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“Marie?”

The voice, a man’s voice, came from behind me. It wasn’t loud enough to alarm anyone, but it wasn’t quiet either. And it wasn’t one I recognized.

I didn’t look back. I didn’t have time, and besides, I wasn’t interested. 

My carry-on bag and jacket were just exiting the x-ray machine through thin black vertical strips of antistatic cloth.  

I grabbed my jacket first and put it on, then slid my bag off the black conveyor belt. It was folded open like a book. And why? If their x-ray machine was all that good, why’d I have to open my bag? Like I was stupid enough to put anything incriminating in it anyway.

I’d already dropped the incriminating stuff into three trash bins as I passed on my way up the hall.

The voice came again, a little raspy. “Marie Arceneaux?”

I turned the bag around so the zipper pull was on the right. It’s a superstition I have. I quickly zipped it around three sides, then slung it over my shoulder.

“Miss Arceneaux?” The voice was a little bit louder, maybe a touch more insistent. Still, it wasn’t asking the TSA agent to stop me.

I scooped my change and my VaporStream device—it looks like a small cell phone—from a plastic bin. I dropped the change into the left pocket of my slacks and slipped the device into my inner jacket pocket.

“Marie! Hey, Marie Arceneaux!”

He was no longer asking.

But he was still directing his call to me, not the TSA agent.

I ignored the voice, glanced up and smiled at the woman in her dark blue trousers with the black stripe down the sides. A light blue shirt with dark blue pocket tabs, matching her trousers. Clunky black unisex shoes, but shined, not scuffed like those on most of the male workers I’d seen. 

In her right hand was a wand. She’d been selecting every fifth person or so, pulling them out of line, then having them stand spread eagle as she tested them with the wand. She hadn’t tested the three before me.

I didn’t need the delay. I need to keep moving. 

Why had she chosen this job anyway? She had the height, the proportions, the face and the blonde hair. She could’ve been a model. 

I let my eyes linger on her name badge, pinned above her left breast on her shirt. 

The badge read Bridger. That made me think of Bridgette for some reason. If her first name were Bridgette, that would land her a modeling job all by itself. If her last name wasn’t unfortunately Bridger. 

Well, that and those would land her a job. They practically looked back at me. But probably with help. Surely she was required to wear a bra beneath her shirt.

I raised my gaze to her eyes and renewed my smile.

She met my gaze, flicked a look toward whoever was calling my name and held it for a second. Then back to me, a question in her eyes.

Still smiling but looking as helpless as possible, I said quietly, “Estranged husband.”

She nodded knowingly, then raised the rod a bit.

I could hear it coming: “Would you step over here, please?”

But she gestured with the wand toward my gate, somewhere much farther along the vast hallway. “Have a good flight,” she said, and smiled.

I broadened my smile. “Thanks,” I said, made a show of hefting my bag and its strap into a more comfortable position on my shoulder, and headed for my gate.

As I walked away, I envied her blond hair and her bright blue eyes. 

Mine are black and black. Can you imagine anything more boring? 

Well, my eyes are probably the darkest possible shade of brown instead of black, but still. They definitely weren’t blue. I’d kill for blue eyes.

I still didn’t look back. 

No way could anyone know. Not this soon. 

On the other hand, nobody in Chicago knew me that I was aware of. So whoever was behind me must be an official of some kind. I was certain nobody had seen me go in or come out of the VIP lounge. At least not that they would specifically remember.

I was very cool. 

I unbuttoned the two top buttons on my blouse—three if you count the one at the neck—and walked in like I owned the place. All men like boobs, and I am blessed with what most men would call a really great rack. Not too big, not too small, and perfectly rounded. I believe in taking advantage of any asset I have. Especially during an assignment. 

My fingers were speared down into the pockets of my slacks, my hands showing above the fingers.

There were only three people in the room. That’s when I knew the assignment was a go.

Two tall, thin kids in their late teens were hunched over a table in one corner of the room. Each of them had some kind of controller in their hands and headphones on their ears. Even so, the gaming system they were paying so much attention to was noisy. When I walked past, they didn’t even look up.  

From the sound of it, it was one of those fake urban combat games, complete with automatic and semiautomatic gunfire and explosions all over the place. And it must be incredibly interesting. Either that or I’m losing my touch. I mean, I have about ten years on them, but still, with their raging hormones and me dressed in fairly tight black slacks and a rose-colored, frilly blouse showing plenty of cleavage, I should’ve at least gotten a glance. 

Oh well. Their loss.

The other man, in his early 50s and mostly bald in a good grey suit with tiny blue pinstripes—Italian, I think—sat in a considerably more comfortable brown leather wingback chair in the other corner. The cuff of his trousers draped over his left ankle, which rested on his right thigh just above the knee. From the looks of his grey leather loafers they were Italian too. And expensive. He was facing the window, his right side to me. But his attention was on the newspaper spread between his hands. 

At least he glanced around. He nodded the slightest bit and smiled. His lips moved as if he started to say “Hello” but no sound came out. Then his gaze dropped, lingering for the shortest moment on my cleavage, before he practically jerked his head back to the front.

He allowed one corner of his newspaper to flop toward him and glanced out the window for a moment, as if to prove he wasn’t a lecher. Nothing out there but tarmac, a grassy field and, a few hundred yards away, a vaguely green tree line. Then he popped the newspaper lightly to flip the corner back up and turned his attention back to it. 

I wondered briefly if Blackwell might have put a sniper in the tree line as a back-up plan. But I really didn’t think he’d do that. 

Would he? 

Nah. Besides, how could they know the guy would sit in this chair directly opposite that window?

My .22 pistol was loaded with low-velocity, hollow-point ammunition. With the can already fitted onto the end of it, it fit perfectly in the right pocket of my slacks. My hand being there too covered the grip and the top half of the action.

I stopped and flashed a light smile when he first looked around, then shifted my gaze to the right and studied an upright oak rack of travel brochures. 

Even at a distance of some forty feet from the boys behind me, I could still make out the louder sounds of the gaming system. The stereocilia in those kids’ ear canals didn’t stand a chance. And apparently they’d reached their inner-city goal just in time. Every other second or so another explosion went off, with the much quieter sounds of gunfire in between.

So a few seconds later, when the target popped his paper and forced his attention back to whatever story he was reading, I was ready. I covered the last ten feet or so quickly, coming up behind him. 

With my left hand, I leaned slightly down on his left shoulder and looked down at him, my head just to the right of his. I smiled and said quietly, “Excuse me, but aren’t you Bert Jackson, the oil—”

He didn’t hear “tycoon from Texas.”

When I touched his shoulder and smiled, he initially looked to the left toward the pressure on his shoulder. Then he looked back to the right. For another brief moment, his gaze lingered on my cleavage. It was almost close enough to touch. Then he jerked his head up and smiled back at me, probably hoping he was about to get lucky. 

He never noticed my right hand bringing the pistol smoothly out of my pocket. In my line of work, misdirection is essential. 

As he paid rapt attention to my question and my eyes and my smile, I wondered what was in his mind. If he had time, would he lie and say yes, he was indeed the fictional Bert Jackson?

At the same time, I shifted my left hand from his shoulder to his forehead. I tensed my left forearm to press the right side of his face close against my breasts to hold his head steady. Then I shoved the pistol into the soft flesh beneath his chin. As I said, “oil” I put a bullet into his brain. Then another. Then another.

I had seven rounds, but the third one did the trick. 

He went slack, his arms dropping to his legs. The newspaper rustled a little, but that couldn’t be helped.

The whole thing took maybe five seconds.

Behind me, the distant, muted sounds of explosions continued. So the boys were none the wiser and doing fine.

I released the target’s head gently and let it lay against the wing to the left. I took an open plastic sandwich bag lined with a handkerchief from the left pocket of my slacks, carefully guided it over the end of the silencer, then slipped the pistol back into my pocket. I sidestepped to the right, took the newspaper from his hands, closed it, folded it once, and slipped it under his left hand.

As I turned away, I noticed the shell casings had clattered away to stop beneath the window. Good enough. I didn’t need them anymore, and they’d give the cops something to do. If they were good, or very lucky, they’d find the extractor that made the marks on them too. Along with the rest of the pistol. And the trail would end there.

I walked past the boys, still happily lost in their inner-city battle, and let myself out.

The women’s restroom was only some twenty feet away.

I walked in, chose a stall and closed the door. The first thing I did was button the top three buttons of my blouse.

I took the pistol out of my pocket, wiped down the silencer with the handkerchief, then stuffed the handkerchief back into the bag. A long moment later I flushed the toilet. The trace blood from the silencer and the handkerchief, inside the rolled-up but not zipped sandwich bag, was sucked into the pipes below. 

I removed the silencer, looked it over, and slipped it into the left pocket of my slacks. Then I broke the pistol down into the slide and the frame and put them into my right pocket. 

I exited the stall and stopped in front of the long line of sinks. I washed and dried my hands, then put my hair up. Normally it reaches just below the middle of my back. On my way out of the bathroom, I dropped the paper towel and the silencer into the tall trashcan beneath the towel dispenser.

From the bathroom I went to my locker. I retrieved my jacket, put on my floppy black boonie hat and a pair of black horn-rim reading glasses, and pulled out my carry-on bag. Then I headed toward the long line at the security kiosk.

Along the way, I dropped the slide into another trash can and the frame of the pistol into a third.

Done and done.

I made it almost all the way through the security checkpoint before I heard my name for the first time. Then the second, third and fourth times.

But I didn’t hear it again and nobody came to my gate after me.

My Lufthansa flight left on time.
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I’m not wild about Germany, but at 11 hours, the Lufthansa flight was the shortest to Marseille. And the layover in Frankfurt was brief enough that I didn’t bother getting off the plane.

From Marseille it’s only a little over an hour drive to the home I share on the southernmost tip of Cap Câble in Cassis with my younger sister Adelaide.

Addy’s five years younger than I—so 23—and when she first came to live with me, she was astounded at the size of the house. But as she eventually learned, it’s modest by French Riviera standards. 

Most private homes in the area are at least two stories and boast a dozen or more rooms.

Ours, on the other hand, is mostly a one-story, white stucco house in the Mediterranean style. I say “mostly” because there is a second story, but it consists of a modest apartment that sits only above the main part of the house. But there’s also a large, kidney-shaped swimming pool only several feet from the front door for those times when you don’t feel up to a five-minute walk to the Mediterranean Sea. The borders of the yard, front, back and sides, are marked with boxwood evergreen trees. It’s a serene setting.

Inside, the house is nice, but nothing really special. The front door opens on a terra-cotta tiled receiving area that gives way to a large living room. Behind the living room is the tiled formal dining room and then a chef’s kitchen. Addy’s a great cook. 

There are two master suites downstairs, and I let Addy pick. She chose the one that’s off the living room to the left. My office, also a suite, is to the right. There’s also a short hallway on the right side. The main bath on the left side of the hallway backs up to the kitchen. Another bedroom opens off the hallway to the right, and a second bedroom lies at the end of the hallway. The floor of the living room and bedrooms are covered with a rich beige carpet.

Most of the time I sleep upstairs. It’s basically an efficiency apartment, Riviera style, with its own living room, master suite and eat-in kitchen. I favor it because of the view. There’s a massive cliff with the ocean below it in the distance through the east window of my suite, and the beauty and serenity of the Mediterranean Sea through my south window, which is actually a sliding glass door that opens onto the rooftop patio. 

My bedroom itself is furnished with a king-sized bed with the headboard on the east wall next to the closet. Across the room on the wall next to the door is my dresser. Around the corner from it on the west wall is a small dressing table, then a small desk with my laptop on it, and toward the southwest corner, a chocolate-brown leather wingback chair where I like to sit with my legs folded under me when I read. There’s a floor lamp next to it on one side, and a small table on the other. All the wood in the room is dark oak. 

When I finally got home, I left my sleek, black Toyota Supra—I call her Tessie—in the driveway outside the garage, grabbed my bag from the passenger seat, and headed for the front door.

As I opened it, I called out, “Addy, I’m home.”

She came out of her suite, all smiles.

It was still early morning, and she was wearing the light-green scrubs she wore for work. Her hair was up in a ponytail.

She’s such a pretty woman, but where I take after my father, may he rest in peace, and our Native American ancestry, she takes after our mama and our French heritage. She has the same black hair and dark eyes I have, but her face and her body is fuller and more rounded. My cheekbones are set high on my face and my skin is so dark my paternal grandmother’s nickname for me was bébé noir. Addy’s skin is more of a slightly dark coral shade. She’s also a little taller than I at 5’6”, a difference she works into conversation whenever she can.

She flung her arms around my neck and hugged me, nearly pulling me off my feet. “Welcome back, Sis. How were the meetings?”

I shrugged. “They went okay. But I’m really tired. I’m gonna go on up to bed.”

“You sure you don’t want something to eat first? I can whip something together in just a—”

“No. Maybe later. I’m pooped.”

I’d flown to Chicago on Tuesday, then completed my assignment and left Chicago on Wednesday. I was finally home in the early morning on Thursday. But between the long flights, the adrenaline of the assignment and the draining of adrenaline afterward, and my inability to sleep on airplanes, I felt as if I’d been gone a week and awake the whole time. “Tired” and “pooped” were understatements. 

She nodded, frowning slightly, and clasped her hands in front of her. Something else our mother used to do. “Poor Marie. Well, you get some rest. I don’t know why that boss of yours can’t send other people to some of these meetings.”

“We’ve been over this before, Addy. I only go on assignments that are well-suited to my abilities.”

She took a half-step back and gestured with one hand, sweeping from my head toward my feet. “More likely that are well-suited to your attributes. My god, Marie, don’t let him take advantage of you like that. The man’s obviously a pig.”

“Right,” I said. Then I shrugged again. “But we all have our different gifts, don’t we? I say if you’ve got it, flaunt it.” I grinned to indicate I was only kidding, though I wasn’t, then turned away and plodded up the stairs. “Don’t wake me, please.”

“Yeah? Well, what if there’s a fire?”

Good old Addy. Smart-aleck to the end. Without looking around, I said, “Close my door and trust in Jesus.”

The plan was simple. As always, I’d unpack my bag and put away at least the things that might indicate to Addy I wasn’t really a sales agent for an international company with a global reach. Not that she ever goes through my things. We don’t do that. Then I’d get undressed, take a shower, and sack out for ten or twelve hours.

But as I walked into the bedroom, I glanced through the sliding glass door that led out onto the rooftop patio and doubled as the south window.

The view literally took my breath away. It’s always beautiful and always different, depending on the light. But this was beautiful beyond anything I’d ever seen. 

Past the black, wrought-iron railing that marked the edge of the roof, the sunlight glanced off white and grey seagulls as they swooped low over the tan strand of beach. And beyond the seagulls, the Mediterranean was restless. White caps whipped up off blue-green waves as far out as I could see. If that weren’t enough, in the distance massive grey and blue clouds were rent here and there with shafts of sunlight beaming through like a warning from God himself. 

The scene promised a storm, but I’d seen that promise before. The clouds would move off to the east. Still, it was a beautiful, if tumultuous view. 

I wanted to watch awhile longer, at least until the clouds had noticeably shifted east. But after a few minutes, the fatigue caught up with me and I turned away. 

I set my bag on one corner of the end of my bed, then plopped down next to it. Every time I come home, the first thing I do is clear my luggage. It doesn’t take long. I put the dirty clothes in the hamper, and I put away anything I wouldn’t want anyone else to see. 

Like the file on the man in the VIP lounge back in Chicago. Well, by now, the guy in the morgue back in Chicago.

I reached to unzip the bag, but instead my hand dropped on it. My mind swam.

I don’t remember ever being this tired. This fatigued. 

Addy and I are the only ones here, and we have an unspoken agreement. We don’t go through each other’s stuff. Ever. After all, there’s only so much even sisters want to know about each other.

And really, what does my bag have in it that can’t wait anyway? Except that one file folder.

I thought about that, took inventory, as waves of fatigue washed through me. I didn’t fight it. I enjoy the relaxing sensation.

But the bag. Okay. On one side, the shallow side, it has a zipper-closed net that holds all my personal care products in various pouches. No biggie. 

On the other, deeper side, is a roughly folded pair of dark blue slacks. Check. A balled-up grey t-shirt and a dark grey blouse. Check. Two pairs of grey socks, folded into each other so I wouldn’t put on dirty socks by accident if I was getting dressed in the dark. Check. Also a bra, a wispy nightgown in case I got lucky—I didn’t—and two pairs of black lace panties, also balled up. Check. All the stuff I’d worn during the flight to Chicago and immediately thereafter. 

When I get undressed, I can add the clothes I’m wearing to the pile too. So everything I have at the moment is dirty. 

For some reason, that thought made me grin.

The only thing I wouldn’t want Addy to find was that stupid folder. The one on James “Jimmy” Corso, the guy now lying in the Chicago morgue. Why do I still have it anyway? I could’ve flushed it along with the plastic bag and the handkerchief and the blood.

No, I didn’t have my bag with me in the bathroom. It was still in the locker. That’s why I still have it.

Jimmy—hell of a name for an older, balding guy. Anyway, it was all his own stupid fault. He had turned state’s evidence on some of his former colleagues. He was on his way from Chicago to New York to testify when he and I met. 

Honestly, I don’t know why some of those former colleagues didn’t take him out themselves. That’s how it happens in all the books and movies. But they hadn’t. Someone in that hierarchy had called TJ Blackwell, who had contacted me, and the rest, now, including Jimmy, was history. Like everything in life—and afterward—it simply was what it was. 

Still, I ought to at least put that folder away. Then again, there’s nothing really damning in it. Is there? Just two 8x10 matte photos. One is a close-up front view of his face with TWP printed across his forehead in red in small block letters, and the other is two smaller profile views, one of either side of his face. And then a third sheet, regular typing paper, held notes that outlined his habits when he traveled. Including the fact that he always spent almost the entire time he was waiting for a flight out of O’Hare in the VIP lounge.

But if Addy saw it, she would wonder why I had it at all. And I couldn’t very well explain about the toilet and my bag being in the locker and all that. But that folder was in the bottom of that deeper side of the bag, beneath the clothes. 

I was pretty sure there was nothing else in my bag, damning or otherwise. No weapons for sure. It was an international flight. 

Plus, Addy really never does go through my things, maybe least of all my bag when I’ve been traveling. Dirty clothes gross the girl out for some reason. She’s too much like Mom. Dad did all the laundry on Sunday every week, just like I do. 

But her going through my things. It isn’t something we’ve talked about, but we respect each other’s privacy. So it should be all right to wait until morning. Or at least until after I get a shower.

I picked up the bag, set it on my lap and looked at it for a moment. Seriously, putting everything away, all of it, would take only a few minutes. 

If I’d started when I first came into the stupid room, I’d be finished by now. 

I lay back to rest for a moment. The bed felt so good. All I have on it are the sheets and my thick, oversized comforter. It’s covered with tiny roses on a white background, and it’s really soft.

I still need to get undressed and take a shower. At least I need to do that. I’d be a lot more comfortable if I did, and it might wake me up just enough to go ahead and empty my bag. 

As I thought about that, I reached up and grabbed my pillow, dragged it down under my head. It was very soft, even softer than my comforter. Like laying my head on a cloud. So comfortable. And I’m so tired. So sleepy. I thought of the clouds. By now they were probably drifting lazily to the east. Too lazily to see.

No longer aware of the bag on my lap, I shifted, rolled onto my right side.

The bag slipped off and fell to the floor next to the bed.

Of course it did. Why not? 

I ought to force myself to get up and put the stuff away. Breaking even a small routine can throw off the whole day. But I was going to spend the day sleeping anyway.

A compromise, that’s what I need. 

I can get a shower later, then put away everything. I’ll already be up, and it will take only a few minutes. But first, just a short nap. Just long enough to bring me back to the world of the living. Just enough to get the strength to take a shower.

But the bag. 

I reached down and slipped the bag under the edge of my bed, then closed my eyes.
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