out a cigarette packet. I lit a cigarette, took a calming draw and tossed my lighter to Bruno, watching as he leaned inside the wheelie bin and triggered the flame. Moments later, curls of blackened smoke emerged.


    I exhaled, meanwhile rooting around in my trouser pocket until I found a short, flexible plastic implement. To the untrained eye, it might seem at first glance like one of those throwaway drink stirrers you find in coffee houses, but someone looking just a bit closer would notice a single row of plastic bristles at one end of the shaft. The bristles give the device the appearance of a very small, very painful toothbrush.


    Youll need this, I said, handing the tool to Bruno and taking another lungful of smoke.


    What does it do? he asked, turning it in his sizeable hands.


    Its known as a rake. You slip it into the keyhole on a lock and brace it against the pins that are preventing that lock from opening. Meanwhile, you insert a screwdriver into the base of the lock and exert some sideways force. I passed him one of my micro screwdrivers  the one with a red, hexagonal handle. Then you whip the rake out. With a simple lock, the plastic bristlesll jog the pins up to the exact right height so the lock can turn.


    And you think this will work on the front door?


    I took another draw on my cigarette, held the smoke in. I think itll work on the lock on the front door, but youll need to turn the door handle to get all the way inside. I threw my cigarette into the litterbin. Already, the flames had taken hold and I could smell burning plastic and the scent of warm, rotten bananas. Normally, Id wear gloves. But we should be okay without. You ready?


    He met my eyes and nodded solemnly.


    Well alright then, I said, and rapped loudly on the wooden door.


    I knocked three times, then gave Bruno a shove, pushing him in the direction of the street. He lurched forwards, caught his balance and broke into a run. I followed close on his heels. At the end of the alleyway, Bruno shaped as if to veer right but I reached out and yanked him back by his collar.


    Not so fast, I cautioned, pushing him against a display of fruit belonging to the greengrocers. We need to check hes gone first.


    I crept forwards and craned my neck around to peer through the glass windows in the two front doors. I caught sight of the concierges brown cardigan sleeve as he disappeared into the back room behind the service desk and then I motioned Bruno over to where I was standing.


    Rake first, I said, watching him insert the rake into the lock and then seizing his wrist and moving his hand firmly upwards so that the bristles were forced against the pins inside the locking cylinder. Good. Now add the screwdriver. Excellent. Now, whip the rake out and turn the screwdriver clockwise at almost exactly the same moment.


    I just pull this out and turn?


    Yep. Just whip and turn and go for the door handle.


    Wait. He peered up at me. I have to turn the door handle too?


    Ill do it, I grunted. You just focus on the lock. Okay?


    He nodded once more.


    Go ahead.


    And blow me, he did.


    Superb, Bruno said, as the bolt snuck back and I twisted the door handle at just the right instant.


    After you, I replied, and ushered him inside.


    
      
    


    TWO


    The night concierge reappeared just as we entered. He frowned, his hand suspended above a fire extinguisher that was mounted on the wall behind his desk.


    Bonsoir Monsieur, I said breezily, treating him to a casual wave and a friendly bow, meanwhile taking Bruno by the arm and guiding him across the foyer. Brunos feet seemed to catch in one another. I glanced sideways at the concierge. He still hadnt moved.


    Quatrime tage, I managed, jabbing my finger towards the ceiling.


    Finally, the concierge shrugged and murmured something under his breath, as though he couldnt care less where we were heading.


    Bonsoir, I added, pointlessly, and watched as he turned his back on us to heave the extinguisher from the wall and return to the alley.


    At the far side of the foyer, Bruno pressed the call button for the elevator. I heard an antique-sounding chime and the whirring of hidden cogs and cables, followed by the muted ringing of the elevator bell as the single carriage descended towards us. From outside came the whoosh and squirt of extinguisher foam. There was a pause, followed by a second and then a third blast of the extinguisher, accompanied by one of the few French words I could recall from my school exchange.


    The foyer itself was eerily quiet and the lighting subdued, as if to prepare us for sleep. The decor was stylish, though minimalist. Flecked marble tiles covered the floor beneath our feet and the off-white walls were hung with a handful of bold, modern canvases. Sure, the concierge might not have said anything, but he worked in a quality building and it was reasonable to assume he was suspicious about our arrival coinciding with the fire.


    This is taking too long, I whispered to Bruno.


    There are stairs.


    No  itd look odd. I just wish the elevator would hurry up.


    Bruno checked the dial above our heads. Two more floors.


    Marvellous.


    I contemplated my feet, noting that my shoes could do with a clean. It was a job Id meant to tackle before showing up for my book reading. Mind you, my tardiness hadnt seemed to put anyone off. By the end of the evening, Id sold more books than Id anticipated and that happy state of affairs had a lot to do with how much wine Id drunk afterwards, and the wine had a lot to do with why Id agreed to show Bruno how to set about breaking into an apartment building. I guess if I was the type of chap to keep my shoes clean, I probably wouldnt have got involved in such a hair-brained scheme in the first place. Its amazing, really, how much trouble a good shoeshine can save.


    If Id had the time, I suppose I could have turned my mind to what other chores I might have better occupied myself with, but right then the elevator bell chimed twice more and the burnished metal doors jerked apart. We stepped inside the cramped elevator interior, the carriage bouncing with our weight, and turned around just as the concierge returned to his position behind the reception desk. I forced a smile and nodded, then glimpsed out of the corner of my eye that Bruno was reaching for the button with the number three printed on it.


    No, I snapped, lashing out and compressing the button for the fourth floor before his finger made contact.


    Bruno turned to me with a confused expression but I maintained my fixed smile as we waited for the doors to shuffle closed. As soon as they were sealed and the carriage had begun to rise, Bruno asked me, Why did you do that?


    I rolled my eyes. Because I told the concierge we wanted the fourth floor.


    But the apartment is on the third.


    I know, I screwed up. I think maybe I should have passed on that last glass of wine.


    Bruno shook his head in an exaggerated way, as though Id just dinged his car on the Champs-lyses.


    Its not a big deal, I said. Well just get out on the fourth floor and take the stairs down a level.


    We should maybe have used the stairs anyway.


    I sighed. Look, nobody takes the stairs in a building like this when theres a working elevator. And we dont want to do anything out of the ordinary to draw the concierges attention.


    Bruno gave me a stern look.


    Granted, this evening may not be the best example of that. But you have to respect the theory.


    The elevator bell chimed, interrupting us, and then the carriage came to a sudden halt on floor four, tossing my stomach lightly upwards. The doors juddered open.


    Go ahead, I said, and motioned for Bruno to step out.


    Bruno moved into the corridor with all the stealth of a high-kicking showgirl at the Moulin Rouge, triggering a sensor that caused a series of lamps fitted along the corridor walls to light up. The walls themselves were painted a dusky red to around shoulder-height and a muted cream thereafter. Immediately opposite the elevator shaft was a rubber plant with large, glossy leaves, and a low banquette upholstered in tan leather. I stepped into the corridor behind Bruno and followed him beyond a pair of identical apartment doors that faced one another, towards a featureless cream door at the end of the corridor. A green fire-exit lamp with the words Sortie de Secours printed on it was glowing just above the doorway.


    We passed through the door and found ourselves on a flight of concrete steps. The air was noticeably cooler away from the serviced part of the building and as we headed downstairs, our footsteps echoed against the breezeblock walls in a dull percussion. On entering the third-floor corridor, we triggered another set of lights. The corridor was decorated in the same manner as the floor above, save that the rubber plant had been replaced with an aluminium umbrella stand.


    I dont see any security cameras, I said.


    No, Bruno agreed.


    None in the foyer either?


    Only the concierge.


    Im surprised.


    It is an old building.


    I sucked my lips. Modern interior, though. And an expensive address. Seems unusual these days.


    Perhaps in London.


    I shook my head. You know, there are no cameras in my building, near Grenelle. But its still a lot more secure than this place.


    Yes?


    Its one of the reasons I chose it. For the deterrent factor more than anything.


    Bruno gave me a sideways look. So, to find a safe place to live, I should maybe see if a burglar lives there first.


    Absolutely. But what are you going to do, keep an eye out for a guy wearing a striped jumper and an eye mask, carrying a bag marked SWAG?


    Bruno smiled crookedly and pointed towards a cream-coloured door numbered 3A. The door had a brass peephole at eye level and what looked like a regulation deadbolt a shade lower than my hip.


    Will this work? he asked, opening his palm and showing me the rake.


    If were lucky, it might. I closed his fingers around the tool. But youre getting ahead of yourself. You havent checked if the apartment is empty.


    Bruno looked puzzled. Because I know it already.


    Wrong, I said, wagging my finger. You think you know. But you dont know one hundred per cent for certain. And if you want to do this like a pro, you knock first.


    Bruno cocked his shoulders. It seems a little silly, no?


    To you, maybe. Not to me.


    I pointed to the door. Bruno waved the rake in my face.


    You do not trust me? he asked.


    I wouldnt be here if I didnt.


    Because I already paid you, remember?


    Thats not the issue.


    Bruno shut one eye and peered at me with the other. It looked like a complicated gesture. Maybe it was something he practised at home in front of his mirror.


    The thing is, I went on, we only just met, agreed? And what youve asked me to do is pretty unusual. And sure, youve paid me and Ive gone along with it, but I still dont know you any more than you know that apartment is empty. And all Im asking you to do is knock on the damn door and youre being kind of funny about it.


    Bruno groaned and dropped his shoulders. He glanced at the back of his hands and shook his head. Then he rolled his eyes, balled his right hand into a solid-looking fist and knocked very deliberately on the centre of the door.


    We waited.


    Knock again.


    Brunos eyes grew wide, but he did as I asked. I stepped forwards and pressed my ear against one of the bevelled door panels. I couldnt hear a sound from inside. I nudged Bruno out of the way and put my eye to the brass peephole without success.


    I told you, it is empty, Bruno said.


    Seems that way, I agreed, backing away from the peephole.


    So?


    So alright. Just pop the lock and were good. We really shouldnt hang around out here too long, you know.


    I was yet to hear a Parisian utter the words Sacrebleu but I like to think I got close. Instead, Bruno grumbled to himself and crouched down to assess the lock, blocking my view with the back of his head. I watched as he inserted the rake into the locking cylinder and braced it against the pins as I had shown him. He slipped the screwdriver into position and exerted some lateral force. He took a breath, squared his shoulders and whipped the rake out.


    And nothing happened.


    Bruno grunted, reinserted the rake. He forced it up inside the lock a little harder, bending the handle a fraction. He withdrew the rake a second time, in a more deliberate manner.


    Too slow, I commented.


    Brunos shoulders tensed. He didnt look at me but I could tell he was riled.


    You have to be faster. If you just visualise the pins in your mind and . . .


    Yes, he snapped. I will do it.


    Bruno slipped the rake into the lock a third time and removed it without success. He tried a fourth time, and a fifth. After his sixth failure, he cussed and threw the rake onto the floor.


    Easy, I said, resting a hand on his back. Thats not such a simple lock. If it helps, youre doing everything right. In all probability, the rake just isnt up to the job.


    Bruno shrugged, much like a teenager whod just been scolded.


    You want me to pick it? Youre welcome to try yourself, only it takes practice and maybe its best you watch me this first time.


    Show me, he muttered.


    I moved towards the door, reached inside my jacket and withdrew an ordinary-looking spectacles case. I popped the case open and selected one of my more flexible picks and a screwdriver with a slightly larger blade than the one I had equipped Bruno with. Once Id gathered the bent plastic rake from the floor where Bruno had discarded it and returned the rake to my spectacles case and my spectacles case to my jacket pocket, I knelt down on the floor and faced up to the lock. I eased the pick inside the locking cylinder, hung my tongue out of the side of my mouth and went to work.


    And maybe three minutes later, Id cracked the thing. The dead-bolt drew back with a reassuring clunk, like the boot mechanism on a German sports hatch, and I reached up and turned the door handle.


    And right then I heard the pip-pip-pip of a burglar alarm priming itself.


    Damn, I said, as Bruno brushed past me. You didnt tell me there was an alarm.


    Maybe you should have checked first, he called over his shoulder, flicking on a light switch and hurrying towards the source of the noise. A collection of recessed downlighters illuminated the hallway, the hundred-watt glare rebounding from the parquet floor. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, then focused my attention on the end of the hallway where Bruno was opening a floor-to-ceiling storage cupboard. He fumbled for a light cord hanging by his shoulder and flipped down the hinged plastic panel on the front of an alarm control box.


    From my count, he had maybe eight seconds left to enter the code before the alarm would really begin to sound. Id had that happen to me once or twice in the past and it was never something I chose to ignore. I mean, even supposing you can disable an alarm once its wailing flat-out, why would you want to? The thing has done its job by then and alerted everybody in the vicinity. At least, thats what Ive heard  Ive never hung around long enough to find out.


    Naturally, if Id known about the alarm, I could have bypassed it. And in the normal sequence of events, Id have checked the door for signs of an alarm before I got busy with my picks. But it was too late for that now. Id blundered on in, caught up in Brunos frustration and the sticky trap set by my own ego. And yes, the booze too. How many had I had? Three, perhaps even four glasses of that heavy Bordeaux? Too many to drive a car legally, but apparently few enough to feel just tickety-boo about a little impromptu breaking and entering. And that was the nub of what was troubling me  just how foolish Id been.


    As I watched, Bruno tapped the code into the alarm panel, interrupting the ongoing pips with four lower notes registered in quick succession. There followed a longer peep and after that, silence.


    Bruno turned to me.


    What was that, a test?


    He blinked and shook his head. I forgot. That is all.


    I nodded, trying not to let it bother me. Are you going to invite me in?


    Bruno directed me through an archway at the end of the hall, into an open-plan living room with an expensive-looking kitchen-dinette at one end. He twisted a dimmer switch and I found myself confronted by a sight I hadnt expected. There was hardly any furniture  only a wide expanse of bare, concrete floor, encrusted with paint. The paint was all different kinds of colours, a random spectrum, like a giant Jackson Pollock installation. Leaning against the walls around the edge of the room were countless canvases and works in progress, most of them abstracts, with one or two more traditional portrait pieces. Over towards the full-length windows at the front of the apartment were a pair of easels with canvases clipped to them, and between the easels I saw what looked like a wallpaper pasting table, sagging under the weight of the paint tubes and brushes and trowels and cleaning fluids that had been stacked upon it.


    Being a perceptive chap, I turned to Bruno and asked, You paint?


    A little, Bruno said, with a curt nod.


    He removed his backpack from his shoulders, undid the zip and fished my novel out, setting the book down on the granite kitchen counter.


    You would like coffee? he asked.


    Sure, I said, and approached one of the nearby canvases. The paint-spattered floor gripped the soles of my shoes. Maybe it was just as well I hadnt cleaned them after all. These are good, Bruno. Really.


    Bruno didnt respond. He was busy reaching inside a wall-mounted cupboard, removing two striped mugs and a packet of coffee grounds. I watched as he pulled the coffee machine away from the wall and tipped some of the granules into it, then hit a switch on the machine that burned an amber colour. The coffee began to percolate and Bruno opened the fridge door by his side. He stuck his head into the lighted interior.


    No milk, he said.


    Blacks fine, I told him, running my hand over the canvas. Might help me to sober up a bit.


    Oh, if only Id had that thought just a few hours before . . .


    
      
    


    THREE


    I want you to steal something for me.


    It wasnt the first time Id heard those words, though usually the person saying them liked to warm up to it first. Not the American. He got straight to the point, casual as you like . . .


    So began my most recent book, The Good Thiefs Guide to Amsterdam, and as I glanced up from the copy I held in my hands and scanned the faces in front of me, I had to suppress the urge to pause and check that they really did want me to go on. A year ago, if Id turned up at the Paris Lights bookshop and explained who I was and the type of novels I wrote, Id have been shown the door before I could ask if they stocked my work, let alone if theyd welcome a reading. Now all that had changed. With one book, Id been transformed from a little-known peddler of trash into a little-known author of a faked memoir that was threatening to make me credible. The few critics whod reviewed Amsterdam had hailed it as a brilliant conceit  not only was the author of a series of pulp novels about a career thief pretending to be a thief in real life, he was also pretending to have written a book about his exploits. There was just one problem: it wasnt pretend.


    Oh, Id had to change some things around  names, locations, the nature of what exactly was stolen. But to my mind, my book still felt like more than just an approximation of the truth  every word Id put down on paper connected me back to what had really happened in Amsterdam.


    Not that the crowd in front of me knew that. Either theyd bought into the whole charade along with everyone else or they didnt have the faintest idea what my book was about in the first place. And why should they care? I was a writer giving an outdoor reading on a warm spring evening in Paris and that ought to be enough to make even the most cold-hearted soul pause and lend me their ear.


    Perhaps forty people had done just that. Most were students or backpackers, slouched on the green park benches positioned around me. Many of the rest were from the makeshift staff of Paris Lights, a bedraggled lot who slept in rickety beds among the sagging bookshelves at night and who worked the shop floor in return for their board during the day. There were others too: a middle-aged British couple sneaking photographs over my shoulder of the view across the river towards Notre Dame Cathedral; a nun in a taupe habit who was really more concerned with the pock-marked faade of the church of St-Julien-le-Pauvre; and a pair of wizened old Frenchmen in blue dungarees who seemed to be willing us all to vacate the Square Viviani so they could rejoin a decades-long boules contest.


    They wouldnt need to wait much longer. I was only planning to read the opening chapter of my book and afterwards I might find there was a question or two to answer and perhaps even the odd copy to sign. Then it would be off to a local brasserie with the crowd from the bookshop, where Id no doubt end up buying enough drinks to obliterate any semblance of a profit I might have made.


    All of which was fine by me, so long as Paige came along too.


    It was Paige whod invited me to read in the first place, you see, and by happy coincidence she was really quite stunning. Her eyes were what first caught my attention  they were hazel and glistening and ever so slightly too large, as if the manic goings-on inside her brain were almost too much for them to bear. I liked that about her: the feeling of energy she had and the dizzy vibe she gave off. And I liked her delicate frame and her pale complexion, so pale you could see the blue tincture of veins coiled up at her temple, and I liked the ringlets of hair that fell around her shoulders and about her face, and when she spoke, I liked her voice most of all. She was American, from somewhere in the Midwest I guessed, and her speech was flighty and spontaneous and punctuated with shrieks of laughter. And God, did I want to kiss her.


    And you want to know something truly shocking? Turned out I wasnt alone. It seemed to me that half the customers inside the Left Bank bookshop at any one time were young men aiming to catch Paiges eye. An awful lot of them were American grad students, loaded up with textbooks from semester-long courses at the Sorbonne. They spent their time browsing through Beat poetry and striking bookish poses and glancing over the top of mile Zola paperbacks towards the central cash desk where Paige tended to sit. And hell, I couldnt really blame them, because Id spent more than a few days doing the same thing myself.


    It was maybe my third visit before I decided I was ready to talk to her and my fifth before I actually did. At the time, she was chatting with one of the unwashed hippies who worked there  a guy with a whole culture of organisms living among his crusted dreadlocks and matted, bright red sweater. She was being loud and opinionated and not at all how one is supposed to behave inside a bookshop. And I thought that was just great.


    Hello there, I said, approaching the counter with a lop-sided smile and offering her my hand. My names Charlie Howard. Im a local writer.


    Paige paused mid-sentence and took me in with those swollen eyes of hers. For just a moment, everything was on hold. Then she treated me to a blazing grin and pumped my hand energetically.


    Well hello yourself. Im Paige.


    Charlie, I repeated.


    Poet? the guy stood beside her asked, in a gruff, Mancunian accent.


    Mystery writer, I confessed, and held up a copy of my book for their inspection.


    Paige scanned the title. Looks . . . interesting, she managed, meanwhile turning from me to weigh the Mancunians reaction.


    The Mancunian wasnt sure what to make of me just yet so he reached for my book, checked the spine and brazenly assessed the publisher. His eyebrows jerked up a fraction. This really you?


    Afraid so, I said, and worked a bashful shrug.


    Im writing a novel, the Mancunian told me, from behind his dreadlocks. Its an epic fantasy wrapped in a socialist dystopian nightmare.


    Thats . . . great, I managed, and caught Paige winking conspiratorially.


    The Mancunian sniffed, wiped his nose with the sleeve of his red sweater and offered me his hand. Mike, he told me. You want to sign some books?


    Why not? You have a few copies towards the back, I think.


    Paige reached across the counter and squeezed my wrist. Oh, well we can order some more now we know you. And youll do a reading, right?


    Er . . .


    Oh come on, say yes.


    Um . . .


    Pretty please, she added, and batted her eyelids.


    Well, I told her, shrugging, If you put it like that . . .


    And boy, was I was reaping the consequences. By now, I was almost at the end of the chapter and I found myself consumed by the fear that Id lost my audience altogether. Id done my best to make the reading as engaging as I could but who knew if it had worked? Id modulated my voice, though that was easier said than done, and Id even risked an American accent on some of the dialogue, which was almost certainly a mistake. And as thoughts like that occurred to me, I cringed and began to read a little faster, straining to reach the final sentence as soon as possible without sounding as if I was hyperventilating.


    With only two paragraphs left, I glanced up and noticed Paige gossiping with one of the men from the store. She was covering her mouth with her hand, which was pretty dumb because it just drew more attention to what she was up to. I guessed that said it all  even my host had had enough. I felt my cheeks flush and stumbled across a word. Paige looked up and winked at me. I paused, composed myself, and lunged for the end.


    When it was finally over, I received a smattering of applause and then I asked if there were any questions.


    Yeah, hi, said an English girl sat off to my left. I took in the girls large reading glasses, her no-nonsense centre parting and the collection of pimples at the corners of her mouth.


    Go ahead, I told her.


    The girl gestured at a collection of well-thumbed paperbacks by her side. Um, will you be writing any more of your Michael Faulks novels?


    I nodded, surprised that anyone in the audience had read them. Im working on a new one at the moment, as it happens.


    Oh cool. And . . .


    Yes?


    Well, its just the author picture in these books. She gathered the top novel on her pile and showed it to me, pointing a bittendown nail at the inside page. It doesnt look very much like you.


    I grimaced. Thats because it isnt me.


    The girl frowned and blinked at the black-and-white portrait image of a suave model wearing a dinner jacket. But, um, is that normal?


    Its pretty unusual, I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck and working a sheepish grin. It was just something my publishers put together really. They thought Id sell more books that way.


    I was lying, of course. During the past several years when Id been writing the Michael Faulks burglar books, Id always managed to dodge meeting up with my publishers and even my agent, Victoria. It was easy, really, because I was often travelling to new countries, moving on whenever Id completed a manuscript or carried out a noteworthy theft. Back when Id submitted the image of the catalogue model for my first novel, it had been a spur of the moment decision, but the photograph went down surprisingly well with my female editor and later my readership, which was mostly women. Truth be told, Id had some quite eye-watering fan mail over the years and I was almost sorry that with Amsterdam Id insisted on having no author image at all.


    Its kind of . . . weird, the girl told me.


    It was hard to disagree. I pulled an apologetic face, then looked away and found that I had a handful more questions to answer. Once Id satisfied my final interrogator, I moved across to the folding card table Paige had organised and sat down behind a stack of hardback copies of Amsterdam, fully prepared to watch the crowd disintegrate before my eyes. To my surprise, a modest queue developed and I ended up signing books and making small-talk for a good twenty minutes.


    Meanwhile, the staff from the bookshop stood off to the side, smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and talking among themselves. They were a peculiar bunch: literate and well-educated, widely travelled and drenched in existential angst, yet at the same time living in a building with no hot water or bathroom facilities, several of them wearing stained clothes that looked as if they hadnt been changed for days. I wasnt surprised they didnt buy my book. After all, if they had enough cash to spend on novels, they wouldnt be living in the bookshop in the first place. And of course, living in the store meant they could read any book for free whenever they chose.


    I wasnt surprised they were hanging around, either. Half of them looked as if they hadnt eaten a square meal in weeks and they must have figured they could hit me up for more than just a few glasses of beer. I didnt mind that. If I was trying to get by on just the sales from my book, it might have been a different matter, but I wasnt and I didnt, and the income from my thieving was quite capable of paying for a few plates of hot food.


    I returned my attention to the person stood in front of me. It turned out to be my fan with the pimples and the centre parting. She was the last in line and she wanted all of her Faulks novels signed without buying my new book. I sat there scribbling my name, aware that she was studying my face intently, and then I closed the cover of the final novel and wished her goodnight. I was just twisting the top back onto my fountain pen, turning my thoughts to what I would say to Paige by way of thank you, when a young, muscular man with a confident grin approached the card table. The man snatched the top copy of Amsterdam from the pile and tossed it across to me.


    Would you like me to sign?


    Yes, of course, he said, his English laced with a strong French accent.


    Who should I make it out to?


    The young man flashed me his dazzling grin again. I would like, To my protg, he said.


    
      
    


    FOUR


    My protg was sat up at the bar alongside me. I was smoking heavily  its a French thing  and I was drinking a dense red wine from a very large glass. And Id had one glass already and I still wasnt getting it.


    So, just to be clear, you want me to help you break into your own apartment?


    Yes, Bruno said, looking at me intently.


    Because I have to tell you, if you want to know how secure your home is, there are firms that can tell you that. You simply contact them and set a convenient time and they send round a guy with a clipboard and a handful of colour pamphlets.


    This is not what I want.


    Because what, you dont trust those people but you do trust a guy who happens to have written a book about being a burglar?


    Well, I suppose, if you put it like this . . .


    It sounds pretty crazy.


    Bruno pursed his lips and shrugged. It was a good Parisian shrug. He must have been schooled on it since birth, along with every other French kid. Certainly the barman was a fine practitioner of the art. I watched him gesticulate and shrug like an Olympian, meanwhile pouring a shot of absinthe for a middle-aged redhead sat towards the far end of the counter. I got the impression the redhead was a regular and the absinthe was her familiar companion. The barman set the bottle back on the shelf and wiped his hand on his starched apron. No money changed hands.


    I took another lingering draw on my cigarette. I wasnt smoking Gauloises  I kind of value my throat  but I was definitely smoking a lot more than I usually do. And I couldnt put it all down to the general ambience in the bar. It also had something to do with my nerves. This was no standard approach, no common request.


    This really your apartment? I asked Bruno, eyes narrowing.


    Of course.


    Because it occurs to me you could just be trying to get me to break into a place that doesnt belong to you.


    Look, I will show you.


    And with that he rooted around in the backpack he had with him until he found a crumpled piece of paper. He unfolded the paper, flattened it on the bar and smoothed the page.


    I scanned the document. My language skills were only basic but I could see it was a printed letter from a French high-street bank, addressed to M. Bruno Dunstan, Rue de Birague, Paris.


    And thats you?


    Yes, Bruno said, and pulled a credit card from his wallet with his name on it.


    I took a mouthful of wine, swallowed, then drained the rest of the glass. I motioned to the barman for a refill and returned the letter to Bruno.


    This protg thing, is that just to make me feel good or are you serious?


    Serious, he said, and looked it.


    So why not ask me to show you how to break into an apartment that doesnt belong to you? We could both make some money.


    Bruno shook his head and rubbed idly at his bicep. The muscle was bulging from the sleeve of his polo shirt, like someone had forced all the toothpaste into the middle of an oversized tube.


    To my side, the barman uncorked the bottle of moderately expensive red wine Id been drinking and splashed some into my glass. He gave me a nod and I returned the gesture, then peered at Bruno.


    You dont trust me?


    Maybe, he said. Perhaps you are just a writer, after all.


    My jaw dropped, somewhat dramatically. I have to show you my credentials now?


    Bruno waved his hand, dismissing the point. It is also about me. I like this idea, being a thief, he said, whispering the last word, even though we couldnt be overheard because the waiter had moved away and the acoustic caf music was quite loud. But maybe I will be terrible, he said, rolling his rs with gusto. Maybe I will see how it works and know if I can do it.


    I raised my hand to my face and covered my eyes. I peered out from behind splayed fingers. Breaking into your own place wont do that. The jobs about nerve as much as anything else.


    He demonstrated his shrugging prowess once more. But this way, I cannot be arrested, yes? It is my home.


    I guess. So whats your plan, you want me to run some kind of course here? First I show you how to crack your own place, then someone elses?


    He pouted. It would be up to you.


    Because let me tell you, its not going to be as easy as you think. Picking locks takes practice. And there are all kinds of locks. Every manufacturer has something different going on. I mean, granted, the principles are the same, but still.


    I would like to try, even so.


    I snatched up my wine glass and reacquainted it with my lips, meanwhile glancing over Brunos shoulder towards a corner table where Paige was sat with some of her colleagues from the bookshop. Dirty plates filled the centre of their table, alongside empty bottles of wine. One of the men, an Italian-looking guy with shimmering, coiffed hair and a high, square forehead, was being awfully tactile with Paige. He was smoking a cigarillo and gripping Paige by the shoulder, clinching her towards him, and the truth was she didnt appear to mind all that much. Her cheeks had a boozy flush to them and every so often she would roll her puffed-up eyes and collapse at some wildly amusing comment the Italian made.


    Mike, the dreadlocked Mancunian Id met, was sat opposite them, pouring more of the wine Id paid for. He had on the same frayed, red woollen jumper hed been wearing when Id first spoken to Paige and I noticed that the overstretched sleeves were brushing against the rims of the wine glasses as he poured. Beside him sat a man in a garish skullcap who sported a pointed goatee that was weighed down with a colourful glass bead. The final member of their group was a serious-looking young woman with very fine, jet-black hair, purple lipstick and perhaps eight studs in her ears.


    Why do you want to be a thief? I asked Bruno, my gaze still focused on the table across the room and, in particular, the intricate movements of the Italians fingers on Paiges neckline.


    Maybe it is the challenge, he suggested, spreading his hands on the bar. It is not easy, as you say. Maybe I would like to learn something like this. Anyone can break a window, yes? Not so many people can find another way in.


    So its an intellectual exercise?


    For me, I think so, he said, straightening on his stool.


    Well, for me its about the money. So tell me, how much are my services worth to you?


    Bruno seemed taken aback by what Id said but he recovered soon enough and delved into the back pocket of his jeans, withdrawing a folded bundle of notes. I gripped his wrist and forced it below the counter of the bar, checking to see the barman hadnt noticed.


    You want it to look like Im pushing drugs here? Keep the money in your pocket. How much?


    Five hundred euros.


    My eyes widened. And you figure thats enough?


    It is all I have. I could get a little more, only . . .


    I looked at him, shook my head and took another draw on my cigarette. I exhaled over his shoulder, towards the ceiling. Just then, Paige exploded with laughter, the outburst beginning in her nose with a loud snort. Her body buckled and she nudged against the Italian in a playful way.


    I tried to ignore how things were shaping up between them and focus on what Bruno was asking me instead. I didnt need the job or even the hassle for that matter but I couldnt deny I was interested. Id been around enough confidence men in my time to know just how crudely he was trying to flatter me but that didnt make the effect any less potent. It wasnt everyday I was offered the chance to demonstrate my skills. Usually, I was more than a little concerned to ensure I had no observers whatsoever when I was picking a lock. But Bruno was giving me the chance to showboat and offering me cash to boot. By my calculations, the money would easily cover the food and wine Id paid for, and I guessed I could always treat the episode as a harmless bit of fun.


    Fun was something Paige seemed to be experiencing. She was giggling again, looking up at the Italian with an unmistakable spark in her eyes. I finished my wine.


    Lets get out of here, I said to Bruno. Ive had enough for one night.


    Together, we left the bar and crossed Place Saint-Michel and then Bruno led me along the Quai running beside the inky River Seine, in the direction of the Ile Saint-Louis. Notre Dame Cathedral loomed alongside us, the arachnid limbs towards the Cathedrals rear bathed by the spotlights of a passing Bateau Mouche. Cars and mopeds streamed by, a clamour of diesel engines above the citys background hum. I took a few deep breaths to clear my mind, as if a lungful of traffic fumes could counteract the wine Id ingested.


    The stretch of wall we were walking beside had a series of green wooden boxes fixed to it. During the daytime, the boxes folded open to form street stalls selling artistic prints, second-hand books, snowglobes, fridge magnets and other bric--brac. The closed stalls were protected by the cheapest of padlocks. I could have picked them open in my sleep. With one arm tied behind my back. And a whole squadron of gendarmes marching by. And . . . oh, you get the idea.


    She is pretty, yes? Bruno said, from nowhere.


    Excuse me?


    The American girl.


    I glanced sideways at him. I dont know what youre talking about.


    Bruno studied me for a moment, then did his Parisian shrug again. I live not far away. Across the river.


    So focus, I told him. You need to concentrate if were going to do this right.


    
      
    


    FIVE


    There are times I wish Id listened to my own advice. There are times too when I wish Id listened to my conscience. Days when I regret not listening to either are usually the worst.


    The morning after Id broken into Brunos apartment, I woke with a hangover and a head full of regrets. I also cursed the time on my alarm clock because Id forgotten to set the alarm before falling asleep and Id have to hurry if I was going to make my meeting with Pierre, my fence. Stumbling towards the handful of cramped units that formed the excuse for a kitchen in my apartment, I dropped two soluble tablets into a glass of tap water and necked the fizzing sludge. The bubbles seemed to percolate in my brain, as if trying to jump-start my grey cells. I wished theyd hurry up and do something about the dull, mushy ache around my forehead and the queasy, hollow sensation in my stomach. Sure, I know I hadnt drunk that much wine but the truth is Id been drinking on an empty stomach, a stomach that had stayed that way before I fell asleep and, hell, sometimes theres no logic to hangovers anyway.


    I groaned and circled my fingers at my temple, then looked at the stale baguette on my kitchen counter and pushed any thoughts of eating it to one side. I moved into the bathroom, twisted the hot tap on the shower and stepped beneath the steamy jet. No matter how hard I scrubbed, though, or how much menthol shampoo I applied to my scalp, I couldnt rid myself of the feeling that I was thinking and moving at something like half my normal speed. And I couldnt shed the concerns that were niggling away at me about Bruno, either.


    In the light of day, it seemed like a really dumb thing to have got involved in. And no matter what Id said to Bruno, I hadnt agreed to do it because of the money. Five hundred euros might not be pocket change but it would be scant compensation if he got caught trying to break into somebodys home and happened to give the police my name as the brains behind it all. And the sad reality was I had only myself to blame. There Id been, moping at the bar while Paige made merry with her friends at my expense, and instead of showing just a shred of maturity and walking over to join them in a good-natured way, Id allowed Bruno to feed my ego, playing the hotshot thief and jumping two-foot into a situation I didnt feel the least bit comfortable about. All things considered, Id been a bloody idiot.


    Ten minutes later, I left my apartment and began walking at a brisk pace towards the gardens of the Champ de Mars. Actually, it wasnt too far from where I lived, though I hadnt told Pierre as much when he suggested it as a rendezvous point. My apartment was just off Rue Duroc, on the edge of the seventh arrondissement, an area popular with lawyers, bankers and diplomats. There were several embassies nearby and on weekends in particular, it was something of a soulless place. But it was central, with half-decent transport links, and, most importantly from my point of view, it contained modern apartment buildings like the one I lived in, where the security was excellent. My building might not have had a CCTV system but it did have a concierge and quality locks had been fitted to all of the doors. Sure, that kind of security meant the seventh arrondissement wasnt an area where I was inclined to practise my darker arts, but at least I had the comfort of knowing that anything I stole from elsewhere in the city would be relatively safe in my apartment.


    As I neared the dusty gravel of the Place Joffre, at the rear of the Champ de Mars, I put on a pair of dark aviator sunglasses. I realised the glasses might look slightly odd to Pierre, since the weather was overcast, but I figured it had to be preferable to having him stare at my bloodshot eyes. The truth, you see, was that I was very keen to make a good impression. By my reckoning, it had been over a year since hed offered me a decent job.


    Naturally, that wouldnt have mattered a great deal if Id been sensible enough to hold onto the money Pierre had paid me for the merchandise Id left Amsterdam with. As it happened, though, just days after Id received my share of what Pierre had made (which, inevitably, was somewhat less than Id hoped for) Id been contacted by one of my old school chums, Miles. Nowadays, Miles works in the City and hes very good at what he does and weve always been more than a little competitive with one another, and so the moment I foolishly bragged about the rather large sum of money Id supposedly made from my latest suspense novel, Miles had insisted on investing the funds at a very healthy rate of return. I had no reason to suspect he would fail to deliver the kind of profit hed talked about but the truth was I wouldnt find out for at least three more years, since that was the remainder of the time my money had been tied up for. So although I was rather well-off on paper, I was currently experiencing something of a lean period in terms of cash flow, and I was really hoping Pierre might change all that.


    I found Pierre some distance along the Champ de Mars, sat in a green metal chair within the perimeter of an outdoor caf, adjacent on one side to a fairground carousel, a basketball court and a childrens play area, and on the other side to a stretch of lawn where, on brighter days, families would be sprawled on picnic blankets. A china espresso cup was positioned in front of Pierre, a clean ashtray off to the side. As I approached, he caught the attention of a pretty waitress clearing a nearby table and ordered me a caf crme. He stood to shake my hand, eyes narrowing as he registered my sunglasses.


    You are turning European on me Charlie, no?


    Its infectious, I said. a va?


    Oui. And you?


    I let go of his hand. Im fine. Ive been working on a new book. The Thief and the Fandango.


    Ah, trs bien. He gestured for me to sit down. And where is the great Monsieur Faulks?


    Currently, Rio. He moves to Cuba in chapter sixteen.


    Pierre frowned. Cuba? To steal something?


    I dont know yet. But Faulks needs somewhere to hide.


    And a woman?


    He usually knows where to find one.


    I winked, said nothing further. For many years Id only dealt with Pierre over the telephone so it still struck me as somewhat odd to be able to meet him in person. Part of me wondered if we might have been better sticking to the old routine, keeping things as business-like as possible. Its true, wed always been cordial with one another, but recently Id sensed we were on the verge of new territory, where friendship might enter the equation. In my experience, that tended to make things awkward because there was more pressure not to let the other person down.


    Strangely, in all our years of conducting business over the telephone, Pierre had been one of those rare people of whom Id never fashioned an image in my mind. He was just a voice on the end of the line, shrouded in mystery. So I suppose its odd that I should have been surprised by his age when we first met  he was pushing sixty  or by the mauve birthmark that clouded the skin around his left eye. Like a permanent welt, the birthmark gave his face a disjointed appearance  as if the right side was coming towards you while the left side backed away into the shadows. If that makes Pierre sound sinister, it shouldnt. More than anything, the birthmark gave him an air of innocence. And a man who dressed like Pierre could never be thought of as threatening. Today he had on a lemon sports shirt with a blue silk scarf knotted loosely about his neck, a pair of tan chinos and some cream-coloured loafers.


    I took a seat and, out of habit, checked the tables near to us. As it happened, there were barely any customers. I clocked a middle-aged French woman in Jackie O shades, surreptitiously feeding her lapdog morsels of croissant, as well as a stern, distracted chap with an expensive-looking digital camera. Closest to us was a gentleman sat perhaps five metres away. I say gentleman because he was dressed in a linen three-piece suit with a straw boater upon his head. Since he was facing our direction, I was able to glimpse the gold chain of a pocket watch when he lowered his Le Monde newspaper to turn a page. A compact radio was positioned on the table in front of him, beside a half-empty cafetire, and since he appeared to be listening to the radio through a pair of discreet earphones, I didnt think our privacy would be compromised.


    You have something for me? I asked Pierre.


    He nodded, sipping from his espresso. Would you be interested? I thought maybe with your book . . .


    I waved his concern aside. Im interested.


    Good. He paused while the waitress set my coffee down. The coffee smelled dark and strong, even through the cap of foamy milk. And your hand? Pierre asked, screwing his face up as if he regretted the need to ask.


    Its fine, I said, instinctively moving my right hand beneath the table, then smiling at my mistake.


    With a shrug of my shoulders, I raised my hand for Pierre to see and he beckoned for me to pass it over to him. I reached across the table and allowed him to turn my hand palm up, to feel around the swollen, inflamed knuckles on my middle and fourth fingers. The fourth finger had begun to take on a slight crook in recent months and the truth is the way it looked had been bothering me more than the pain of the gouty crystals beneath my skin. Pierre gently squeezed the distended tissue just above my knuckle and I tried not to wince.


    I have medication. Pills, an injection if it gets bad.


    Too bad to work?


    Not yet, I told him, withdrawing my hand. I can still type. And I can still turn locks. My index finger is unaffected, thats the main thing.


    Pierre nodded, backing away from me again. He blinked, the movement fractionally delayed around his left eye. A fine pair we made  a fence with a blemished face and a thief with early-onset arthritis.


    The job is simple, Pierre said. But my client . . . cautious.


    They dont want mistakes.


    Exactement. And you must take only one thing.


    Which is?


    A painting.


    I felt my eyes widen. It had always seemed to me that paintings were exactly the sort of item a professional thief should be hired to steal. Cash, for instance, could feel a little sordid by comparison, and I refused to get involved with drugs of any description. But good paintings, especially portraiture, appealed to me. And besides, stealing art was often a neat way of working. Either the client wanted the work of art for their own personal enjoyment, in which case it would never draw any public attention, or Pierre would be asked to sell the painting on his clients behalf, in which event he could call on one of the better-established and more trustworthy networks in the business.


    Which artist? I asked.


    It is signed Maigny. Early twentieth century.


    My excitement dropped down a notch. Everyone has ambitions, I suppose, and I hoped one day to take something really special. A Degas perhaps, or even a Czanne. Well, not this time.


    I let out a breath. You have a description?


    Pierre reached into his shirt pocket and removed a Polaroid photograph. He slid the photograph across the table to me and I picked it up and had a good look. I couldnt see as much as I would have liked. The image of the painting had been obscured by the camera flash when the shot was taken.


    It is oils, naturally, Pierre said. A street scene of Montmartre. There is a flower seller and a young woman with a parasol . . .


    Looks awful.


    It is worth ten thousand to you.


    I hitched an eyebrow. Really?


    Oui.


    I whistled and glanced up over Pierres shoulder. Behind him, above the roof of the caf and the rows of quivering horse-chestnuts, I could see the uppermost two-thirds of the Eiffel Tower. The burnished ironwork of the tower looked lace-thin against the brooding grey clouds, the yellow elevators slowly ascending and descending like jaded commuters. I caught sight of a blur of people moving around the highest viewing platform, the spark of camera flashes into the gloom. I was confused by what Pierre was telling me and bothered by the money involved.


    Whats your fee?


    Pierre reacted as if Id insulted him, squaring his shoulders and puffing his chest. The same as yours, naturally.


    So your client pays twenty thousand euros. For a nothing painting.


    It may be worth it.


    I shook my head. Not on the open market.


    Who is to say? Perhaps my client is a collector, nest-ce pas?


    And just who is your client?


    Pierre paused. He held my eye.


    Oh come on. Youre kidding me, right?


    Pierre hunched his shoulders and showed me his palms. They call on the telephone. They will not meet.


    And didnt that sound like a great way to do business.


    A man?


    Pierre nodded.


    Know anything else?


    Pierre just looked at me again.


    How about the photograph?


    He pouted. Sent to my post office box.


    And youre comfortable with this? I asked, jutting my head forwards.


    Pierre tapped the edge of the table with his fingernail. Maybe it is not ideal.


    I rolled my eyes.


    But what is, Charlie? You tell me. The business these days, it is tough. Competition, oui?


    I sighed and reached for my cigarette packet. I removed a cigarette and began to light it. Pierre motioned for me to hand the packet to him and I passed him the lit cigarette instead. He took a draw, then stifled a cough. The last time wed met hed been giving up.


    I leaned back in my chair and thought some more about what had been said. The feelings that were stirring in me had echoes of Amsterdam. Something didnt feel right about the money we were being offered and I didnt like that Pierre knew so little about his client. Sure, that wasnt exactly unique, but I dont know, I was having doubts.


    And yet, I was tempted too. Tempted to the tune of ten thousand euros for just a few hours work. Back in my apartment, pinned up on the wall above my writing desk, there happens to be all kinds of information about the latest Michael Faulks novel Im writing. I have a time-line and a plot summary and a list of characters. The character list is broken down on another piece of paper where Ive drawn up a table with a series of questions. What is their main goal? What is their main strength? What is their main weakness? Now, if I were to put my own name into that table, the weakness box would be easy to fill. Greed, it would say. And maybe beneath greed Id add, Risk-taker.


    Ten thousand euros. It wasnt a life-changing sum of money by any stretch of the imagination, but put it with the remainder of the cash Bruno had paid me and Id have enough for several months rent. And it sure as hell beat the advance I was likely to get when I completed my novel.


    More to the point, I was reluctant to turn Pierre down. I didnt want him to start passing jobs to other thieves ahead of me. He already had doubts about the state of my fingers, that much was clear, and I wasnt prepared to give him another reason to look elsewhere. Over the years hed provided me with a flow of income that was unusually steady for a thief and I wanted that arrangement to continue.


    Id need the money up front, I said.


    I have only half of it.


    Half of my ten and half of yours?


    Pierre considered my words for a moment, perhaps sensing the intent in my voice. He nodded cautiously.


    If Im going to do this, I want all of it before I begin.


    Pierre took another lingering draw on the cigarette, cheeks bulging. Id offended him, I guess, though the truth was I didnt mind all that much. He closed his eyes and when he opened them to look at me again, the eyelid lingered over his left pupil.


    Amsterdam, Pierre, I prompted.


    He vented smoke through his nose. You think maybe I will ever stop paying you for Amsterdam, Charlie?


    Pierre shook his head ruefully and ground his cigarette out hard in the ashtray. After a moments pause, he leaned down to his side and retrieved a leather manbag from the floor. He unzipped the bag, delved inside and removed a bulky envelope. He tossed the envelope across to me without a word.


    This all of it?


    He threw up his hands. I should count it for you too?


    Just asking. And the fee is non-refundable, correct?


    Of course. The client pays half to hire us. That is the deal. And now my half is with you. Because we are friends Charlie, yes?


    Friends, sure.


    Pierre crowded over the table. The birthmark twitched around his eye.


    Then remember, do this right. I want my money too, yes?


    I nodded, holding his gaze. Then I broke eye contact and picked up the weighty envelope, slipping it into my jacket pocket. I pushed my sunglasses up on my nose while Pierre raised his espresso cup towards his lips. I realised I hadnt touched my coffee but I sensed our meeting was drawing to a close and I wasnt eager to prolong it. Besides, I had ten thousand new ways to buy a drink on my way home.


    So what kind of timescale are we talking? I asked.


    Pierre lowered his espresso cup and dabbed his lips with a paper napkin. Two days. We can meet here. At ten oclock, say.


    Sounds reasonable. Why dont you describe the place Im breaking into?


    It is an apartment, Pierre said, as if that much could be taken for granted in Paris.


    And wheres the painting located?


    There is only one bedroom. It is on the wall.


    Alarms? Locks? Attack poodles?


    He shrugged, as if the details were of little consequence.


    You do have an address, I take it.


    Oui, but of course, Pierre said, removing a folded piece of paper from a flap on the front of his bag and sliding the note across the table towards me.


    I opened the note and scanned the address. And in that instant, what had struck me at first glance as a less than perfect scenario suddenly jumped clear off the scale.


    
      
    


    SIX


    Good morning, I said brightly, when Victoria answered her telephone.


    Good morning yourself. How was the reading?


    It was fine.


    Just fine? Not splendid?


    I smiled. Didnt you hear? Splendid is over for me.


    Ah, you bludgeoned the poor word to death. Thats too bad. It gave you an air of something.


    It was a triumph, for a time.


    Victoria laughed. A triumph? Where do you get this stuff?


    My trusty thesaurus. Hows hubby?


    There was a pause.


    Charlie, Victoria said, exactly how many times do I have to ask you not to call Adam that?


    Raw nerve?


    Or to say that? Really, Im going to batter you in a minute. Believe me, if Adam does ever propose, youll be the first to know.


    I grinned to myself and glanced down at the backlit screen of my laptop. The cursor was flashing at the end of a line Id written, prompting me to continue. The only problem was I couldnt think what to type next. I was blocked. And often when I was blocked I called my agent, Victoria, and wed shoot the breeze for a while. Sometimes, the words I needed to continue my story would come to me right in the middle of a conversation we were having and I could bid her a snappy goodbye and press on.


    There were other times, though, when I had to wonder if we knew each other a bit too well. Occasions when, for example, I teased her about her boyfriend for no other reason than because I was frustrated with my writing or bugged out by something that had happened to me in the course of my thieving. And I very much doubted the percentage fee she made from my books was adequate compensation for that.


    Im sorry, I said, not for the first time. How is Adam?


    Hes fine, she replied.


    I was only kidding, you know?


    I do. So tell me, are you stuck again?


    I made a clucking noise with my tongue. God, sometimes it feels like you can crawl down this telephone wire into my brain. How did you know?


    Because, Victoria said, as if I was a dunce, this is the third time youve called me this week. And each time youve been blocked. So I put all the clues together and I played a hunch.


    A hunch? I felt my eyebrows knit together. Have you been reading Americans again?


    Victoria waited a beat. I have a new client. He writes about a PI in Miami.


    A dick?


    She groaned. That was a joke, right?


    Would I stoop so low?


    Victoria didnt bite but I was pretty sure it was a struggle to control herself.


    Are you going to hurry up and tell me why youre stuck?


    Since you put it like that, I said, and went on to explain my problem.


    My problem related to a scene based around the Rio Carnival. Michael Faulks, my series character, was in Rio de Janeiro with the intention of breaking into a bank vault loaded with money ahead of a rival gang, all while the bank staff were out of the way, enjoying the Carnival festivities. As Id really got into the scene, though, Id begun to have doubts about the plausibility of what I was writing. The thing is, Ive seen countless movies where teams of finely drilled, heavily armed robbers burst into banks, tell everyone to hit the floor, disable every conceivable security device one after the other and then empty the safe of millions of dollars of untraceable notes. But whoever heard of one man breaking into a bank, foxing every single alarm and camera and lock, cracking a maximum security vault and getting away with the perfect crime?


    Thats what youre worried about? Victoria asked me, once Id set out my conundrum.


    You dont think thats enough?


    Honestly Charlie, I have clients who need their hands held from time to time but you can really push it. Youre concerned about credibility in one of your Faulks novels? Next youll be telling me Ian Fleming made a few things up.


    Ouch.


    Charlie, in The Thief on the Run, you had Faulks double-cross a mafia kingpin, dupe the FBI and the CIA, base-jump off the Empire State Building and bed the daughter of the President of the United States.


    I sense theres a point to all this.


    The point, as you well know, is that the Faulks books arent about realism. Your fans read them because anything can happen. And believe me, if Faulks can take down the New York mafia all by himself, he can sure as hell carry out a simple bank heist.


    I scratched my temple. You think?


    Yes. But unless youve had some kind of a lobotomy, you know that already. And that makes me think something else must be bothering you. And since I happen to remember you mentioning a meeting with Pierre this morning, Im going to play another of my famous hunches and guess theres a problem.


    I rolled my chair back from my desk and set it spinning, lifting my feet clear of the ground. Seriously, I said, the phone wire coiling around my shoulders, we should totally apply for that Mr and Mrs television show.


    Just tell me, Charlie. You know youre going to eventually. So why dont we dispense with the cavalier asides and get down to whats really going on?


    I untwisted myself, stood from my chair and walked across to the wall beside my desk. My framed first edition of The Maltese Falcon was hanging there, slightly askew, and I straightened it. The Hammett novel goes everywhere with me. Its my one essential, along with my laptop and my burglary equipment. The truth is Im superstitious. The Maltese Falcon was on my desk when I wrote my first published novel and I happen to believe that anything I write without Sam Spade watching over me is liable to be terrible. I never told anyone that before.


    You have a tight schedule? I asked Victoria.


    Tell me.


    Oh, if you insist.


    And thats when I shared everything that had occurred during the past twenty-four hours. Well, everything aside from my attraction to Paige, that is, because past experience had taught me how much grief Id be letting myself in for if I happened to dwell on her. Instead, I focused on how Bruno had approached me at the end of my reading and what had been said in our conversation at the bar. From there, I described the break-in to Brunos apartment and briefly summarised the regrets Id had about the whole thing the following morning. Afterwards, I recounted my meeting with Pierre, and then finally I gave her the killer news, the twist that had almost knocked me from my chair when Pierre had handed me the address of the apartment I was to burgle.


    Youre serious? she asked, once Id concluded my story.


    Cross my heart.


    Wow. She whistled. And to think, you were worried about your novel being believable.


    I know. Some coincidence, huh?


    Ill say.


    So whats your take on it? I asked, dropping into my desk chair once again.


    You dont want to know.


    Listen, I wouldnt have asked if . . .


    Dont do it.


    I straightened. What?


    Somethings not right about the job. You know that or you wouldnt have called me. So dont do it.


    I reached for a pencil and nibbled the end. See, I think that might be a bit hasty, Vic.


    There. I said you wouldnt want to hear my opinion. What would you rather I said? That its just one of those weird quirks of life that no-one can explain but you shouldnt be put off by it, you should just press on regardless and stuff the consequences?


    No, I just . . .


    You just what?


    Oh, God knows. I flicked the pencil across the room, marking the far wall with a dot of pencil lead.


    Charlie, if I was in your shoes, Id have turned Pierre down the moment he said he didnt know who his client was. Weve been here before, remember?


    I made a noise that was intended to convey uncertainty. Im not sure its quite the same thing.


    Victoria huffed into the receiver. Who cares? The fact is you chose to ignore your concerns because of the money Pierre waved in your face. But what you cant ignore, what youd be plain mad to close your mind to, is that the place Pierre wants you to burgle just happens to be the apartment youve already broken into with this Bruno guy.


    Its Brunos apartment.


    So he says.


    I threw up a hand, for all the good that would do. He showed me proof of address.


    God Charlie, I have a certificate on my wall here saying I own an acre on the moon.


    Hey, that was a carefully selected gift.


    But its just a piece of paper! You want me to send you a letter saying I live in that apartment too?


    I pouted. Brunos letter was from a bank.


    Easily forged.


    And the credit card?


    Victoria paused. I dont know, she said, exhaling. I suppose he could have faked an application.


    All of that just for me? I dont buy it. And you didnt see him when we got inside that building. The concierge recognised him for starters, or we would have been stopped. And Bruno knew that apartment, Vic. He knew where the alarm panel was located and what code to enter. Jesus, he even knew which cupboard the coffee was in.


    Im not going to argue with you, she told me. Im not even going to try to explain it. All Im saying is what you already know  somethings not right.


    I glanced at my Hammett novel again, reluctant to concede the point. Maybe.


    But youll do it anyway, right?


    I thought Id just take a quick look.


    Youre crazy.


    Think of the positives, though, I said, trying to control the pleading tone in my voice. I know the layout of the building. I know I can pick the locks Ill come up against. The only real problem Ill have is getting by the concierge.


    So why call?


    Honestly? I was seeking moral guidance.


    Excuse me?


    Well, Ive been thinking, I said, marking a circle on the surface of my desk with my finger. Say this apartment does belong to Bruno. The way I see it, he hired me to show him how to break in, right? He paid me in full, up front, and nothing went wrong. So, it seems kind of duplicitous, doesnt it, if I go back and steal his painting?


    I could almost hear Victorias jaw tense. I cant believe Im hearing this, she told me, a note of laughter in her voice. Charlie, youre a thief for goodness sake. Wheres this noble streak been on every other occasion youve broken into somebodys home?


    But Ive never ripped off someone who hired me before. I mean, it wouldnt occur to me to rob Pierre.


    You have a history with Pierre.


    Even so. You think its bad form to break in again?


    I havent a clue, Victoria replied. And if this is really whats bothering you then I have to say I dont know what to tell you. Its not for me to give you the go-ahead, Charlie. Ive always let you talk to me about this stuff in the past, thats true, but I cant justify what it is that you do. Thats for your conscience.


    I didnt say anything for a moment and neither did Victoria. I could hear her breathing, composing herself. She was right, I guessed, though it wasnt as if Id asked her to come on the job with me. All Id wanted was her take on the situation and she was usually more forthcoming with that.


    Off in the distance, somewhere near Boulevard Garibaldi, I could hear the screech and drone of an ambulance siren. You hear sirens all the time in Paris  as if they form some kind of plaintive, background muzak for the city. Theyre so common that I often dont notice them, but when I really pay attention, Im able to distinguish between the police klaxons and the sirens of the other emergency services. That might not sound like something worth bragging about, but believe me, its easy to take pride in certain skills when your liberty might depend on it.


    Something wrong? I asked.


    Nothing.


    Youre sure? Because I have to say it seems as though somethings bugging you.


    Nothings bugging me Charlie. I just have work to do. Im kind of busy today. And on that note, Im going to go now, okay?


    Okay.


    I set the telephone receiver down and looked sightlessly at the two-pin plug socket on the wall near my feet. What on earth had just happened? No matter what Victoria said, there was definitely something going on and I ran my mind back through our conversation to see if I could work out what it was. I replayed every word I could remember, every nuance, even going over certain passages again and again. And still I had no idea what exactly had set her off.


    No, thats not true, I did have an inkling; I just wasnt all that keen to explore it. Because the impression I was getting was that maybe after all the years of absorbing the details of my scams, Victoria had grown tired of my behaviour. Perhaps shed been waiting for me to reform and was only just beginning to realise that wasnt going to happen. Stealing was in my DNA. It might not be anything to be proud of, at least not on any rational scale, but that didnt mean I wanted to quit.


    I glanced down at my laptop, fingers poised to tap a key and remove the screen-saver that had appeared. But my fingers didnt move. I growled and slammed the lid closed, pushed myself away from my desk and swore colourfully. I couldnt very well write now, could I?


    
      
    


    SEVEN


    The day concierge was a woman. She was hard-faced, with sallow cheeks and a hairdo that looked artificial  all blonde highlights and fixing spray. She was also attentive. So far Id watched three people enter the apartment building and shed made each of them sign the guest register. That wasnt necessarily a problem; I could always jot down a false name. But suppose it wasnt Brunos apartment? If she asked me to write the name of the person I was visiting and I happened to provide one she didnt recognise, Id be in trouble.


    Some might say I already was. A half-hour earlier, Id ducked along the service alley to the side of the apartment building and made my way to the rear. There was a fire exit there, just as Id hoped, but it was wired into a localised alarm system and a closed-circuit camera was fixed above the double doors. The handles of the doors had been secured to one another with a metal chain and a combination padlock, something I guessed any fire inspector wouldnt be too thrilled about. From the security measures that had been put in place, it wasnt hard to deduce that other people had broken in through the fire exit in the past and, although I could pick the padlock open without too much trouble and there were ways to dupe the camera and silence the alarm, I couldnt pretend it was tempting. Even supposing I got in without a hitch, I had no idea what lay behind the doors. Sure, it was likely to be a flight of stairs, but there could just as easily be a store room with a caretaker inside or a laundry facility being used by any number of residents. There could even be a second security camera, pointed straight at me.


    A ground-floor window was positioned some distance away from the fire exit but it was protected by a set of iron bars. And since I didnt happen to have a blowtorch with me or a guaranteed hour without interruptions, I wasnt going to be gaining entry that way either. The other windows were too high for me to reach without a ladder or a serious growth spurt and I already knew the delivery door at the side of the building opened onto the concierges desk. And . . . well, that was it. Those were my options. And since none of them were viable, I was going to have to look elsewhere.


    Like next door for instance. Not at the greengrocers but at the two-star hotel. From the look of the tatty curtains hanging in the rear windows and the flaking render on the back wall, it was in no danger of improving upon its accommodation rating in the near future and I guessed the security would be relatively lax. It certainly appeared as if I could get in through the back readily enough. There was a rear service entrance that appeared to be permanently unguarded and I didnt doubt that it would connect with a guest staircase before very long. But then again, it was mid-morning on a Wednesday and there was no compelling reason for me to risk getting caught. And besides, Id already had a much better idea.


    The gentleman I found behind the hotel reception desk might well have felt more at home swinging from the rafters in Notre Dame Cathedral. He didnt have a hunched back, but he did have a quite enormous belly and if hed bothered to shave at all that morning, then his razor was in dire need of being changed. He hunkered down over my passport as he copied the personal details into his ledger, the filmy drool on his lips threatening to drip onto his handiwork.


    I say my passport but actually thats a little misleading. The passport in question belonged to an expat lawyer called David James Birk and the truth was Id relieved him of it during a visit to his studio apartment some months beforehand. At the time, Mr Birk had been unavailable, something I was fortunate enough to know because a mutual friend had invited us both to the same production of Madame Bovary at the Palais Garnier Opra. Id declined, feeling more in the mood for a spot of thieving, and Id come away from the night with a respectable bundle of cash and a nifty new wrist-watch, not to mention the passport. Normally, it wasnt the kind of item I stole, but when Id flicked by chance to the back page Id been surprised to discover how alike we looked. According to his date of birth, David Birk was just one year older than me and his hair was perhaps a shade darker and certainly cut in a more business-like fashion, but I still felt confident that anyone casting just a quick glance at the photograph was unlikely to challenge me. As it happened, Im not sure the hotel receptionist even looked at the picture. He was really just interested in Mr Birks passport number so he could claim back the relevant tourist tax.


    My room cost a little more than Id expected, and that surprised me because the interior of the hotel was far scummier than Id been anticipating. The lino in the reception area was covered in a fine layer of grit and dust, and although the lighting was poor, it was difficult to ignore the grime that adhered to almost every surface. Even the tourist brochures on a nearby stand looked out of date, the ink on them faded as though theyd been stolen from an outdoor display at some point in the late eighties.


    There may have been an elevator, but I wasnt directed to it when Quasimodo handed me my room key and returned my passport, so I hefted the empty suitcase Id brought along with me and began climbing the stairs. The threadbare carpet was gummy underfoot and the banister was loose and shaky. I went up two flights and paused to see if I could hear anybody moving about. I couldnt. There was only the peculiar hum of a seemingly empty building and the stale, musty smell of its interior.


    I climbed on. If anybody stopped me, I would simply act as if I was lost or senile or American, and allow myself to be directed back down to my room on the second floor. I might even stretch out on the bed for half an hour, if I dared, and try again later. But as it turned out, I had no need to concern myself with back-up plans because I reached the very top of the building without encountering another soul and, once there, I made my way through a flimsy, poorly hung door and out onto the mansard roof.


    The view was quite something. I could see an entire world of haphazard rooftops and chimneys and television aerials and clotheslines and church spires and skyscrapers. It was one of those seemingly common spring days in Paris, when the light has a peculiar clarity to it that makes every edge and angle appear absolutely distinct. I lowered my suitcase and stood with my hands on my hips and took in the warm air, perfumed with the scent of freshly cooked pastries and ground coffee and mouldy cheeses, and enjoyed the weird super-focus my eyes seemed suddenly capable of. Way to the north, I could just glimpse the pimpled cream dome of the Sacr-Coeur and to the south-west I could see the glistening onyx windows of the Montparnasse Tower. Off to the west, the gold dome of the Invalides stood out in bright relief against the greys and whites and tans of the office buildings and apartment blocks, and nearer still the dark turrets of the Conciergerie were topped by a fluttering Tricolore. In that brief moment, I felt like Id been gifted my own private city, and I must confess it was with more than a little reluctance that I finally turned from the scene to get back to work.


    Fortunately, I didnt have to do my cat-burglar routine and use a rope to climb up or lower myself a couple of storeys because the hotel and the apartment building were both exactly the same height. There was just a lip of tarred walling between them and I had only to step over it. Well, that and tackle the padlock on the door that led to the stairwell of the apartment building.


    So from the back pocket of my jeans I removed a pair of very fine, disposable latex gloves and blew into the gloves to open them. That done, I slipped my left hand into the left glove and, being an orderly type, my right hand into the right glove. And winced. Hell, even the weight of the sheer plastic was enough to torment my gouty knuckles. Very carefully, I lifted the plastic away from the inflamed sores on my fingers, aiming to give them some respite. It didnt help a great deal and part of me was tempted to ditch the gloves altogether and just give the padlock a good wipe clean when I was done. But the truth is Ive never really believed in that approach. Why risk leaving a print at all?


    No, I didnt like it, and so I persisted with the gloves and reached for my spectacles case, quickly selecting a rake that happened to be slightly more compact than the one Id armed Bruno with. I rested the padlock on my thigh to give myself something to lever off and inserted the rake. And a few moments later, the padlock was open and I was able to remove it from the rusting clasp and set it to one side, where it wouldnt get lost. Then I opened the door and made my way into the same stairwell Id negotiated just two days before.


    And although it was quite literally a pain, I paused and removed my gloves. True, all I planned to do for the next few minutes was make my way to the apartment I was interested in, but if someone happened to pass me and spot my gloves it might look suspicious. For that matter, I dont suppose the suitcase was such a great prop to have along with me either. It was very large, certainly big enough to be memorable, but I hoped that if anyone did happen to run into me carrying it, theyd just assume I was visiting a friend or hawking encyclopaedias. And besides, I needed something to transport the painting away in.


    Mind you, it was awkward carrying the case in my left hand and I kept accidentally bumping it against the walls or catching it between my legs. Id tried switching to my right hand, naturally, but the weight of the handle had been painful against the build-up of crystals in my fingers. It made me realise Id have been better off investing in a record bag that I could have slung over my shoulder, but then again I wasnt certain how big the painting was, and it would be just my luck to break in with a bag a fraction too small.


    All of which thinking had distracted me from how many floors Id walked down. I paused and tried to figure it out in my head. Then I leaned out over the banister and looked up towards the top of the stairwell but it didnt help in the slightest. I was disorientated. There was a door to my side and I poked my head through and triggered the light sensor in the corridor. I could see the rubber plant and the tan banquette so I was one floor too high. I shut the door, hoisted the suitcase once more and made my way down to the third floor of the building.


    Once I got there, I stood very still and listened for any noise from the corridor I was interested in. Then I dropped to my hands and my knees and studied the quarter-inch gap at the bottom of the door. I couldnt see any light and I couldnt hear anybody moving about, so I cracked the door open and peered through. The corridor was in darkness. I stepped out, instantly triggering the wall lights, and blinked away the sudden glare as I made my way to apartment 3A.


    Facing up to the door of the apartment, I nudged the suitcase out of sight with my foot, then straightened my clothes, patted my hair flat and knocked. There was every chance somebody was inside. If it was Bruno, Id make up some nonsense about dropping by to say hello. If it wasnt Bruno  well, Id deal with that if I had to. But it was beginning to look as if I was in the clear because my knock went unanswered.


    I knocked again, just to be sure, and when there was still no answer, I slipped my gloves back on, wondering as I did so if there was some way to tear the plastic away from the two fingers that were bothering me without destroying the gloves altogether. I wasnt concerned about the cost of replacing them, you understand, because I had a whole box of gloves at home. It was just that I only had one set of gloves with me and after all the trouble Id gone to, I wasnt keen to delay the job for the sake of one glove.


    Then again, you could argue it was a bit too late to be worrying about gloves at all. The fact is I hadnt worn them when Id broken in with Bruno, so my fingerprints were already on the locking mechanism and scattered liberally around the apartment too. Would a few more hurt? Possibly not. But I guess in some ways I was keen to a draw a distinction between the two break-ins. The first one had been a mess, the kind of poorly executed plan that might have earned me a grade E at burglar school. This time, I was aiming for an A-plus and since I didnt want to be marked down for inconsistency, I resolved to keep the gloves on.


    Besides, there were adjustments I could make to minimise the pain as much as possible. When I removed my pick and got to work on the lock on the apartment door, for instance, I used only my index finger and my thumb. It took a little longer to do things that way, and it felt kind of weird, like writing left-handed, but I only set off the pain in my knuckles perhaps three times and it was worth it for that if nothing else. As soon as the lock had withdrawn, I pulled down on the door handle and opened the door.


    You thought Id forgotten about the alarm, right? Well, guess again, because I was ready and waiting for those friendly pips and they werent going to jeopardise my A-grade in the slightest. I fairly glided down the hallway to the storage cupboard and casually flipped down the panel on the fascia of the alarm control box before entering the code. The truth is Id paid attention when Bruno had typed the combination in, you see. Call it a talent or a curse, but I notice these things. Some people have to read every word in a newspaper before they can get on with their day, others have to wash their hands a certain number of times before they can leave their home. Me, if I chance upon a code, I have to commit it to memory.


    So I entered the code and I listened to the long, pleasing note of the device disarming itself. Once all was quiet, I returned to the corridor and retrieved my suitcase. Then I wiped down the locking mechanism as thoroughly as I could with a lint-free cloth, shut the door to the apartment behind me and got down to work.


    Unsurprisingly, I wasnt in the mood to waste time so I moved directly through the paint-spattered studio space in the main living area to the bedroom at the rear of the apartment. The first thing I noticed when I entered the bedroom was that the slatted window blind had been left partially open, casting bars of daylight across the neatly made double bed in the middle of the room. The second thing I noticed was the discoloured, rectangular patch of space on the whitewashed wall across from me. Above the patch of wall space was a picture lamp but there was no longer any picture for the lamp to cast its light upon. The other walls were bare. There was no painting whatsoever.


    For a moment, I stood absolutely still, as if waiting for the painting to materialise before my eyes. Having seen it in the photograph Pierre had handed me, I felt I could even conjure it in my mind, if that would be of any help. But of course it wasnt, because the bloody thing was gone.


    I dropped my suitcase to the floor, with a thud very nearly as dull as my mind. The dimensions of the greying space where the painting used to be told me it was perhaps sixty centimetres wide by forty centimetres high, frame included. And the electric picture lamp suggested the oils were every bit as dark and grotty as Id imagined. But that was all I could tell because there was nothing else to see. Pierres client had been prepared to pay twenty thousand euros for the monstrosity but someone else had swiped it before hed had the opportunity.


    Not that it really concerned me. Thanks to my agreement with Pierre, Id been paid my fee up front, so I guessed it didnt matter that the painting was gone. But if that was true, what exactly was bothering me?


    Well, Bruno was. I really didnt like the way hed manipulated me. Because it seemed obvious now that Victoria was right and it wasnt his apartment after all  that as soon as hed watched me drink my coffee and bid me goodnight, hed come straight to the bedroom, removed the painting, stuffed it into the backpack hed so conveniently brought along with him and made good his escape. I didnt doubt that hed have sold the painting for a healthy profit over the five hundred euros Id been foolish enough to accept and hed probably enjoyed a good laugh at how easy it had been to con me too.


    The other thing that was bothering me was what Pierre might think. There was no way I was going to tell him about Bruno, of course. I might have been dumb but I wasnt completely insane, so I wasnt about to say to the guy whod hired me that Id known from the moment he passed me the address that something might have gone wrong. But I would still have to convince him that the painting was already missing by the time I broke into the apartment. Wed worked together for many years, sure, but I was a thief and Pierre was a fence and mutual trust can only ever stretch so far in those circumstances. Id already pushed things by demanding my fee up front so what was to stop him wondering whether Id pocketed the ten thousand euros and sold the painting myself to cut him out of the deal?


    Problem was, how could I possibly satisfy him that I was telling the truth? It would be like trying to prove the existence of a ghost  all I had were signs of the paintings absence.


    I suppose if Id had a camera with me I could have taken a photograph of the bare patch on the wall. But really, that wouldnt have helped a great deal. I mean, there would be nothing to say I hadnt just removed the painting from the wall and set it down on the floor before taking the photo. And if Id had the foresight to bring a camera along with me, it would only have made it seem as if Id planned the whole thing in advance.


    So far as I could see, all I could really do was take something that would prove Id been inside the apartment. It wouldnt be any kind of guarantee that I hadnt double-crossed Pierre, but it was the best I could manage in the circumstances.


    With that in mind, I turned my attentions to the antique dressing table on my left. The dressing table had been crafted from cherry wood and it had a quite beautiful roll-top lid. I approached the table and rolled the lid open. Of course, I wasnt looking to take anything the owner of the apartment might miss  Id been under strict instructions to take only the painting in the first place  but I figured there had to be something appropriate.


    The first thing I saw was a framed photograph and the reason it drew my attention was because it had been turned face-down. I propped it up and found myself looking at a portrait shot of a man and a woman. The man appeared to be mid-to-late-sixties, with grey hair pulled back from his forehead into a greasy ponytail. The woman looked around ten to fifteen years younger. She was platinum blonde with a bottle tan and heavy eye make-up. The picture seemed like a holiday snap  the couple were sat on a sunny balcony and there was a sliver of green ocean behind the womans nut-brown shoulder.


    I set the photograph back exactly as I had found it. I had no idea what theyd done to deserve being positioned face-down like that but I did know that a personal photograph was likely to be missed. There was a fair amount of make-up and some hair bands and brushes scattered across the surface of the dressing table, as well as various lotions and nail files and tweezers, all of which made me even more certain that Bruno didnt live in the apartment. I opened a pair of miniature drawers and found that the first drawer was filled with balls of cotton wool and the second drawer was crammed with yet more make-up.


    None of it was of any use to me so I stepped backwards and looked beneath the dressing table and right then I happened to notice a plastic accordion folder down by my feet. I reached for the folder and popped the clasp and the insides fanned open to reveal a well-ordered collection of personal effects. I found store cards and video membership cards, insurance policies and credit card bills, general correspondence and medical prescriptions. There was also a drivers licence. All of the items belonged to the same person  a Madame Catherine Ames  and the pixelated image on the drivers licence matched the platinum blonde woman in the photograph. At first, I thought about pocketing one of the cards, but only the drivers licence had an address on it and I wasnt about to take that.


    I went back to the accordion folder and riffled through the various sections until I found a series of bank account statements. I paused and absorbed the details of the first statement I came across and then I worked backwards through the pile until I found a statement from many months beforehand that I thought it would be safe to take. I removed the statement, checking the name and address once more, and then I slipped it into my pocket, set the folder back down on the floor and closed the roll-top lid on the dressing table.


    I hadnt been inside the apartment all that long but I was beginning to feel uncomfortable. This wasnt one of those jobs where I knew when the apartment was likely to be empty and how long it might stay that way. There was no guarantee I wasnt about to be disturbed at any moment and as far as I could tell, there was no emergency exit or alternative way of leaving the apartment other than the front door. But still, I didnt feel entitled to leave quite yet. Despite logic telling me that Bruno had the painting, it would have been remiss of me not to conduct a quick search of the apartment to make absolutely certain it was gone. After all, it wasnt completely out of the question that Madame Ames might have suspected that someone was after her painting and had hidden it.


    So I looked at my watch and I told myself that I would search every possible hiding place I could think of in the next fifteen minutes. And thats what I did. I searched the bed and the mattress and the wardrobe. I checked behind the dressing table and I searched the adjoining bathroom (though only very quickly, because I couldnt imagine anyone hiding a painting where it might get wet). I poked my head inside all of the kitchen cupboards as well as the storage cupboard out in the hallway. Lastly, I went through every single one of the paintings in the main living area in an orderly fashion, including the canvases that had been clipped to the easels. I even checked the wallpaper pasting table for hidden compartments, of which there were none.


    And once I was done, once I was absolutely sure the painting was nowhere to be found within the apartment, I shrugged my shoulders, collected my suitcase, primed the intruder alarm and relocked the door behind me. Then I retraced my steps up onto the roof and down into the adjoining hotel, even letting myself into the room Id paid for with a novel device known as a key. Once there, I flushed my disposable gloves down the toilet and I stashed my empty suitcase inside the wardrobe. Finally, I walked downstairs to the lobby, returned my room key to Quasimodo, bid him a snappy goodbye and made my way outside.


    
      
    


    EIGHT


    Paige was sat behind the makeshift cash desk at the front of the Paris Lights bookshop when I entered. Her hair was tied back from her pale face with a black ribbon and she was holding a paperback novel in her right hand, her gimlet eyes scanning the pages. The book had a dark, foreboding cover and it was written by one of those Russian guys Ive never been able to get to grips with. She seemed engrossed, her pupils jittering from left to right and back again, like miniature typewriter carriages imprinting the words on her brain.


    I approached the cash desk and cleared my throat. Paige glanced up from her book, then did a double-take when she saw it was me.


    Hey there stranger, she said, setting the book down and tucking a stray curl of hair behind her ear. Where did you disappear to the other night?


    An appointment, I told her. You have a good time?


    Sure. Missed you, though.


    Looked that way.


    She frowned, and the veins at her temple pulsed beneath her skin.


    Italian guy  has a long arm, I said.


    Paolo?


    I shrugged.


    Silly, she told me, reaching out and squeezing my hand. You know, I read your book. Its fun.


    You sound surprised.


    Truthfully? I was. But I sat here yesterday and I read it between customers and, yeah, I liked it a lot.


    Well, thats something, I suppose.


    I even put my main guy on hold for you, she added, and lifted the paperback for me to see.


    Dostoevsky? Really?


    You dont like him?


    I curled my lip. I happen to think its pretty obvious whodunnit by the end of the first chapter.


    Paige rolled her eyes and blew a raspberry at me. Then she pointed beyond a group of customers towards a chipped trestle table on the other side of the room. The table was situated below a dusty candelabra and I could see a few copies of my novel displayed on it, beside a smouldering incense stick.


    I talked to Francesca. Shes the owner of this place. She said you could have the table for two days.


    I hitched my eyebrows as elaborately as possible. That many, huh?


    Paige nudged me. Hey, that tables a big deal. You should thank me.


    With dinner?


    Paige smiled and shook her head, as if I was a hopeless cause. Then she crossed her arms in front of her chest, assessing me with narrowed eyes.


    There is something I wanted to ask you, as it happens, I told her. At the bar the other night, after my reading, I was talking with a guy. Name of Bruno. I glanced around the shabby interior, on the off chance of seeing him. I dont think he works here but I wondered if you knew him at all?


    Bruno? Paige scrunched up her face. Im not sure. What does he look like?


    Bit taller than me, maybe, I said, raising my hand an inch or so above my head in the direction of the rotted ceiling beams. Kind of muscular. Short, brown hair. Unshaven. He was wearing jeans and a blue polo shirt. Had a backpack too.


    No, Paige said, shaking her head and chewing her lip. I know a Bruno, but hes black.


    Not the same Bruno.


    Sorry.


    Not to worry. It was a long shot anyway. But now I think of it, I went on, knocking my temple with my knuckle, could you do me a favour and ask the others who work here?


    Sure, Paige said, uncertainly. You lose his number or something?


    I smirked, wagged my finger. Nothing like that. He mentioned he can sometimes get tickets at Paris Saint-Germains ground. I was thinking of going to a game.


    Oh, fine, she gushed. Ill ask around. And say, can I ask you something in return?


    Sounds reasonable.


    Its just, all that stuff in your book, she began, about picking locks and all. Can you really do that?


    I met her gaze. It was a question Id been asked more than once over the years and I was yet to come up with the perfect response.


    Ive practised a bit at home. Character research, I guess youd call it.


    Oh, swell, Paige said, releasing a breath and then finding her feet. Come with me?


    I did as Paige asked and followed her to the rear of the store, beyond a compact single bed that had been covered for the day in a moth-eaten quilt and upon which a selection of Keats poetry had been displayed. The books we passed along the way were crammed into every available space, packed one on top of another on uneven wooden tables and bowed shelves, piled precariously on the tiled floor and stuffed into plastic crates and cardboard boxes that showed signs of water damage. There was a staircase on our right and countless paperbacks had been inserted beneath the treads and between the banister rails. The staircase shook as Paige began to climb and I wondered whether the whole thing would one day come crashing to the floor if a customer happened to remove the wrong book in the wrong place.


    I went up behind Paige, distracted from the books scattered haphazardly on the treads by the swaying of her bottom in front of me. She was wearing a long skirt that hugged the contours of her body in a quite understandable manner. Below the skirt I could glimpse her ankles; bare and slightly chaffed and tantalisingly close.


    Paige turned at the top of the stairs and walked along a narrow corridor, again lined with books of every conceivable size and shape and colour, as well as a cramped writers nook with a battered manual typewriter. She passed a doorway on her left and sang out a Hey and I looked in as I passed to see a dusky parlour room furnished with a threadbare couch and a scattering of pastel-coloured cushions and frayed rugs. There were four people in the room, reclined in various positions, reading books and scribbling on foolscap notepads. There was also a silver tea urn and what looked like a very old and unsanitary bong on the floor beside the guy with the skullcap whom Id seen in the bar-caf with Paige. He was reciting poetry but, from what I could tell, it didnt appear as though anyone was listening.


    At the end of the corridor, Paige climbed a new and altogether more dicey staircase. The treads were much thinner than before and we stepped on dirt-encrusted paperbacks for most of the way up. When we reached the top, Paige checked over her shoulder to make sure I was still following her and then she led me into a large room with a stained, unplumbed toilet bowl positioned in the far corner. There was nobody else in the room and from the lack of cushions and chairs and tables, I assumed the space was rarely used. The area behind the doorway was filled with yet more crates of books. There was an unmarked door on the opposite side of the room and Paige approached it and rattled the handle.


    A woman from Estonia was working here until a little while ago, she explained. Her name was Sophia. When she left, I think she took the key to this door. And no matter what I say, Francesca refuses to pay for a locksmith to come around or to allow any of the guys who live here to kick the thing through.


    Just as well, I said. Kicking a door through isnt as easy as it seems. And in here, well, you might bring half the building down with it.


    Paige smiled and looked up at me from beneath lidded eyes. You think maybe you could get us inside?


    I swallowed. I could try.


    She stepped aside and hovered over me while I assessed the lock. It was one hell of an old thing. The keyhole was so large I could almost see the internal pins with my bare eyes. I glanced around and screwed up my features in what I hoped was a bashful way.


    Would you mind giving me a few minutes?


    Stage fright?


    Something like that.


    I guess I can wait out in the hall.


    Actually, I said, do you have a city telephone directory I could borrow?


    You need a phone book to pick the lock?


    I grinned. Nope. I was just hoping you might have one and I forgot to ask before.


    Downstairs, Paige said, with a heft of her shoulders. Ill go find it.


    While she was gone, I reached into my jacket and removed my trusty spectacles case and then I selected a likely pick and the largest screwdriver I carried. I could have done with a can of spray lubricant too, something thats always handy on a lock that hasnt been turned in a while, but I didnt have one to hand and, since I couldnt face the prospect of heading downstairs to ask the wannabe poet if there was any cooking oil in the building or the Italian if I could run my fingers through his glistening hair, I decided to press on with just my tools and my own innate talent.


    I dropped to my haunches and peered into the lock, then inserted the screwdriver blade with my left hand and started to probe away with the pick in my right. By the time Paige had returned with the city telephone directory, I was in a whole new space.


    It was a small room, perhaps the size of your average family bathroom, and unlike the other rooms in the bookshop it had some semblance of order. There were three genuine, well-crafted bookshelves, each neatly stacked with a collection of hardback and cloth-bound books. A leather-inlaid desk faced the opposite wall, and an electric spot lamp and a vintage telephone with a rotary dial were positioned on it. The final item of furniture was a soft-sprung reading chair beneath the narrow window. The window was partially obscured by a grimy rug that had been pinned up as a makeshift curtain. The room smelled musty and dank.


    Francescas study, Paige said, in a hushed voice. Isnt it awesome?


    Its certainly unique.


    Paige inhaled deeply and stretched out her arms, turning on the spot. I think its special, you know? Theres a vibe.


    Theres a smell.


    Paige gave me a skewed look. You always have to do that? Try to be funny?


    Just try?


    Paige thought for a moment, casting a quizzical gaze back towards the door furniture and the lock Id picked open. Then she moved towards me, coming real close. She lifted her face. I checked her eyes  she had them shut.


    I kissed her, aware of the muted silence and the ghostly stillness all about. I put my hand to the back of her neck, felt the heat beneath her hairline and the softness of her skin. I reached my hand down towards her bottom but she backed away, shaking her head and placing a finger against my lips.


    Didnt you want to make a call?


    A call?


    Thats why I brought you the telephone book, right? She lifted the directory into my line of vision and stepped away from me some more. Cos, I kinda have to go back downstairs, and all.


    Right now?


    She giggled. Right now, she said, handing me the directory and running her fingers over my hand.


    I tried not to flinch as she hit my busted knuckles.


    Does this phone even work? I asked, hoarsely.


    Guess so, she said. And hey, when youre done, you can figure out where to take me for dinner.


    
      
    


    NINE


    Once Id closed the door behind Paige, I took a moment to familiarise myself with the study. It was cold, despite the spring sunshine outside on the street, and it was almost too silent  like some forgotten inner sanctum where a luckless person could get stuck and might not be found for months on end. I had no idea how many more floors the bookshop went on for but I was confident I wouldnt be disturbed. After freeing the telephone wire from behind the desk, I carried the telephone over to the sagging reading chair, gathered up the directory and sat myself down.


    I opened the directory on my knees and meanwhile I dialled Victorias office number. I heard a series of clicks, then a pause, and finally the prolonged international ringing tone. I wet my finger and turned the delicate pages of the directory.


    Victoria speaking, she said, after perhaps the fourth ring.


    Its your favourite client, I told her.


    Ah. Well, they all say that.


    This one means it. Howve you been?


    Fine. You?


    Preoccupied, I replied, flicking further through the directory.


    With Faulks? Hasnt he knocked off that bank yet? I would have thought hed be tackling the Pentagon by now.


    I shook my head, as though weighed down by regret. Hes still at the planning stage.


    You mean you are.


    I suppose I do, I said, and sighed. Thing is, it can sometimes be hard for me to tell us apart. Its almost as if Ive become such a skilled practitioner of my art that Im no longer able to separate myself from my characters.


    Sheesh.


    Sheesh? Really?


    Victoria exhaled into the telephone but she didnt say anything further. I didnt mind. Id just found the page in the telephone directory Id been hunting for and, after running my finger downwards, I was able to confirm there wasnt a single listing for a B. Dunstan in the whole of Paris. Of course, that didnt necessarily mean hed made his name up, but it did mean I couldnt find his address all that easily.


    I flipped a chunk of pages and began scanning the As.


    Arent you supposed to be saying something here Charlie? Victoria asked. After all, you called me, so unless my mobile just cut out, this is in danger of becoming an uncomfortable silence.


    Oh, sorry, I told her, pausing for just a moment in my search. I was checking something. How come youre on your mobile  I thought I dialled your office line?


    My phones on divert. Im on a train.


    Ah, thatll explain the background noise. You have a good seat?


    Ive just moved between carriages. People were staring at me.


    Bastards. You cant help the way you look.


    Victoria groaned. Im struggling to believe I left my seat for this. But since I already made that mistake, tell me, are you calling because you ignored my advice and broke into that apartment and everything went wrong? Or are you calling to gloat?


    Not everything went wrong, I replied, returning my attention to the directory.


    Oh God. You havent been arrested, have you?


    No, nothing like that. Everything went like clockwork, in fact. Only, the painting was already gone.


    Aha! Just like I said. I bet Bruno took it. And I bet he didnt even live there.


    I pulled the telephone away from my ear and frowned at the receiver. Looks that way, I managed.


    Well, I told you.


    I didnt respond straight away because I was looking down once again at the telephone directory. There was a C. Ames listed at Rue de Birague in the Marais. Maybe, I thought, I could give her a call and ask her if she had any idea where her painting had got to? Perhaps I could even offer her a share of my fee.


    Told you, Victoria said again.


    Oh, yes. Sorry. Stupid me  I only made ten grand from the job, I suppose.


    But something wasnt right about it. You have to admit that.


    If itll make you happy.


    Very.


    I glanced up from the directory and stared at the back of the door. A knitted cardigan was hanging from a rusty nail and I could see a cigarette packet poking out of the cardigan pocket. I considered lighting up for just a moment but then I dismissed the idea. I wanted our conversation to remain private, so it was best not to do anything that might draw attention to myself.


    Then, yes, something was wrong, I said. But I couldnt very well turn Pierre down without a good explanation. And, as it turns out, there was no harm in me going back to the apartment.


    Hmm. So what are you going to do now?


    Im not altogether sure. Its not exactly a scenario Im familiar with.


    Failing?


    No-o. Finding that someone else got there first. Especially when that someone else was me.


    Victoria began to say something but I could tell from a change in her tone that it wasnt intended for my ears. It sounded as if somebody was trying to get past her on the train. I closed the telephone directory and sat with it on my lap, waiting.


    Sorry, Victoria said, once she was back on the line. Im trying to remember where wed got to? Isnt this the part where I tell you to leave everything alone and count your blessings only for you to try to convince me there might be some reason why you should stir things up?


    Wow. Its almost like you dont need me for these conversations any longer.


    Maybe I dont. Maybe Im all too familiar with your next move.


    Ah, like my nemesis.


    Indeed.


    Except, Im not going to try to convince you of anything, I said, resting my chin on my fist. Because really, theres not all that much I can do. I did think I might try to find Bruno, but I have a feeling that wont be terribly straightforward.


    Because Bruno wont be his real name.


    Most likely. And if thats the case, I can only think of two possible options. The first is to find out if anyone at the bookshop knows him.


    And the second is the letter from the bank.


    I nodded to myself. I think so. If, as you so brilliantly speculated, its a forgery, theres a chance he has some connection with the bank, which would explain how he was able to get the headed notepaper and the credit card. And it might explain something else.


    Oh?


    I made a humming noise deep in my throat. I found some personal documents in the apartment in the Marais, I confessed. The place belongs to a woman called Catherine Ames. She happens to keep an account at the same bank.


    Wait  theres only one branch?


    No, its a multinational  the Banque Centrale. So it could just be happenstance.


    Or it could be a clue.


    Or even a red herring. Which would you prefer?


    Victoria took a deep breath. Im not altogether sure, she said. I like red herrings, if Im honest, but I have to say theyre not your strongest suit. So I guess Id plump for it being a clue. But if it does turn out to be coincidence, and your leads dont pan out either, what are you going to do?


    I paused. It wasnt something Id considered just yet. I guess Ill just have to tell Pierre the painting was gone when I got there.


    And you think hell believe you?


    I hope so. But I figure I can always share my ten grand with him if he doesnt. It would seem a bit unfair for him to miss out, given the circumstances.


    Ah, theres that new-found morality again. Careful Charlie  youre in danger of creating a believable character here.


    Ouch.


    Oh, come on. That was nothing. Like one of your hubby jibes, right?


    See, I said, trying to keep my tone as light as possible, there is something wrong. I knew there was. What is it?


    Its nothing.


    Oh come on. I can tell Ive upset you. The other day on the phone, you were kind of weird and now youre 


    What?


    I dont know. I threw up my hand, as if grasping for the right word. Antsy?


    Antsy?


    Uh huh. Youve been pretty direct about some of my writing just recently and youve never been that way before. Im really not sure what to make of it.


    Well, Victoria said, and I could picture her squaring her shoulders. As my client, perhaps its something I think you should hear.


    As your client?


    Yes Charlie. I happen to rely on you and when 


    Wait a minute, I said, crowding over the telephone receiver. You dont think you can rely on me? Since when have 


    Enough, Victoria said. I cant do this now. Im going.


    And with that she hung up the telephone, something shed never done to me before. I cradled the receiver, then put my hands to my face and rubbed the back of my neck. I lowered my hands, drummed my fingers on the telephone directory and idly scanned the books on the shelf by my side. Barely any of the spines had any text on them, so I had no idea what exactly I was looking at. I thought about setting the phone down on the floor and devoting a couple of minutes to one of the cloth-bound volumes, then changed my mind and picked up the telephone receiver again. I dialled the number for Victorias mobile.


    She answered with a hushed, Yes?


    Its me. Tell me whats going on.


    Im back in my seat, she whispered. We can talk later.


    I want to know now. I must have done something and Id like to straighten things out. I dont happen to think its fair 


    Hold on, she interrupted. Let me get out of this bloody carriage again.


    I waited, listening to the muffled noises of Victoria rising from her seat and passing down the train aisle. I heard her mumble a few apologies on the way and every now and again there was a rustling sound, as if something was rubbing against the speaker on her mobile. Finally, I heard her voice.


    Im coming to Paris.


    What?


    Im on Eurostar and Im coming to see you. And I dont care what you say, Charlie, because its ridiculous weve never met. Im not prepared to listen to a single one of your excuses. Were meeting, and thats the end of the matter.


    My eyebrows jerked up. I reached above my head to retrieve them from the ceiling and shook my head vigorously.


    But Im right in the middle of a book, I said. I could really do without interruptions just at the moment. Its in your interest that 


    Charlie, enough. I dont know what it is youre afraid of and I dont know what you think I might do. But thats bull and you know it. If you can spare the time to break into someones home, you have more than enough time to eat dinner with me.


    Vic, be reasonable. Ill come to London when the books finished.


    You wont, though. We both know it. And I honestly have no idea why.


    I swallowed hard, conscious of a buzz and a click in my ears. Thats a bit unfair.


    No, its not. This situation has gone on too long already. If you want me to continue acting for you, then youll meet me. Simple as that.


    But Adam, I began.


    What about Adam?


    Wont he mind?


    Victoria paused, as if fighting to control herself. Adams a mature human being, Charlie. Hes not the jealous type.


    I didnt mean 


    Yes you did. But I really dont care. I couldnt give two hoots. Ill be in Paris in under two hours. Im staying at the Hotel Moderne. Meet me there at seven and well find somewhere to eat. Agreed?


    Um.


    Good. Then well speak later.


    Victoria cut the connection and left me gaping at the receiver. I shook my head wordlessly, gripped my hair by the roots and wondered what on earth I would do. I called her straight back.


    Victoria, listen, I really dont think 


    Adam and I split up, she said.


    What?


    We split up.


    But you just said 


    I know. But we broke up. Five months ago.


    I became aware of my jaw grazing my knee. And you didnt tell me?


    No, I didnt. You kept going on all the time with that hubby nonsense of yours and I couldnt bring myself to talk about it when it happened. And then all those months went by and the truth is Ive felt bad about not telling you for quite some time. But there, Ive told you now.


    I was silent for a moment. I dont know what to say.


    You could say you forgive me and youre sorry it didnt work out.


    Of course Im sorry. Christ, Im even more sorry you didnt feel able to tell me.


    Well, me too. So listen, she went on, is there anything you want to get off your chest before we meet? Call it an official amnesty. Speak now  tell me anything at all.


    Theres nothing, I muttered, and put my hand over the telephone receiver. Only the fact that I dont look anything like you imagine, I thought.


    
      
    


    TEN


    Following my conversation with Victoria, I flicked through the telephone directory until I found a switchboard number for the Banque Centrale. I dialled the number and between my awful French and the passable English of the woman who answered, I was able to obtain address details for the three branches of the bank situated closest to Catherine Ames apartment. The first branch was on the fringes of the Latin Quarter, the second was near the Bastille and the third was not too far from Les Halles and the Pompidou Centre.


    Before leaving the bookshop, I returned the telephone directory to Paige and told her that I was going to have to pass on dinner for a day or so. I said that opening the door to the cramped study upstairs had given me an idea for the book I was working on and that I wanted to write the whole thing out before it slipped from my mind. I wasnt sure if she believed me or not but just at that moment I didnt altogether care. The fact was I was still trying to come to terms with my phone call with Victoria. I suppose Id always known that one day we might have to meet and that when we did Id be forced to confess to the deception Id been guilty of. But Id also assumed Id have time to prepare for it and perhaps even find a sensible way to go about things. Now, I wasnt so sure.


    As I walked in the direction of the Latin Quarter, I tried to come up with possible explanations for my behaviour that might sound credible. Sadly, the only excuses that occurred to me were quite obviously flawed. And somehow, I had a feeling this might be one of those times when a good-natured smile and a humble shrug wouldnt quite cut it. To make matters worse, I kept getting distracted by fantasies about avoiding Victoria altogether. Id picture myself lying low in my apartment or even catching the train to London and pretending that Id become confused about where she wanted to meet. It was nonsense, of course, but I just couldnt help myself.


    At the same time, I was feeling bad that Victoria hadnt told me about Adam. Id been making dumb remarks about him for well over a year, almost from the moment they started dating, and I could only imagine how crass it must have sounded when they broke up. Sure, I hadnt known any better, but why did I have to say stuff like that in the first place? Now I just felt like an ass. Worse, an ass whod been lying to his best friend for years.


    And I guess because I felt so ill at ease, I was really quite glad to have the distraction of searching for Bruno. Otherwise, Im not altogether sure I would have persisted, especially when my hunt didnt begin all that well and I drew blanks at the first two bank branches I visited. The same was true of the third branch, which was located inside a grand, Art Nouveau building on Boulevard de Sbastopol. The haughty, impeccably dressed gentleman I spoke with at the customer information desk shook his head dismissively when I mentioned Brunos name and he point-blank refused to consult with any of his colleagues. I raised my eyes to the vaulted glass ceiling and tried to think of a way to convince him otherwise but when I looked back down and met his unflinching gaze, I knew it was hopeless.


    I turned from him and scanned the faces of the cashiers. They were sat behind dated-looking iron bars that were supposed to protect them from armed robbers of the kind Faulks was trying to outwit in Rio. I wasnt sure how the bars were meant to achieve that. So far as I was aware, most bullets are small enough to squeeze through two-inch gaps, and if I was a hard-nosed bank robber, the first thing Id do would be to point the barrel of my sawn-off at the forehead of the nearest cashier and ask them very nicely to give me all of their money.


    Fortunately, I only imagine these things, and perhaps I dont imagine them all that well, because it occurred to me now that the bank Id been describing in my novel might be more than a touch unreal. It was very modern in appearance, you see, filled with high-density safety glass, panic buttons, silent alarms and multiple security cameras, not to mention guards who happened to be armed with Taser guns. And if that kind of facility could feel misjudged in Paris, I could only imagine how odd it might seem to anyone who happened to be familiar with Brazil.


    But then again, I reminded myself, Victoria had made it all too clear that the Faulks books had little to do with reality. And truth be told, I was rather fond of the bank interior Id described. It felt real to me, no matter how far-fetched it might be, and I needed a tangible backdrop to move my characters around inside. Plus, Id invested a lot of time detailing the security devices in an effort to stack the odds against Faulks. I wanted my readers to think the task hed set himself was impossible and then I wanted them to marvel at how ingenious his solution was. Of course, now all I had to do was work out how in hell one man could defeat everything Id put in place.


    But that was an issue for another day and I still had my current situation to resolve. In an effort to do just that, I walked along the line of cashiers, checking their intent faces, but I didnt see anyone who looked the least bit like Bruno. There were a handful of staff working at computer stations behind the cashiers but all of them were women. I turned around, searching for other possibilities, and my eyes chanced upon a featureless corridor some distance away that connected with a flight of stairs that appeared to lead down into a basement area. At the beginning of the corridor was a security desk that was manned by a stocky, shaven-headed guard in a dark blue suit. I could see a coil of flesh-coloured wire at his neck, connecting to a radio earpiece. I moved towards him and he stiffened, as if sensing a threat. I had no idea what was at the end of the corridor but I got the distinct impression it was off-limits to the general public. I could see an appointment ledger in front of the guard and a walkie-talkie clipped to his belt. I smiled awkwardly, then veered off in the direction of a pair of cash machines, as though Id momentarily lost my bearings.


    I didnt need any cash  I was carrying half of the money Pierre had given me  but I did want to spend a few more minutes in the bank for the sake of completeness, and using the cash machine seemed like my best excuse. So I removed my wallet from my pocket, inserted my cash card into the machine, entered my pin number and selected a modest sum. While the machine worked its magic, I looked up from the screen and aimlessly scanned the wall by my side. And that was when I saw him, staring back at me with a sightless gaze.


    The photograph was only a little bigger than a passport image and it was in a smudged glass frame along with perhaps thirty others. I guessed I was looking at a set of photographs of everyone who worked in the bank. Brunos image was towards the far right, fourth row down. His hair was a good deal longer and he had on a pair of wire-rimmed glasses, but it was unmistakably him. Bruno Chevrier read the nameplate below his image. The row above contained a headshot of the bald security guard. Way over to the left was a photograph of the obstinate gentleman on the customer information desk.


    I turned and scanned the interior of the bank once more, checking to see whether Bruno was in an area I hadnt spotted just yet. But he was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he worked at the end of the mysterious corridor, protected by the hairless security guard. Or perhaps in a back room, answering telephones or processing mortgage applications. Hell, maybe he was even watching over me on CCTV.


    For just a moment, I thought about returning to the customer information desk and asking if Monsieur Chevrier was available but I immediately discounted the notion. Id already asked for Bruno by a different surname once and I didnt want to create suspicion. Besides, if he was working, hed be unlikely to come down once hed gained some impression of who I was. Another idea I had was to settle myself on one of the leather chairs positioned nearby and pretend to consult some of the banking literature in the hope he might appear. But that wasnt a plausible option either. The chap on the information desk already knew my French was basic, at best, and I got the impression Id drawn enough attention to myself for the time being. If I sat down and flicked uselessly through some brochures, Id most probably look as if I was planning a heist.


    Just as I was considering all this, my money spewed forth from the cash machine and I slipped it into my wallet and made my way outside. I checked the time on my watch and found that it was nearing a quarter to five. I crossed the street and shuffled backwards into a recessed doorway between a sweet-smelling patisserie and a cramped tabac that gave me a good view of the front entrance to the bank. It occurred to me that I could wait until the bank closed and try to spot Bruno leaving for the day. Of course, it was entirely possible that there was a separate staff exit or it was his day off, but I figured Id take my chances and stick with the front. If I was unlucky, I could always return first thing in the morning and try again.


    Instead of just loitering, I decided I might as well pass the time by browsing in some of the nearby stores on Rue Quincampoix. If I was careful and didnt wander too far away, I could return at five and again at half past to keep an eye on the bank entrance. Besides, Rue Quincampoix was a regular haunt of mine and I felt confident one of the galleries or quirky design stores that lined the street would have something to hold my interest.


    After consulting my watch once more, I stepped out from my surveillance point, walked to the end of the street and then turned left and left again. There was an American coffee house at the end of Rue Quincampoix, poised to ambush tourists on their way to and from the Pompidou Centre. The interior was jammed with people carrying frothy drinks away from the young, clean-skinned French students who worked there, towards the wooden stools positioned in front of the giant picture windows. In truth, the customers didnt have such a great view. A team of workmen were leaning on pickaxes and shovels in front of the window, talking among themselves, smoking cigarettes and scratching their backsides.


    I skirted the spilt sand and loose bricks and walked on down the street, weaving between ornate metal bollards. Rue Quincampoix was a narrow, wavering avenue, permanently in shade. I passed a curio shop, then a cocoa-scented chocolatier, and paused in front of an antique store on my left. The place dealt mostly in furniture. There was a pair of half-decent, if garishly upholstered, Louis XV chairs in the window and a very respectable console table off to the side. A number of quite misplaced African artefacts were adhered to one wall and a few Tiffany-style lamps displayed on a central table. As I took it all in, the owner saw me hovering and raised his eyebrows optimistically but I gave him a polite smile and moved along to the adjoining store, which turned out to be a modern gallery space.


    I stepped inside, and was instantly struck by the scent of fresh emulsion paint. The gallery hadnt been here the last time Id come by and it looked as if it had only just opened. The brilliant white walls were hung with digital photographic prints. Several of the works were images of famous Parisian landmarks that had been superimposed onto one another. I spotted the Arc de Triomphe straddling the Canal Saint-Martin and the glass pyramid of the Louvre in the middle of Place de la Concorde. As I stooped forwards for a closer look, a young man in a white T-shirt with spiked hair and designer stubble emerged from a room at the rear of the gallery and gave me a discreet nod. He settled himself behind a smoked-glass table and began clicking on a computer mouse that was connected to a laptop. The man didnt ask me if I was looking to buy and I didnt bother enquiring about the prices. There were none displayed on the walls and that was warning enough for me.


    Next-door again I found another gallery, though it was of an altogether different character. The interior was poorly lit and as I squinted through the thickened window glass, my sight was obscured by my own reflection. I cupped my hands around my face and peered inside, beyond the pleated, velveteen material that had been draped around the window. There were one or two Italianate mirrors resting on the velveteen and towards the back I could spy some marble busts, but the majority of the space had been given over to paintings. They were oils and watercolours mostly, and they were all, without exception, dreadful. The worst piece by far was the painting positioned nearest to me but I knew the instant I saw it that it had to be mine. Why? Because even from this distance, I could see it was the painting Pierre had hired me to steal.


    Incredible, right? Well, maybe not so hard to believe. The way I saw it, Bruno had stolen the painting in order to sell it for a quick profit. The gallery was just a short distance from where he worked and it really couldnt have been much more convenient. From the look of the place, it wasnt the kind of establishment to ask awkward questions about the provenance of a piece of art and, besides, the painting really didnt merit that level of investigation anyway.


    I entered the gallery and approached the painting for a better look. It was every bit as mediocre as Id suspected. The glaze was grubby and could do with a clean but the real problem was the poor quality of the work itself. The composition was clumsy and outdated even for the early twentieth century, and the brush strokes displayed an alarming lack of skill. The flower seller in the foreground appeared almost cross-eyed, for instance, and her hand was grossly out of proportion. The woman with the parasol was even worse. Despite the supposed good weather, her parasol looked as if it had been caught by a rogue gust of wind, contorting her arm.


    In all honesty, the most striking thing about the painting was the frame that contained it. The frame was oversized and very ornate, with elaborate mouldings and extensive gilding. It was the kind of thing I was used to seeing in museums, showcasing a dramatic sea battle or a dashing young monarch upon a stallion, and I have to admit it struck me as a shame that it had been paired with such an insipid work.


    There was a paper tag hanging on a thread of string from the frame and I turned it over to discover that the asking price was four and a half thousand euros. I frowned. It wasnt an outrageous amount, I didnt think, but either I  along with the owner of the store  was missing something or Pierres client had paid way over the odds to hire us. Maybe sentimental attachment came into it somehow. Perhaps Pierres client desired the picture so much they were willing to pay more than four times its value. Or perhaps they knew it meant a great deal to Catherine Ames and they were prepared to shell out a generous sum to spite her. Whatever the reality, I had a decision to make. Did I buy the painting or did I steal it?


    Stealing the painting was an option. Sure, the gallery was likely to have better locks and a more sophisticated security system than your average home, but that wasnt something that would necessarily get in my way. Whoever lived above the store might, though. From the looks of the building there were several apartments or offices in the upper floors and it would be logical to assume one of them might belong to the owner of the gallery. If I returned to break in after hours Id need only to make a little too much noise to draw unwanted attention. And that was true of passers-by too. Rue Quincampoix was hardly the busiest of streets but it was close to the Pompidou Centre and if I was seen flashing my torch around inside the gallery after dark, I could soon find myself in trouble.


    And why run the risk? The painting was priced at more than four thousand euros but that didnt mean I had to pay that much for it. If I could make a deal for a lesser amount, Id still be clearing a tidy profit and Id be maintaining Pierres faith in me at the same time. After all, there was no reason I could think of to tell Pierre how Id come by the painting. Hed just be glad to have it in his possession, ready to pass to his client. Yes, Id be down a certain amount of my fee, and that bothered me to a degree, but it was something I could learn to live with.


    A good deal of bartering and three thousand eight hundred euros later, the rather stern owner of the gallery was wrapping the painting for me in strong brown paper and parcel string. I was a little ashamed to be paying for such a poor piece of art in the first place, of course, and I did my best to explain as much to the gallery owner. Ultimately, though, I dont think she cared and neither did I. Shed probably expected to have the monstrosity stuck on her wall for six months at the very least, never anticipating she might be lucky enough to ensnare a witless Englishman. And I may have reduced my earnings to just over six thousand euros but I did have the satisfaction of a job well done. After a bad start, Id used my brain to track Bruno down and, with just a little luck, Id done far better than I had expected. I mean, even if Id confronted Bruno outside the bank, what would I have achieved? He might have refused to tell me what had happened to the painting and then Id have been stuck. I suppose I could have threatened to expose him as a thief, but there was no guarantee it would have worked. Its never bothered me all that much.


    So the truth is I was feeling pretty smug as I left the store with the painting tucked under my arm and headed for the nearest mtro station. Id worked some angles and Id followed my instincts and the only problem I had left to resolve was how to break the news of my real appearance to Victoria without losing her friendship for ever. And really, I thought, a chap with my skills and abilities ought to be able to pull that one off without too much trouble. It would all work out in the end. These things always did.


    Or did they? When I got back to my apartment I wasnt so sure. For starters, the locks on my front door had been tampered with and the door was hanging ajar. Far worse, though, a woman was waiting for me there. And from the look of the clear plastic bag that had been taped over her head and the florid tone of her skin, I hadnt the slightest doubt she was dead.
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