
  
    [image: Favors for Old Friends]
  


  
    
      Favors for Old Friends

      An Angela and Frankie Story

    

    
      
        Leah R Cutter

      

    

    
      Knotted Road Press

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Favors For Old Friends

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Leah R Cutter

      

      
        About Knotted Road Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Favors For Old Friends

        

      

    

    
      The whole thing with Frankie and the others started with the customs agent at the Dallas/Fort Worth International airport.

      She looked tall and lanky behind the bullet-proof glass of her booth. I couldn’t say if she was a natural blonde or just paid very close attention to her roots. She had bangs that kissed the top of her perfectly shaped eyebrows. Hair like that would have annoyed the hell out of me, but then again, I was used to being in the field in all kinds of weather. I’d never had a cushy job sitting in an air-conditioned booth.

      “Traveling for business or pleasure?” the agent asked Frankie after he slid his passport to her.

      He turned and gave me a rakish grin. “Definitely pleasure,” he said.

      I was not about to blush, though the last few nights when he and I had actually been physically in the same location had been very pleasurable. It had taken us both a few weeks to bust out of our obligations in order to go on this two-week long vacation together.

      We were both in our early thirties, and had realized that neither of us had ever really taken off that much time from our various employers. It was about damned time.

      As there were no direct flights to Coasta Azul, in Uruguay, we’d agreed to break our trip and spend a few nights in Bogotá on the way down.

      While we’d made plans, we had stayed in constant contact via texts, email, and long, steamy phone calls.

      “Pleasure? I see,” the agent…purred?

      What the hell? Her professional tone changed completely.

      “Do you have time for a private, thorough, strip search then, Francisco José?” the agent asked, smiling up at him. “Come on, Frankie. Turnabout is fair play.”

      I bit my lips together to prevent myself from laughing out loud. Let’s see how Frankie got himself out of this one.

      “Ah, no, no, that won’t be necessary,” Frankie said, snagging my hand, then holding our intertwined fingers up for the agent to see.

      The agent glanced up and looked at me, then shrugged. “I’m not picky,” she said. “She could watch. Or help. Whatever she’s into.”

      Wait, was I not her type? Or not good enough?

      “No,” Frankie said firmly. “Thank you for the kind offer. I’m off the menu from now on.”

      The agent pouted, sighed, then said, “Fine.” She gestured for me to hand over my passport for examination.

      The agent’s eyebrows shot up to the top of her forehead when she got a look at my name.

      “The Angela?” the agent asked Frankie sharply.

      “My Angela,” Frankie replied. He gave our still-joined hands a squeeze, and threw a gentler smile toward me.

      That was one thing I knew about Frankie. While he might talk a good game, or flirt outrageously, he only had eyes for me. That had been the case ten years ago, and was the same now. There was never any reason for me to be jealous, or so I told myself regularly.

      “Good luck,” the agent said, sliding our passports back under the glass.

      The unspoken, you’re going to need it echoed after us.

      “Old flame?” I couldn’t help but ask as we stepped out of the quiet custom’s area into the louder airport terminal.

      “Old fling,” Frankie corrected.

      I paused, waiting. I could tell he wanted to say more. With Frankie, it was as much about reading his silences as his words.

      He sighed, shrugged, and finally said, “She wasn’t you. None of them were. You know?”

      I did, but I didn’t, not really. I hadn’t dated much in the ten years since I’d called off our engagement. First, I was too married to the job, trying to prove myself to a boss who would never give me a fair deal. Then, I don’t know. Dating seemed like too much effort.

      Hell, I’d even gone to a relationship coach for a few months, trying to figure out what my problem was. The counselor never came out and directly said, “You’re still in love with Frankie,” but she’d definitely hinted at it.

      Still, Frankie’s continued avowal of devotion made my insides melt.

      We walked hand in hand to the gate. Our connecting flight had gotten us there early, at my insistence. (Frankie would have taken a flight that left no time between connections, enjoying the thrill of running through the terminal. Me? I’d rather have a little breathing room, even if that meant killing some time at the airport.)

      Our options were now to sit at the gate, go get some coffee from the mermaid on the one side, or get something alcoholic on the other. I was just about to ask Frankie what he preferred when an excited voice started calling, “Joey! Hey, Joey!”

      When Frankie started looking around, I wondered again what exactly he’d been doing for the last ten years. His “official” position was working as a cleaner, tidying up safe houses.

      Unofficially? I suspected that the term “fixer” might have been more appropriate at times.

      A balding, used-car-salesman type came bounding up. His skin had that bronze color that came straight from a bottle, not from being out in the sun. His teeth were way too white, and probably glowed in the dark. He wore a blue-and-white pinstriped seersucker jacket with an ivory shirt, cheap brown dress-pants, and white loafers, no socks.

      “Hey, Joey!” the man said, coming directly up to Frankie, hand out, ready to pump his arm off. “So good to see you! It’s been years, am I right?”

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be horrified. Or maybe a bit of both.

      “Ah, Walter,” Frankie said, obviously searching for either the new name, the old name, or some amalgamation of the two. “I’d like you to meet Pamela.”

      Walter’s eyes grew distinctly cooler. “Your handler?” he guessed. His posture changed as well, growing more stiff.

      I could see him already labeling me as a NARC.

      “She’s a little of this, a little of that,” Frankie said, bringing our intertwined fingers up again.

      “Oh. Oh,” Walter said. He leaned forward and whispered. “Sorry. You’re on the job, aren’t you. Didn’t mean to blow your cover.”

      I wasn’t about to correct him. Let Frankie handle this.

      Walter leaned back and said in his loud, booming voice, “Have a good vacation, you two lucky kids.” He paused, then added, “Be sure to look me up the next time you pass through. We’ll go out for drinks. Talk about…things.”

      With a smirk thrown in my direction, a brief wave at Frankie, Walter headed back to his gate.

      “Client?” I asked.

      “Of a sort,” Frankie said.

      “I know, I know, you can’t talk about it,” I said. I wondered if this was going to be a sore spot between us, his mysterious past, the time I’d spent at the agency.

      “You’re right, I can’t talk about some of it, just as you can’t talk about some of the cases you worked on,” Frankie said seriously. “But…I will tell you what I can.”

      “Promise?” I asked, staring into his amazing dark brown eyes. They were like melted chocolate. And they showed nothing but love for me.

      Kind of amazing to be someone’s entire world. A little intimidating as well.

      For a moment, it was just us in that loud, busy terminal.

      “Anything. Everything,” Frankie breathed out after a timeless moment. “And more.”

      I had no words. I could only draw him closer for a quick smooch. Nothing too intimate or indecent. More like a peck, with the promise of more, so much more, later.

      Of course, that was when the flight attendant had to interrupt us, wanting to talk with Frankie.
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      “So, is this going to be a thing?” I asked as little Miss Perky Boobs said goodbye after touching Frankie’s arm way too many times.

      “No, this is not going to be a thing,” Frankie said. He sounded a little put out.

      I gave him a look, showing how much I believed him. “It’s already a thing,” I told him. “Are we ever going to be able to go to a place without you knowing someone?”

      He shrugged. “I can’t help it. I know a lot of people.”

      “I thought you were all about fitting in, being discrete, being the regular Joey that no one will remember.”

      “When the job calls for that, yeah, I am,” Frankie said. “Like now.” He was dressed in a pale green shirt with a standup collar that looked delicious against his dark colored skin. His black hair was the perfect amount of mussed, not as though he’d just crawled out of bed but more like he was willing to crawl back in with a minimum amount of persuasion. He wore dark brown cowboy boots that were obviously hand stitched, and jeans that fit his ass just right.

      “Boyfriend, you are not blending in,” I told him. “You look like you could own one of these planes.” Or possibly a Mexican drug-lord, though I wasn’t about to tell him that out loud.

      “That is fitting in. We’re flying first class, you know,” he said. “As well as staying in the presidential suite at the hotel. Need to look the part of someone with that kind of money.” He paused, then added, “And maybe not as though we’ve been wearing the same shoes for the last ten years.”

      “They’re comfortable!” I told him, looking down at my practical, brown leather walking shoes.

      Okay, so maybe they were a bit scuffed and could use a good polish.

      In addition, I had on jeans and simple light-blue top. My brown hair was pulled back into its usual ponytail, and I wore “workday makeup”—nothing fancy or extravagant. Just some color to pink up my lips, tone down the pale white of my cheeks, and only the shirt to highlight my blue eyes.

      “I could be a waitress on her way to work,” I said, comparing my getup to Frankie’s.

      Though, given Walter’s reaction, I obviously still screamed cop.

      Frankie gave me an assessing look, then shook his head. “Naw. The clothes will work. We’ll worry about those shoes later. What you need is some bling.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, though I followed Frankie back through the terminal to the duty free shop right outside of the customs’ hall.

      “See, I told you that it would be fine to wear your jewelry through security,” Frankie said, patting my hand as we walked up to the counter.

      I was not going to slap him for that patronizing tone. At least, not in public.

      “So now we need to get you dressed up right,” he added, throwing a wink at the woman behind the jewelry counter.

      “What did you have in mind?” the saleswoman asked, dividing her attention between me and Frankie, obviously unsure of the power dynamic and who would spend the biggest bucks.

      “I’d like a Channel-type piece,” Frankie told the woman. “With large white beads and red gems strung between, either garnets or rubies.”

      Even I knew Channel was a fashion designer. When had Frankie started to pay attention to such things? Or had he always had this other side to him that he’d just never shown me before?

      “I don’t have anything exactly like that, but I think I know the look you’re going for,” the woman said.

      She pulled out a necklace that did have round white beads, each about the size of a quarter, with small, metallic-gray polished stones in between.

      I would never have bought something like that for myself. It was too big, too gaudy. It screamed, “Pay attention to me!”

      Before I could protest, however, Frankie was already reaching for it.

      “Exactly what I had in mind,” Frankie said. “Here, let me put this on you,” he insisted, attaching the beads around my neck. “Matching earrings?” he asked the saleswoman.

      “Of course,” the woman said.

      If this was a cartoon, she’d have dollar signs in her eyes, thinking about the commission she was about to get.

      I held the earrings up to my ear with one hand, held up a mirror in my other hand, then looked at myself critically.

      I had to admit with just that little bit of bling, I suddenly looked the part too.

      “We’ll take them,” Frankie said.

      “Really?” I asked. The set cost more than a month’s rent for my apartment.

      However, Frankie had hinted that he had quite a nest egg saved up. We were going to have to talk finances. Soon.

      “Yes,” Frankie said seriously. “This won’t be the only time we travel like this. These can be your traveling jewels.”

      “My what?” I asked him.

      “Traveling jewels. Just for when we’re traveling. Like this,” Frankie said, smoothly handing the woman one of those black, fancy credit cards. The kind that included concierge service. The type of card that drug dealers used at strip joints when wanting to impress clients. The annual expenses on that card may have been more than month’s salary at my old job.

      We were really going to have
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