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			What seems beautiful to me, what I should like to write, is a book about nothing, a book dependent on nothing external, which would be held together by the strength of its style, just as the earth, suspended in the void, depends on nothing external for its support.

			—Gustave Flaubert

		


		
			 Chapter 1

			Kansas City, Here I Come

			No fucking way was Millie going to shoot the guy in the men’s room at Kansas City International.  

			What the hell was Ralphie thinking? I should just waltz in behind the guy, wait till he unzips, and then pop him while he’s thinking happy thoughts? Or get in the stall next to him and fire when he flushes? In a stall a suppressed round would still sound like a cannon. And let’s not forget that the place is usually full of guys trying to look cool while holding on to their weenies. Ralphie, she thought, should have canceled when the client asked for last-minute changes. 

			Millie had agreed to this assignment only because the target was supposed to drive his own car. She knew how to work in airport parking lots. But any other area was impossible. Well, theoretically possible, but why take the risk? The place would be sealed off in minutes. The one rule with airports: only the parking lots.  

			At first Ralphie had told her: “Our client says the guy always leaves his car in the parking lot across the street from the terminal. Black Lincoln Navigator.  Kansas license LOL-555. Follow him to the parking lot, pay him off, walk back to the terminal. Simple.” 

			Now Ralphie calls and says, “The client says the guy decided to hire a limo this trip, I don’t know why. So it’s your call as to when and where.” And Millie says, “Ralphie, are you fucking crazy? The guy has a driver? Where’s he going to be while I entertain the subject? Not to mention the added risk if the driver gets a good look at me. Am I supposed to do him too? What the hell’s wrong with you, anyway?” No doubt about it, she was getting wound up.  “Plus,” she said, “it’s not professional to improvise. People can get hurt.” 

			So Millie told Ralphie she was out, the contract had been breached. Thirty minutes later Ralph Klammer of Continental Removals was back on the line with her. “Millie, our client appreciates the problem, OK? But he’s done business with us before and asks us to make an exception. He’s willing to pay double. Just tag the subject, not the driver, he says. The guy has to go to baggage claim, so he’ll be open for business a while. You can take a little time, see what the options are. The driver will be curbside waiting for him.  Maybe our guy never makes it out the door, know what I mean?”

			“Ralphie, Goddammit, let me think.” She was calculating how many things could go wrong. She lost track after a dozen or so. “All right: tell the client I’ll see what’s possible. No promises, though. There’s too much play in a situation like this, you know that. We should just cancel and renegotiate.”  

			“Millie, you’re right,” Ralph said, “but I have to be frank here, I’m in a bind. Our cutout says the client is not someone you can negotiate with, if you know what I mean.  Now ditch that phone, OK? Use another one of the burners if you’re in a jam.” 

			“Ralphie, wait a sec. We don’t do business with the Mob. That’s one of our rules.”

			“I said I’d try not to. This guy, I don’t know who he is. He gets in touch with somebody he knows, then that guy contacts one of our cutouts, who puts in a call to Philly.  Then, OK, Philly calls us. That way there’s never any direct contact between client and contractor. It’s safer all around. I’m not telling you anything new here. So I don’t know the client. But no, I don’t think it’s the goombahs. Why would they call us when they can do their own work in-house? Though who knows, maybe they don’t want to leave their signature this time.”

			“So what the hell, Ralphie? This is our part of the game. The clients hire us, sure, but they don’t run the fucking operation. Once they call Philly, that should definitely be that from their end. Just tell the guy I followed procedure for this type of situation and cut off contact.” 

			“Millie, here’s what our boy in Philly says: no fucking delays.  You just gotta use your ingenuity.  So over and out, OK?” 

			Millie had flown into KCI that morning, taken a shuttle into Kansas City, and removed a package from a storage locker in the bus station at 3rd and Grand. The package was wrapped in brown paper and had no markings on it. She didn’t know who’d put it there and didn’t want to know. Ralphie had given her the key in Boston and told her that the package would be in locker #33. She considered 33 a good-luck number. 

			Ralphie had also shown her photos of the guy and told her that he would be arriving at 4:30 from New York on Southwest, alone. He’d pick up his luggage and walk across the street to his car. She’d follow him at a distance but get closer as he approached it. Then she’d whack him when he unlocked his car door or trunk, help him get inside, and close the door. 

			Earlier in the day, she’d made a practice run to the parking lot. It had two levels, with hundreds of cars on each level. No one would pay any attention to her. That was the plan. Piece of cake. 

			But now she’s supposed to clip the guy at baggage claim? Ralph knows that that would put her at maximum exposure. Plus, the conditions are totally unpredictable. Who knows if a kid might get in the way, or if somebody’s baggage might bump against her at the wrong moment? She was successful at her work because she controlled the variables. And now she’s supposed to play it by ear? Jesus Christ. This guy had better be worth the aggravation. She knew one thing: she would not—repeat not—use a fucking gun inside the terminal. Can you imagine the number of witnesses there’d be?

			She’d been back in the terminal since 2:30. The arrivals board showed that the flight would be an hour late: it was now scheduled for 5:25. They’re always late these days, she thought. But 5:25 is no problem. As Millie was turning things over in her mind, the arrivals board said the flight had been delayed another twenty minutes. Still not a problem.  It’ll be darker by that time, and every little bit helps when you’re trying to leave the building without being noticed. 

			Millie didn’t mind waiting. She was patient by nature, and she used her time to go over the details. She always had a Plan A and a Plan B in case something went wrong.  Which of course was not unknown. Things did go off-track.  Like maybe the target decided to visit his girlfriend instead of going straight home to the wife and kids, or instead of going to the office that day he drives his kid to soccer practice. People’s inconsistencies: you had to anticipate them. But, let’s be honest, they also made her job interesting.

			Anyone looking at her in the terminal would see a young woman with a baby bump reading a book called Eat, Pray, Love and sipping a Starbucks across from Gate 39. She’d be wearing a long print dress, a baggy gray sweater, and a ball cap pulled low over her horn-rimmed glasses.  Her shoes would be an old pair of gray Nikes. Her brown hair would be pulled back in a ponytail. 

			On the floor beside her there’d be a brown leather tote and a small black duffel from Walmart.  The tote had a change of clothes in it, shoes, a pair of extra-thin black leather gloves, makeup, a spare wig, and a pair of clip-on sunglasses. In the duffel were two white plastic shopping bags, a pistol, a silencer, and an Epipen. Handy for working in close if you wanted to.

			If someone decided to look through the duffel, Millie would have delicate questions to answer.  But in a few minutes she’d go to the women’s room and put her Glock, the silencer, and the Epipen into the baby bump, which had slits on either side for pockets. She’d come up with the idea for the fake baby bump watching the Patriots’ quarterback Tom Brady using a hand warmer during a January game in Foxboro.  Right then and there she saw the beauty of it: a nice little pouch for her gear. A baby bump with a Glock in it? Get serious.

			In any case, after she’d settled the bill, the duffel and everything in it would be tossed. So would the thrift-store clothes and shoes. She’d wear a different outfit for the flight back to Boston. On that trip she’d be a slim blonde with chopped hair and no glasses. She’d be wearing beige slacks, a Navy blazer, and dark sling-back pumps.  Her Massachusetts driver’s license would identify her as Lorna Van Dyne, twenty-eight years of age. Her business cards would read: Van Dyne Fashions in raised black lettering. Except for the startling baby blues that gazed back from the license photo, nothing about her would resemble the woman sipping a Starbucks.

			The flight would get in at 5:45. Her own flight left at 7:25. She’d be cutting it close.

			 

		


		
			Chapter 2     

			                                        

			Continental Removals

			Millie Henshawe had gotten into the removals business by chance. When she left the Army, two years ago, after two deployments to Iraq, she had had no definite career plans.  Her Chrysler 300 was paid off, and she had $12,500 in the bank—not a fortune, but she wouldn’t starve while she looked around. She checked in with old friends in Waltham, but the women either had kids or were trying to. Definitely not for her. A total non-starter. The only guys that had stuck around were potheads, part-time Star Market checkouts, or aspiring juco dropouts. 

			After three weeks at home she drove cross-country to L.A., sold the gas-guzzler, and took a job as a cocktail waitress in a sports bar. The tips were good, the vibe was easy, and she made friends. But their lives revolved around the next big party, and somehow Millie didn’t see the point of selling alcohol five nights a week and then consuming as much of it as possible the other two nights. She thought of this time in her life as a strategic pause. She pictured herself as a driver at a red light, gunning the engine, getting ready for the light to turn green.  

			One of her regular customers, a philosophy prof from UCLA, said she was probably undergoing an existential crisis. “Really?” she said. “How do you think I caught it?” He got the joke but said this was serious.  She had to find out who she was and lead an authentic life, he said. Oh, boy. Be polite to the customers, her boss had said.

			Millie wondered whether the guy’s regular drinking schedule made him authentic. She said, “No offense intended, Professor, but I’ve known who I am since I could spell my name at four.” She touched his hand, poured him another drink. “On the house.”

			Three months later, back in Boston, she ran into a guy at the gym who offered her a job.  She’d noticed him working out there at Equinox for a couple of weeks, not shy about looking her over. She didn’t return the looks. 

			One afternoon he walked up to her and said, “Hi, my name’s Kevin. What’s yours?” She waited for a beat or two. “Jennifer Lopez,” she said. He wasn’t sure how to field this. Millie just looked at him, taking her time. Maybe feeling a little off-balance, he said, “You just bench-pressed a hundred and twenty without breaking a sweat.” “A hundred and thirty,” Millie said.  “And if that’s your line, you need a better one.”

			He wasn’t bad-looking—six feet tall, slim and well-built, a touch of gray in his short dark hair. Nice smile. But she had zero interest. Not in the market. “I’ve also seen you practice kick-boxing. You’re good.  Tell you what I want. A friend of mine has a job you might be interested in.” She could guess what his friend had in mind. Millie racked the weights she had been using. Kevin tried again: “I see you’ve been in the Army.” He was looking at the tattoo on her left bicep.

			Millie said, “Kevin, I’m glad you can read. Now just check the Yellow Pages for a real job candidate. Look under ‘Escort Services.’” Then she walked into the women’s locker room, showered, and left the building. Kevin was waiting for her on the sidewalk. He was getting under her skin. He said, “Let’s start over, OK? I’m not trying to hustle you. My name is Kevin Stark, and I’m a headhunter. Do you know what that is?” 

			“Yeah, you run around in the jungle with a blow gun.”

			“That’s pretty close, all right.” By this time they were walking down Boylston Street. 

			Millie said, “First of all, you don’t know a thing about me, including my name or my background.  Second, you haven’t told me what this amazing career is that you’re dying for me to start. Tell you what: my car’s a block away. If you can convince me in five minutes that this is the job of a lifetime, I might think about it. And, Kevin, one more thing: if you try to jump me, I’ll put you in the fucking hospital.” 

			He stopped, smiled. “You know, I think you’re going to be perfect for this job.”

			That was Thursday. On the following Tuesday, Millie went to work for Ralph Klammer, who ran Continental Removals, a small firm in Newton that catered to individuals who would pay serious money to get rid of certain, shall we say, undesirable people in their lives. Continental would do the job and clean up afterwards, if the client wanted. All jobs guaranteed.

			Ralph had inherited the business from his mother, Sheila, God bless her, when she had passed away. Ralph explained that he and Millie would be the main actors, though there was also Mr. Moustakas, who drove the firm’s tiny white van, cleaned the office, took care of the hardware, and did the special clean-ups after a hit. Best man in his line of business.

			Mr. Moustakas cleaned one other office in the same renovated Victorian house that Continental Removals occupied. Parsons McLean, a gently declining firm that handled wills and trusts, enjoyed the garden view out back. Continental looked out onto Cabot Street. Old Mr. Parsons, Ralph said, was long-deceased. Mr. McLean worked two or three afternoons a week. His part-time secretary, Mary Michael Mulloy, came in every day but spent most of her time playing online Solitaire. Sometimes she and Ralph sat out on the front porch and discussed TV shows or real estate. Mary Michael also advised Ralph on his mutual funds and helped him with other odds and ends.

			In addition to the business, of course, Ralph owned the grand old house. He lived upstairs and still slept in the same bedroom that he’d used as a child. “I like a set routine,” he said. “I don’t like changes. Never could understand why people like to travel. Matter of fact, Millie, I hardly ever leave the house, except for my walk down Center Street to buy Dunkin’ Donuts for breakfast.”

			Ralph loved his work because he didn’t have to leave the house and he could wear his bedroom slippers to the office. His only other interest was raising indoor plants. “I’m a pretty simple guy, Millie,” he said. “I lead a quiet life.” And now that she was here, he didn’t have to worry about who would do the contract work.

			That suited her fine, but she had to ask: “Who’s been doing it up to now?” This had been on Saturday, during the second of her two interviews. They’d been sitting in his office, a desk between them, chatting on a first-name basis. Before Ralph could answer, Millie had another question: “Why do you want a woman for this job? I thought only guys did it.”

			Ralph nodded to himself once or twice. He said: “I’ll be frank here, Millie. We had a guy before you, a retired grade-school teacher looking to build up his retirement.  Good, reliable contractor. Worked for us five years, never a complaint from any of our clients. Then one time, on a trip to of all fucking places Fall River, pardon my French, somebody drilled him and put him in a fucking dumpster.  

			“So, I have to tell you, this is what people call an occupational hazard, though seeing as you were a soldier you don’t have to worry. You know how to handle yourself. We had to refund the client’s money, of course, plus fifty percent. The firm’s reputation suffered.”

			He was being honest. She appreciated that. 

			“Now the other thing, why I want to hire a woman. Think about it, OK? Who’d ever look for a woman contractor? You said it yourself: Only guys follow this trade. But that’s just in the movies. In real life, women sign up for high-grade jobs same as men. Times have changed, Millie, otherwise you wouldn’t of been a soldier. Bottom line, you’d be aces in this job.  A good-looking girl going about her business? Nobody’s going to think a thing about it.” 

			“What if I say no, Ralph? Will you have to kill me?” Saying it with a straight face.   

			He had a chuckle at this. “Nah, I trust you, Millie. You won’t tell nobody. Besides, who would believe you? ‘Hey, Ralph Klammer over on Cabot Street there, he wants to hire me to whack people.’ What do you think they’d say? ‘Gee, thanks for the tip, lady, I’ll try to stay away.’” He gave her another little laugh. 

			Ralph leaned forward across the desk, serious now.  “You ain’t scared, are you, Millie?”

			“Scared of what, Ralph?” She almost called him “Ralphie” because he was wearing his bedroom slippers and—for Jesus’ sweet sake—argyle socks. Probably knitted by his mother. “No, just thinking. In Iraq the other side had guns and shot back. The guys here that you want me to pay off? They won’t even know I’m around. So no, there’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s just a big step, is all.”

			“Take your time, Millie. Give it a few days.”

			 “No, I’m fine. I’m ready to give it a shot.  Now: does somebody teach me the fine points, or do I read the instruction manual?”  

			“You know the guy I told you about, the one who was iced in Fall River? He didn’t have your sense of humor. That’s probably why he ended up in the dumpster.  We don’t have a book for this job, Millie. You’ll have to learn from Mr. Moustakas. He’s the expert.”  

		


		
			Chapter 3

			                          

			 Jauncey Chambers

			The passengers were now walking out of the jet-way into the concourse, blinking and looking for the baggage area. Millie stood to the side of the group waiting for relatives or friends. She had a clear view of every passenger.

			Not far from her stood a limo driver—little guy wearing a black suit, white shirt, black peaked chauffeur’s cap—holding a hand-lettered sign that said DR. BLANCHE RUSSO. Not her guy, obviously. Besides, the target’s driver was supposed to wait at curbside for him. Millie figured he’d grab his suitcase, walk out the door, and get right into the car.  No delay, no problems.  

			But why had the guy decided not to use his own car? Had he been tipped off that a contract had been taken out on him? If that was the case, why stop at baggage? Why not just get out of the airport as fast as possible? The luggage: did it contain something worth risking his life for? Too many questions, she thought. The job was the same no matter what the answers were. 

			Millie was ready, her pre-game jitters gone. She could concentrate on what she had to do. This was the part of her job that she liked best: she was cool under pressure. And why shouldn’t she be? She usually held all the aces. Today, though, with the client’s last-minute changes, there were a couple of wild cards in play. Well, she could always cancel the show if things got too chancy. The added adrenalin, in the meantime, sharpened her reactions. 

			Keep your mind clear, she reminded herself. Look for a medium-size man with doggy jowls and close-set eyes who resembles Richard Nixon. At least that’s who she thought of when she saw the photos: the disgraced president in those old black and white photos looking like a con with mumps. She really didn’t know anything about Nixon—that was just her imagination playing around, like the idea that followed for a new line of Mr. Potato Head toys with little arms sticking up from his shoulders and his tiny fingers in a V-sign. 

			She shouldn’t be having any thoughts of any kind at this moment, let alone dumb ideas about Mr. Potato Head. So, OK, she wondered: where’s my date for the evening? His name was Sheldon Kukich, and according to Ralphie he was a rough character. 

			Ralphie had said: “This guy, Millie. This guy is a bona fide son-of-a-bitch, I hear.  I don’t know too much, but our contact in Philly told me one or two things.  He’s the type guy with, you know, tendencies, you get me? Acts crazy on general principles. You’ll get a kick out of this, Millie: this Kukich used to be a shooter for a gang out of Toronto. Then he got to be the new boss when the old one caught a bullet in the head. Year or two later Kukich disappears for some reason. Not long ago he turns up in Kansas City.  That’s it. That’s what I know. But I ask myself, why does a guy with his juice drop out of sight and then move to Kansas City? Unless he wants to disappear. But I’m just guessing here, right?  And like my mother used to say, ‘Ralph, don’t ask too many questions because what you don’t know won’t hurt you.’”

			“Sometimes that’s true, Ralphie, sometimes it’s not, if you ask me. No disrespect to your mother.”

			“No, no, that’s fine, Millie.”

			“I just want to know everything I can when I’m out in the field, that’s all I’m saying.”

			“Well, that’s a different question, isn’t it? Out in the field you don’t want any surprises.”

			The plane had to be nearly empty, she realized. Dr. Russo had come and gone, barely acknowledging her stubby driver as she strode through the concourse. Maybe that kind of self-confidence helped her to get through medical school, Millie thought. Or maybe the doc just needed to get home and throw down a few.  You know what, she said to herself, it’s time to be on full alert.

			A woman of about sixty came up to Millie and said, “Are you waiting for someone too?”

			“I don’t think he’s going to show up,” Millie said.

			“Oh, that’s terrible, dear!” the woman said. “When are you due?”

			“What? Oh, I’m not sure.” Trying to keep her mind on the remaining passengers.

			“I don’t understand,” the woman said. “You need to keep track of the date, dear. Oh, here’s my husband, Clarence. Look at him: he’s like a lost puppy. He’s so impatient.” She turned and said, “Clarence, come here. This young woman has been abandoned by her husband.”

			Christ, all I need is a crowd staring at me, Millie thought. She said, “I’m OK, ma’am, really. He’s not my husband.”

			“Oh, my God! Clarence, did you hear that?”

			“Noreen,” he said, “what are you doing? This is none of our business. Let’s go on home.”  He took Noreen’s arm and said, “Have a nice evening, Miss.” He looked over his wife’s head and rolled his eyes.

			Millie was sure she hadn’t missed anybody coming out of the jet-way, but she had to settle herself down after the little scene with Noreen and Clarence. This is why you don’t accept last-minute changes, Ralphie. Something always happens. Noreen is the kind of woman who will tell everyone she knows about the poor pregnant girl in the airport waiting for the boyfriend who’s never going to show up. Well, the poor girl is going to vanish forever in a short time, so no harm done. But the point is, I don’t need any fucking distractions.

			Two flight attendants, wheeling their little suitcases behind them, walked through the door. They’re always the last ones off the plane, aren’t they? So our guy missed the flight, Millie thought. He got wise somehow. Well, she’d pretty much wanted to pull the plug anyway. She actually felt relieved, though maybe a little disappointed too. This would be her first unfinished assignment. She’d just have to call Ralph, give him the details, and fly back home.

			As she was turning away, wondering where to dump her gear and old clothes, she saw an old guy in a wheelchair, blanket over his knees, head down, being pushed out of the jet-way by an airport employee. When the man cleared the door to the gate area, a woman from Southwest closed it behind him and secured it. The old guy was the last passenger.

			“That’s pathetic,” Millie said to herself. “That’s fucking pathetic.” 

			The woman said, “What, Honey?”

			“Oh, nothing. Sorry,” said Millie. The dumb bastard probably thought he was going to get away with it, too.

			Millie followed the wheelchair, staying a few steps behind but not losing the guy in the crowd.  She had to step around groups of three or four who blocked the way, and once she ran into an old woman who forgot to signal for a left turn. Casually she slid the empty duffel under a café table. She shouldered her tote so her hands would be free. Then she reached into the baby bump and screwed the silencer on to the barrel of the Glock. She’d use the pistol only if she managed to get Sheldon outside the terminal.  Otherwise it’d have to be the Epipen. They were now at the baggage carousel.

			It was crowded. Two flights were picking up their bags at the same place. She lost sight of the wheelchair, found it again, edged closer. She was ready. But people kept pushing in front of her, and the wheelchair moved toward the far end of the carousel. Millie tried to follow but got caught in a knot of travelers that blocked the way. What now?  He has to go through the doors. Cover the doors.

			Millie almost walked into the guy pushing the empty wheelchair back into the terminal. I gotta move, she thought. 

			OK now: Pull down your cap. Unbuckle the pouch belt.  Stick your hand inside. Grip the pistol.

			She walked out the door. Checked right. Checked left.

			And there he was, Sheldon Kukich, being assisted into the right-rear door of a Lincoln Town Car with tinted windows. He had a bandaged foot. Explains why he didn’t drive his own car. 

			Before he closed the door, he looked back into the terminal. She saw him for only a few seconds, but she was sure it was Kukich. He saw her too, but his eyes slid over her. He clearly wasn’t interested in the drab woman on the sidewalk with the ratty dress and knee-length sweater. It helped that she was in the shadows. She was about eight feet from him.  She was close enough to see that he needed a shave. 

			“Put the damned suitcase into the trunk, Jauncey, I’m in a hurry,” he said as he started to pull the door shut. 

			“Yes, sir, we just got to wait for the car ahead give us some room.” 

			Jauncey tossed the bag into the trunk and closed the lid. He opened the driver’s door and got in. Just as he closed it, Millie tapped on the window and gave him the signal to lower it. When he did, he was looking into the barrel of her pistol peeping out of the fake baby bump. 

			“Whoa, lady, what you got in that pillow? Who are you?”

			“Your fairy godmother. Unlock the doors,” she said.

			He glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Lady, damn, you diggin’ yourself a deep hole, you know that?”

			She put the pistol against his cheek. “Do it.” The doors clicked open.

			“The fuck’s going on, Jauncey? Don’t give her any money.” Sheldon sensing something wrong.

			But Millie was already sliding in beside him, the barrel of her pistol pressing against his throat.  “Stay calm, Sheldon, we’re all friends here.” Kukich started to move. “Don’t even think about it.” Millie turned slightly to her left and said: “Pull out slow and easy, Jauncey.” Then to Kukich: “The wheelchair stunt, Sheldon, it never works. Whose idea was that?” He sucked in a deep breath: a rasping sound. Millie pressed the gun harder against his throat. “Close your eyes. Move an inch and you’re history.”

			“Take the first left, Jauncey,” she said. “We’re going to the parking lot. Find a space on the lower level.”

			Kukich, eyes shut, breathing hard, said, “Who the fuck sent you?”

			“What’s in the luggage, Sheldon?”

			“You bitch. You lousy bitch.” He could barely get the words out. He kept swallowing, trying to clear his throat.

			“Talk nice, Sheldon. You doing OK, Jauncey?” she said.

			“Me? Tell you the truth, I been better.”

			“You got any kids?” Talking to Jauncey but looking at Kukich.

			“You ain’t in enough shit, lady? Them two boys eat the bear. You want, I give you they phone number.” 

			What the hell? Millie thought. He’s playing with me.

			Kukich opened his eyes, tried to move his head. “Sheldon, didn’t I tell you to keep your eyes closed?” She pressed the pistol under his chin, forcing his head up. He closed his eyes. “Now put your right hand behind you and lean back.” 

			He whispered, “Gotta pee.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake, Sheldon, we can’t stop here.” 

			The Lincoln was now nosing into the down-ramp.  “Move ahead a few rows, Jauncey. That’s it. See if you can find a dark spot.” Millie knew what would happen next.  Kukich twisted hard to his left, went for the gun, missed, and barely had time to hear the fffttt, fffttt, fffttt of the shots fired into his chest.  

			Jauncey swerved, almost hit an oncoming car, swung back the other way, then braked hard.  The driver of the car gave a long honk, but kept moving. The noise of the horn ricocheted off the concrete floor and ceiling.

			“Damn! Goddamn, lady! I knew what was comin’, but you snuck up on me. You almost give me a seizure. Put me in some kinda coma.”

			“Pay attention, Jauncey. Pull the car into one of those open slots down the row there.” He did. “Good. Turn off the engine. Now give me your keys.” He passed them back to her. “Now your phone.” 

			“My phone?  Man, how’m I goin’ take care my business?” He gave it to her. “Now what you goin’ do? Shoot me? Go ahead, then, only make it quick. I ain’t a patient man.”  Millie found Kukich’s phone in his jacket. One of the pockets also contained a fat roll of bills. 

			“Hand me your wallet, Jauncey.”

			“Man, I get up this morning, I had a permanition it’s gonna be a bad day. Get out of bed, I know it’s a mistake. All downhill after that. You ever have a day like that?”

			“I’m having one now,” she said.  She touched the back of his head with the pistol. “Your wallet.” He handed it to her. Millie opened it, took out his driver’s license, and gave it back. “Where’s your chauffeur’s license, Mr. Jauncey Chambers?” 

			“Don’t need one. Never been a chauffeur.”

			“Are you working for Sheldon?”

			“Uh-uh, just took him to the airport last week and come for him today.”

			“How did he know to call you?”

			“My cousin Earle work for the man, do his yard. Told him I had a cash-flow problem needed appeasing. So the man call me, say drive to his house.  Pay me extra if I keep my mouth shut.”

			“Did anyone see you pick him up?”

			“Nah, no one was around. Neighbors can’t see his house anyway, all them trees.” 

			“How much extra did he pay?”

			“Five dollars. Man had no respect for me. Prob’bly done him myself, if you didn’t do him for me.”

			“You understand why I want your driver’s license and phone, Jauncey? I know who you are. I know how to find you.”  

			“Man, this just like the movies, ain’t it?”

			This unhinged son-of-a-bitch jerking my chain again. “Keep your hands on the steering wheel where I can see them.”

			“They already there. I know what to do.”  

			Millie decided maybe he did know what to do. “Do you know how to lose a body, Jauncey?”

			“Grew up past Eight Mile, De-troit. What you think the answer is?”

			“Have you done time, Jauncey? B and E? Auto theft? Drugs?”

			“Did three out of five at Joliet for grand theft auto. Shoulda been lighter but was my second conviction.”

			“Did you steal this one too?” she asked. “No way,” he said. “Got it last year from a friend I know in St. Louis.” Maybe, maybe not, she thought. “Get rid of it,” she said. “Don’t just park it somewhere. It’ll have blood stains. The cops will trace it back to you. They’ll figure you robbed Sheldon and then shot him. Drive it into the river. Torch it. Sell it to a chop shop.”

			“You think I can collect on the insurance then? Now you talkin’.”

			She tossed the roll of bills on to the passenger seat. “Here. This is the big tip Sheldon promised you.”

			“Man, looks like we partners now, don’t it?” Jauncey reached for the money. 

			Millie said, “Jauncey, I told you, hands on the fucking wheel. Listen up. You remember the tower back there where people catch the elevator?”

			“I know where it’s at.”

			“Your keys will be in front of the first car on the right. I’ll put them behind the concrete barrier. Wait here for an hour before you go after them. Then drive Sheldon somewhere.  And Jauncey? Try not to get a speeding ticket.”

			As she walked away from the car, she looked back, Jauncey sitting there with his hands on the wheel and a dead man in the back seat. She figured ten minutes max before he popped the trunk and opened Kukich’s luggage. 

			Millie took the elevator to the street level. She was alone. By the time she got out of the elevator, her frumpy clothes and baby bump had been stuffed into the two white plastic shopping bags, along with the pistol, the silencer, and the Epipen. She then tossed everything into a trash barrel in the women’s restroom.

			Ten minutes later Lorna Van Dyne passed through security and boarded her flight back to Boston with time to spare. She bought a vampire romance with a sexy cover to read on the plane. The title: Count Ciro’s Brides. After forty or fifty pages she gave up. It was like reading the weather report. When a girl gives herself to a vampire, shouldn’t it be interesting? How hard can it be to write something with a little pizzazz?  She ended up reading a copy of USA Today that someone had discarded.  By the time the plane passed over Niagara, she was asleep.

			   

			   

			   

			  

		


		
			 Chapter 4

			         

			Ralph’s Story

			Couple of days later Millie was in Ralph’s office on Cabot Street for the postmortem. He had fresh donuts and a pot of coffee.  He was wearing white socks with his slippers. She was wearing jeans, white Nikes, and a Patriots football jersey with GRONKOWSKI lettered on the back over the number 87.  Her way of hiding in plain sight in Boston. 

			“Ralphie,” she said, “you ought to see the security lines at Kansas City International. They’re fast and the people are half-way friendly. When I fly out of Logan, I have to get there an hour and a half early, minimum. And the security people treat me like some kind of criminal. KCI almost spoiled me.”

			“So you didn’t have too much trouble, then?”

			“Not with the flight, no. But with the other stuff, yeah, there were a few complications.” She gave him a brief run-down of the operation, leaving out some of the less pertinent details, like her conversation with Noreen and Clarence. Also the one with Jauncey, because what could anyone make of that?  For that matter, she didn’t say too much about what had gone on inside the car, just that she didn’t have to do the driver. Also she didn’t see any reason to mention the tactical usefulness of the pouch—for instance, the fact that it functioned as another silencer. Ralph wasn’t interested in the nuts and bolts of the job anyway, she knew that. Tactics were Millie’s business. Mr. Moustakas, sure, he’d like the technical stuff, but he wasn’t around today.  Ralph’s interest was basically the bottom line and customer satisfaction, whether the order had been filled as per contract. So Millie kept her story short. But at the end she added, “I just didn’t like the extra risk after the client forced the play, that’s all.”

			“It won’t happen again. Promise. I’ll tell ‘em, ‘Once you give us the job, our shooter makes all the decisions, including whether to cancel if things get sticky.’ But back to Kansas City: you did a terrific job, Mil. What gets me is you made the fucking guy disappear. No one’s found him. No one’s heard anything about him. That’s what our guy in Philly says. He told me, he said, ‘Our client has a connection in Kansas City that says, “No body’s been found, no car, nothing. The driver’s gone too.”’” 

			Ralph continued: “The client figured at least one or the other would turn up—right?—the body or the driver. Or somebody would call the cops. But nothing happens.  So I start to think, if the driver’s alive why didn’t he call the cops?  OK, I can maybe come up with an answer for that. But then how about the other stuff? I run it through my mind, and I ask myself, how the hell did she do it?” He raised his hand. “No, don’t tell me, Mil.  It’s better for me not to know anything. My mother, you know, my mother used to say to me, ‘Ralphie, don’t ask too many questions because. . .’”

			“Because what you don’t know won’t hurt you,” Millie finished. “You already told me.”

			“Yeah? Good. Here, have another donut.” He poured more coffee. She took a glazed. They were her favorite if they were just out of the oven, and these were still a little warm. But she also liked the old-fashioned donuts and the crullers too. Tough to choose. Good thing I never gain any weight.

			“Ralph,” she said after a moment, “Do we have any new jobs lined up? You told me about a possibility in Dorchester two or three weeks ago.  Did that ever develop?”

			“Oh, yeah, the wife-beater. It fell through, Millie.  The wife was still tryin’ to put the money together when something happened to change her mind. She decided to have her new boyfriend ice the husband instead of us.  But get this:  the lovebirds end up in jail the same night they whack the guy. Boston’s finest on top of the job, keeping the city safe. Not that the cops had to look very far. Those two—the wife and her dumb Southie boyfriend—must of figured, they must of thought, it’s easy to clip someone, set up a perfect alibi, and get away with it. 

			“But that’s not what happened. This guy, the husband, is a boozer. He comes home shit-faced one night. He and the Mrs. get into it. As usual when he’s on the sauce, he slaps her around a little on general principles before he flops on the bed with all of his clothes on. Well, this time is the last straw for the lady.  She decides that she has to whack the guy herself, now, before he kills her. So she calls her boyfriend and talks him into helping her, who the hell knows what she told him. ‘Should I bring a gun?’ he asks. ‘No, that’s too noisy. I have a plan.’  So he gets there, and they go find the guy stretched out on the bed. The plan is, they’re gonna put a pillow over his face and suffocate him. But when they get things going, the guy fights back. He’s stronger than they figured. Maybe he sobered up a little when he saw what was happening. It could happen. This is something they don’t bother to think about ahead of time, by the way.

			“Now things start to get out of hand. The wife has the pillow. The boyfriend has an arm. They’re trying to hold him down. The husband’s slapping ‘em with one hand, trying to kick, hitting back in other words.  Jesus, what a fucking scene.

			“They all roll around on the bed for a while, there’s a lot of yelling and, and before you know it, the bed collapses. Musta been a hell of a racket in that room, Millie.  Anyway, the wife stands up and sees that the husband is choking the boyfriend. She’s scared, but she’s in the soup too and knows she’s gotta do something quick. So she picks up a table lamp and smacks the husband in the head with the base. And just like that he’s gone. She didn’t need her boyfriend after all.”  

			Millie had asked a simple question: do we have any work lined up? She would have been content with a simple answer—yes or no. But Ralph wanted her to have the unedited version, including the footnotes. Millie wondered how he could possibly know all the details he’d mentioned. She asked him: “Ralphie, how do you know what went on? You weren’t even there.  Did somebody tell you this stuff?” 

			“This guy I know, Millie, that I see at Dunkin’ Donuts in the morning sometimes. He told me.  He’s good friends with the detective that wrote up the case. I went to high school with him.”

			“Who, the detective?”

			“No, the guy. He’s an old friend. Does crime reporting for the Globe. He’s in pretty good with the cops.”

			“The cops?” Millie leaned forward. “Wait a sec’, Ralph. What are you telling me?”  She brought up her hand and started to count, extending a finger for each number: “One, you’re friends with a crime reporter for the Globe.  Two, he’s pals with a Boston detective.  Three, the cop tells him the story of a homicide where a woman whacks her husband. It just so happens she’s the same woman who wanted to hire us to do the guy.  And then—this is number four, or is it five?—the reporter tells the story to you.  Doesn’t that strike you as a little odd, Ralphie? I mean, who would believe that kind of coincidence?  I wouldn’t. Well, I do because you just told me. But I don’t like it.  What’s going on here?”

			“Going on? I don’t know. It’s a small world, that’s all.”

			“That’s it—it’s a small world? He’s a reporter, for god’s sake, Ralphie. His job is sniffing in the gutters for news.  Does he ask whether you have any juicy stuff for him? Do you tell him stories about our real-life murder business? You’re buddies from high-school days, after all.” Millie had run out of breath. She paused, sucked in some more air. “Hey, did you two guys date?” Fucking with him.

			“Come on, Mil. He thinks I run a small moving company, do office cleaning on the side. In fact, Mr. Moustakas moved him to a new apartment a couple of years ago. I just thought you’d have an interest in this situation since you asked. Lemme finish, will ya?”

			“Sure, just no more surprises, OK? I don’t want to learn that the wife had our business card on her when she was arrested, with weekend rates and seasonal discounts.”

			“Mm-hmm. That’s good, Millie. But where was I? Oh, yeah, the murder scene. You can just see it. The husband’s layin’ there on the fuckin’ bed with his busted head.  He’s tilted at an angle because the mattress is half on the floor, half off the bed. The bed frame has cracked in two. Blankets and sheets are twisted up. There’s the bloody lamp too, don’t forget that. Things look bad enough for the lovebirds, you know, because anyone sees this place, they’re gonna figure the missus and her bozo boyfriend did the guy. What else would you think? 

			“But they don’t stop there. The next thing they do, these two get down on the bedroom floor, right in front of the dead guy, and, you know . . . .” Ralph extended a fist and made a twisting motion. “They can’t even wait, see, they gotta go at it then and there.” Ralph sat back in his chair and sighed. His lifted his arms and then let them fall to his sides.    

			“That’s why they did the guy, Ralphie, so they could be together.”  

			“You’re being cute again, right? Sometimes I’m not sure. Here’s what I think. Something about the dead guy layin’ there put ideas in their head. Now that he’s on ice, they figure, why wait? This is what’s meant by true love, Millie. You lose your fucking mind.  Naturally they get caught. Neighbors hear screams, people fighting, the bed breaking, who the hell knows. But the woman, when they get her in custody, she says. This is just what I hear, you understand. I wasn’t there. She says: ‘You think I’m sorry? Fuck him! That was the best sex I ever had!’ Try to make the dead guy there feel bad, see.” Ralphie explaining the lady’s thinking here.

			He shook his head. “Amateurs, Millie, what can you do? So the job in Dorchester’s down the toilet. Too bad, too, because it would of been an easy night for you.  You coulda got home early, popped some popcorn, watched a little TV with Mandy. Mr. Moustakas, he woulda done the removal, like always when it’s a local contract. And just like that”–Ralph snapped his fingers—“the wife’s problem goes away. Day or two later, she and the boyfriend that she had to rescue check into the Ritz-Carlton for their honeymoon. And as far as the late-lamented is concerned, well, what’s there to say? The little lady, she don’t know where he’s gone. She says he never tells her anything. His boss at the warehouse has no clue, and he doesn’t give a damn anyway. It’s a mystery to everybody. The wife’s all broke up, of course, because she loves the guy in spite of some roughness around the edges. But before too long she moves to a new town with her widow’s pension and her classy new boyfriend.”  

			“So we don’t have anything.”

			“No, like I said.”

			“Good. Maybe I’ll get out of town for a few days.”

			“You need some time off? That’s what you want? I know you’ve had a lot of stress lately.”

			“Stress?  No, that’s not a problem.  I get a lot of down time with this job. That’s what I like about it—I don’t have to sit on my tail all day in a cubicle.  I work out three times a week, Mandy and I go shopping when we want to, see movies. Go to the Middle East Club to listen to Jared PM when he’s in town. What I was thinking, she and I could spend a few days in Boca or maybe Puerto Rico. Her birthday’s coming up.”

			“Sure, go, Millie, you deserve it. The company will pay the bills. But stay in touch in case Philly calls, OK? I’ll have Mary Michael order the tickets. Which place you want to go to?”

			“Mary Michael? The Mulloy woman? The one who brings you the tuna casseroles?  I thought she mostly worked for old Mr. McLean in the other office, just did odds and ends for you.”

			“Yeah, that’s her.”

			“But why would she buy our tickets? That’s your job, isn’t it?” A few seconds went by.  “What about security?” Millie asked.

			“Mary Mike’s an old friend, Mil, from my mom’s time. She helps out with the business. Orders airline tickets, books the hotels, stuff like that.”

			“Maybe I’m a little dense here, Ralph, but you’re going to have to help me out. She’s not even in the goddamned firm. Don’t you think you should have mentioned this to me? Dropped a little hint somewhere along the line? We’re talking about my ass here. Out in the field I need to know I’m secure.”

			Ralph’s face took on a certain expression. Possibly that of a shortstop who boots an easy one with two men on. “Actually, Mil, she’s part of the firm. You’re right, I shoulda told you. The subject just never came up, I guess. I can see where you might have some questions.”

			Millie put her half-eaten donut on his desk. It was an old-fashioned, and she had been enjoying it.  She leaned toward him. “Some questions, yeah. This woman knows where I go? Which flights I take? Which hotels I use? Where’s your fucking head, Ralph? This business has to be air-tight, as you goddamned well know. You mentioned stress.  Here’s what I call stress, Ralphie—civilians running around who could have me killed.” 

			“Aw, Millie, take it easy. She and I go way back. Let me tell you a little story, OK? Something nobody else knows. Well, Mr. Moustakas, of course, he knows. But that’s different.” 

			“You’re killing me, Ralph. A story? You just told me a fucking story. And that was about another old friend who’s a risk to our security. I don’t want a story. I want an explanation.  And make it short, OK? Jesus—something else just occurred to me: does she order the fake IDs too? I feel like a bug in a bottle.” Millie was steaming up.

			Ralph rubbed his hands on his pants. “Well, yeah, she does the paperwork, keeps the records.  Mr. Moustakas buys the hardware, keeps track of inventory, does the clean-ups.  Mary Mike, she knows people who produce fool-proof documents. She’s a lady with great connections—here, New York, Toronto.”

			Millie said, slowly and patiently, spelling it out for a slow learner: “So any time she wants, this lady with the great connections, could locate me and have me whacked. Or—here’s another possibility—she could give me up to the cops.  Not that she would, this nice old friend, this lady with great contacts in New York and Toronto, but she could. And I’ve been in the dark about her all along. That’s a pretty good story, Ralph. I’m trying to figure out how it ends. One quick question, I mean aside from why you didn’t tell me about her: why the hell does she work for you?”

			He moved his head up and down as he talked. Now his hands were moving too. Ralph Klammer trying to be open and earnest. “She works for us, Mil, for you and me.  She’s, like, another partner, only you might call her a silent partner. She helped my mom set up the business, way back when.  Even did field work for a while. Has some great stories. Tell you the truth, Mil, I think the job brings a little excitement into her life. Reminds her of the old days. That’s it. That’s the story.”

			“So she’s safe. I don’t need to worry, you’re saying, she’s been here forever, you just forgot to fill me in. Jesus Christ, Ralphie.  OK, I’ll buy it, but when I get back I want to meet this Mary Michael.  In the meantime I won’t think about taking her out. Go ahead, tell her to book the tickets. Let’s make it Jamaica. Florida’s full of ladies with blue hair. I’ll tell Mandy. ”

			“Sure, sure. Mil, can I ask you something?”

			“Of course, Ralphie. We’re partners, after all.”

			“Does Mandy know what you do, what business you’re in?”

			“She knows that I work undercover, that’s all. I could be CIA, FBI, anything. She also knows that the secrecy is for her own good. Like your mom said, ‘What you don’t know won’t hurt you.’ That’s how I want to keep it: I don’t want her to know anything that would hurt her.”

			   

			   

		


		
			   Chapter 5                      

			 Mary Michael’s Story

			Back from Jamaica, Millie called Mary Michael to set up a meet. It was time to get acquainted, see what’s what.  Mary Mike liked Johnny’s Luncheonette, said it reminded her of the movie Diner, and the burgers were off the chart. Millie said fine, she’d had enough jerk chicken and plantain on Jamaica. 

			Millie was seated in the back booth when Mary Mike walked in. A tall, angular woman, elbows flapping as she walked. A long bony face with startled dark eyes and Jay Leno chin. A perfect storm of gray and black hair swirling above her head. She was wearing a blue print granny dress with a white collar and pleats down the front. Millie didn’t even look for the black lace-ups she knew were there. She was aware that several pairs of eyes followed this—how to put it—this phenomenon, pressing forward toward her booth. 

			Mary Mike barely said hi before ordering a cheeseburger, home fries, and a chocolate malt. Millie went with a burger and fries, no onions, and Coke. 

			“So what should I call you?” Millie asked. “Just Mary, or do you want me to use both names?”  Small talk, she thought, would be the best way to get started. Probably shouldn’t discuss clothes or hair styles, though.  

			“Everyone calls me ‘Mary Mike,’ but anything will do, Millie. I want us to be at ease with each other. I know that Ralph just let it slip—didn’t he?—that I’m in the firm. Making it look like he’d been keeping me secret. Must have been a big surprise, had to be.” 

			“Well, you know,” Millie said, “I wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.”

			Mary Mike took a big bite of her cheeseburger, closed her eyes, and sighed. “To die for,” she said. Then: “I told Ralphie, I told him at the beginning, when you signed up, ‘Make sure this girl knows everything. She’s coming into the business. This isn’t a nail salon, Ralphie. We do removals.  This girl’s going to be family. She has to trust us.’ Well, I assume he covered the basics with you—the business side, the set-up with Philly, and so on—and then brought in Mr. Moustakas to teach you the operational side.” 

			“Yeah,” Millie said, “we did all that. He made sure I knew the drill.” 

			“And he told you about old McLean’s office on the other side of the house, right? Because he had to explain who this old guy was who wandered in once in a blue moon. This lawyer with his last few clients, all of them with one foot in the grave. But somehow he didn’t get around to my work for the firm. Is that about right? ”

			The lady wants to get right to the point. OK with me, Millie thought, the sooner the better. “Yeah, and to be honest, I was a little surprised, because I’ve been in the firm a year and a half now, and I figured I knew how everything worked. Ralph says he just forgot to tell me.”

			“That’s just like him,” Mary Mike said. “He thinks about what’s right in front of his nose, sometimes, and not much else. That’s why I have to do the long-range planning. Millie dear, your fries are getting cold. Mind if I take one?”

			“Help yourself.” 

			“You haven’t touched your burger, either. Are you OK?”

			“I’m good, I’m a slow eater.”

			“Did you think Ralphie was trying to cover something up?”

			“No, no, I believed him.  He’s so damned transparent, you know, I don’t think he could tell a decent lie. Also, you’re never around when he and I plan an assignment, so your end of things doesn’t come up. He gives me the documents I need, the tickets, the reservations, names, background, what have you, and that’s it. If I need to, I talk strategy and weapons with Mr. Moustakas. OK, but at the time, Mary Mike,”—and here Millie leaned over the table—“I got a little nervous, hearing that someone I didn’t even know was ordering my tickets, choosing my hotels. Knowing ahead of time where I’d be.  I said to him: ‘Jesus H. Christ, Ralphie, are you that dumb? Or just fucking careless?’”

			“You blew up at him.”

			“For just a minute or two I thought we might have holes in the operation that needed to be plugged. So, yeah, I might have been a little on edge.” 

			“Plugged. Well, that’s as good a way to put it as any, I guess,” she said.  “In your place I would have felt the same way. You know, I was the first one in the firm to do your job?”

			“Ralph told me. He said you worked in the field. I got the impression that you liked it.” She put a couple of fries in her mouth. They were cold. She sipped her Coke.

			“Liked it, oh, yes, we were pioneers, his mother and me. Here we were, two working-class girls with no education who needed to make a living. In those days, you couldn’t find anything better than secretarial work, with the boss putting his filthy hand up your skirt every chance he got. So we decided to set up shop ourselves, Sheila and I, and we decided on the removals business. I went out on the road. She’d have been right there with me, God bless her, but she had little Ralphie to bring up, so she stayed in the office and kept the business end organized.” She smiled. “You wouldn’t believe how many calls we got. All we had to do was set up our system of cutouts and blinds and we had all the business we could handle. Those were grand old days, Millie, let me tell you. I liked being on the road: every job was an adventure. And, goodness, the money! The problem was where to put it all.”

			“What did you do with it?”

			“I learned from a man I knew how to hide it, move it around, wash it. He showed me how to invest it legally too. You can make a lot of money that way too, Millie, you know that?”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			“I’m going to tell you a secret, Millie.” Mary Mike glanced from side to side, a conspirator with state secrets. “Not even Ralphie knows this. I didn’t want to upset him.  Everything has to go according to Hoyle for Ralphie, otherwise he thinks the world’s ending, and this would have sent him into a tailspin.  So, Millie: that fella who showed me how to move money around? He turned out to be a target, and I had to do the job.” 

			This news caught Millie in mid-swallow. Some of the Coke she was drinking came out her nose. 

			“Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” Mary Michael said. “What have I done? Here, hon’, let me pat you on the back.”

			Millie waved her away. “I’m fine,” she gasped, “fine.” She wiped her nose with her sleeve. “Just give me a sec.” She used a napkin to blow her nose. “Honest to Christ, Mary Mike, you and Ralph are killing me. Why the hell were you spending time with the mark in the first place? You know the rules.”

			“I was dating him, that’s why. It was pure chance that we accepted a contract on him. Well, Sheila did, not me. He and I just happened to be involved at that time. It’s a small world. Sheila didn’t know about us, of course, though it wouldn’t have mattered to her. She’d have found another contractor for the job.”

			“So you were sleeping with this guy, and then you popped him. What were your feelings? What kind of hardware did you use? Help me out here, Mary Mike, I’m in the dark.”

			“I’ll get to that. First, let me start from the beginning—the romantic part. He and I met at La Guardia. We were both taking the shuttle back to Boston. He seemed nice. He was an investment banker in New York. He did mergers and acquisitions. Do you know what those are?”

			“Skip the economics lesson. Get to the story.”

			“Well, his work isn’t all that important. We met again the next day for drinks, talked for hours, and one thing led to another—you know how it goes—and soon we were seeing each other whenever he was in town. ‘Seeing.’ What a word. We couldn’t keep our hands off of each other. We had a good time, and he taught me how to make money out of thin air.”

			Mary Mike sighed. “Now here’s where the romantic part ends, Millie. Turns out the son-of-a-bitch, pardon my French, had a wife and two kids. Well, of course. Why was I so surprised? Isn’t that the way it usually goes? But I didn’t know for a long time. How could I? Andy didn’t show me his passport and marriage license before we jumped into bed. When I found out that he’d been unfaithful to me, I wanted to kill him.”

			“Unfaithful. With his wife. And then you found a way to whack him.”

			“That’s just an expression:  I was boiling mad, and, who knows, I might have done it that day if he’d been around. When Sheila told me about the contract on him couple of days later, I was struck dumb. Honest to God, Millie, I was flabbergasted. Which, to tell you the truth, it was funny. If you think about it, there’s a humorous side to it.”

			“I guess so. Who wanted him out of the way?”

			“I’m almost there, Mil. This next part, I don’t know whether it’s comical or sad. Anyway, my boyfriend . . .”—Mary Mike started to laugh—“my guy . . .”—and here she couldn’t help herself, she put one hand over her mouth and held the other one up to signal a pause. “My guy—Jesus, I can’t stop!” 

			Now it was Millie’s turn to glance around furtively. People were trying not to stare at them. I hope they don’t think she’s my mother, Millie thought.

			It took Mary Mike a few minutes to glide back to earth. She took a deep breath. “All right: I found out about the wife. Janice, her name was. This was another thing that happened by sheer chance, Millie. Andy and I had spent the night at the Ames, where we always did. He got up early and flew back to New York. I had breakfast in bed and a long shower. Just as I was getting dressed, the phone rang. I figured it was Andy, so I answered. 

			“‘Hello,’ I said.

			“‘Who is this?’ a woman said.

			“Oh, oh, I thought. ‘Thees ees Juanita,’ I said. ‘I clean the room.’

			“‘At nine in the morning? Check-out’s not till eleven. Besides, maids don’t answer the phone. Goddammit, who are you?’

			“‘Who ees thees, please? Joo hab a message?’

			“‘This is Andy Greenspan’s wife, sweetie, and, yeah, since you ask, I have a message: if you’ve been fucking my husband, you’re gonna be sorry. He is too. You’re probably sorry already with that dickhead.  Just pray you never see me, Conchita.’ 

			“Bang! She slams down the receiver. I think:  how could I have been so damned dumb? It never occurred to me to ask Andy if he was married. I didn’t snoop through his things while he was asleep. Totally unprofessional. Love does that to you.”

			“So then what, you went ballistic?” 

			“What I did is, I calmly finished dressing and left the hotel. I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. In other words, I was numb. By the time I got home and shut the door, I couldn’t do anything but scream. But then I calmed down and just wanted to kill him. And in two or three days, my prayers were answered: his wife hired us to ice him.”

			“Whoa, you’re losing me, Mary Mike. I don’t get how this guy’s wife took out a contract on him with our firm. What are the odds of that happening? Aren’t there reliable contractors in New York?”

			“Sure, but that’s another funny thing, Millie. She didn’t know it was us. She got in touch with somebody who got in touch with somebody else, and that guy called our guy in Philly, who contacted us. Who knows how many blind phone calls there were?” 

			“Lot of stuff happening by chance here, Mary Mike. Are you jerking my chain?”

			“Millie, it’s just fate, that’s all. Karma. It tickles the hell out of me. I sleep with a guy. His wife finds out he’s got a girlfriend.  She finds out from me, for God’s sake! She decides to take out a contract on him. Then, she just happens to get through to our firm. And I just happen to be the contractor who does the work. Everything ties together.”

			“In my experience, nothing ties together, unless I do the tying.”

			“I kept wondering, after we got the contract, what she’d think if she knew. You know—if Janice knew that the woman who was sleeping with her husband was the woman she’d paid to take him out.” Mary Mike sat up straight and took another deep breath. She blew the air out: “Fwoooo! Don’t let me get going again, Millie, I won’t be able to stop.”

			By now the waiter had taken their plates. The check was waiting. Millie picked it up. “I’d still like to know how you did him. What your state of mind was. It’s a professional question.”

			“Well, hon’, I called him up and said, ‘Andy, get up here, I need you, I don’t care about your wife. I just want to be with you.’ I poured it on. I cried. I sobbed. ‘Please,’ I begged. I put on a good act. Next day, he flew up and booked a room at the Ritz-Carlton. We planned to celebrate being together again. I told him I’d be there at eight. Ice down plenty of Dom Perignon, I said. I’ve got a big surprise for you.”

			“You had him hooked.”

			“Oh, yes, he was hooked. I was reeling him in. I told him I’d be his whore for the night and to bring fifteen brand-new hundred-dollar bills to pay me. I said to him: you’ll get your money’s worth.”

			“You didn’t need all that rigmarole, Mary Mike. Why expose yourself that way? You could’ve been in danger. You could’ve blown the assignment.”

			“No, I had everything under control. You asked how I felt. I felt calm as a cucumber. Cool as a cucumber.  You know how it is: you get excited, sure, but you concentrate and keep your mind clear. It was basically just another job to me. OK, a part of me wanted to give Andy a farewell ride, I admit. But I didn’t do it. You can be proud of me.”

			“Oh, I am. Finish the story.”

			“I told him, ‘Sweetheart, spread the bills on the bed. When I get there, we’re going to play a naughty little game.’ So I show up at eight, on the dot. I’m wearing a scarf pulled down low so if there are any surveillance cameras, they can’t ID me. I’m carrying my bag. Under my raincoat I’m in a shorty maid’s uniform. OK, he opens the door and looks at me.

			“‘Jesus Christ, Mary Mike! Christ almighty!’ He loves the sexy maid’s outfit that I flash him.  My blouse is unbuttoned halfway to my navel. Every guy’s fantasy, you know. I rip my scarf off, shake out my hair. He starts to say something, but I shoosh him with my finger. 

			“‘Take off your clothes,’ I whisper. ‘Hurry.’ He thinks this is the kinky game I promised, so he takes off everything but his jockey shorts. I tell him that’s enough for now. The shorts are polka dot, can you believe it, Millie? Blue with little white polka dots. At least they weren’t pink. 

			“Now he wants me to strip too. ‘Lay down on the bed first,’ I say. ‘Grab up a few of those bills,’ I tell him. OK, he does that too, but he’s a little confused: what’s this for?  From the time he opens the door till now, Millie, this all takes, I don’t know, maybe a minute and a half.”

			“Mary Mike, I really think you should have just done him in the parking lot. It was a routine hit, a no-brainer. This elaborate set-up, my god, what’s the point?”

			“You’ll see. I wanted to send a message.” 

			“Ralphie was right: you did enjoy your work.”   

			“Whistle while you work, Millie, that’s my motto. So: he picks up five or six of the bills, evens them up, and asks, ‘What do I do with these?’ ‘Stick ‘em down your shorts, lover.’ Oh, boy, oh boy: his eyes light up like Christmas, and he puts the money in his little bank. You can imagine what he’s thinking.  And then, just as he cracks a smile, I jab the needle into the side of his neck. It takes him a second to figure it out, what the game is, and I tell him: ‘Your bitch of a wife Janice paid me to do this, Andy. But I would’ve done it for nothing.’ I’m not sure he heard this last part. I sure hope he did.”

			“What you said to him as he checked out—that wasn’t the message.”

			“You’re a smart cookie, hon’. I had one more thing to do. I took the spare maid’s uniform out of my bag. I laid it out carefully over his body, like he was modeling it. Then I picked up a couple of hundreds and dropped ‘em on top. In case you were wondering, I used my nails to pick up the bills.”

			Mary Mike fluffed her hair with both hands, but the storm didn’t die down. She was enjoying herself. “Now,” she said, “when the cops discover Andy’s body, they have to figure out why somebody draped a maid’s outfit over him, right?  And of course what they find gets back to Janice. She hears about it, too. You see how gorgeous this works?”

			“Yeah, I see. Only you and Janice know about the woman who claimed to be the maid. You’re telling her that the maid iced her husband. And she already knows that the maid’s been fucking him. So you’re also saying: ‘Fuck you too, Janice.’ And she can’t do anything about it because she’s the one who hired the maid to kill her own husband.”

			Mary Mike nodded. “Mmm-hmm. But there’s more than that, Millie, if you think about it.”

			“OK, give me a sec,” she said.  She continued: “That’s easy:  there’s no way Janice can ever find out who the hitter is. She can’t go to the cops, she can’t ask the guy she contacted in the first place, who has no idea who got hired, and she doesn’t know whether the contractor works solo or hires out to some firm.”

			“And . . .?”

			“And then there’s the money wrapped around her husband’s weenie and scattered all over the bed. That’s a message to Janice, too. And it’s also for the police. You’re telling all of them that the crime was personal, it wasn’t for the money.”

			“That’s right, hon’. I have to tell you, though, there’s even more angles to figure, if you really look close.” 

			Millie, really in to it now, said: “Well, the cops will think at first that Andy was probably iced by a hooker, because how else do you explain the champagne, the big bills, Andy in his classy shorts?  If it was a hooker, though, she would have taken the money. But the killer didn’t take the money. Why? She was making a statement, that’s why. But she and the victim knew each other from before. Am I OK so far?”

			“That’s the way they’d figure it. Go on.”

			“So maybe the killer wasn’t a hooker, after all. Was she a maid at the hotel? No, that’s just a fish. There is no maid. That still leaves the maid’s uniform, though, and the cops aren’t sure where to go with it.”

			“They don’t have a clue. Well, they do, but they don’t know what it means.”

			“It’s tangled up pretty tight, all right.”

			“Wheels within wheels, Millie. That’s what Sister Immaculata used to say. She’d tell us, ‘Wheels within wheels, girls. Don’t trust appearances.’ She’d have made a good assassin, Sister Immaculata.”

			“OK,” Millie went on. “So they’ll think: the killer, whoever she was, was pissed off enough to whack him and ballsy enough to decorate him with the maid’s dress.  Maybe this lady wanted revenge for something. Or maybe she was just a hired gun, with no stake in it one way or another. But a pro would have no reason to play dress-up with Andy. And yet, the whole thing looks like a professional job. No one forced their way into the room. The contractor was methodical. And don’t forget the murder weapon: amateurs don’t usually carry hypodermic needles in their pocket.”

			“That’s the line they’d follow, yeah.”

			“The cops figure that all those pieces have to fit together. But they can’t see how.  But no matter which way they look at it, Janice’s number comes up. Either the wife did it and staged the whole thing, or she hired a pro to set it all up. But wait: neither solution holds up. Janice wouldn’t be screwing around with Andy that way, not after she discovered the affair. And no pro would take the time for all that hanky-panky.  Still, the cops have to question her—Janice—because it’s part of their job. But she can’t say a damned thing without pointing to herself. In fact, though, she doesn’t even know very much. Though she sure as hell knows about the maid. Not who the maid is, but that she exists. Well, all she really knows is that somebody called herself the maid and ended up whacking Andy.”

			“Don’t you just love it, Millie? Let me tell you, I didn’t understand all the angles myself at the time.  It took a while for me to see the beauty of it.”

			“I don’t see how anyone’s going to see the whole picture, Mary Mike. Who’s ever going to figure out that the maid and Andy’s girlfriend and the hitter are the same woman?  Who, besides Janice, knows that the girlfriend lied about being a maid? And who’s going to put it together that Janice hired the maid?”

			“It’s been more than twenty years, and no one has. It’s a cold case. Nobody even cares anymore.”

			“So why did you tell me?”

			“I did it so we can get to know each other better. I know stuff about you, now you know something about me. That means we can trust each other. Like I say, everyone in the firm has to trust everyone else.  It’s a tough world out there.”
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