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Chapter 1: #PassportPoppin
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Atlanta, Georgia

The first rule of boosting is simple: never carry what you can't explain.

I learned that rule at nineteen, in the fitting room of a Macy's at Lenox Mall, with six stolen cashmere sweaters flattened against my stomach under a maternity dress I didn't need. A security guard named Mr. Pettigrew stood outside the curtain, humming gospel, waiting on me to come out. I came out. I smiled. I asked him how his wife was doing. He said her knee was acting up. I said I'd pray for her. Then I walked through the front doors with eleven hundred dollars of merchandise riding my ribs, and I never looked back.

That's the only reason I'm alive to tell this. Because I knew the rule.

The night before we left for Paris, I broke it.

Nia's condo sat on the nineteenth floor of a Buckhead high-rise with a view of the whole city, glittering below us like somebody had spilled a jewelry box across a black table. Marble floors. A kitchen she never cooked in. A white leather sectional so soft you felt guilty sitting on it in jeans.

Everything in that place was paid for by a man who didn't live there.

"Y'all, I'm not playing," Nia announced, standing in the middle of her living room with a champagne flute in one hand and her phone in the other. "Nobody touches nothing tonight. Everything is going to be perfect. I have a vision."

"Here she go," Toya groaned from the floor, where she'd stretched out on a fur rug with her shoes off and a bottle of Moët resting on her stomach like a baby. "Vision. Girl, your vision is a first-class seat and a man's credit card."

"My vision," Nia said, lifting her chin, "is four grown women in Paris, living their best lives, with nobody asking them for nothing."

"Amen," said Shayla softly, from the corner of the sectional.

I looked at her. She was folded into herself like she always was, knees pulled up, a throw pillow clutched to her chest, her phone face-down on the cushion beside her. Twenty-eight years old, the best hairstylist on the Westside, and she sat like she was trying to take up as little room as possible. Her hair was pulled back in a plain bun. No makeup. Her eyes had that tired, hollow look I knew too well from the mirror.

Two weeks earlier, her man Monty had gotten snatched up in a federal sweep. Not the regular kind, with a couple of detectives and a warrant. The kind with helicopters and a news van. Trafficking, the headlines said. Money laundering. Conspiracy. A dozen names in an indictment as long as my arm, and his was fourth from the top.

Shayla had said exactly seven words about it since.

I need to get out of Atlanta.

So here we were.

"Karma," Nia said, snapping her fingers in front of my face. "You listening?"

"I'm listening."

"No, you ain't. You been staring at that bag for ten minutes."

I had been. It sat beside me on the sectional, a red Chanel weekender, quilted leather, gold chain handles, a little scuffed at the corners. Nia had given me a look the first time she saw it, like I'd shown up to a wedding in a bonnet. It was six years old. It cost more than my first car. And it held the single most dangerous thing I'd ever carried in my life, tucked inside a false bottom the size of a paperback.

I wasn't going to explain that to them.

"It's my carry-on," I said. "I like to keep it close."

"It's ugly," Toya said.

"It's vintage."

"It's from the Obama administration."

"Girl, shut up."

She cackled and rolled onto her side, nearly spilling the champagne. Toya Jenkins was thirty years old, five-foot-ten, with a laugh you could hear from another zip code and a mouth that had never once been introduced to the concept of a filter. She'd worked baggage for Delta out at Hartsfield for six years, hauling suitcases on the ramp in a reflective vest and steel-toed boots, until three weeks ago, when somebody in HR decided she'd "violated company policy." She never said what the policy was. And I never asked, because Toya's version of any story changed depending on who was listening.

That was the thing about Toya. She'd tell you everything. And somehow, you'd still know nothing.

The doorbell rang at nine-fifteen.

Nia got a look on her face I'd seen a hundred times, the soft, bright, slightly nervous glow of a woman about to put on a show. She smoothed her silk robe, checked her reflection in the hallway mirror, and opened the door.

"Baby!" she sang. "You made it!"

Raymond Pierce stood in the doorway like he'd been sculpted for a billboard. Fifty-four years old, silver at the temples, six-foot-three, in a camel overcoat that cost more than my rent. He owned three car dealerships in DeKalb County and a logistics company nobody could ever quite explain. He drove a black Escalade with tinted windows and a driver named Tank, who followed him like a shadow with a shaved head and a neck as wide as a fire hydrant.

He also had a wife named Cheryl and two grown kids in a gated house in Alpharetta.

Nia knew it. We all knew it. She'd been "seeing" him for almost two years, and in that time, her condo had been paid off, her Benz had been leased, and her Instagram had gone from three hundred followers to forty thousand. She called him her business partner. He called her Ms. Dupree in public and baby girl in private.

I'd never liked him.

It wasn't any one thing. It was the way his smile arrived a half second after his eyes did, like he was deciding whether you deserved it. It was the way he never sat with his back to a door. It was the way he looked at me, every single time, like he already knew exactly who I was.

"Ladies," he said, stepping inside and kissing Nia's cheek. "Y'all look like trouble."

"We are trouble," Toya said from the floor.

"I can see that." He smiled, slow and warm. "Karma. Shayla. Good to see y'all again."

"Mr. Pierce," I said, not getting up.

"Ray, please. We're family."

I nodded. I didn't say what I was thinking. We ain't nothing.

He walked into the living room like he owned it, because he did, and set a small stack of envelopes on the glass coffee table. Four of them. Cream-colored, heavy, each with a name written in black ink.

"A little something for the trip," he said. "Spending money. A girl shouldn't visit Paris broke."

"Ray," Nia said, pressing a hand to her chest. "You didn't have to."

"I know I didn't."

Toya pounced on hers before anybody else moved. She peeked inside, and her eyebrows climbed into her hairline. "Five hundred dollars! In hundreds!"

"Spend it well," Ray said.

"Mr. Pierce, if you ever need somebody to talk bad about your wife, I got a whole schedule."

"Toya!" Nia hissed.

"What? I'm offering my services!"

Ray laughed, easy and low. But I watched his eyes flick toward the door, quickly, almost too quickly, before he turned back to us.

"One more thing," he said. "I want to make sure y'all's luggage gets there safe. I've had a lot of friends lose bags at Hartsfield. Delays, tags getting mixed up. It's a mess." He glanced at Toya, who shrugged. "So I'm gonna have Tank take your suitcases tonight. He'll have 'em wrapped and tagged and checked in ahead of time with a service I use. You'll just walk in tomorrow and board."

A small silence.

"Wrapped?" I said.

"Plastic. Keeps 'em clean. Keeps 'em safe."

"We can just take 'em ourselves," I said.

"Karma." Nia's voice sharpened with a note I didn't like. "Don't be rude."

"I'm not being rude. I'm being careful."

"It's a gift," she said. "Let the man do something nice."

I looked at Ray. He looked at me. His smile hadn't moved an inch.

"I insist," he said.

The room went still. Even Toya, for once, said nothing.

I should have said no. Every instinct from every fitting room, every parking lot, every job I'd ever walked away from alive was screaming at me to say no. But Nia was watching me with her chin lifted and her eyes begging, and Shayla looked so tired, and the trip had been planned for six weeks, and it was just a suitcase.

"Fine," I said.

Before the cart came, I knotted a three-inch strip of red satin ribbon around the handle of mine, twice, the way I always do. An old habit from the boosting days. Then I watched Tank come in with a luggage cart. I watched him load four matching gold-monogrammed hard-shell cases, one for each of us, packed and zipped and sitting by the front door. I watched him wheel them out into the hallway, past the elevator, and out of sight.

I kept the red Chanel in my lap.

"What about your bag?" Ray asked pleasantly.

"Carry-on," I said. "It goes with me."

He looked at it for a half second too long.

Then he smiled.

"Of course," he said.

He left at ten. Nia walked him to the door and stayed in the hallway for another fifteen minutes, whispering. When she came back, her cheeks were flushed, and she was humming.

"What was that about?" Toya asked.

"Nothing."

"You was out there kissing for a quarter of an hour."

"Ray's very affectionate."

"Ray's very married."

"Toya." Nia's smile didn't falter. "Not tonight."

She poured herself another glass of champagne, lifted it high, and said, "A toast."

We raised our glasses, all four of us.

"To Paris," she said. "To a new chapter. To Shayla getting over that fool, to Toya getting a better job, to Karma staying out of whatever mess she's in."

"I'm not in a mess," I said.

"Karma. Your cousin got indicted on a federal retail theft ring last month. Your name was in the paper."

"My name was not in the paper."

"It said 'an unnamed associate known as K.'"

"There's a lot of K's in Atlanta."

"There's one K who used to move forty thousand dollars of Chanel out of Phipps Plaza in a single afternoon."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Toya was laughing so hard she had to put her glass down.

"Anyway," Nia continued smoothly, "to me. For being so incredibly generous and planning all this."

"And to the new business deal," Toya said slyly. "Don't forget that. The one you won't tell nobody about."

Nia's smile sharpened. "That's not for you to know yet."

"Come on, Ni. Tell us. Who's the investor? What's the product? Is it real estate? Is it crypto? Is it a baby?"

"It's none of your business, Toya."

"Everything's my business."

"That's your problem."

They went back and forth, laughing, like they'd done a thousand times before. But I was watching Nia's hands. They were holding her glass too tightly. The knuckles had gone pale.

And I thought, not for the last time: this girl is scared.

The next morning, Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport was a cold, bright zoo.

We arrived at five a.m., in a black car Ray had sent, our carry-ons rolling behind us. Travelers packed the terminal in puffy jackets and neck pillows, children crying, businessmen barking into phones. The air smelled like burnt coffee and floor wax.

I had my red Chanel on my shoulder, my passport in my jacket, and a strange tightness between my shoulder blades that I couldn't shake.

It started the moment we walked through the sliding doors.

A man stood near the Delta counter, leaning against a pillar, pretending to scroll his phone. Thirties, thick shoulders, Falcons cap pulled low. Nothing special. Except his thumb wasn't moving. And his eyes kept drifting to our group, quick, like a man checking a clock.

"Karma," Shayla whispered. "You okay?"

"Fine."

"You're doing the thing with your jaw."

"I don't have a thing."

"You do the thing."

I loosened my jaw. When I looked back, the man was gone.

We got in line for first-class check-in. A woman in a navy blazer scanned our passports one by one, the kind of woman with a perfect smile and no pulse. When she got to mine, her eyes flicked at the screen, flicked at me, flicked back.

"Ms. Whitfield. Karmen Denise?"

"That's me."

"Just a moment."

Her fingers moved across the keyboard. My heart did a slow, ugly roll.

"Is there a problem?"

"No, ma'am." The smile returned. "Your bags are already checked through. Have a wonderful trip."

She handed my passport back. I took it with a hand that didn't feel like mine.

We moved away from the counter. And that's when I saw him.

A skycap in a Delta vest, twenty-something, wiry, working the baggage belt behind the counter. He was bent over a stack of hard-shell suitcases. Gold-monogrammed. Four of them. His hands were moving too fast, quick, practiced, peeling a paper tag off one handle and slapping it on another. Then switching it back. Then switching again.

I stopped walking.

He looked up. Our eyes met across fifteen feet of airport floor.

He grinned and waved, easy as pie. Then he leaned over, tapped the handle of the suitcase in front of him, and mouthed something I couldn't hear.

I took a step toward him.

"Lon!" Toya's voice cut through the terminal like a siren. She'd spotted him too, her face lighting up like Christmas. "Lon, boy, look at you! Still stealing hearts and bags?"

He walked around the counter and gave her a hug. They stood there laughing, trading some inside joke, and I watched him slip something into her jacket pocket, small, folded, quick.

I crossed the floor.

"Y'all know each other?"

"Karma, this Marlon," Toya said, a little too brightly. "Marlon Pettiford. Everybody call him Lon. We came up on the ramp together. Lon, this my girl Karma."

"Nice to meet you, ma'am," he said.

"What you doing with them bags?" I asked.

"Just making sure the tags are right." He smiled, wide and easy. "Some of 'em got crossed in the system. I'm fixing it."

"Fixing it how?"

"Swapping the labels so they match the passengers."

"I watched you swap 'em three times."

A tiny pause. Then he laughed, loud and friendly. "You got good eyes, miss. First time I put 'em on wrong. Second time I put 'em on right. Third time I was just double-checking."

It was a good answer. Smooth. Practiced. The kind of answer a man gives when he's been prepared for the question.

I looked at Toya. She wouldn't meet my eyes.

"All good," Marlon said, tipping an imaginary hat. "Y'all have a safe flight."

He walked away, whistling.

"What was that?" I asked Toya quietly.

"What was what?"

"The thing he put in your pocket."

"It was a mint."

"Toya."

"It was a mint, Karma. Damn." She stuffed her hand in her jacket, pulled out a peppermint wrapped in red cellophane, and held it up between two fingers like evidence. "See? You paranoid."

I stared at the candy. Then at her.

I should have pushed. I know that now.

But Nia and Shayla were already walking toward security, laughing, and the line was moving, and I still had that cold wire pulling between my shoulder blades. I let it go. I shoved it down in the place where I keep every small warning I've ever ignored.

That place is very, very full.

First class on an international flight is a different planet.

Seats that reclined into beds. Blankets so soft they felt like apologies. A flight attendant named Corinne, with perfect eyebrows, who set four flutes of champagne on our armrests before we'd even sat down and said, "Ladies, welcome aboard. Anything you need, just ask."

"Anything?" Toya said.

"Within reason."

"What's reason?"

"We'll find out," Corinne said, smiling, and Toya fell in love.

Nia was already in her element. She had her sunglasses on at six in the morning, her legs crossed, her phone held up for a selfie with her Louis Vuitton scarf draped over her shoulders like a magazine cover. "Group pic!" she said. "Everybody squeeze in. Smile like you're rich!"

"I am rich," Toya said, pointing at her five hundred in hundreds. "Spiritually."

"Hashtag," Nia said, typing.

"Passport Poppin," all four of us chorused.

She hit post. Within ninety seconds, we had two hundred likes and a comment from somebody's auntie that said Y'all be careful out there!!! 

I almost laughed.

Shayla leaned her head against the window and watched the tarmac slide away beneath us. The engines roared. The plane gathered speed. The skyline of Atlanta shrank to a gray smear and then disappeared into the clouds.

"Bye, Atlanta," she whispered.

"Bye, Monty," Toya said. "Rot."

"Toya."

"I'm just saying what everybody thinking."

"I know," Shayla said, very quietly. "I know."

A beat. Then she turned her head and looked at me, and her eyes were wet.

"Karma, do you ever feel like you've been running your whole life?"

I thought about the fitting rooms. The parking lots. The six years I'd spent looking over my shoulder, sleeping with a pistol under my pillow and a go-bag by the door. The red Chanel on the seat beside me, humming faintly with everything I'd stolen and everyone I'd left behind.

"Every day," I said.

"Does it ever stop?"

I took a long sip of champagne. "I don't know," I said. "But I'm hoping we find out."

She smiled, small and sad. We clinked our glasses.

Across the aisle, Nia's phone buzzed on her tray. She glanced at it. Her whole body stiffened. For a half second, I saw her face change, and it was nothing like the glow she'd worn at the condo. It was the look of a woman reading a message she wasn't ready to receive.

She typed something back, fast. Deleted it. Typed something else. Then she turned her phone face-down, picked up her champagne, and drained it in one swallow.

"You good?" I asked.

"Perfect," she said, bright and quick.

It was the worst lie I'd heard all day. And I'd heard a few.

Eight hours later, the flight attendant's voice crackled over the speakers.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we've begun our descent into Paris Charles de Gaulle. Local time is seven-fifteen in the morning. The weather is fifty-one degrees and cloudy."

"Fifty-one!" Toya groaned. "I'm gonna freeze my ass off!"

"You packed four fur coats," Nia said.

"They fake!"

"They look fake from the back."

I barely heard them. I was pressed against the window, watching Paris rise out of the clouds in a patchwork of gray rooftops and glittering rivers and, far off in the mist, the thin dark needle of the Eiffel Tower. It was beautiful. It was so beautiful it made my chest hurt.

The last time I saw this city, I was twenty-seven years old, running down a dark street in Saint-Denis with a bag of cash on my shoulder, a stolen phone in my pocket, and a man's voice shouting my name behind me.

Six years.

Paris owed me nothing.

I owed Paris everything.

The wheels touched down with a long, shuddering jolt. The cabin erupted in cheers and applause. Toya whooped loud enough to make an old man two rows up spill his coffee. Nia was already fixing her lipstick. Shayla was gripping her armrest, eyes closed, lips moving silently, like a prayer.

I pulled the red Chanel tight against my side.

Out the window, as we rolled toward the gate, I saw a black Mercedes parked alone on the edge of the tarmac, engine running, windows dark. A man stood beside it in a long gray coat, smoking a cigarette, watching the plane.

He wasn't looking at the plane.

He was looking at my window.

I sat very still as the aircraft crawled toward the terminal.

Behind me, the girls were gathering their things, laughing, singing, buzzing with the thrill of arriving somewhere new.

None of them noticed that I'd stopped breathing.

"Welcome to France," the captain said, cheerful and warm. "Thank you for flying with us."

I kept watching the man in the gray coat.

He dropped his cigarette, crushed it under his heel, and smiled.
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Chapter 2: The Red Door
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Paris Charles de Gaulle Airport

The first thing I noticed about France was the smell.

Not perfume, not coffee, not fresh bread, none of the postcard stuff. It was floor cleaner and cold metal and the stale breath of ten thousand tired people, the same smell every airport on earth has, except here it had a little cigarette smoke mixed in, because apparently the French believe in rules the way Atlanta believes in speed limits.

"I can't feel my feet," Toya announced, dragging her carry-on down a long gray corridor under a ceiling of buzzing white lights. "I think I'm dead. I think I died on the plane and this is hell with a duty-free shop."

"You slept the entire way," Nia said.

"I did not."

"You snored through the pilot's announcement. A man asked Corinne if there was a bear on board."

"Corinne loved me."

"Corinne was being polite."

I walked a few steps behind them with the red Chanel hugging my ribs, my eyes working the corridor the way they used to work a mall. Exits. Cameras. Uniforms. Two cops with submachine guns slung across their chests stood at the end of the hall, talking quietly and not looking at anything, which meant they were looking at everything.

Shayla walked beside me, close enough that our shoulders brushed.

"Karma," she murmured. "You're doing the thing again."

"What thing?"

"The thing where you scan like you're about to rob the place."

"I'm sightseeing."

"You've been sightseeing since Atlanta."

"Then I'm very thorough."

She didn't laugh. Her fingers kept twisting the strap of her purse, round and round, the way she twisted a hair clip when a client was running late and she was calculating rent. I wanted to say something. Tell her to breathe. Tell her Monty was three thousand miles away in a federal holding cell and couldn't touch her here.

But I'd learned a long time ago that you can't tell a scared woman she's safe. You can only stand next to her until she believes it.

So I stood next to her.

Passport control was a long, snaking line of exhausted tourists shuffling beneath signs in three languages. When our turn came, a young officer behind a glass booth took our passports one at a time, flipped through the pages, tapped his keyboard, and stamped each with a thud that made my stomach flinch.

"Purpose of your visit?" he asked me, in an accent as thick as syrup.

"Vacation."

"How long?"

"Ten days."

"You have been to France before?"

A tiny, bright spike of adrenaline shot through me. My passport sat open on the counter between us, its pages blank except for a faded stamp from the Dominican Republic and a newer one from Cancún. I'd gotten that passport two years ago, under a clean name, with a clean record, after burning the old one in a hotel bathtub.

"First time," I lied.

He studied my face for exactly one heartbeat longer than necessary. Then he stamped the page, slid it back, and said, "Bienvenue en France, madame."

I picked it up like it was a live grenade.

"What was that?" Toya whispered as we walked away. "You was sweating."

"I don't sweat."

"You glistened."

"It's the humidity."

"It's fifty-one degrees."

"Then it's internal humidity."

She cackled so loudly that a woman in a Burberry trench coat turned around and gave her a look so cold it could've frozen champagne.

Toya blew her a kiss.

Baggage claim was a cavernous hall of chrome carousels and flickering screens, packed shoulder to shoulder with passengers craning their necks at the black rubber belt. Our flight number blinked in orange letters above carousel six. The belt groaned to life. Suitcases began to tumble out of the dark mouth of the wall.

"There go mine!" Toya screamed, leaping toward a hard-shell case in plastic wrap. A man next to her yanked it back.

"That's mine, ma'am."

"Oh. My bad. Y'all all look alike."

The man blinked. "Excuse me?"

"The suitcases, sir. The suitcases look alike."

I pinched the bridge of my nose.

Our four gold-monogrammed cases came out in a cluster, wrapped in shiny plastic like Christmas gifts. They rode the belt in a slow, lazy circle, bumping into each other, until the first one reached us.

Nia pulled it off the carousel with a grunt. A paper tag dangled from the handle, white with black print.

DUPREE / NIA

"Mine," she said.

Shayla grabbed the second.

BROOKS / SHAYLA.

Toya got the third.

JENKINS / TOYA.

I waited for the fourth. It rode all the way around, bumping the elbow of a sleeping child, before it came to rest in front of me. I hauled it off the belt, and the weight of it surprised me.

It was lighter than I remembered.

I turned the paper tag toward the light.

WHITFIELD / KARMEN.

But when I looked down at the handle, a small cold knot formed in my stomach.

The handle was bare.

Nothing wrapped around it. No ribbon.

I always tie a ribbon on my luggage. Red satin, three inches long, knotted twice. It's a habit from the boosting days. When you're moving product through three airports in a week, you learn to mark your own bag in a way no one can fake without noticing. I'd tied that ribbon on in Nia's hallway, right in front of Tank. I'd watched him wheel it away.

Now it was gone.

"What's wrong?" Shayla asked.

"Nothing."

"You're doing the jaw."

"The wrap probably tore it off," I said. "The plastic."

"Then why you look like somebody walked over your grave?"

I didn't answer. I ran my thumb across the monogram, KDW in gold script, and felt a faint sticky residue where something had been peeled away and replaced.

It was a good case. A matching case. Same size, same shape, same gold stitching.

But it wasn't the one I'd packed.

I knew it the way you know your own handwriting on a forged check. Something was wrong in the weight, in the zipper, in the tiny details nobody else would ever notice.

"Karma," Nia called. "Let's go. Customs is that way."

I let go of the thought. Not because it wasn't important. Because there were two armed policemen standing twelve feet away, and a camera on every pillar, and four women who needed me to look normal.

I took the handle and followed.

God forgive me, I followed.

The customs hall had two exits. A green one, with a sign that said NOTHING TO DECLARE, and a red one, with a sign that said GOODS TO DECLARE. Between them stood a half-circle of officers in dark blue uniforms, hands clasped behind their backs, watching the crowd flow past like fishermen watching a river.

Beside them, on a short leash, sat a dog.

A Belgian Malinois, lean and golden-brown, ears sharp as knife blades. His eyes never stopped moving. His nose never stopped working. When he looked at me, I felt it like a hand pressing against my breastbone.

"Cute puppy," Toya said.

"Don't touch him," I said.

"I wasn't gonna touch him."

"You were reaching."

"I was gesturing."

"Toya, I swear to God..."

We walked toward the green exit in a loose line. Nia in front, her back straight, her Louis Vuitton scarf draped just so, looking like a woman with nothing in this world to hide. Shayla behind her, head down, shoulders hunched. Toya, then me.

The dog's head swung toward Nia as she passed.

It was a tiny movement. A flick of the muzzle. His nostrils flared once, twice, and his whole body went rigid, like somebody had run a current through him.

Then he sat.

Straight down, haunches planted on the cold floor, eyes fixed on Nia's suitcase.

The officer holding his leash said something sharp and quick in French. Two other officers stepped forward, and one of them put a hand on Nia's elbow.

"Madame. Un moment, s'il vous plaît."

Nia stopped. She smiled, bright and bewildered. "I'm sorry, what?"

"You will come with us, please." His English was careful and flat. "For a verification."

"A verification of what?"

"A routine control."

"I have nothing to declare."

"Then it will be very quick."

"Is it because of the dog?" Toya asked loudly. "'Cause he's probably just hungry. Ni, you got any snacks?"

"Madame," the officer said to Toya, "please remain behind the yellow line."

"Or what? You gonna sic Fido on me?"

I grabbed her arm so hard she yelped.

"Toya," I said, very softly. "Shut up."

She looked at me, and her whole face changed. Whatever she saw in mine drained the color from hers.

They took Nia to a long steel table in a glass-walled room at the side of the hall. We could see everything, every move, every gesture, like a play on a stage. They set her suitcase on top of the table. Four officers circled it. One pulled on blue latex gloves. Another aimed a camera.

Nia stood to the side with her hands clasped in front of her, trying to smile. Her scarf had slipped off one shoulder. A single bead of sweat slid down the side of her neck.

"This is ridiculous," she said, loud enough to carry through the glass. "I'm a tourist. I own a boutique in Buckhead. I have a Platinum card."

Nobody answered.

The officer with the gloves cut through the plastic wrap with a box cutter. It peeled away like the skin of a fruit. He unzipped the case.

Inside, tissue paper. Folded black turtlenecks. A pair of scuffed combat boots. A canvas toiletry bag, frayed at the zipper. A neatly packed row of designer lingerie, black lace, ivory satin, midnight-blue silk, all wrapped in cream-colored tissue and tied with thin gold ribbon, each set tagged with the name of an Italian house.

I stared at them from behind the glass.

I had never seen that lingerie before. Everything else in that case, I knew.

Nia didn't buy lingerie. Nia modeled lingerie, in her Instagram stories, for brands that paid her in free product. She owned forty bras and wore the same three. The turtlenecks, though, were mine. So were the boots. And on the handle of that case, fluttering in the draft from the air vents, hung a three-inch strip of red satin, knotted twice.

The officer lifted a black lace bodysuit out of the case. It was heavier than it should've been. He turned it over, frowning. Squeezed it. Felt along the lining with two gloved fingers.

Another officer murmured something in French. The first one nodded.

He took out a small knife.

"Wait," Nia said, her smile cracking. "What are you doing? That's La Perla. That's four hundred dollars."

The knife slid through the lace like a hot needle through butter.

Something pale and rectangular slid out of the lining and landed on the table with a soft, heavy thud.

A brick.

About the size of a hardcover book, wrapped in clear plastic and layers of black tape. A small stamp pressed into one corner, a tiny gold crown above two letters I couldn't read.

The officers stopped moving.

No one in the glass room made a sound. No one in the hall made a sound. Even the Malinois went still.

Then one of the officers took a thin metal probe and slit the plastic. He tipped a pinch of white powder onto a little paper card and sprinkled a few drops of clear liquid on it.

The powder turned blue.

A long, quiet breath went out of the room, like a collective oh.

"Madame Dupree," the senior officer said. "This is cocaine."

Nia's mouth opened.

No sound came out.

Then, slowly, her face crumpled, and something inside her cracked loose.

"That's not mine!"

Her voice ripped through the glass like a shotgun blast.

"That's not mine! That is NOT MINE! I don't know what that is! I've never seen that in my life!"

"Madame, calm down..."

"I did NOT pack that! Somebody put that in my bag! Somebody put it there!"

"Madame..."

"I was set up! I was SET UP!"

She lunged for the table. Two officers grabbed her arms. She twisted, screaming, her heels skidding across the tile.

"NIA!" Toya shrieked. She bolted toward the glass. "Nia, don't move, don't say nothing, don't say nothing!"

Two more officers stepped between us, arms outstretched. "Madame! Back! Back!"

"That's my friend! She didn't do nothing! She's the most boring person I know! She cries at Hallmark commercials!"

"Toya!" I barked.

"They're gonna arrest her!"

"I know!"

Shayla stood frozen beside me, both hands clamped over her mouth, tears already streaming. Her whole body was trembling so hard I could hear her teeth click.

I reached out and took her hand. It was ice.

Behind the glass, the senior officer pulled out a set of steel handcuffs. They glittered under the white lights like something alive.

Nia saw them. And for a long, terrible second, she stopped fighting. She stopped screaming. She just stood there, trembling, and looked through the glass directly at me.

Her mascara had run down both cheeks in long black rivers. Her lips were parted. Her eyes were the eyes of an animal in a trap.

Karma, she mouthed. Help me.

The handcuffs snapped shut around her wrists.

The sound carried through the glass, small and final, like a coin dropping into a well.

I didn't understand what happened next until later.

There was a blur of motion, uniforms, radios crackling, a loud, brisk voice calling out names in French. Somebody took my arm, not roughly, but firmly, and steered me away from the glass wall. Somebody else did the same to Shayla. Toya screamed and swung her purse and got pinned against a pillar by two officers, her wig knocked sideways, her phone skittering across the floor.

"Don't touch me! Don't touch me! I'm a citizen!"

"Madame, you are in France."

"I got rights!"

"You have none here yet."

That shut her up.

A plainclothes officer I hadn't seen before walked into the middle of the chaos like a man stepping onto a stage he owned. Forties, tall, lean, in a charcoal suit and a black overcoat, his dark hair slicked back from a widow's peak. A thin scar ran along his jaw. He moved with the economy of a man who'd never rushed in his life and never missed a train.

"Mesdames," he said, in clear, smooth English. "I am Capitaine Étienne Roux, of the Police aux Frontières. Please, everyone calm yourselves. No one is going to be harmed."

"Then why's my friend in handcuffs?" Toya spat.

He turned his head slowly and looked at her. "Because she was carrying one kilogram of cocaine in her luggage, mademoiselle."

"She said it wasn't hers!"

"Many people say this."

"She was set up!"

"This also is a thing many people say." He gave a polite, humorless smile. "But we
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