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        For Hannah, who was a better person than I am even though she was a dog

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ❝Everything that needs to be said has already been said. But, since no one was listening, everything must be said again.❞ - André Gide
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      The first time it happened, I did not think it was funny. It wasn’t funny the second time, either. By that point, saving her ass had become a full-time job. With mandatory overtime. By then, I’d realized something profound—what didn’t kill me only made me want her more.

      Maybe it would have helped if she’d wanted it. She may not have wanted to be saved, but God did she need it. And anyhow, what was I supposed to do? Once you’ve committed to a person on that level, how can you not see it through?

      You could say that’s what I’m doing now. Seeing it through. The worst thing would be if this was all for nothing. And since I have your attention, this is important, so listen up—what you have here is a story about how everything went south. Not literally south, but what you would call the opposite of right. Upside down. Topsy-turvy. You probably catch my drift.

      This thing you’re listening to, the flight recorder, well, I bet the boys at the NTSB had a blast fishing it out of the frigid depths of the Pacific. The black box, it’s called. In reality, it’s orange. Probably my first big point: most things aren’t what they seem.

      Anyway, on the inside of the black box is the record of all that is left. What you’ve found is just that. A story about how things went from bad to worse.

      Except for one—two, if you count me, which most people don’t—the passengers are fine. They deplaned in Dallas, on schedule. Then it was just the two of us. Exactly as it should be.

      You really have no idea what it takes to get her alone.

      The pilots are with her too.

      Although, they don’t count. They’re dead.

      So, it’s just me up here in the cockpit. Well, me and a dispensary of half-empty pill bottles. Xanax, Valium, codeine, Adderall—pretty much anything you could want— I have it all lined up in a neat little row on top of the instrument panel.

      Maybe it’s worth mentioning, I’m not usually this laid back. I don’t typically fly while under the influence, but this is what you could call a special circumstance.

      Up here, where the air is thin, there’s just us trying to stay above the weather.

      Well, at least one of us is trying.

      The other one is all sad-eyed and what you could call emotional. Could be the zip ties. It’s not the first time I’ve been accused of taking things too far.

      That and well…she doesn’t particularly care for the term “hostage.” Obviously, this is more than that—if anyone has been the captive in this whole ordeal, it’s me. Could be, too, that she’s thinking about her children. They’ll be fine. I did my best to reassure her. They’re old enough to make their own food, tie their own shoes. They have a spare parent. Not everyone is so lucky, I said. Not everyone gets to have two.

      She didn’t seem comforted by this, but then, she’s always had a bit of a poker face.

      I’ll do my best not to bore you with the details, but we’re on autopilot up here until we eat through the fuel. Flame out being the technical term.

      I won’t waste your precious time, or mine, for that matter, by giving you a crash course on the fuel consumption specs of two Rolls Royce jet engines, full throttle at forty thousand feet, or how long it takes a sixty thousand pound glider to harpoon the Pacific Ocean.

      Thankfully, I can enjoy the ride down hands free. The autopilot will perform its best dead-stick descent.

      What a relief. I can’t think of anything I’d rather have.

      All I’ve known since she walked into my life has worked out exactly the opposite.

      But I’m probably getting ahead of myself.

      For now, the sky expands forever out in front of us. I’m on cloud nine. We have never been more together. Together, headed toward the Pacific, headed toward disaster, toward the end of our life stories, hers and mine, and I suppose all roads really do lead west.

      For the record, I have never felt more fantastic.

      At this speed and altitude, we have two, maybe three hours left. Which means I’ll have to make this quick. No one wants to die in the middle of their life story.

      Earlier, as I carefully positioned the dead captain and copilot in their final, seated, upright positions, next to her, she demanded to know why I’m doing this. Believe me, I asked myself the same thing. It took a lot of work getting them into those seats.

      In the end, it was worth the effort. It seemed like she had a lot to talk about, and I didn’t want her to be lonely.

      Still, I didn’t answer her, at least not right away, because we both know why. When this thing crash-dives into the Pacific and breaks into a bazillion tiny bits of fiery jet, the black box will survive. Sooner or later, people will find it. So eventually I told her the truth: I’m recording this so our story will live on forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charlotte

      

        

      
        Three weeks earlier

      

      

      The Uber driver drops me three blocks from my destination. Even though it’s a balmy twenty-seven degrees Fahrenheit, I’m more than happy to walk the remainder of the way.

      My phone chimes as I step off the curb, a reminder I’d better chuck it. Glancing at the screen, I see a notification asking me to leave a rating on my experience with the driver. Considering his incessant attempts at making small talk are half the reason I’m walking several blocks in five-inch heels, against the bitter cold, I have a few things to say.

      I power the phone off, watching as it falls to the pavement, where I channel my frustration into smashing it into bits and pieces with my left foot. No point in shitting on a person’s livelihood because I’ve had a bad day.

      Once I’ve buttoned my coat, I shuffle the broken phone toward the gutter with the toe of my black pump. One small kick and it’s a goner, and then I’m on my way. My mind is, as usual, already two steps ahead, welcoming the time to regroup. It’s imperative I’m in the right headspace for what I’m about to walk into.

      There are three rules. More than that, but three main ones: Stay focused. Remain in character. Don’t get murdered.

      Head down, I walk briskly toward my destination, my hands in my pockets, the rest of me shivering against the icy breeze, trying to keep the cold air at bay. Pushed back from the road, the house is conveniently situated at the end of a long drive, gated and hidden among trees, away from inquisitive eyes.

      It’s dark now, but I don’t need daylight to know the expansive front lawn is well tended, that there are eight steps to the front door, or that the drive has recently been repaved.

      Nor am I surprised to see the walk is well-lit or that the smaller yard up close to the house is littered with toys, tricycles, and various sporting equipment. My host has people for this, so my sense is he’s trying to send a message. He wants me to feel safe here. But I know better.

      I know that would be a mistake.

      It could be this—or it could be that he really doesn’t care one way or the other.

      Maybe it’s a little of both.

      Maybe it doesn’t matter.

      With the exception of a small bench, I know that the porch is empty. To the left of the bench are two pairs of gardening clogs—one adult size, one child size—and next to them, a potted rose bush and a bag of fresh soil.

      As I pass the first camera, positioned appropriately along the walk, I smile. Watching is a fetish of his. There are others, but voyeurism makes him feel big and powerful. It makes him feel safe and in control. Funny, a security system, no matter how sophisticated, isn’t going to save him tonight.

      My heels click purposefully against the porch steps as I make my way toward the front door. I see that the curtains have been left open, a flickering bluish glow emanating from the large front window. As I approach the entryway, I hear a pundit’s voice coming from the television inside. It’s late, but he’s expecting me, and I know he’ll have waited up.

      I raise a gloved hand, take a solid breath, and allow my fist to rap against the door. I knock three times, the sound dampened by thick leather. Eventually, I hear footsteps, and the door opens. He leans out, holding the door half-closed to keep the cold out, and I have to admit he looks exactly as I pictured him. Handsome. Charming, even. Like someone I could fall in love with, if I didn’t know so much about him. If I were capable of such things.

      He looks at me, partly confused, partly perturbed. The TV is louder now, one of those urgent, the sky is falling news reports playing on a seemingly endless loop. His eyes are tired, but he hasn’t changed out of his work attire. His tie is only slightly loosened. Slowly, he relaxes his grip on the door. “I didn’t think you were going to show.”

      We stand there for a second, staring at each other. I’m thinking he’s a good lover. His kind usually are. There’s a hunger in his expression I recognize, one I know will tighten its grip unless satisfied.

      After several beats, he opens the door wider, beckoning me in. I follow him into the foyer, which screams the usual look-at-me, look-how-much-money-I-have rhetoric, only with too much white space. I change my mind. I bet he’s selfish in the sack.

      When I see that the living room isn’t much different, it’s practically confirmed. If given the opportunity to look around, I know what I’d find. Nine bedrooms, eleven bathrooms, three stories, with two boat slips down at the dock. Sure as shit, the rich know how to live: jewelry, guns, clothes, pills of all kinds, loads of money, and plenty of food. But that’s not what gets me off. It’s always their fetishes I find most interesting.

      He doesn’t ask for my coat or make a move to remove it, so I take it upon myself. As I lay it over the sofa, I am reminded why I am here. I have two main goals. The most important is to walk out the door alive. Which is why when he asks me if I want a drink, I don’t answer. My attention is on the couch. It’s the ugliest I’ve ever seen, rich people or no.

      He walks over to the bar and fills a glass with whiskey. Once he tops off a second glass, he turns to me and says, “The dress I like. But what’s with the gloves?”

      “It’s cold out.”

      “This should warm you up.” He forces the tumbler in my direction.

      When I neither respond nor move to take it from him, he turns toward the TV. I clock him with a left hook. He drops the glass, the caramel colored liquid soaking into the kind of plush white carpet no one with kids should ever own. Blood seeps from his bottom lip as he lunges forward. He swings as hard as he can but I dart aside, coming back with a knee to the chin that has him on the floor before he knows what’s happening. He spits blood as he tries to rise, but I can see in his eyes there isn’t a lot to give.

      In a single beat, I’m on top of him, straddling his chest. As I reach for my knife, the tips of my fingers grazing it, he shifts his weight, which causes me to side-swipe my hip with the blade. Suddenly, his hands are on my thighs. He squeezes hard. Our eyes meet and I see it then. He thinks this is a game. He thinks it’s part of the act.

      “So you like it rough,” he says. It’s not a question. Something that is quickly apparent in the way he bucks me off and backhands me, once he’s succeeded.

      Using the back of the horrid sofa, he manages to pull himself upright. He lands another blow. This time it’s a fist to my head. I’m slumped forward, propped up by my forearms, when his elbow comes down between my shoulder blades, forcing me all the way down. It knocks the wind out of me, but ignites a fire somewhere deep within. “Why is it the best whores,” he says smugly, “always put up a little fight?”

      I feel him moving behind me and then he’s close. His weight presses me into the plush white carpet. “Look what you’ve done,” he says, kissing my ear, his erection pushing against my back. I shift, trying to get the knife in a position that won’t be useless. With his weight pinning me, it’s impossible. I reach around and jab my finger into his eye.

      He rears backward long enough to allow me to turn onto my back. We roll several times as he gets a few hits in. Finally, he pulls me up by my hair, and that’s when he learns that even the best of wigs don’t stay put under that kind of stress. “Not even a redhead,” he says, shaking his head. I take two steps backward, defeat in my eyes.

      He tosses the wig aside and then leans forward, resting his hands on his knees. He tries to catch his breath.

      Blood drips from my nose, and I stagger a little as I attempt to regain my footing. The heels don’t help.

      He sighs heavily, surveying the mess. He motions at my injuries. “Is that enough for you—or should I keep going?”

      I don’t have time to answer. Suddenly, he’s standing in front of me. Suddenly, he’s forcing me to my knees, my hair twisted around his fist. With his free hand, he unzips his pants.

      I’m aware that I’m in a bad position, but my mind is clear and my hands are steady. He removes his shirt, slowly, button by button. Using my mouth, I snake my way up his torso. I pause and take him in. “Where are the girls?”

      “The who?”

      “The girls.”

      He takes my head in his hands and tilts it from side to side as he studies my face. He could easily snap my neck at any moment and I think he just might. “How the fuck should I know?”

      Shaking my head loose, I lean forward and nuzzle his stomach. “He said I should talk to you. If I was interested.”

      “Me? No. You’ll have to ask Dunsmore.”

      “Dunsmore,” I repeat, cupping his balls. I stroke the length of him, first with my hand, and then with the tip of my tongue.

      Eventually his head lolls back and his eyes close. He’s in the zone now, the place where expectancy and ecstasy meet in the dark, like a swirling tide, leaving him exposed.

      His blood splatters beautifully against the white space, the cut to his throat clean and precise. With a confused look in his eye, he staggers forward.

      I smile, knowing he’ll bleed out in seconds. That the job is done.

      The thrumming sound of my pulse beating between my ears picks up pace as I watch him fall to the floor and then take his last breath.

      Kneeling down next to him, I lift the knife to his chest, stopping and hovering just above his rib cage. Using the tip, I trace the word liar into the tanned, taut skin above his heart. Then I plunge the blade deep into his chest, erasing everything. I stab again and again, until I hit bone, until I feel nothing, until I’m slumped over him, breathless.

      A familiar sensation washes over me, and I sigh, once again reminded that this is what it feels like. Bliss. Sweet, fleeting bliss.

      When my breath steadies, I stand and compose myself, tucking the knife inside my dress. Then I make my way into the kitchen, where I locate the computer monitor that displays the footage from the cameras. I watch for movement. I see nothing. In the living room, the pundit on the TV is still rambling. I follow the sound back to my drink. I’m pleased to see the ice cubes haven’t watered it down. I take the glass and make my way over to the horrible couch, where I stand for a second, sipping the whiskey, taking it all in. I wonder what was going through their minds. Was it a fad purchase? Or a beloved piece carefully selected with this room in mind?

      Maybe a little of both.

      Maybe it doesn’t matter.

      I glance over at the lifeless body sprawled out on the floor, his pants pathetically around his ankles, and I smile. Then I make myself comfortable. And I finish off my drink.
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      The clock on his side of the bed reads 5:47 a.m. Predawn light filters ever so slightly through the tops of the blackout curtains. He is on top of me, pumping away. Our Wednesday ritual.

      Sex is important in any marriage, so when Michael suggested putting it on the calendar, I found no reason to object. Between my flight schedule, his commute, and two children pulling us in every direction but the same one, Wednesday, predawn, was the only available calendar slot.

      Seven minutes ago, when the alarm sounded, and he rolled over to my side of the bed, sweeping his hand across my thigh, I smiled. Michael is nothing if not punctual. Sure, I’d prefer coffee over rigorous thrusting first thing, but I admit it’s not the worst thing I could be doing.

      Feeling him search for my hands in the dark, I offer up a soft moan.  A distraction, so that the slight crook in the pinky finger on my left hand, and the nasty greenish-blue hue it has taken on, can remain safely tucked under the pillow.

      Eventually, he finds it, and as he does, he shifts his weight, which causes my breath to catch. He takes this as a sign to increase speed, and all of a sudden, I hate myself for breathing. “Flip over,” he huffs, pulling out. “I want you from the back.”

      Gritting my teeth, I methodically roll over. Michael has always loved my ass, it’s one of the few things time, gravity, and childbearing haven’t touched. The dim light doesn’t hurt.

      He sees only what he wants to see.

      White-hot heat sears down my lower back when he grabs my left hip, flirting with the bruises that have bloomed across my thighs overnight, anchoring me into position. He sighs, his breath heavy and hot against my ear. “God, you feel good.”

      He doesn’t mean to hurt me. In the dark, it’s impossible to make out the telltale signs that adorn my body. In the dark, like other aspects of my life, this, too stays hidden.

      Liar. My mind flashes back to letters etched into a tan, hairless chest, spelling out a word I know well. Gripping Michael’s forearm, I dig my nails in. Suddenly, he is not my husband. Suddenly, he is every man who has ever hurt me. Pain is equally intoxicating and suffocating in that way. The body doesn’t easily forget.

      “Jesus, Charlotte.” He slows and runs his fingers up my side, stopping at my face, where he uses them to pry my hand away. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

      His voice brings me back to the present. “Sorry.”

      “Are you okay? It seems⁠—”

      “I’m fine.”

      I’m not fine. Overnight the bruising that spans my torso has spread upward, snaking itself around my rib cage like vines climbing a trellis. Every breath is a reminder.

      “Maybe you’d feel better if you let me take this off,” he says, fisting the old T-shirt of his I’ve refused to remove.

      “It’s cold.” It’s the only thing keeping the laceration on my hip covered.

      His eyes dart toward the clock. “I’ll warm you up,” he says. And he does. The pain comes cyclically, in waves with each thrust. It radiates angrily, building and subsiding, starting at the base of my forehead, traveling to the tips of my toes, and back again. My body, when pressed into the mattress, aches to let go, to give up, to give in to the pain, or the pleasure, or both. My mind, on the other hand, begs to tell him to slow down. So as not to prolong the session, I bite my tongue. The sweet-metallic taste of blood fills my mouth, keeping me in the here and now.

      As he picks up pace, it helps to imagine the faces of men long dead. Slack jaws, lifeless eyes, ridged extremities. It’s meant to serve as a distraction, and for a moment, I feel a familiar heat building within me. I think I might actually come.

      Unfortunately, the feeling dies just as quickly as it builds. Last night is still too fresh in my mind and clearly also in my body. I can’t get there. Wherever there is, it remains elusive, a place I know well but remains just out of reach. I can’t quite bring it into focus.

      Unable to remain in this position without suffocating or crying out, I shimmy back onto my side.

      “On your stomach,” he says. “Turn over. All the way.” It’s a half-hearted request, and thankfully, he does not stop to give me the chance to oblige. His hand pushes my hip into the mattress. “Char⁠—”

      Instinctively, I sink my teeth into his hand, an act of aggression that is met by one of his own. He twists my hair around his fist and pulls. It makes me smile. He wants to play. That side of him doesn’t usually come out this early. “I said turn over.”

      “No.”

      He tries to force me, which nicks an edge somewhere deep inside. The impulse to fight is there—the urge to reach for the knife, or the gun under the mattress, to make it stop. But then he slips his hands between my legs, where his fingers begin a delicate dance, and logic prevails. “That feels good…” My fingers grip the sheets. “I’m almost there.”

      My lie has the intended effect. He speeds up.

      “Oh God.” He pushes my face into the pillow. “Oh fuck. Yes. Please. Just⁠—”

      “I’m going to come,” he grunts. “I’m⁠—”

      In waves at first, and then all at once, his body is rigid, and then it goes slack. After several long seconds, he collapses onto me. “Did you get there?”

      “Of course,” I say. “Wasn’t it obvious?”

      “Just wanted to make sure.”

      There is pleasant relief when he lifts up and climbs off me, and I allow my eyes to close, just for a moment.

      I hear him towel off and then the room floods with purple light as he flings the curtain open. He walks back over to the bed and stands there for a second. When I open my eyes, his brows are knitted. After a second or two, he leans down and pats my ass. “What a way to start the day.”

      As he makes his way across the bedroom and into the bath, I admire all the ways in which middle age has left him relatively unscathed. He’s still long and lean and fit, and aside from a few laugh lines and a smattering of crows’ feet, not much has changed since the day we met. “You got back late,” he says, glancing over his shoulder. “It’s no wonder you’re tired.”

      I’m not sure if it’s meant to be a dig about my performance or merely an observation. “Yeah, yesterday was a killer.”

      “And you’re flying again today?”

      Fishing my cell phone from the nightstand, I answer, “Another red eye, I’m afraid.”

      He doesn’t respond, probably because this is a conversation we’ve already had.

      “Nina is picking Sophie up from practice.”

      He tosses a towel in my direction. “And Hayley?”

      Pretending not to have heard him, I stare at my screen. One less lie I’ll have to tell with a straight face. Scanning my email for the day’s itinerary, I tap on a subject line that reads: Dan and Jackie–Anniversary Dinner. The email contains three paragraphs of text. Attached are several photos of a dinner party.

      

      Dear Ones,

      Thank you for coming out to share our anniversary. It was a magical night filled with all the people we love. What a blessing it was.

      Just a reminder, we’re hosting game night next Wednesday. Should start around 7:30 and end around 9:15 or so. Hope to see you there! <3

      Love to you all —

      Jackie

      P.S. Please update your contact list with Dan’s new email: Dantheman22407@ymail.com

      

      Ignoring the words, I extract the numbers and symbols which make up the password that enables me to access compressed data stored in the tedious photos. Back when I first learned how this worked, I thought it was a little risky, sending so much information in an email anyone could read. Covert communication is key, I was told. They could encrypt the messages, but even if they were unbreakable, they’d draw attention. It made sense. No one gives a crap about other people’s vacation photos, at least not to the extent to look too deeply into them.

      “Charlotte?” Michael calls from the bathroom. “Have you gone back to sleep?”

      “No. Just making a grocery list.”

      “I asked about Hayley.”

      “Oh—” I scroll through another email before filing it away in a folder to be read later. “I thought you were picking her up.”

      “Me?”

      I don’t answer. Sometimes it is best to let people come to their own conclusions. Eventually, the shower turns on.

      I ease out of bed, roll my neck, and make a beeline for the closet in search of something sufficient enough to hide my injuries.

      Michael peeks his head around the bathroom door. I’ve forgotten. He doesn’t like to argue on days I fly. “I’ll see if I can cut out early,” he says. “If not, I’ll ring the Terrys.”

      I hear his words. But they don’t register. My mind has already flung itself far into the future, into the data, to the job I have to do. Carpool is the least of my concerns. I have a murder to plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      As I slap mayonnaise between two slices of bread, I run through it in my mind. Calling my shot, I watch it play out, making sure to envision the outcome I want, just as athletes do before a big match. Henry taught me this. Murder is mostly a mental game.

      This is a theory I’ll be forced to put to the test today, considering that my body aches in unfamiliar places and I’m slightly delirious. I just hope Henry’s right. I really need today to be cut and dry.

      My husband notices. I know because he’s commented— not once, but twice—that I’ve over-extended myself this month making too many bids, which he rarely does.

      We need the money. At least that’s what I told him. College and retirement always come faster than you think, I said, knowing he couldn’t argue with me on that.

      That’s not to say I don’t see his point. I’m not fond of back to back trips, either. They don’t give me much time to think, and it’s the build-up I miss most when things move this quickly. How lovely it is to have segments of time set aside, just to imagine, to daydream, and maybe even to grocery shop. Those stolen moments that make a job well done that much sweeter.

      It’s important to take them when you can. I’m taking one now, as I slice deeply into the turkey sandwich, making a perfect diagonal cut. I imagine the elongated throat of my mark, opening slowly, offering blood, giving life over to death, and suddenly I feel a deep sense of peace. It occurs to me that I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be, doing exactly what I’m supposed to be doing.

      It’s a beautiful moment, until my youngest daughter enters the kitchen and begins slinging things around, rendering any sort of substantial thought nearly impossible. “Have you seen my math homework?”

      I glance up from my sandwich artistry, a hint of warning in my eyes. At thirteen, she is as petulant as they come, alternating between thinking she is an adult and acting like a child. “Nope.”

      She slams her fist into the granite. “I left it right here!” Her eyes meet mine. I offer a tight smile noticing how much she looks like me at that age, with subtle hints of her father thrown in. “I put it here,” she screeches, stabbing her finger at the countertop. “Right here.”

      “I doubt it grew legs,” I say, knowing how it will land. Someday all that pent-up anger will serve her well. But not today, so I motion toward the door. “Out of my kitchen. I have to finish lunches. And I have a flight to catch.”

      As I watch Hayley stomp off, Michael wanders in, his gazed fixed on the Josie Natori silk caftan I threw on while he was in the shower. A gift from Henry. “What’s her deal?”

      “Poor organizational skills.”

      “Let me guess…her homework?” He walks over, pausing in the doorway and shouts after her, “Check the dining room!”

      Eventually, Sophie saunters in, her skirt beyond several inches too short. It’s miles in the wrong direction, hovering just below the crease where her behind meets her upper thigh. I palm the knife, gripping it so tight my fingers go numb. I watch Michael take note. Disapproval and something else—worry, I think— passes over his face. It’s not her fault entirely. She’s testing her limits, but only to a degree. It doesn’t help her cause that she’s all arms and legs, just like her father. At fifteen, the rest of her hasn’t grown into them yet, which makes it awkward watching her lurch herself from one place to the next, never seeming sure of exactly who or where she is.

      She makes a beeline for the fridge. “Who’s picking me up today?”

      “Nina.”

      I notice a subtle shift in her features. A faint smile. Sophie’s more controlled than her sister, more like me in that regard. She doesn’t wear her emotions on her sleeve, which means I have to watch closely. “I can just get a ride with Toby.”

      “Your mother has already arranged for you to ride home with Nina,” Michael tells her, his tone leaving no room for rebuttal. He often forgets his daughters aren’t little girls anymore, but this morning it seems he remembers. “And that outfit isn’t going to pass dress code.”

      Sophie buries her head in the refrigerator, but I feel the eye roll from across the room. “Whatever.”

      “I can’t afford to get a call from the school, Soph—I’m in meetings all day and your mother is flying.”

      “Fine!” she hisses, slamming the refrigerator door closed. “I’ll change.”

      I’m just about to reprimand her for yelling when Michael asks where I’m flying to, catching me off guard. He rarely asks anymore, and I rarely offer more information than I have to.

      “Oh,” I say, screwing the lid on the mayonnaise. “Um…Florida, I think.”

      His bottom lip juts out. “Florida doesn’t sound half bad.”

      My eyes meet his. “Oh yeah? When’s the last time you’ve been there?”

      When he raises his brow, I know it’s a point well made.

      It’s blissfully quiet for a moment, until Hayley storms in brandishing her phone. “This thing sucks.”

      Michael shrugs.

      “It’s dead. Again!”

      “You have to charge it,” Sophie scoffs. “But you probably forgot that too.”

      “I did…jerk.” I watch Hayley as she sits down on a barstool and sulks. “It had like…twenty percent battery!”

      When no one responds to her, she tries harder to get the attention she is after. “I keep telling you guys. I need a new one.”

      “What you need,” I tell her, “is a job.”

      “All right,” Michael cuts in, sensing WWIII coming on. “Let’s go.” He swoops around the counter and leans in for a peck on my cheek. “Everybody out the door.”

      “How am I supposed to get a job? I’m just a kid,” Hayley says shoving her books in her bag, but looking at her now, we both know it isn’t true.

      Michael gives me the once-over. “You’ll be back tonight?” I watch as he stuffs his keys and his phone into his pocket. There’s something he’s not saying.

      My stomach seizes. “That’s the plan.”

      He makes the universal whew sign, placing his hand to his forehead. Eventually, he leans in for another peck. “Good,” he says. “Because I couldn’t do this without you.”

      “Nor I you.”

      If there’s something he’d wanted to say, he’s changed his mind. He’s all smiles as he heads out the door. Me too, because it’s finally quiet, and I can think about murder.
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      You blink and you’re making your descent into Dulles. Blink again and you’re on the runway at McCarren. Blink three times and you’re landing at Teterboro.

      You takeoff at Van Nuys, land at Love Field.

      Look up and you’re taxiing at Hobby.

      That’s life. Always up in the air. That’s certainly how I feel now, trying to get out the door, realizing I forgot to switch the laundry over, and I’m destined to head to the airport in a damp uniform. It’s also where I first encountered Henry Noble. Henry, with his sleepy eyes and stoic demeanor. I was just back from maternity leave—a prolonged leave, but I was back nonetheless. It’s hard to believe that was almost fifteen years ago now—that is, unless I look in the mirror, at which point it’s suddenly evident. There’s little left of the girl I was back then.

      In fact, almost nothing at all.

      I hadn’t planned to return to work as a flight attendant after Sophie was born. At least, not until the recession hit, and the project list at Michael’s architecture firm went from having a waitlist to drying up completely. I’d thought I might try my hand at writing a novel, or a screenplay, something frivolous. In the end, there was no sense in having two unemployed parents, and so back to the skies I went.

      The silver lining was the fact that I’d been offered a sweet little gig with a private charter company. This meant no more commercial flights. More importantly, the charter company paid better. I wouldn’t have to make as many bids. I wouldn’t have to spend so much time away.

      I had been back at work for about three weeks when I met Henry on a flight from Bergstrom to Teterboro. We had been transporting a dignitary, I think. Or something of the sort. It’s odd to me that this is the aspect of the job that interests most people. I’ve never really cared. Not even back then. A trip is a trip is a trip. Which is to say, pretty much, they’re all the same.

      It wasn’t until our third flight together that I really got the chance to know Henry. We boarded a big plane that day—the more important the passenger, the bigger the jet—but that much probably goes without saying. The crew consisted of the pilot, copilot, and two cabin attendants: Henry and me.

      We were in charge of a single passenger, a graying, dark-skinned man with overbearing features and impeccable style. Italian, if I had to guess. This meant there wasn’t a lot to do on the first leg of the flight. Even though I didn’t know much about Henry, I had surmised he wasn’t one for small talk, which I found to be a relief. God knows there is enough of that embedded in the job.

      I remember feeling glad I’d thought to bring along a book. I’ve heard it said that nothing is more important than an unread library. I believe it. I counted the minutes until we reached cruising altitude and I could slide that true crime novel from my bag and immerse myself.

      Later, as I read, I felt Henry’s eyes on me, more curious than anything. Still, a decision was made. If he interrupted my reading, not only could we not be cordial any longer, I knew I’d spend the rest of the flight plotting his demise.

      We were mid-flight, and I was somewhere around page 180 when Henry stood from his seat and made his way up the cabin. Back then I was still fairly green when it came to being a waitress in the sky on private flights, and I recall thinking there must have been something I’d missed. Although Henry and I had agreed to work in shifts, and the first leg was his, there was something in his gait that struck me as odd.

      My eyes followed his feet.

      By the time they stopped moving, I could hear what that thing was. A slight gurgling sound—heavy coughing, followed by unmistakable chest rattling. I craned my neck, trying to get a better look. With Henry’s torso blocking the view, ultimately I was forced to stand and make my way up the aisle, where Henry stood looming over our passenger. When I reached him, Henry’s head was slightly cocked. His hands rested on his hips. The Italian appeared to be trying to speak while alternately gripping his throat and pleading with his hands. His face was a perfect cherry red, making it clear what the problem was. Still, Henry peered down at him as though perplexed. I remember thinking it was one of the strangest and most beautiful things I’d ever seen.

      I asked Henry what he was doing as I simultaneously shoved him aside. “He’s choking,” I said. “We’re trained for this.”

      “Precisely,” he answered, one corner of his lip turned upward. Henry was not then, and still isn’t now, the smiling kind.

      I shook my head and went in for the kill, wrapping my arms around the Italian. Pressing my stomach to his back, I gave the Heimlich my best shot. It was a struggle. The man was larger than I’d anticipated, and I found it difficult to get my arms around him. “Henry!”

      “Let it be,” Henry said.

      “It’s not working,” I grunted. “I can’t⁠—”

      He watched me, wordless, as the Italian’s face turned an indigo blue.

      “Work with me,” I begged the passenger, reaching, heaving, praying for a bit of give but finding nothing of the sort. He flailed about haplessly, like a fish out of water, while also purring like a cat, which sounds funny, but that’s the sensation I felt with my body pressed against his. A white foamy substance dribbled from his mouth onto my wrist. He lurched forward, fighting me, as he struggled for air. It was impossible to dislodge whatever was blocking his airway if he refused to let me get my arms around him. Nonetheless, the milky foam kept falling from his lips. My arms were coated in it. It smelled like old cheese, and it was warm—the kind of thing you don’t forget. Like a smile out of Henry, if you’re ever lucky enough to squeeze one out.

      “Probably a fish bone,” Henry noted, nodding at the man’s half-eaten lunch. Antipasti, lake trout, fresh figs, and Vernaccia wine. Not exactly the kind of food you get flying commercial.

      “Are you going to help?” I said to Henry, as I stuck two fingers down the man’s throat, swabbing side to side. “Or should I summon the pilot?”

      “It won’t be long now,” he answered, glancing at his watch. A vintage Rolex—I noticed it the first time we met. Over the last few weeks, it had become more and more apparent that not only did Henry have a watch fetish, he had quite the collection. “Just hold on.”

      I gave him a sideways look. At first glance, Henry had appeared ordinary enough. Hardworking, intelligent, and possibly gay, given his quietly expensive taste. In his late twenties, I presumed, with the kind of face you instantly forget. But there was something more, an unblinking watchfulness about him, one that no doubt made him good at the job that was not so ordinary.

      Henry glanced at his watch again.

      I relaxed my arms, and the Italian slumped forward.

      “This is very unfortunate,” Henry said, checking the man’s pulse. “He’s breathing. Faintly.”

      “What the fuck—” My mouth hung open, only closing long enough to suck in air, which eventually allowed me to complete my question. “What are we going to do?”

      Henry’s brow furrowed momentarily and then his eyes widened in surprise. “Damn.”

      “What?”

      “It wasn’t a fish bone.”

      I frowned. I didn’t follow.

      “You put the peanut glaze on his salad, didn’t you?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Henry watched me for a second, taking note of my condition, of the breathlessness, of my incessant panting. He commented that I could use some fitness training. Considering the day I was having, I didn’t entirely disagree. He waited for a response before realizing I wasn’t going to offer one. Eventually, he made a clucking sound with his tongue. “Says on this profile he’s allergic to nuts.”

      I felt everything drain out of me at once. This situation was going to require a lot of paperwork, and if I were really and truly unlucky, possibly jail time. Definitely a lengthy court case when the charter company was sued. No doubt I’d have to testify, and I hate an audience. “Fuck.”

      “Missed that, huh?”

      My throat was too dry for me to speak. Another shrug was all I could offer.

      “You managed to read a novel, but not his profile?”

      I cocked one eyebrow. I imagined myself leaning forward and, despite my lack of fitness, snapping Henry’s neck. It wouldn’t save my job, but it might make me feel better about the impending loss of it.

      Henry considered me carefully. “Okay,” he said, handing over the salad plate. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” He scanned the cabin and motioned toward the plate in my hand. “Take that and get rid of the evidence.”

      I nodded, feeling relieved he was so good at making himself useful. The last thing I needed was more blood on my hands.

      “In a few minutes,” he told me with a heavy sigh, “I’ll alert the pilot that we need to make an emergency landing.”

      “He’ll be dead by then.”

      “Likely, yes.” There was a hint of impatience in his reply.

      “What are we going to say?”

      “The truth,” Henry replied. “That he choked.”

      I told him I didn’t understand, even though I kind of did.

      “In time you will.”

      I felt pins and needles in my stomach. “Shouldn’t we just tell the actual truth?”

      “What’s the point? He’s going to die either way.”

      “But it’s my fault.”

      “Hardly,” Henry scoffed. “He had a weakness. You were just doing your job.”

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to comprehend what he was saying and, more importantly, what he wasn’t.

      “It’s just a white lie,” Henry said with a shrug. “A simple omission.”

      “A simple omission,” I repeated, feeling slightly calmer.

      Henry walked over to where I stood. When he spoke, he did so slowly and calmly, like he was speaking to a child. “I think this is something you could be really good at.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “Why didn’t you help? And why are you covering for me?”

      Later Henry would explain everything. Right then, he simply sighed. “The slump of your shoulders tells me you can’t afford to lose your job.”

      I straightened my back, but he wasn’t wrong. Henry leaned down and removed the man’s watch from his wrist. He didn’t smile when he held it up, but there was a gleam in his eye that was unmistakable. “It’s a Bvlgari.”
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      It’s early afternoon in Fort Lauderdale, the bright winter sun high in the sky. I am seated at an outside table at Estero, a private, members-only club. Hints of wisteria fill the moist air. Even in winter, the club’s flower garden is on full display, if you’re into that sort of thing—but that’s not why I came.

      It’s warm out, far warmer than Texas, and sweat beads at my temples where the auburn wig meets my skin. My hand rests lightly on the stem of my glass. I feel a pleasing exhaustion as I raise it to my lips.

      The cool liquid goes down smoothly. It’s almost enough to take the edge off. My senses are heightened, as they always are when it comes to work.

      Glancing at the time, I know I don’t have long to accomplish what I’ve come for. It’s a short layover, but still, I can’t rush this.

      In endeavors where lives are on the line, I remind myself it’s important to wait, to be noticed when the time is right, like the flowers. Taking another slow sip of my vodka martini, I discreetly survey my surroundings. It’s crowded for midweek. Most of the other tables are occupied, but I only have eyes for one.

      The conversation there has halted.

      The couple seated at the adjacent table—where things seem to have stalled and where my attention is drawn—look bored. He’s in his sixties and has a moneyed, careless way about him. His companion is thirty-five. Maybe. Whatever her age, she’s exquisite, with a feline quality and jagged features to match. They aren’t married, at least not to each other. It’s possible they’re colleagues. Distant cousins, maybe. Lovers is where I’d place my money, if we were betting.

      Several minutes go by, and I decide, definitely not cousins. Although I am in Florida, so you never know. Nevertheless, I have my doubts. There’s a certain tension between them, palpable chemistry that’s anything but familial.

      Catching my eye, the man raises his glass of red, tilting it in my direction. He murmurs to his companion, who then shifts, pinning me with an icy stare. “Care to join us?”

      Her offer is every bit as much a challenge as it is an invitation, and lucky for us both, it’s one I’ve been waiting for. I run my eyes over the length of her, a cool breeze rustling the scented air.

      “No obligations,” the man says, his upbeat tone at odds with his downturned mouth. “Just an invitation.”

      His offer is precisely the kind I’d hoped for, which is why I scoot from my table, grab my glass, and resettle myself in a chair between them. My eyes dart back and forth toward the entrance. They burn, both from sleepiness and from irritation of the contacts I use to conceal my natural eye color. “I’m waiting on a colleague,” I confess. “But she must have gotten held up.”

      “I’m Richard.” He offers his hand, then with a swift sweep of his head, he says, “And this is Janine.”

      You don’t say. “Olivia.”

      Once introductions have been made, the conversation unfolds easily. I learn Richard is an inventor (retired) and Janine a model (also retired). They are not colleagues nor do they offer the vibe of being lovers upon closer inspection. Nevertheless, there are erotic undertones in their involvement, evident in the way they seem pleased to have drawn me in.

      “So, tell me, Olivia,” Janine smiles. “What are you into?”

      “Real estate, mostly,” I answer, my face fresh and hungry. Overly eager. I’m sorry I killed your father. What was he like? Did he tell you about me? Is this my fault? Do you have daddy issues? This is more along the lines of the type of Q&A I came for, but of course, that’s not what I say. “For the most part, I work with buyers.” I pause just long enough to sip my drink. Dropping my chin, I raise my gaze, allowing my mouth to linger on the rim. “But on occasion, sellers too.”

      It takes a second, given the way the information is delivered, but inevitably their eyes glaze over. The moment a person thinks you’re trying to sell them, is the moment the conversation is over.

      I can, if necessary, drone on endlessly about real estate, but they don’t care to know. Instead, I describe my recent trip to Africa, a hunting expedition. I’ve never actually been to Africa, but I can picture the trip down to the terrible khaki, the necessity of understanding the bell curve, and the weaponry involved in killing big game. None of which interests them in the least, and that is the point.

      My lies flow as effortlessly as the drinks. It’s a perfect story, and deception always offers a pleasant rush. My panties would be wet, if I were wearing any.

      “It’s such a pleasure to have met you,” Richard tells me, his voice lower than before. “You resemble someone I used to know.”

      “Yes,” his companion purrs. “We love your eyes, and that dress—and my God, Richard, have you seen those heels?”

      He has. I know, because not only have I not spared any expense, I’ve positioned myself just so. Laughing the woman off, I imagine her friend moving his hands deftly and possessively over my body. Undoubtedly, my thoughts are reflected in my eyes. He’s not my type, but it helps to keep the feelings real, and to keep the feelings real, it helps to go there. Imagination is everything.

      It’s obvious in the way he glares back at me. He views me, I can tell, as something to own, a nice collectible to stick on a shelf and admire when it suits him. He believes he is in control. Most men do.

      I look away, the flush of my cheeks evident.

      “Is that so hard to imagine?” Janine asks. “That we find you stunning?”

      “No,” I reply, somewhat harshly. “It isn’t.”

      She looks surprised. It’s not the first time she has registered something may be off. But she isn’t certain and she doesn’t want to disappoint her friend, so when she starts to speak, she thinks better of it, pressing her lips together instead. They’re familiar, in a certain kind of way. I picture myself reaching out and running my finger over them, fake as they may be. I suppose it doesn’t matter, if they taste the same. There’s a part of me that desperately wants to find out.

      My phone chimes. Fishing it out of my clutch, I see it instantly. The one word text: BOUNCE.

      Apologizing to my new friends, I tell them I’ve gotten the location of the meeting wrong, and without another word, I am in a town car bound for the airport.
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      The town car weaves in and out of rush hour traffic. My phone estimates the drive back to the airport will take all of twenty minutes, but looking out the window, I’m not so sure. I should feel relief at the delay, but I don’t. I feel nothing.

      My forehead falls against the cool glass as I arrange the pieces of the puzzle in my mind. There are endless questions that can be asked, answers that can always be found.

      I don’t know why Henry followed me; I only know that the past is never through with us.

      He taught me that, way back when. Back when Sophie was a baby, and long before Hayley had ever been thought of. Back when I objected to the idea that I would be good at this gig. You have to be kidding, I’d said to him. It just sounds so cliché. Like a joke.

      I laughed him off, even as they carried the Italian off the plane in a body bag. Mostly because a part of me thought it was a joke. It seemed I’d earned myself a starring role on a TV show where any minute someone was going to jump out and yell gotcha! But then I realized, who would do such a thing? I don’t have any friends, or at least I didn’t at the time, and Michael’s sense of humor is far too dry to pull that kind of prank, nor does he care about such trivial matters.

      “Don’t we have to talk to the police?” I asked. “Write a report?”

      This time it was Henry’s turn to laugh. “Why would we? There’s no record of him having been on this plane.”

      “I see.”

      “I’ve been watching you,” Henry said with conviction. It was the first time I considered that he might actually be serious.

      “You’ve only known me a few weeks.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      “What does that mean?” Who are you?

      “You’ve been on our radar.”

      “You’re going to have to speak English. Because I don’t understand.”

      “We make it a point to look for people like you.”

      “You have a thing for new moms?” I said flippantly, instantly regretting it. It was the first time since Sophie’s birth, maybe ever, that I had the sensation of what it might be like to have to— to want to—protect someone else.

      “That is unfortunate, the child,” Henry answered solemnly. “But also leverage.”

      He was right. I understood then. He knew more than I thought.

      “You and I,” he said, motioning between us. “We come from vastly different backgrounds, I know. But the common denominators are a keen eye when it comes to observing human nature and a conviction that justice is rarely served in a way that makes a difference to the wronged.”

      “Oh good,” I remarked. “A philosopher.”

      “Call it what you want. It’s what I’ve learned from observing you.”

      “Observations can be wrong.”

      “Maybe. But I recognize the look in your eye. And I know what it means.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well…let’s see. Age twenty-one. Married. One child. Homeowner. Average debt—at least by American standards. Unemployed husband. Marginally desperate.”

      “Any street corner palm reader worth their salt could have come up with that.”

      His eyes shifted downward. “Your mother cut out on you early. You hate weak people. Your dad was a cop. And you share his penchant for seeing justice served.”

      “Justice—” I said, thinking he had no idea what he was talking about. “That’s interesting. Justice for who?”

      Henry laughed knowingly. “No rush. We’ll get to that.”

      “I’m sure of it.” I plopped down into a seat on the aisle.

      “Anyway, point is,” he said, taking the seat adjacent to mine. “You have talent. You can shoot. And you spent twelve years in martial arts.”

      “More like after school care.”

      “You really shouldn’t downplay your skillset, Charlotte. It goes against your diagnosis.”

      “I don’t have a diagnosis.”

      “Perhaps not,” he replied, his voice low. He glanced out the window, his eyes focused on the tarmac. “But you’ve killed before. As a matter of fact, you killed your college sweetheart a few years ago, although that wasn’t the last time, was it?” Before I could respond he looked back at me. “And the most notable thing about it is you didn’t get caught.”

      My pulse quickened. Maybe it was nerves. Maybe it just felt good that someone else knew.

      “Tell me,” he said. “What did you feel when you did it?”

      I stared at him for a long time.

      Eventually, his expression softened. “Hypothetically speaking, of course?”

      “I suppose at the time I felt satisfied.”

      “And now?”

      “Now, nothing.”

      Henry smiled. Something I had not seen from him, not before and I don’t think since. I almost smiled too. Just saying the words brought great pleasure. Like a release, only not just any release. Like a pressure value, tightly screwed on, had suddenly just blown wide open.
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