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It starts with a telephone call. Casual, chatty, friendly, no business. You arrange to meet, neutral venue, preferably public. You have to be careful, regardless of the caller, regardless of the meeting place. Every eventuality planned for, nothing taken for granted. Tempting to begin to trust; tempting, but wrong. A person could be your friend and confidant for twenty years and then turn away from you in an instant. It happens. Anyone with sense remembers that bitter reality; those without sense will learn it.


Saturday afternoon, football on the radio in the background, sitting on the couch with a book. The Painted Veil by William Somerset Maugham, if you must know, and he’s fascinated by it. It has lured his attention away from the radio; he doesn’t know what the score is any more. The older he gets, the less important that seems. The telephone rings–landline, not mobile–taking his attention away from everything. A marker placed across the line he’s on (never fold the page to mark your place), and he’s getting up.


‘Hello.’


‘Calum, how are you, pal? John Young here.’


‘John. I’m well. You?’


‘You know, same old. Been a while since we saw you down the club. Thought I’d call you up, see how you were. You keeping busy?’


‘Busy enough. Comes and goes, you know how it is.’


‘I do that. You hear about old Frank MacLeod–in having his hip done? Yep, out of the world for a few months at least. Hell of a thing, for a guy so active.’


‘I heard. Shame for him.’


‘Sure is. Can’t picture him with his feet up. Be good to see you again, Cal, been too long. You should come down the club tomorrow, after lunch. We’ll shoot a few frames of snooker, have a few drinks. Be fun.’


‘Sounds like a plan. I’ll drop by about two-ish.’


‘Good stuff, see you tomorrow.’


The clues are all there if you care to look for them. Perhaps you don’t care to; most people don’t. A casual conversation: two people who know each other on a first-name basis, without being too close. Friends who see each other on a weekly rather than daily basis. Friends who don’t care. Phone calls like that are made so often, so why care? It’s a job offer. A very definite offer of something long-term and lucrative. Does he want long-term and lucrative?


Small flat, small car, small savings, but always enough. He works for need, not luxury. Long-term means risk, and risk is to be avoided. There are gamblers in the business, but they all lose eventually, and the cost is final. So don’t gamble. You don’t need to. There are two reasons why people do: one acceptable, and one not. The unacceptable reason is greed, the prospect of more money, which they don’t actually need. The other reason is the thrill, and that’s different.


He hasn’t been in the club since he heard about Frank’s operation. Old man goes into hospital to have hip replaced. It’s no news to most. Those who know Frank–what he does–know different. He’s old, but he’s still great, still important. Like a boxer who loses speed but learns tactics, he’s as dangerous as he has ever been. He’s from a generation ago, the golden-olden times before the intrusion of modern technology, modern policing and modern sensitivities. So many were left behind. Time marched, but Frank had always moved a step faster. The work he had done in the past was still needed, just the process was different. Now he was gone, for a few months at least, and would have to be replaced. He would be replaced by a younger man. A short-term replacement, for now.


Now Calum can focus on nothing. Another job is another job–nothing more. That doesn’t concern him. Being enveloped in the suffocating bosom of the Jamieson organization concerns him. For the likes of Frank MacLeod, it was comforting, a guarantee of work and security. For Calum MacLean, it’s a threat of enforced regular work, a loss of freedom. What is worth that?
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The club is in the city centre, a small entrance leading into a large building. Nobody on the door on a Sunday afternoon. Usually a handful of people in at the bar, upstairs at the eight snooker tables. Not today. Today on the door a sign: Closed for cleaning. A tatty sign, trotted out every time privacy is required. Suspicious, obvious, but people didn’t ask questions. Calum ignores the sign, opens the door and walks in.


It always seems dim inside, even with every light on. On his right he can see the large, scuffed dance floor, and on the far side the DJ’s booth. There’s a bar running the length of the side wall, gaudy lighting, bottles of every variety–none that he likes. He doesn’t drink alcohol, although he’s never understood in his own mind why. Self-control, most probably. It’s not a moral thing. He loathes the club too, loathes that lifestyle, the sweaty cattle market, the pointless racket. It always came back to him that he hated it because the point was to attract women, and he isn’t deemed attractive to women, no matter how dark it is.


A wide carpeted staircase in front of him, short steps that are easily misjudged. A lot of people have tripped going up them, overreaching. Calum is always careful, fearful not of being hurt, but of looking stupid. At the top of the stairs is a pair of wooden double doors with rectangular windows. He pushes one open and steps into the snooker hall. Eight green tables, two rows of four, plenty of room between each. Scoreboards on the walls, little machines beside each one. Pay a pound, get thirty minutes of light on your table. They make little money, not enough to justify the space they require, but they’re one of Peter Jamieson’s bewildering array of improbable passions. There’s a bar against one wall, small, old-fashioned. No flavoured vodka here, just beer and whiskey. It’s closed today. Cleaning, apparently.


John Young is standing at a table in the middle of the room, chalking his cue. The balls are scattered about the table, none yet potted. He may just have started, he may have been hopeless. Calum has never seen him play before, doesn’t know. He knows Jamieson is good. Everyone knows Jamieson is good. Everyone knows Jamieson has had lessons from professionals. Young must have learned something from his boss.


‘Calum, how are you?’


‘Fine.’ He’s walking across to the cue rack and picking one out. He’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt; he can only play well in a T-shirt. Sleeves get in the way.


Young shoves all the reds back into the centre of the table and racks them in the triangle. He carefully places the balls on their spots. Everything precise, placed by a man who plays often, and plays with a serious partner. ‘Good weather out,’ he finally says.


‘It is. You break.’


Young bends, lines up the shot and hits it. Only one red runs loose, the white coming right back up the table. Safe–a break to make the next shot difficult. No letting you win.


It stays serious until it becomes obvious that Young is going to win, and easily. Calum has effort, Young has skill, and it takes ten minutes for those two to be widely separated. Then talk.


‘You been working for anyone lately?’ Young asks. This is the first real mention of business, the first open acceptance that this is what the meeting is really about.


The question is misleading. Calum works, he has to. What Young wants to know is if he’s been working repeatedly for the same person, or just drifting around. He probably knows the answer already; he wants to see if Calum can surprise him. He can’t.


‘No. Bits and bobs. Freelance. As ever.’


Nothing for another minute or two. More shots carefully picked out, even when the frame is won, even when the maths prove it. When it’s over, and the balls are being laid out again–best of three–Young speaks again.


‘We’re without anyone now. Shame to lose Frank for a few months.’


‘Didn’t see it coming?’


Young laughs. A short laugh, not a happy one. ‘Frank’s one of those guys that can’t admit when there’s something wrong with him. Not until it’s too late. He should have warned us. He knew for ages and said nothing.’ He shrugs, a what-can-you-do shrug.


Calum’s turn to break. It’s messy: reds everywhere, white in the middle of the table. Trying too hard. Young feels confident enough to talk early.


‘How old you now, Calum?’


‘Twenty-nine.’


‘Gettin’ old.’ Young laughs, self-deprecatingly; he’s a podgy but youthful forty-three. His eyes twinkle when he laughs, like he means it; his forehead crinkles and his tousled dark hair seems to fall forward. He looks jolly, but you never forget who he is. ‘You thinking about settling down?’


It’s a professional question, not personal. ‘I haven’t thought about it at all. Time might come. I don’t feel like I need it. I like my freedom, but I’ll see how the wind blows.’


Young nods. It’s a demand. He’s saying that if he settles with Jamieson, then he doesn’t want to be overworked. It’s a demand that Young can live with, one that fits with other wishes.


Talk quiets. The frame is getting more serious. Young was too casual, too confident. He’s missed three shots that he should have made, and Calum is ahead. Calum misses a shot he would usually miss. Young concentrates. He starts knocking in shots, making a break that requires skill. He needs to get as far as the blue to guarantee the win, and he gets there at the first attempt. They shake hands. Young thanks him for coming.
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When he knows the boy has gone, he puts his cue back on the rack and crosses the room to the back corridor. At the far end is Jamieson’s office. Two knocks and Young enters without waiting for a reply. They’ve been friends since they were in their late teens, since they were both starting out in the trade. Thrown together by circumstances–a chance meeting on a shared job–they recognized immediately how much each could do for the other. Jamieson was in charge, that was clear; Young the right-hand man. No other right-hand man earns so much or is given so much control. He’s trusted.


‘You are the brains,’ Jamieson would tell him when drunk, ‘I am the balls. It works.’


It wasn’t that Young lacked courage, or that Jamieson wasn’t smart. Young could get his hands dirty, but Jamieson’s instinct for the nasty work was unrivalled, and evident from a young age. Jamieson was intelligent, but Young was tactical, and that was an important difference. Separately they were talented; together they were lucrative.


Jamieson has to be in charge. He has to be seen to be in charge. It doesn’t matter what either of them thinks; their employees and their rivals have to believe that the man they fear most is the man in charge. Perception. PR. You would be amazed how important that is in a trade like this. Being in charge comes with a downside, though. You’re at the top of the tree, where everyone can see you, where so many others want to be. Jamieson can handle that, no problem. Besides, their operation isn’t yet quite big enough to spook the top dogs into action. Yet.


Jamieson is sitting where he always sits, on the swivel chair behind his desk, facing away from the door. The desk faces the door, the chair rarely does. There are two televisions on a long stand behind the desk, both showing horse racing, another passion. He gambles, not because he needs to, not because it’s a thrill, but because he has a need to beat other people. In this case, the bookies. He isn’t trying to be rude when he sits with his back to you; he’s just the sort of person who can be consumed by the things that interest him.


Horses don’t interest Young in the least. Miniature Irishmen torturing dumb beasts in the name of a sport funded by the gullible and controlled by the idle rich. His seat in the office is on a small leather couch at the right side of the well-lit room, just beside the large window. There are newspapers on the table, mostly local, some national, scanned for any references to their work. These days you need to spend more time checking websites to make sure people don’t make unfortunate references to you. Young sits and waits.


‘I spoke to the boy MacLean,’ he tells Jamieson when he’s sure both races have finished.


‘Boy? How old is he anyway?’


‘Twenty-nine.’


‘That all? Feels like he’s been around for ages. What did he say?’


‘I think he’ll do it, if he’s one of two or three. Doesn’t want the full workload.’ Jamieson is concentrating now, sitting forward, hands gently tapping on the table. This is his tool to focus on what matters, the constant patter of hands on desk. ‘He ain’t exactly a bag of laughs,’ Jamieson smiles. ‘But I like him. He’s good. Smart. Quiet. Frank says he’s the best of the new breed. I agree. We’ll make him an offer.’
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Young waits three days before he calls Calum again. The current job can afford to wait three days. It’s also like dating–you mustn’t seem too desperate. If you give the impression of hurry, then people will demand more in return. With Calum, it could scare him off. The boy is clearly wary of commitment. That’s naive; Young’s experience tells him that. In a few years he will be craving it. The regularity, the comfort, the safety net. Doing a job in this business is like being fired from a cannon: doing it freelance is being fired without a net to land in. The big organization, it protects you, it has ways of keeping you safe. Eventually the pressure of the job will wear Calum down and make that safety attractive. But not yet.


Calum is back on his couch, playing video games. God of War III, if you’re interested. He finds it frustrating. The phone rings–mobile this time. He pauses, picks up the phone, looks at the screen. Young.


‘Hello.’


‘Calum, it’s John Young. How are you, busy?’


‘No, not busy at all.’


‘Good, come down the club. Me and Peter want to speak to you, okay?’


‘Right away?’


‘Right away.’


A job offer, obviously. Important? Maybe, but he’s waited three days, and that suggests not urgent. Perhaps that’s what it’s supposed to suggest. It’ll be temporary, but it could be designed to draw him into something longer. Frank MacLeod isn’t going to last forever. Nobody in this business does. Calum switches everything off, leaving nothing on standby. He gets a coat; it’s a colder day. Blustery outside. He picks his car keys from the top of the fridge in the kitchen, and leaves the flat.


There’s nothing in the flat that can tell you what he does for a living. There’s certainly no gun. No one who works with a gun and has any sense keeps a gun in their home. There’s no documentation. Keep no reminder. Some people keep souvenirs. Those people are stupid. Dangerously stupid. Maybe a bit sick. They will be caught. A police raid will tell nothing about Calum. No emails. No tweets. No text messages. Tracking phone calls would tell that he was in touch with people like Young, but you can’t go to jail for the friends you keep. Calum has never been arrested, no convictions, never seen the inside of a jail cell. He’s been in the business for ten years. He won’t gloat about avoiding arrest until he’s retired.


Avoiding arrest is not the same as avoiding suspicion. Not sure how he’s doing on that front. Do the police know that he exists? Surely. They must know about Jamieson; everyone else does. Jamieson is the up-and-coming figure. Calum has done work for Jamieson before. He’s done work for one or two more established figures as well. He’s not tied to any of them, though–that’s important. He’s a moving target. A chance that the police don’t know him. A chance they don’t know what he does. That’s what he wants for himself, and what Jamieson wants from an employee as well. Starting with a clean slate.


He goes into the club by the front door as he always does. No point sneaking in. If people are watching the club, then they’re watching the back as well as the front. Sneaking in the back only makes you look more suspicious. Up the stairs, through the door. The snooker hall is open to the public, the bar open. Six people using three different tables, another four people at the bar. One of the men at the tables is Kenny McBride, Jamieson’s driver. Driver is a broad description. Jamieson can drive himself most of the time. Kenny’s a taxi for the boss. He’s a driver on important jobs. He delivers things. He picks things up. Anything that needs a car. Calum nods hello, walks past.


Along the corridor, all the way to the end. Nobody outside the office door, no obvious security. Never is. No paranoia yet, although that will probably come. It does with most. Jamieson is mid-forties. Not old. More youthful than most people his age. Not big enough yet to be plotted against. So most people think. A hands-off approach to security. Ruthless, yes, but casual too. Calum knocks on the door three times and waits to be shouted in. He doesn’t have the sort of relationship that allows him to enter uninvited. Somebody calls for him to come in. He opens the door, steps inside and closes it behind him.


It’s just Jamieson and Young. The TVs are off, which means business. Jamieson is behind his desk. Is he trying to look like a businessman, trying to look respectable? Unlikely. He has bucketfuls of self-awareness, he doesn’t feel a need to try and look like the good guy. The desk isn’t to make him look respectable; it’s to let you know he’s in charge. Young’s sitting to the side on the couch, as always. Neither one of them is intimidating. But then neither one of them is trying to be. Young isn’t capable–too podgy and relaxed. Jamieson can do it. He can scare, when he wants to. His eyes, that’s what does it. It’s almost always about the eyes. If your eyes can’t do scary, then you can’t do scary. Jamieson could give a look when he chose.


‘Good to see you, Calum, been a while,’ Jamieson says, nodding for him to sit on the chair in front of the desk. ‘Take your coat off.’


Calum does as he’s told, because you do what you’re told. He places the coat over the back of the chair and sits in it. Now he’s facing Jamieson, and Young is only just out of view. That’s disconcerting, deliberately. You don’t know what Young is doing. You don’t know if he’s mouthing something to Jamieson. You don’t know if he’s made a gesture or not. You can’t see his reaction. You don’t even know if he’s paying attention. That’s the point. You will leave that office not knowing what at least one of them is thinking.


‘Let’s get down to business,’ Jamieson says, with that cold face that tells you to pay attention. ‘Have you been doing much work lately?’


He wants to know if Calum has killed many people lately. Kill too many in a short space of time and you will inevitably draw attention to yourself. Jamieson’s clever about that, good instinct. Don’t hire someone who’s been too busy. Don’t hire someone who hasn’t been working at all. Not too hot, not too cold, but just right. A Goldilocks employee. You answer because you have to, but it’s awkward. Nothing wrong with Calum’s answer, but you have to trust Jamieson with the answer. You have to trust that the only people who hear it are the people in the room. No bugs. They’re rare, but not impossible.


‘I’ve been keeping to a regular schedule,’ Calum answers. ‘I don’t like to overstretch.’


It’s the right answer. It means little, but it’s right enough for now. Jamieson knows Calum is smart. Calum knows what answer Jamieson wants to hear. In this case it’s true, and Jamieson believes him, but takes everything with a pinch of salt.


‘I might have a job for you, if you’re interested. You know we’re short.’


‘I heard. I might be interested. Depends, though.’


‘On?’ Jamieson’s frowning now. He doesn’t like conditions. He particularly doesn’t like guys who haven’t even hit thirty making demands, when people like Frank MacLeod rarely do.


‘The schedule I work is good for me. I don’t want to break that.’


Jamieson nods. Not unreasonable. Also fits with his own plan. No more relying on one man to do such important work. Frank was great, but now he’s broken and there’s nobody to step in. They have to recruit from outside. From now on, they always have at least two.
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‘You know Lewis Winter?’


Now it’s real business. It’s considered that the job has been accepted. Calum hasn’t said he’ll do it, but he’s laid down a single condition and, by moving on to the job, Jamieson has accepted the condition. You don’t talk money. They both know what the ballpark figure is. Now it’s specifics for this job. Calum is on board. Jamieson and Young have both accepted it. Now they will treat him as though he’s one of their people, in the organization. Maybe just for this one job. It’s been like that before, when they had a big job and Frank chose him to ride shotgun. You’re in the family for one job. Then you’re on the outside, with them keeping an eye on you, making sure you don’t say anything you shouldn’t. Also making sure you stay useful to them, for moments like this.


‘I know of Lewis Winter. Met him once, briefly. Wouldn’t say I know him.’


But Calum knows enough. He knows who Lewis Winter is, and he knows what Lewis Winter does. That’s enough. Lessons from Frank MacLeod, lessons from others with experience. Don’t learn from the ones who have been caught and tell their stories to all and sundry. Don’t learn from those who know how to do it; learn from those who know how to do it well. They tell you to learn everything. Not a glib comment. Learn who everyone in the business is and what they do, because you don’t know when you’ll run into them. So you learn who people like Lewis Winter are, even though they’re not important people. You learn every nook and cranny of the city, because you don’t know when you’ll be there. Calum has done it. He’s kept himself up to date. He drove around the city, exploring areas he didn’t know. He made sure he knew the industry better than it knew him. He made sure he knew Glasgow better than it could ever know him. If he needed to move quickly, he would know the route. He might only need the knowledge once in his life, but that once could decide the length of that life.


He had met Lewis Winter through a mutual friend. They were at a party where Winter didn’t belong. He was there with his much younger girlfriend. It was only three or four months ago, and someone had introduced them for reasons inexplicable to Calum. Perhaps because they were the only two criminals the mutual friend knew, and he thought they would get along. Winter is into his mid-forties. He has grey hair around the temples; he’s struggling to keep his weight down. He looked as though he had just lost. He isn’t a man for a party. He isn’t a man blessed with great success. If he’s the subject of this conversation, then things aren’t liable to get any better for him.


‘Winter’s become a problem. The job would be for you to deal with him.’


Calum nods. Nothing out of the ordinary there. Surprising that Winter should have become a problem to a man like Jamieson. Winter is small-time, always has been. He is a man cursed. Every success was swiftly followed by a crushing failure. Twenty-five years of it, no sign of a change.


‘Sounds simple. Anything I should know?’


Jamieson shakes his head briefly, a slight shrug of the shoulders. ‘Anything you think you should know?’


A key distinction to make. What you should know is what you need to know, not what you want to know. You want to know why Jamieson plans to murder this man. You don’t need to know that. Lewis Winter is a long-term, small-time drug dealer. Jamieson is involved in many facets of criminal life, drug dealing included. Lewis Winter steps on Peter Jamieson’s toes. If Jamieson’s not seen to take action, then he could look weak. Perception is vital. The things you need to know relate only to your ability to do the job well, and to the consequences. You need to know if there’s anything hidden that could catch you out; if your target has friends or contacts who might catch you up. Only what will help you do the job. Only what will help you live with the consequences.


‘Does he have any sort of security that I should know about?’


Not a question he would usually ask about Lewis Winter. Winter is small-time, he has no security. At least none to speak of. He has no bodyguards. He has no hangers-on who would be capable of causing trouble.


‘He might own a dog, that would be about it,’ Jamieson shrugs.


‘He doesn’t,’ Young chips in from the side, his first contribution.


‘There you go,’ Jamieson smiles. ‘He’s living with his girlfriend now, that wee trollop.’


‘Zara Cope,’ Young says. ‘A slut, but a smart one.’


‘A smart slut,’ Jamieson is saying with a smile and a shake of the head, ‘those are the ones. Man, those are the ones. You know she had a kid with Nate Colgan six or seven years ago,’ he’s saying to Calum.


‘Does the kid live with them?’ Calum’s asking, always worried about that scenario.


‘Nah, with the grandparents.’


Nate Colgan. It’s a name that conjures images that are better left unseen. A hardman. Not a caricature of a hardman. Not someone who walks around flexing muscles, covered in tattoos, playing the role of the angry man. A real hardman. A man that people like Jamieson use, but treat with care. A man you would all do very well to avoid upsetting. A man Calum is worried about upsetting. He met him once. Colgan seemed surly. When he spoke, he was surprisingly intelligent. Not unpredictable. Not an explosion of anger for no good reason. That’s not hard. That’s crazy. Hard is people knowing what you’re going to do to them and being unable to stop you. Calum didn’t know what the relationship between Colgan and Cope was these days. Better to avoid her, if possible.


A thought occurs.


‘Is Winter still working alone these days?’ Calum asks.


This matters. Winter alone means killing Winter. Winter in an organization means killing Winter and paying for it later. People can’t be seen to be weak.


Jamieson is glancing across at Young. Calum can’t see the response.


‘As far as we know,’ Jamieson begins, ‘he’s still working alone. He’s been making moves in my areas, though, and not being subtle about it. Like he’s trying to piss me off. Like he knows he has backup. I don’t think he does. Yet. I think he will. I want to get him before he gets backup.’


That’s as much as Calum should know. No more detail. No word on who the backup is, how close it might be. It hints at something bigger, though. An ugly hint.


A nod of the head accepts the job. No shake of the hand, not necessary. This isn’t a gentleman’s club, after all. This isn’t a gentleman’s agreement. This is business. Calum has agreed to it. If he fails, then he will probably be punished. Not killed. If you kill a man for failure, who else will want to work for you? You ostracize him, though. You make life tough. Calum knows this. He’s seen it happen to others. It’s happened to talented people. Mostly it happens to the loudmouths, to the idiots who think they can do the job, but can’t. It’s easy to kill a man. It’s hard to kill a man well. People who do it well know this. People who do it badly find out the hard way. The hard way has consequences. Even the talented must be wary of that fact.
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Jamieson is sitting in the chair, watching the door close behind Calum. Young is still sitting on the couch to his right, sitting in silence. Jamieson is a man of definite action. He makes the call to have a man killed, and he turns back to his horses, or his golf, or whatever hobby is occupying his attention today. Only, today, he doesn’t. Today he sits tapping the table, still looking at the closed door.


‘He’s got a lot of talent, that boy,’ he says softly. ‘Something about him I’m not sure of.’


‘He’s just socially awkward,’ Young shrugs, ‘that’s his way. Smarter than your average bear.’


‘Aye,’ Jamieson nods, ‘that’s a fact. Frank told me that, first day he met him. Said the boy was smart, said he had the guts for it too.’


Courage and intelligence are worth little alone. It’s why Jamieson and Young work together, and always will. It’s why so many people are almost good at what they do. They have one or the other. A stupid person can have enough courage to make them useful in this industry. A smart person can do a lot. To be great, you must have both. You have to know when to rely on your brain and when to rely on your guts. Some people have enough of both to keep themselves free and working for decades. Sometimes even people with an abundance of both make a mistake. One mistake. One simple, sloppy mistake. Twenty years in jail. Unemployable thereafter. The smartest of all know not to take their brains for granted.


‘You worried about the job?’ Young’s asking him. It’s rare to see Jamieson being uncertain about a job.


Jamieson shrugs. ‘I don’t care how good the boy is–this is the sort of job that can trip him up. Trust me. I ain’t saying he can’t do it. I ain’t saying he’ll botch it, not at all. He’s the best we can get for the job. But these are the ones. Look at it. We don’t know what we’re sending him into. We don’t know what Winter’s got.’


He says it reluctantly, because he knows that it’s an implied insult towards his friend. It’s always Young’s role to plan the job. It’s Young’s role to know what they are likely to be up against. They think they know, but they can’t be certain.


Young sighs impatiently. They’ve been over this before. Lewis Winter is now working with others. He’s moving into new territory because he believes he can get away with it. He’s making himself more high-profile because he needs to, if he’s going to attract the new business he wants. They know that he’s becoming a danger to them. They know that he has bigger people behind him. Or that he will have. They aren’t there yet. There’s a promise of support. So you get rid of him before the promise is realized. It makes sense. It’s logical to Young. He’s justified it to himself. It’s necessary to kill Lewis Winter. Now Jamieson is questioning.


‘He has no support yet. I’ve been having him watched. The only contact he has is over the phone. There’s no extra security. Not yet. We know that. The boy himself will check. He won’t just blaze in there. He’s smart.’


Jamieson nods his head. All of that is true. ‘The boy will follow him. So long as he doesn’t follow him so long that the support arrives.’


‘He won’t have to worry about Winter’s new friends. We have to worry about them. He doesn’t. He has to worry about the girlfriend. Maybe he has to worry about one or two dickhead hangers-on.’


Jamieson smiles and nods. There are always hangers-on, people who want to be a part of it. They find a sop like Winter and attach themselves to him, try to bleed him dry.


‘What about that wee gold-digger?’


The gold-digger. There are plenty of them floating around too. Always have been, always will be. No worse than the hangers-on, and in many ways more fun. The same aim: bleed you dry and move on. Most gold-diggers are of no consequence. You enjoy their company, you give them a little something and then you move them quietly along. Some are more dangerous. Some are harder to get rid of. Zara Cope has always been one of those. A smart girl, one who knows how to make it last. One who knows how to get more than money. She knows how to get control. She’s been with Winter for a while now, moved in with him. She’s always with him, pulling the invisible strings. She has her claws in deep, and she will surely be there when Winter expires.


Young’s shrugging. ‘He’ll judge how to deal with her. He’s smart enough to work it out.’


‘Hope he doesn’t kill her,’ Jamieson says quietly, ‘I wouldn’t want to piss off Colgan.’


‘Would it piss him off?’


‘He still carries a candle for that bitch,’ Jamieson nods solemnly. ‘I don’t know Colgan well, but I know that much. Obvious.’


‘The boy will judge it.’


Jamieson turns and reaches for the remote control, putting on one television. Not a lot of sport on this afternoon. Not a lot of work to do, either. Building up to things. Should be building more quickly, but new things keep getting in the way. New things, like Lewis Winter’s new friends.
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The first thing is easy. You find out where the target lives, and you track him. If you know the target well, then you can skip a lot of this. Many people end up killing those they know well. It’s people they worked with, people they’ve seen around the industry many times. They may have partied with them. They may even be friends. But you do it, because that’s the job. The victims know that, as well as the aggressors. If you don’t go into the industry with your eyes open, then someone or something will soon open them. You soon learn how it works. You track them to learn their routine. Everyone has some sort of routine. Sometimes messy, sometimes only a sliver of routine in a chaotic life. The routine is when you get them.


Calum doesn’t know Winter well enough to skip any of this. The boring necessity. He finds out where he lives–that’s easy. No secret. Winter must know he’s at risk in this business, but his track record suggests that he doesn’t plan well for these eventualities. Every time he takes a step up the ladder, it breaks underneath him and he tumbles back down. He has ambition, and nothing else. He has some brains, but no sense. He has no obvious security at his house when Calum drives by. When he leaves and goes to meet a couple of street dealers who work for him, he goes on his own. He’s oblivious to reality. Or maybe he doesn’t care. There are people like that. There are always people who take huge risks and don’t even try to protect themselves from the consequences. They’re either not afraid of death or don’t care much for life.


Winter has been knocked down enough times by life not to care much for it. As he talks to these two idiots–young men who sell product to their friends and family in exchange for more for themselves–he doesn’t care. He’s taking risks that don’t matter to him. A lifetime in the industry, and for what? He’s little further forward than he was when he started. Younger men than him are running major organizations, buying up legitimate businesses, achieving. He’s dealing with two monosyllabic, illiterate junkies. This is what it’s all come to. He’s earning less than thirty thousand a year on the deals he’s doing. He has a house he can only just afford to pay the mortgage on. He has a girlfriend who was the well-known cast-off of many better men than he. She’s demanding. She’s changing his lifestyle to suit hers. She’s heightening his ambitions to match her own. He needs to pay for her love. So he’s taking risks.


He had hated school. He’d worked for a haulage company for a couple of years, but he’d hated that too. Then he fell into the business via an old school friend. A little bit of dealing, nothing big, just at parties. Working on the bottom rung of the business, but having fun while you’re doing it. An employee for a big organization that got you regular work, that looked after you. Back then he had enjoyed it, but that was such a long time ago. Now a middle-aged man, trying to be a big player. Unable to make money or connections. He had a success in his late twenties, a big deal. He was going to get rich. The police didn’t get him, but they got almost everyone else involved in the deal. The one guy who didn’t get caught. That made his name poison for a while. Then another potential deal, in his mid-thirties. Working with a partner, Jimmy Morrison–don’t call him Jim. But Jimmy screwed him, did a runner, took all the cash. Left Winter penniless and humiliated. A laughing stock again. Still trying to recover.


Then an offer to get involved in something bigger. Out of nowhere. Make some moves, prove you can hack it. Get on Jamieson’s patch. He’s the first person going to be knocked off his perch. You start the moves. We’ll be right behind you. An offer from someone Winter trusts. Someone Winter knows has the ability to back up the offer. So he makes the moves. If it goes wrong? So what. Jamieson will kill him, and that’ll be the end of it. What a loss. A life that gives him nothing. Take it. Feel free. Peter Jamieson is welcome to possession of this life. If it goes right, then maybe life becomes something more. Maybe something worth living. Zara stays for good. Children. No more hanging on by his fingertips. A big player. Relax. But he has been here before, and he knows that hope is evil. It sucks you in and spits you back out, laughing at you all the while. No, accept the risk; don’t get carried away by the possibilities.


‘Why have you still got so much left?’ Winter is asking angrily. He doesn’t do anger well. He always looks too down-beat to be worked up. Comes across as huffy instead.


‘Ah dunno these people. They dunno me. They ain’t buyin’.’


‘They’re buying from him,’ Winter tells the man. He used to know their names, but he can’t remember now. They won’t last anyway. They never do.


‘Ah dunno.’


‘How much time have you spent trying to shift it then?’ Winter asks, knowing the answer will be a lie. They’re so bad at lying. Bad at telling the truth. Bad at everything.


‘Loads. Loads. People ain’t buyin’.’


‘I’m running out of patience with you,’ Winter tells him, staring into the middle distance. They’re in the centre of a quiet street, talking as though they’ve just bumped into each other. He hates them. Despises them. He needs them. ‘Try harder. Make it happen. I want you to have sold the lot by Saturday–you’re getting more then. You,’ he says to the other one, ‘will get more tomorrow. You’ve done well. I’ll see you right.’


The young man smiles and nods enthusiastically. A dog given a pat on the head by a brutal owner. A toothless grin. Pathetic. Scum.


Winter is in his car. He doesn’t know he’s being followed. When he was young, he would check. He would look around to make sure there was nobody tailing, nobody that might cause him harm. When he was young, nobody ever tailed him. They didn’t care. He wasn’t important. He’s now spent so long not being important to anyone that he doesn’t bother to check. If he had, he wouldn’t have noticed. There’s a lot of traffic, nothing will stand out. He needs to get something to eat. He needs to change the taste he has lingering in his mouth. Those junkies. They represent him. They are what his livelihood depends on. They are the scale of his achievement.


Calum follows behind, intrigued. He doesn’t know the two junkies, but he knows what they are. Peddlers. They’re the sort of people who sell for a few months until they become so unreliable that they have to be cut loose. They’re a real risk to deal with. If you cut them loose and they get talkative, then you could be in trouble. You might have to deal with them. Winter has to take the risk, though. The alternative is to spend every night going round the city trying to sell his own product. It wouldn’t be long before people got to know who he was and what he was doing. It wouldn’t be long before someone jumped him, or the police arrived. He needs others to take that risk. But they are hopeless to rely on. It’s obvious that Winter has come away from the meeting angry. Now he’s stopping outside a cafe.


He eats lunch alone. Back in the car, another meeting, this time at a house on the south side of the city. Calum notes the address. Find out who that was. A quick google on his mobile tells him nothing. Too well maintained a home to be another junkie. Maybe a supplier? Probably not important for the job at hand. Then home. Back to Zara Cope, the love of Winter’s life. Ha, the love of his life. Calum sits in the car at the bottom of the street and watches the house. Boring job. Boring, boring, boring. Necessary, though. Has to be done. Will have to be done for at least another couple of days. If no routine shows itself after that time, he might have to keep on watching. Never rush it.
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Zara is watching TV. She looks bored. That scares him. He stands in the doorway, not sure what to say. She’s so pretty. Shoulder-length dark hair, full lips, high cheekbones, large eyes. Striking. A confidence in her look that’s complacent and well established. Superior. He’s sixteen years older than her, but that’s not what stops him talking. That has never been the cause of the barrier between them, the discomfort he feels. The discomfort is the difference in lifestyle, the difference in what they want. Perhaps that all comes from age, he supposes sadly. Can’t escape it. The one thing you can’t change. She wants parties and fun. He’s already done that. He wants something more. He wants marriage, children, and compassion. She looks up at him, standing there watching her.


‘What’s up?’


He has a tendency to stand and watch her. Watch her get dressed, watch her in the kitchen, watch her watch TV. She doesn’t mind–whatever entertains him. She knows she’s pretty. Worth watching. She’s always been aware of it. When she’d first begun to hang around with these underworld types, they had all been sniffing around her. She was eighteen; the men who mattered were in their thirties and forties. She was well raised, intelligent, well spoken. She was a cut above their usual meat. It had seemed like innocent fun. Nothing serious. They used her, she used them. Not too many; she didn’t let herself get a terrible reputation. Not like some. Then she got a little older, and other pretty young things appeared. New experiences. She was still beautiful, she just wasn’t the kind of beautiful that important people wanted to play with. Not the shiny new toy any more. When she started, she thought it was fun, something extra in life. Now it was all. She didn’t know any other life. It was this or nothing. If Lewis could pull off the new deal, this might be worth sticking around for.


‘Nothing,’ Winter answers. ‘What d’you want for dinner?’


Zara shrugs. ‘Whatever’s in. Are we going out tonight?’


The question means she’s decided that they are going out tonight. It’s not that she bullies him. She only has to hint and he accepts. He fears what her reaction will be if he refuses her obvious wish. He’s seen her huffy side, the petulance. Nothing to rock the boat. Nothing to let her get upset and be dramatic. He wants this happy family. He has to accept the sacrifices it takes.


‘I thought we might,’ he lies.


‘No need for anything heavy then,’ she says with a smile.


She looks happy now. Good actress, he knows that. To see the smile is enough. Might not be real, but it’s pretty and it warms him.


It’s his turn to cook. They take it in turns, and she does do most of the housework. Hard to think of her as a housewife, but there you go. It’s a role she seems increasingly willing to throw herself into. People change. What people want from life changes. He’s thinking about that while he’s rummaging in the freezer. Not looking forward to another night out. Almost every night now. Only way to keep her entertained. He’s always looking for signs that she’s growing up. Anything that might suggest that she’s turning into the same sort of person he already is. Sometimes he thinks he sees hints of her maturing, then she does something to obliterate that hope.


He’s encouraged her to see more of her daughter. The idea of playing the kindly stepfather appeals. She’s only visited the girl twice that he knows of since they started dating; he’s never met the girl. It seems uncaring to him. Inexplicable. How can you not love a child you’ve brought into the world? He’s not a father. He wishes. It would be what he needs. A life to truly love, and to be loved back. Zara doesn’t love him; she tolerates him. She benefits from him, so she stays–he understands that. He accepts it, because it’s how it’s always been in his life. He expects nothing more, but he longs for a relationship that can be different. He sees other people with it. Why can he not have it himself?


Poor judgement. He knows it. He’s always known it. Zara isn’t the right person, not for that sort of life. He’ll never be able to play happy families with her. They could fake it for a while, but she would get itchy feet. It wouldn’t last. There’s the fear, though. He thinks about it as he sits opposite her, both eating some chicken-and-pasta dish that he’s thrown together. It’s flavourless, but she’s already talking about where they should go, playfully complaining that his choices are always dull. The fear. If he dumps Zara, and looks for something more meaningful elsewhere, he might not find it and be left with nothing. What they have may not be much, but it’s better than nothing. He agrees to her suggestion of a nightclub–one that she always enjoys, he always hates.


Zara can see that he’s not happy with the suggestion; he’s such a poor liar. He plays along, though, as he always does. Too insecure ever to disagree, ever to fight back. Too weak? In some ways, she thinks, he is. In some ways he’s pathetically weak. He’s scared of what lies ahead in his life, miserable about what’s gone before. He never talks about it, but it’s written all over him. In other ways he can be courageous. He tries to make things happen. He has ambition. He’s willing to take a risk to try to make life better for both of them. That’s impressive. He wants things for both of them that take courage to achieve. His ability to silently go about risking his life for their betterment–that impresses her.


She reaches a hand across the table and places it on the back of his. He stops and stares at her, unsure of the gesture. It’s not her way. Is it the prelude to bad news?


‘This deal you’re doing,’ she tells him. ‘I want you to know that I’m proud of you. It takes guts. I know you’re doing it for us, and it means a lot to me.’


Her eyes twinkle when she smiles for real, and they twinkle this time. It makes him feel soft, it makes the world seem like it’s turning back to face him again. It makes him feel the risk is worth it, and that he wants to live through it. That brings another fear. The fear that just as she is changing, just as the relationship is growing, he’ll fail again.


Winter smiles and nods. ‘Things are gonna get a lot better,’ he’s telling her, ‘for both of us.’
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