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  Frank’s walking through the airport. Limp’s still there, but there’s less of it. He’s suppressing it, walking with purpose along the narrow corridor,

  heading for the exit. Spain was nice. Relaxing. It was his boss, Peter Jamieson, who came up with the idea of sending him there. Bit of a cliché, the crime boss with a little villa in Spain.

  Wasn’t Peter’s idea to buy the place, it was his wife’s. Frank didn’t complain. Went down there, enjoyed it, but glad to be back. Resting his newly replaced hip. Rest gets

  boring fast.




  Down the stairs, suitcase bouncing on the steps behind him. Heading for the exit when he hears the voice. A low shout, a female voice. Always paranoid, but instinct tells Frank that

  there’s nothing to fear.




  ‘Frank, hello.’ A small woman, walking towards him, an unsure smile on her face.




  That embarrassing moment when someone recognizes you and you don’t recognize them. You live in one city for all sixty-two years of your life, and there are going to be a lot of people who

  recognize you. It’s only when she stops in front of him and looks him in the eye that he remembers.




  ‘Eileen, goodness me, how are you?’




  Two people in their sixties having a polite conversation in an airport. Not a remarkable thing about them. Apart from the secrets they hold. Plenty of those on both sides, a few of them

  shared.




  ‘I’m well, yes. This you coming back from somewhere sunny?’ she’s asking. He’s tanned, something he’s not used to.




  ‘Spain, yes. Resting, feet up. Had my hip done, so . . .’ Awkward talking about himself. Always been the way with Frank MacLeod, anyone who knows him knows that. He’s a man who

  likes to keep himself to himself, as they say. In other words, mind your damn business.




  Eileen’s nodding. ‘So is that you retired then?’




  ‘No,’ Frank’s saying quickly, and not saying anything else. Not her place to ask any more questions about his work, and she should know that.




  ‘Right. Well, that’s me just back from Birmingham. My daughter’s down there now.’




  ‘Ah, right. Well, good that you get down to see her.’




  ‘It is. It was good to see you again, Frank.’ Takes a good ear to identify the tone. Sounds like she almost means it, but not quite. Sounds like she wants to mean it. Wants to find

  pleasure in seeing an old friend, an old friend of her husband. But the reminders are too much to allow pleasure. Frank will always be a reminder of the worst time of her life. Not his fault,

  really. But that’s how it is.




  ‘You too, Eileen.’




  She’s turning and walking away from him, heading back across to the chairs where she left her bags. Frank watches her go for a few seconds. Saw her a year ago at a funeral, said hello and

  nothing else. Been over three years since they last spoke properly. She always seemed old for her age, but she looks more relaxed now. Less hard than she did. Looks like the life of a widow suits

  her. Less stress when you’re not married to someone in the business. Frank never married. Wouldn’t trust anyone to keep the kind of secrets he has. Wouldn’t want to put someone

  under the kind of stress that keeping those secrets would bring. It would be cruel to marry. Dangerous and cruel.




  The taxis are parked in a line at the front door of the airport. Frank’s into the first in the line, giving the driver the address. Nice to be going home. Hoping the driver isn’t a

  talker. A sore hip and bad memories don’t make for a good conversation. Frank’s sitting back in the seat, stony faced. Only takes one look in the mirror for the driver to see that this

  isn’t a passenger who wants a chat.




  Eric and Eileen Holly. Hadn’t thought about them for a long time. Would never say that he knew them particularly well. Acquaintances rather than friends, although the last few days of

  Eric’s life pushed them closer together. Poor old Eric. Always full of big ideas.




  Didn’t take long to get home. Frank’s paying the driver, getting out and dragging his case with him. The driver’s asking if he wants a hand.




  ‘No, thank you,’ Frank’s saying. It was a generous enough offer, but Frank’s tone isn’t too polite. Driver’s got a bloody cheek, treating Frank like some old

  cripple. Like he needs help getting a suitcase up to his front door from the street. He got it this far from Spain, thanks all the same. Taxi driver doesn’t know how he’s managed to

  offend Frank. Doesn’t much care. He’s pulling away.




  The case has wheels at one end, a handle at the other. Easy to move, although the stiffness in his hip is troubling. It was sitting on that plane that did it. Just about three hours with his

  legs stuffed into a small space, no movement. That was a bad idea. Stop thinking about that. That’s the mindset of the old cripple. Get inside, get a cup of coffee, and walk about the house a

  little. That’ll loosen things up.




  In the front door. Okay, before the cup of coffee, get the heating switched on. There’s a pile of mail, none of it important. He doesn’t need to look to know that it’s bills

  and bullshit. The life of a professional killer is a small one. You don’t have a wide circle of friends who might get in touch with you. You only have one employer, and he doesn’t send

  you work through the post. There will be nothing there to surprise Frank. Nothing good or bad, only indifferent.




  He’ll unpack later. Now he has the heating on and a cup of coffee and he’s walking slowly from the kitchen to the living room and back. A little bit of exercise, help the muscles

  around the hip. Now sitting down with his cup, in his comfy chair in the living room. That feels better. Takes about five minutes for the joy of the warmth to die away. Now he’s bored again.

  Never been this way before. Never been bored by the life he chose for himself. Always been something to look forward to. Something thrilling. Now he’s supposed to be resting. Off work until

  further notice. Time to give notice. Call up Peter Jamieson; let him know that Frank’s back and ready for work. Then there’s the promise of a job ahead. The thrill of setting it up,

  carrying it out. The promise of that thrill makes all the boredom bearable. He can play the part of the likeable old man. He can sit around, going days without interacting with others. All because

  of the promise of the job to come. But there’s no promise right now.




  He won’t call Jamieson tonight. That would come over a little desperate. Straight off the plane and onto the phone. Give it a day, call up and thank Peter again for the use of the villa.

  Give it another day and go into the club. Put in a confident appearance, and it won’t be long after that before the work begins again.




  Feels better just thinking about it. Work is life. All of life. There’s nothing else he has, nothing else he wants. Now that he has a plan of action, he feels happier. So he’s

  dragging the suitcase upstairs and into his bedroom. Unpacking and putting things away. Thinking about the phone call. About visiting the club. Getting back to the mindset of work.




  Always looking forward. You look back, and you’re not going to like what you see. No gunman has a happy past. No gunman has a world behind them that they should want to look back on. Look

  ahead, focus on the positives. That’s what Frank’s always been good at. What all good gunmen are good at. The ability to separate themselves entirely from the things they’ve done

  before.




  Clothes out, folded neatly, placed in their rightful drawers. Meticulous, everything in easy-to-remember places. The suitcase being stuffed into the cupboard in the corridor until he’s

  feeling fit enough to put it up in the loft. Bought the suitcase especially for this holiday. Hadn’t been abroad for years, doesn’t plan on going abroad again. He gets why some people

  spend all year looking forward to getting away. But not him. Not with his life.




  The villa was a nice little place, with a nice little pool, in a nice little town. Met a woman there. English woman. She was nice, but she’s in the past now. Gone. Soon to be forgotten.

  You have to leave the good things behind as well as the bad. Every day a fresh start.




  But he’s remembering Eileen Holly. Remembering her at the airport, remembering her three years ago. Remembering Eric. Another ghost of the past that’s better forgotten. Would have

  been better for all concerned if they hadn’t known each other at all.
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  Eric Holly. You won’t be at all surprised to learn that a lot of people called him Buddy. He didn’t like it much. There were worse nicknames to be had, but he

  didn’t like this one, so Frank never called him that. Called him Eric. Showed him respect, because that’s what Eric always showed him.




  First met him, Jesus, thirty-five years ago. Before Eric married Eileen. They moved in similar circles; they were nodding acquaintances. Neither of them wanted to be anything more than that.

  Eric didn’t know exactly what Frank did in the criminal business, but he knew Frank wasn’t immediately useful to his ambitions. Frank knew exactly what Eric did. Knew that Eric was

  never going to be as important as Eric hoped he’d be. Knowing these things is part of the gunman’s job. Knowing who the likely and possible future targets are.




  And years rolled by. Decades. Eric kept being less important than he thought he was. Frank kept on keeping his work to himself. They continued to be nodding acquaintances. Occasional brief

  conversations. Eric introducing Eileen. Then introducing a son and a daughter. Frank not caring a lot, because Eric was still just Eric.




  Eric Holly started out looking after the books for a small criminal organization. He had basic training in accountancy, and that got him in the door. He was trying to become something more than

  that. He wanted to be a financial manager for a major organization. Thought he would have control of big budgets and smart investments. Never happened for him.




  He was working for a man called James Kealing towards the end. Kealing has a middling operation. Not huge, not the sort that steps on toes. But he’s well organized, and he makes plenty

  money. He’s a good man to be friends with, a good man to work for. Eric didn’t have a big role, but he was pushing sixty and making decent money looking after the books for a couple of

  Kealing’s businesses. Simple stuff. Kealing brings in money, mostly through counterfeiting, and Eric makes it disappear. Eric had control of the books for a restaurant, a corner shop and two

  pubs that Kealing owns. Easy enough to hide the dirty money.




  Frank was aware of Kealing, aware of his operation. Aware of Eric now only because they’d come into the business at the same time. He remained a nonentity, right up until the afternoon he

  turned up on Frank’s doorstep. There was a knock on the door. Frank wasn’t expecting anyone, and he doesn’t like surprises. Some days he spends in the club Peter Jamieson owns.

  Frank is the ‘security consultant’ at the club, so it’s an excuse to get out and see people. This day he was at home. This day he was expecting no visitors.




  He answered the door, looking down the single step at Eric, taking a few seconds for recognition to hit him. Eric Holly. Low level, little to no threat.




  ‘Eric, what can I do for you?’




  ‘I need your help, Frank. I do. I need your help, but I can help you too.’




  There was nothing about that answer that appealed to Frank. Not a word of it. If you need help in the business, the last person you should go to is a gunman. Eric should know that. He should

  know that Frank wouldn’t want to help him. He should know that Frank has created a life of isolation that hardly lends itself to acts of charity. Eric had nearly forty years in the business

  to find a better saviour than Frank. But here he was, asking for help. And offering help of his own, which wasn’t terribly inspiring either. Someone offering help when you don’t know

  you need it is rarely good news.




  ‘You’d better come in, tell me what this is about.’




  Eric was quick to get inside. Obviously panicked, nervous, in fear of someone. More good news. He’s running scared of someone so he leads them to Frank’s house. Brilliant. Just

  bloody brilliant. And that offer of help? Probably means he thinks he can help Frank out of any trouble Eric’s about to create for him. Still, you can’t slam the door in his face, so

  Frank let him in.




  Eric took his seat in the living room, sitting before he was invited to do so. Not great manners, but nerves had a lot to do with that. Frank could see that Eric was struggling to hold it

  together. Sitting there, looking at Frank, desperate to start talking. He had something he wanted to say. Something he needed to say.




  ‘So what’s going on?’ Frank asked.




  ‘Right, now, I’ve got something for you. Got an opportunity for you. That’s how you have to look at it, Frank, an opportunity.’ He paused, waiting for Frank to say

  something enthusiastic. Thinking that everyone in the business is waiting for an opportunity to fall into their lap. Not Frank. Not gunmen. Opportunities are distractions.
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