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Chapter One
 

He slammed the plastic container onto my desk. “Murder, I tell you, death in a chewable pill.”

It was the end of the day—a long day. I still had to make the lengthy trek Uptown to buy groceries. I knew Cordelia wasn’t going to do it. No matter how long my days were, hers always seemed to be longer.

“What are you going to do about it?” he demanded.

I was about to ask him a very similar question—“What do you expect me to do about it?”—with great effort to keep the extreme annoyance out of my voice.

Mr. Charles Williams had called about an hour ago, told me he had to see me today, that it was urgent. I told him if he was here by 5:00 p.m. I would see him. He showed up just after 5:20 as I was packing to leave. He was a tall, heavyset man, with a scraggly beard as if he didn’t have time to shave. Or else he wanted the chin hair to counterbalance the hair that had receded to almost the exact top of his head. Or to hide the jowls that gave him a hound-dog look. There were muscles under the flab. I suspected Mr. Williams was used to intimidating people with his size and brawn. The onset of middle age and accumulation of too many pieces of fried chicken made that hard to do, and now he had to match his volume to his paunch.

My day had started at 7:00 this morning, with a drive to and back from Lafayette. Yesterday I had not gotten in until 10:00 after an evening of fruitless surveillance. Right after Katrina, I’d thought, what the hell does a destroyed city like New Orleans need a private investigator for? I learned quickly that chaos brings a need for order. My cases ranged from tracking down missing people—one to a grave in Iowa, another to a new life with a different name in Las Vegas, and the rest to just about every physical and psychic location in between—to insurance fraud, both on the part of people whose only visit to the area was to file a claim and insurance companies doing all they could to avoid paying after gobbling up premiums for decades.

Mr. Williams hadn’t said what he wanted, just that it was urgent. Just not urgent enough for him to actually be on time for our appointment, I noted.

Someday I’ll learn, I thought, as he stared at me. People who won’t divulge what they want on the phone are hiding something. Some are paranoid, unwilling to use a thing that can be tapped or traced—in itself not a good sign. But most of them know they’re likely to be turned down over the phone and are hoping once they become a real live person in my office I’ll see it their way.

This rarely happens.

It wasn’t happening today.

“I think the FDA handles cases like that,” I finally said.

“You tell me where the fuckin’ FDA office is. I couldn’t find it before Katrina—”

I resisted the urge to stand up as he loomed over the desk. I knew the tricks and didn’t intend to fall for his amateur versions.

“Mr. Williams, I understand that you’re upset, but this isn’t the kind of case I can help you with—”

“You don’t get it!” he thundered, rattling the pill bottle under my nose. “People are dying. This stuff is poison they sell as nectar. No doctors, no hospitals, people are desperate. Some medical pirate promises a cure and they buy it. But the cancer doesn’t get cured, AIDS doesn’t go away. People are dying and something has to be done!”

As discreetly as I could, I glanced at my watch. Six o’clock was gone and would not return. I had a life to live and I couldn’t solve Mr. Williams’s problem. He’d given me the last speech two previous times, as if repetition would get me to change my answer.

He finally took a breath and I jumped in. “My standard rate is a hundred dollars an hour. If you want me to look into this, we can sign a contract, you pay an advance, and I’ll see what I can do.” At least that was the rate I quoted to people I wanted to get rid of.

“A hundred an hour?! I can’t afford that!”

I was tired of this man and his exclamation point sentences. “I’m a private investigator, not a public service.”

“You want to make money off people dying?” he demanded.

It’s much harder to bully people over the phone—that was why he insisted on coming in person.

“I’m a private investigator, not a charity,” I repeated. In an attempt to end this, I suggested, “You can do this on your own, you don’t need to pay anyone. You can do most of the research on the Internet. Wait outside the office, talk to the people that go in and out and—”

“I don’t have time for that. I work full-time and I’m rebuilding two houses.”

“You want someone to do it for free, it’s going to have to be you.” I stood up. “I cannot do anything for you. This is not the kind of case I handle. You need to get someone with authority to solve this. I am not that person.” I snapped off my computer without even bothering to shut it down. We’ve had so many unexpected power outages here, one more wouldn’t make a difference. “You need to leave.” He started to say something and I pulled out an exclamation point of my own. “Now!”

He reluctantly turned to go, moving as slowly as he could to be defiant. At my door he turned and said, “If my nephew dies, it’ll be on your hands because you refused to help me!”

I had been on the verge of losing my temper for the last half hour; the struggle ended. “If your nephew dies, it’ll be your fault because you made one feeble attempt to dump the problem on someone else rather than bothering to…”

He was already down the stairs, finally moving quickly to ensure that whatever I said he wouldn’t hear.

What a fucking day, I thought as I threw my stuff into my briefcase. I’d been out in Lafayette to give a grieving presumed widow the not-so-cheery news that her husband was alive and well—and had changed his name, acquired a new Social Security number, and was living with a new wife in Vegas. I understood her throwing the lamp was more at him than me, but it still required the kind of fancy evasive footwork I try very hard to avoid. Even more annoying, she was having far too great an emotional storm for me to discuss my bill. People surprised me; sometimes the bad news ones paid promptly and the ones I gave good news to were chiselers. However, given that Ms. Left-for-Vegas now had neither a husband to support her nor his death insurance money, this one wasn’t looking promising.

I gave Mr. Williams enough time to be well away from my doorstep before heading out.

As I locked the outer lock I heard footsteps coming up the stairs. I was alone in the building at this hour. The only possible other tenant was the space-cadet artist on the first floor, but he could barely find his way out the door; dialing 911 would take two days of detox.

Violence, like ducking thrown objects, is something I try very, very hard to shun. Mostly I succeed. But today didn’t seem like it wanted to cooperate.

“Fuck,” I muttered, dropping my briefcase and pulling out my gun. Cordelia hates that I carry one. But post-Katrina New Orleans has aspects of the Wild West to it. Construction work has brought in an influx of men with a deficit of women to keep them in line. Plus, the crooks had come back. They couldn’t get a FEMA loan to cover the cost of lost cocaine; the dealers who had sold it to them weren’t happy about not getting paid, and with fewer people in the city there were fewer addicts to sell to. Turf wars had sprung up. Plus, the criminals were as messed up about losing their homes as the rest of us, and a punk with a gun and post-traumatic stress syndrome is not a pleasant person to deal with.

I was hoping it was Mr. Charles Williams coming back for one last speech and the sight of me in a don’t-fuck-with-me stance and the black barrel of a pistol pointed down the stairs would cause him to rethink.

I eased the safety off as the footsteps rounded the landing below me.

My stair climber was not a criminal, but a police officer.

One not very happy police officer. “Put that down right now,” she told me.

I did. It is so impolite to point guns at friends. Especially friends who are cops and can point a gun back at you. My stair climber was Joanne Ranson, NOPD.

Something told me this was not a “hey, let’s go out for beer” type visit.

I didn’t even ask. I turned around and unlocked my office door. I muttered, “I meant to be gone an hour ago.”

“Just my luck that you’re not.”

I noticed she didn’t call it good luck.

“What do you know about Carl Prejean?” she asked as she followed me in.

“Who?” I said, sitting at my desk.

Joanne ignored the visitor’s chair and perched on the near corner, forcing me to look up at her. I was getting a stiff neck from all these looming people.

“Like why would someone torch his house and car and why would he claim you sent them?”

“What?” I almost asked how and why, just to get all the interrogatives out of the way.

“He had your card, said you had hunted him down and threatened him.”

Now it was coming back to me. “Wait, that’s not quite what happened.”

“So, tell me what did happen.” She crossed her arms. This was official police business.

“Carl Prejean aka Karl Pearlman aka Cal Parker aka who knows who else, claims to be a contractor. A group of homeowners hired me to track him down after he absconded with their money.”

“You know that for sure?”

“I’m not an amateur. They showed me cashed checks. I toured the properties. His only work on any of them was to show up, fake an estimate—I saw those, too—then disappear with the money. They wanted to find him to sue him.”

“Well, one hothead decided not to wait for our courts to get back in gear. I’ll need your client list.”

I crossed my arms. “Not without more proof that one of them had something to do with it. He’s a scumbag, and scumbags treat everyone to their pond slime. It could be an ex-girlfriend who didn’t like him not paying child support, or workers he didn’t pay, or other clients he ripped off.”

“Except that you tracked him down and told them where he lived.”

“I didn’t suggest that they burn down his place, nor would I have given them the information if I thought they would do anything like this.” I get pompous when I get defensive.

“I’m not accusing you. But your group knew which house to burn. I have no proof those other people exist or that they knew how to find him.”

“Joanne, these are all honest, law-abiding people. The oldest was an eighty-two-year-old woman. He ripped her off for forty thousand dollars. She can’t afford to rebuild now and she’s going to probably have to spend the rest of her life in a rental apartment in Houston because of this crook. I’m not giving you their names without a subpoena.”

“You think he deserved it?”

“You think he didn’t?”

We stared at each other for a moment. I continued, “I told him the homeowners wanted either the repairs or their money back, with a strong preference on the latter. He blew me off, told me they could go fuck themselves and the next time I came near him, he’d greet me with a shotgun. He chose to rip them off, to make money off desperate people. He should go to jail and be sued for every penny he owns.”

“But he wasn’t. He had his house burned down instead.”

“So now he has what he left them with—a ruined house. At least he’ll get his insurance money and not have it stolen by a fake contractor.”

We again stared at each other.

“I’m not giving you their names.”

She sighed, and said, “I know.” Then added, just because she’s a cop, “You didn’t do it for them, did you?”

“No, I didn’t. Although I don’t think I would’ve pissed on him to put the fire out. Plus every one of their homes was stripped of anything valuable—copper wire, upstairs carpet, toilets. After they signed contracts with him.”

“Hard to prove. Those thieves are everywhere.”

“He’s not the innocent victim in all this. It wouldn’t be bad if he decided to relocate.”

She sighed again. “You need to watch your back. He said if he ever saw that girl private eye, she’d regret it.”

“I don’t plan on seeing him again.”

“He might have other ideas. He knows where your office is. Watch your back.”

“Why I carry a gun. I’m tired, I want to go home. Do I get a police escort to my car?”

“If you escort me to mine.” She slid off the desk, indicating this interview was over. She’d done her job. We all made those calculations—how much time, how much effort, and finally, was it worth it. She knew I had a point, if he’d ripped off my ten clients it was likely that he’d cheated multiple others. If I could find him—and it hadn’t been that hard, he wasn’t as clever as he thought he was—others could as well. Would my list of clients bring her closer to the person whose breaking point was breaking the law? Or would it just subject innocent people to an undeserved hell on top of the hell they already lived in?

“You probably don’t want to do this,” she said as she waited for me to lock the door, “but you might try to get your clients to come to the police. If there is evidence that he stole from them, he should pay for it.”

“I’ll talk to them,” I said following her down the stairs. In our silence we understood each other. Talking to them meant a call that could go unanswered for days because they were working on destroyed houses where there was no cell service. Or driving out to that desolate area hoping to find them there. The case should have been closed. I’d done what they asked. They’d paid me—not much, far less than it should have cost, but I couldn’t add to their money woes. This was a half a day, a day, of extra time and work.

“Why the hell do we always have to do the right thing,” I muttered as she held the downstairs door for me. It was still daylight, an orange glimmer of sun off to the west. At least the days were getting longer. Sunlight made a difference in a city with so many places without power.

“Because in the end it costs less,” she answered.

“You sure about that?”

“How’s Cordelia?”

“Busy. There aren’t enough doctors in this town.”

Joanne let the silence hang. I didn’t fill it. Finally she spoke, “Must be hard on you, not seeing her all the time.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yeah, you did.”

“I’m supposed to be at the grocery store now. She’s working near Touro Hospital. Half the city closer to the grocery store than I am. But I’m the only one who has time to go grocery shopping.”

“Sucks to have a partner who saves people’s lives.”

“Especially when the cupboard is bare.” I didn’t want to talk about this. “How’s Alex?”

“Loves the job. Hates the commute.”

After Katrina, Alex, Joanne’s partner, had been laid off, like many other city workers. No residents means no tax revenue means nothing to pay people with. She’d worked with me for a while. I was beyond busy and she was smart and good with computers. But she didn’t want to rebuild a career as a private investigator, so when a job in arts and culture had opened in the lieutenant governor’s office, she’d taken it. It just meant driving to Baton Rouge every day, a trip of about ninety miles each way. She’d talked about taking an apartment up there, but there were none to be had in anything resembling her price range. Baton Rouge, as well as the rest of the state, was bloated full with the dispossessed of New Orleans.

I repeated to Joanne, “Must be hard on you, not seeing her all the time.”

“Sucks to have a partner who has to bring dance companies to Louisiana.” Somehow she packed even more sarcasm into it than I had. With a glance at her watch, she said, “She won’t be home for another hour or two. Want to go play pool or something?”

“You’re welcome to come with me to the grocery store.”

“Went yesterday. I’m way over my quota for long lines and Uptown ladies who don’t like the little people shopping in their grocery store.”

“I could so use a beer right about now,” I said.

“Couldn’t we all?” She looked at me. “Sometimes I almost feel like I’m single.”

“Sometimes I almost wish I were.” Both our statements hung in the air. Then I blurted out, “You were about to arrest me and now you’re suggesting adultery?”

“I was not about to arrest you.” She turned and walked to her car, which was parked just in front of mine.

I followed her. I had to get to my car, after all.

She turned just as she got to my front fender. “If you forget what I said, I’ll forget what you said. It’s been almost two years, you’d think we’d stop going crazy by now.”

“You saying sex with me is crazy?” I said with a smile, trying to throw some humor on this.

“Come on, you know I’m not saying that. What I am saying—attempting to and doing it badly—is that I want what I can’t have—my life before Katrina. A partner who works here in the city, who I can meet for lunch instead of a late dinner. A partner who doesn’t just break down and cry for no reason. I got through the flood waters, but I’m not sure I can get through this.”

I didn’t know what to say. I knew what I wanted to say, to tell her no, she couldn’t fall apart, because if my friends couldn’t hold it together I wasn’t sure I could. It was the so-called little things, the day after day after day, long lines and longer lines, starting to drive some place and realizing it’s not there anymore, another person who came back but decided not to stay, all those lost pieces of the life we used to have. Katrina was over; the news cycle had moved on. The flood waters had gone away; what they had left was still here—those of us who couldn’t forget because every day in some way, we had to remember.

“So there are dangerous moments when I long for…I don’t even know what. Not to be here. Part of the most despised police force in the country. Having to take a report on the crooks who stole a new a/c compressor a block from where we’re rebuilding our house. Frozen dinner after frozen dinner because who knows when Alex will get home and I can’t be bothered to cook for myself.”

“Hey, you get the groceries, I’ll cook for you.”

“Did I mention the kind, sensitive friends who are always there for you?”

“We are. As long as you don’t try to arrest us.”

“I wasn’t trying to arrest you.” She added, “You’d be in handcuffs now if I had been.”

She needed something from me I wasn’t sure I had to give. I simply said, “Joanne, you’ll be okay.” I put my arms around her and hugged her.

We held it for a moment. Too long. Then broke away.

“Gotta make groceries,” I mumbled.

“Yeah. I hear a microwave calling my name.” She took a step away, then said, “I mean it. Forget what I said. I think something and it sounds like an escape, then I say it and realize it’s just another trap.”

I watched her get in her car, then didn’t want to watch her anymore. I knew too well what she meant about dangerous thoughts. For one horrific moment, Katrina had unmoored all of us, thrown us helter-skelter, a terrifying freedom. If we couldn’t come back to New Orleans, where could we go? But some of us had fallen to earth here, on the flooded ground. Much as we tried to reclaim our old lives—or build new ones—we weren’t sure the ground would hold us. Everything had changed, and maybe it had changed so far and in ways we couldn’t even see that we’d never find our way back.

As she pulled away, I took out my cell phone. There would be no grocery run tonight. I was at the point that I’d shoot myself before I’d cross Canal Street today. A small grocery store in the French Quarter had opened, but parking was impossible. I occasionally made forays there on my bike, but it was near dark and I knew myself well enough to know I would not go home and leave again. I called a place on Frenchmen Street and ordered two shrimp po-boys. If Cordelia didn’t like it, she could go to the grocery store.

That was part of what we’d lost and were yet to come to terms with. Before Katrina, there were two grocery stores within about ten blocks of our house. It was no problem for me to swing by them, even on busy days. That was our pattern. I’d get the food and do most of the cooking, since my hours were more flexible than hers, and she’d take the major part of the cleanup.

With her clinic destroyed and rebuilding still up in the air, she’d taken work where she could find it. There was a need for doctors, so great it was part of the problem. Cordelia worked longer hours than she had before the storm. So from her point of view, it probably still seemed like I should continue to do what we’d always done. It just wasn’t working for me.

She was tired more often—or so she claimed. But her tiredness had stretched since before the holidays, now months past. I’d suggested depression, but she’d blown that off.

Just one more fucking thing to deal with in a fucked-up city. Cold shrimp po-boys wouldn’t make anything any better. I started my car and drove away.



Chapter Two
 

“I thought you were going to the grocery store,” Cordelia asked as she entered the kitchen and saw me unwrapping po-boys. She had been home long enough to have changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt, opened a beer, and finished a third of it.

“I work downtown. The only open grocery store is way uptown,” I said.

“Oh, okay. Are you going to make it tomorrow? We’re running low on toilet paper,” she said, taking another swig of her beer.

“Do you have some grocery store disability?” I snapped. “Is there a reason I’m the only one to go even though your work is half a city closer than mine is?”

“You’re angry,” she ever-so-perceptively noticed.

“I’m tired,” I said tersely. “I guess you haven’t noticed I’m working a lot of hours, sometimes more than you. And that I’m the only one who goes to the grocery store. And that—”

“I’ve noticed,” she cut in.

I got a beer out of the refrigerator and opened it.

“I don’t guess you noticed when I took our car out to be serviced,” she said.

“That was your car.”

“That you were driving more than I was.”

“It was two weeks ago,” I pointed out.

“I had to drive out there in the morning, get Kathy to pick me up on her way to work and drop me back again in the evening to pick it up and I had blood on my clothes when I went back out there because I didn’t have time to change and—”

“I was working that day. And I hate Metairie.”

“It’s not my favorite place in the world.” In a softer tone she added, “I know. That’s why I went there.” For a moment we were both silent, “Please, Micky, let’s not fight.” And then very quietly added, as if to herself, “I can’t do this if we’re fighting.”

Oh, no you don’t, I started to say. But didn’t—even I’m not that much of an asshole. This was her usual way out of the argument, to be too tired, too overwhelmed, too bruised and battered by what she’d been through in Katrina and what she faced afterward. I couldn’t call her on it because it was true. But it was true for me as well, just not as ragged and messy. I hadn’t been trapped in Charity Hospital for almost a week, waiting for rescue, helpless in the festering heat as patients who should have lived died. I had evacuated, watching my city and every part of my life torn apart on a TV screen. That was what we struggled with—we were all battered and no one was left whole to lean on.

“We need to find a better balance,” I finally said. “I can’t do everything I did before.”

“Let’s eat. Someone told me there’s a new store up on Carrollton, that it just opened. I’ll go after we’re done.”

“And stick me with the dishes?” That got a wan smile from her. I was trying to be funny. “Let’s eat and then we can both go. A new grocery store on this side of Canal Street—even if it is up by City Park—is a good excuse for an outing.”

“Thank you.” She didn’t move for a moment, the beer motionless in one hand, the other hand reaching for the sandwich wrapper, but still. “I’m sorry this is so hard. Please know that I love you.”

I put down my beer, cupped her face in my hands. Something had happened today. I needed to find my better angel. “I know that. I’m sorry it’s hard, too.” I leaned in and gently kissed her. It was soft, a brief touch of comfort and love. Then I let go. “Should I microwave these? They’re better hot than cold.”

She nodded and I did. We talked as we ate, small talk, the weather, who’d told her about the newly open store—“he said he screamed like a girl when he heard the news”—what to put on the grocery list—talking as if we needed to avoid silence.

She let me drive.

As we waited for the light at Claiborne and Esplanade, she said, “I had an appointment with Jennifer today.”

“Jennifer?” I asked, trying to place the name.

“A…specialist.”

“Why?” I asked as the light changed and I shifted into first gear.

“Probably nothing. But I’ve been so tired lately. Plus losing weight.”

“Which you’ve wanted to do.”

“I’m not trying. Thought it might be thyroid, but we did those tests and everything came back negative.”

I briefly glanced at her. Cordelia has struggled with her weight more than I have. I seem to have one of those obnoxious metabolisms that allows beer and brownies with no bulge. She’d lost weight after her ordeal in Charity and as far as I could tell hadn’t regained it. The hollowness in her cheeks was still there. Had she lost more?

“What are you being checked for?” I asked.

“The usual, any swelling or mass.”

“Cancer?” The word hung in the air.

“That’d be the worst-case scenario. It’s most likely a low-grade infection causing the swollen lymph glands. I’m probably also going to find out that I’m borderline anemic and need to eat more protein.”

“What are the possibilities?” I tried to keep my tone neutral. She brought it up because she was worried about it.

“The doctor side of me knows that most of the time it’s nothing, a few tests, some anxious moments and that’ll be it. We did the needle aspiration of the lymph nodes today. It’ll be about a week before we get those results back.”

“What about the patient side of you?”

“I’m not used to being the patient.” She was silent. Finally she said, “It’ll be okay. I’m probably only trying to find a physical reason for my mental malaise. Tell me about your day. Anything interesting?”

I let her avoid the subject. They’d run a few tests, we’d know then. There was no point in worrying about it now.

“It seems that someone is selling Lake Pontchartrain swamp water as the cure-all for everything. And it somehow became my job to solve the case.”

“Lake Pontchartrain swamp water? Really?”

“Probably not,” I amended. “But one of those ‘natural miracle drugs’ that the government doesn’t want anyone to know about because it’s so good. I was supposed to prove that it didn’t work, convince the nephew he was throwing money away, all for a nominal fee that I’d waive in the end because this is such a do-gooder case.”

“Did you take it?”

“No, of course not. I’m busy enough and have no experience in medical fraud even if he was willing to actually pay me anything. I told him to go to the FDA. If people are stupid enough to fall for swamp water as a cure for cancer, there’s not much I can do about it.”

“Desperate,” she said softly.

“What?” I asked as I stopped for the light at Broad.

“Desperate,” she repeated. “Most of them are desperate. Clinging to a fragile hope that the answers they’ve gotten so far—that there is no cure—aren’t the only answers.”

For a brief second a haunted look crossed her face, as if she could feel that desperation, then it was gone and the Cordelia I knew returned. I didn’t know if she was talking about herself or remembering someone else’s desperation.

“So desperate they’d try something insane?” I asked.

But the fear I had glimpsed was gone. Or hidden. The perilous week in Charity Hospital would haunt her to the grave. Maybe some vestige of that would always be hidden behind her eyes. Her answer was calm. “Snake oil salesmen have been with us since there were snakes. Until around a hundred years ago, it was a free-for-all, totally unregulated so-called patent medicines whose main ingredient was either alcohol or opium. We only started regulating these things in 1906.” She was comfortable with information; sometimes she hid behind it. “The first law here was introduced then and it only required that ostensible medicines disclose ingredients like alcohol or opium. Quite a number of temperance ladies were distressed to discover that Mrs. Pinkham’s potion was more alcoholic than their husband’s gin.”

I interrupted the lecture. “But that was then. Now we have better regulations, right?”

“Better regulations, yes, but also a much more complicated medical system. Drugs approved by the FDA have to go through a series of clinical trials to prove that they’re safe—at least safer than the disease they’re treating, all drugs have side effects—and actually work better than a placebo. If it says it reduces high blood pressure, then it has to reduce high blood pressure. But there is a whole unregulated side, the nutritional supplements.”

“They don’t have to work?”

“They can’t claim to treat disease, they can’t say ‘reduces blood pressure,’ but they can be vague and say things like ‘promotes heart health.’ They’re considered safe until proven otherwise.”

“So people can still sell snake oil?” I asked, making the left at City Park to get onto Carrolton.

“Essentially. They can’t claim on the labeling that it cures cancer or HIV. The latest trick is to have one website extolling the virtues of snake oil with a link to another website that makes no health claims but actually sells the stuff.”

“Is that legal?”

“Freedom of speech.”

“So you can claim Lake Pontchartrain water cures every disease known to man—and woman, and I can sell it and it’s all legal?”

“Pretty much.”

“What if it kills someone?”

“If it’s harmful, it can be pulled from the market.”

“Cold comfort if you’re already dead.”

“Very cold. It took years for ephedra to be banned despite mounting evidence that it killed people. The deaths of several prominent athletes were required to get Congress to outlaw it. The supplement makers took it all the way to the Supreme Court to get the FDA ban overruled.”

“They lost?”

“Yes, but they have a powerful lobby—the money to buy influence.”

“So is all that stuff crap?”

“No, some of it is clearly worthless, some actually helpful, and most is in the don’t-know category. It’s expensive to do research, and there is no incentive to spend money when you’re already making money without spending it.”

The welcoming glow of lights appeared ahead of us. A grocery store had indeed opened below Canal Street. That burst of normality cheered me considerably. It still wasn’t close to our house; before Katrina this had been the far grocery store, one I went to if I had something to do up here. Now it was the near one.

“It’s true; they did reopen,” Cordelia said. She reached over and took my hand. “I hate going to the grocery store because I always forget something and you get upset.”

Peeved perhaps, I started to argue, but not really upset. But I have gotten old and wise enough to know that sometimes right and wrong isn’t the issue. I kept my mouth shut.

She continued, “There are things that I just don’t think about—like garlic—and if it’s not on the list, I overlook it.”

She had a point. Things like garlic, onions, and lemon are staples; they’re always on the list, even if they aren’t written down. But just because I know that in my head doesn’t mean she does.

“Okay, how about I make the list and if it’s not on the list, it’s on me.” I turned into the parking lot. Either not many people knew this store had opened, or it was late enough that it wasn’t very crowded.

“Okay, fair enough,” she said. “Thank you.”

We went and made groceries, as they say down here.



Chapter Three
 

As I was drinking my coffee after having just arrived at my office, I remembered how nice it was to have someone to share the daily chores with. In our grocery run last night we had flirted over the avocados. I’d found out that Cordelia liked a variety of apples, not just Red Delicious. We splurged on a really nice piece of salmon and a decent bottle of wine. If it had just been me, I would have gotten the usual apples, passed by the salmon and wine. And been prosaic over the avocados.

We held hands on the way home.

More importantly, we agreed that we had to find more ways to do this, to capture the small moments and be together. We had gotten too practical, dividing things so we ended up doing them alone to save time. But how you spend time can be more important than saving time.

The avocado flirting had led us to the bedroom and we’d made love, slowly, gently, not a hard passion, instead a tender connection.

“You devil, you,” I said aloud to my coffee cup. “You’re always in a better mood after sex.” Good sex, I amended in my head.

I needed that good mood to get me through the morning. As Joanne had requested, I tried calling my former clients who had been scammed by Carl Prejean. As I had expected, I wasn’t able to reach half of them and the other half were skeptical of reporting it to the police.

“Now, why would I want to waste my time going down there, waiting for someone to see me, waiting for someone to take a report, waiting to fill out some paperwork to be told that they’ll get to it when they can. That’s a day’s worth of time, and I don’t have any days to spare,” was the typical response.

I mentioned his burned house to several of them just to see what their reaction would be. The only person who said, “Well, damn, wish the match had been in my hand,” was eighty-two-year-old Dolores Murphy in Houston. If her spirit was guilty, her flesh certainly wasn’t. The rest muttered appropriate responses along the lines of “Good karma to bad people,” but there was no one who struck me as hiding something or guilty.

By lunchtime I’d done my duty. I could report to Joanne that I’d done—mostly, I wasn’t going to call again those I hadn’t reached—as she had asked and no one had confessed to arson.

As I was rooting in the small refrigerator for my sandwich, I was interrupted by a brief knock on the door. It opened to reveal my cousin Torbin.

“A sandwich? A mere sandwich?” he said, looking at the two slices of bread in my hand.

“Smoked turkey with sliced avocado,” I defended. Torbin could be a food snob.

“Only if you made your own mayonnaise.” He knew I hadn’t. He knew I preferred mustard to mayo. Too much knowledge is a dangerous thing in a cousin like Torbin.

I put the sandwich back in the refrigerator, admitting defeat. “You treating?”

“You can’t afford a burger and onion rings?”

“I take it treat is off the table.”

“It is so totally a comfort food day. Look at the gray skies outside. We’re not talking McBurger Thing. Bywater Bar-B-Que. Onion rings, pulled pork, big juicy burgers.”

He was right, there were a few clouds in the sky; it might rain this week. I ignored the rational voice that reminded me that just about every week in New Orleans brought rain and let Torbin drag me out of my office and off to a comfort food lunch. The sandwich would keep until tomorrow. I could even sleep in five minutes later in the morning rather than slathering mustard on bread.

He waited until we were ensconced at our table and had ordered our food before getting down to his real reason for this lunch. He understood me well enough to know once the food was ordered, I’d have to stay.

“I need a favor. A big favor,” he said.

“So you are treating?”

“Well,” he said with a sigh, “I’m not bankrupt yet.”

I caught the serious undertone to his voice. “What’s going on?”

“I love Andy dearly, but he does computers well, not slicing and dicing. Last night he lost focus for a moment and opened what I’m sure is an artery on his thumb.”

“Ouch.” I didn’t correct Tobin about the location of arteries. When it’s your kitchen absorbing the blood, you get to engage in hyperbole.

“Yeah, ouch. We took a trip to the ER and used every old T-shirt we had to sop up the blood on the way there. It turns out neither Andy nor I do especially well at the sight of blood.”

“Had to channel your inner lesbian?”

“Inner and outer. Our actual outer lesbians were not answering their phone.”

He was referring to me, well, me and Cordelia, since I think he was more interested in her expertise in the situation. “Ah, sorry. We were otherwise occupied.” I had turned the phone down for important bedroom activities.

“Still? Aren’t you two well into the lesbian bed death era? The funeral should be a distant memory by now.”

“Still. Lesbian bed death is a vicious rumor started by straight men who can’t stand the competition.” I took a sip of my iced tea. “However, we have slowed down a bit, only a couple of times a week now instead of every day.”

“No wonder you don’t have time to answer phone calls from desperate friends,” he grumbled.

“How’s Andy?” It was time to get away from my sex life and onto the reason for this lunch.

“It was not a fun experience. I was sure he was going to bleed to death before he was seen. His folly with a kitchen knife was regrettable, as it seemed every drug dealer in the city chose last night to get into a gun battle. Shotgun wounds trumped paring knives.”

“Damn, you picked the wrong emergency room.”

The serious look on Torbin’s face was one I rarely saw. One of the reasons I loved my cousin was his ability to find the humor in just about everything. “We didn’t have much choice,” he said softly.

“Andy doesn’t have insurance,” I said.

He nodded.

Our appetizers were served. A heaping plate of onion rings seemed the only comfort available.

He took a bite out of one, chewed, swallowed, then said, “That’s the favor I need to ask for. Andy’s okay, but the cut looked kind of red and swollen this morning and he’s in pain. Do you think Cordelia would be willing to take a look at it? We tried a regular doctor, but the earliest available appointment is sometime next week. And I think Andy would cut off his hand before going back to the ER.”

Cordelia—and I—didn’t want to be the local on-call doctor, so we had tried to discourage friends from cadging medical help from her. When she had her own clinic she was pretty good about working people in, but that clinic had been washed away in the floods and there didn’t seem to be enough returned people to justify the cost—financial and emotional—of rebuilding it. Now that she was just a “doc for hire,” she had far less leeway in who she saw. Torbin knew he was asking a big favor.

“Let me call her,” I said. “Don’t eat all the onion rings.”

I walked outside before dialing. Just to be safe, I didn’t want Torbin overhearing our conversation. Not because he would hear her saying no, but to avoid him hearing me tell her she could say no.

Luck—of some sort—was with me, as she answered the phone. When she’s working it can be hard for her to take a call. I quickly explained the situation. “You don’t have to do this. I know how tired you are and—”

She cut me off. “It’s okay. Tell them it’ll have to be after I’m home this evening. If they can wait until then. Tell Torbin if it gets worse, if Andy has a fever or something, then he needs to go to the ER.”

“Andy doesn’t have insurance.”

“Damn,” she swore softly. “He still needs to go. It’s probably cheaper and easier than having his arm cut off. And I’ll give him the lecture tonight about taking this as a wake-up call. He can get away with a knife wound; it’ll heal. If it’s cancer or a car accident, no insurance might kill him.” Then she had to go.

Torbin had been good about the onion rings. No more than one had disappeared in the time I’d been gone.

“Come by the house tonight. If he has fever or things get worse, drag him back to the ER. You want your boyfriend to be hard, not stiff.”

Torbin smiled his relief. And ate another onion ring.

Our main dish arrived, a burger for me and ribs for him. Major comfort food.

“What about you?” I asked. “What happens if you get hit by a Mack truck?”

He put down the rib he had been eating. “We used to be good. Before Katrina, Andy worked enough time with a computer company to have benefits and we eked out enough to cover an individual policy for me. But that company went underwater—literally, of course, so Andy lost his job and the insurance. He does okay for work freelance, but that doesn’t have benefits.

“You know how the mail is, even now. My renewal notice came back when everything was delayed weeks and weeks, and we had to go Uptown to the post office to get it. I’d gotten nothing from two trips, so didn’t get back, and when I finally did there was a big stack of mail for me to go through and I didn’t want to go through it, so left it sitting for another week…”

“They didn’t give you any leeway for being in New Orleans?”

“Maybe if I’d written enough letters and begged hard enough. But at that time Andy wasn’t making much, I wasn’t making much, and it felt like something we could hold off for a little while until things got better.”

“It’s been two years, haven’t things got better?” I wanted to tell him, You can’t live so close to the edge because I can’t bear to see you fall.

He ate another rib before replying. “I reapplied a couple of months ago and they turned me down.”

“Why?”

“They didn’t really say, basically being a gay man in New Orleans. They probably assume that if I’m not HIV infected, I soon will be.”

“Oh, Torbin, honey, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me, too. So I applied for a big-boy job.”

“Doing what?” Torbin had previously survived by being the best drag queen on the block and always being in demand for shows.

“That place on Frenchmen Street, an office of NO/AIDS? They need someone who knows the gay community to do outreach and testing.”

“But you don’t know anything about public health.” I put half my burger on his place and grabbed a couple of ribs.

“But I do know the gay community and I’m used to working odd hours and I know just about everything there is to know about sex. Well, gay sex. Don’t ask me how to do it during her period.”

“Dildos, no. Tampons, sí.”

“Please, I don’t need that image while eating barbeque sauce.”

I grabbed another rib to save him from menstrual barbeque sauce. “I’ll leave you the rest of the onion rings.”

I let him have the rest of the mac and cheese as well. I even treated him. A trip to the ER doesn’t come cheap. He didn’t argue, which told me he was worried. I rarely ever saw my buoyant cousin show strain.

We’re getting older, I thought as I waved him away after he dropped me back at my office. We were both beyond forty—that seemed so impossibly old back when we were in our twenties and all the years stretched before us—the gray in our hair no longer an anomaly. It was sobering to think of Torbin in a regular job—well, as regular as handing out condoms in a bar could be.

I had insurance, but I paid a high—and increasingly higher—price for it. While I occasionally hire people to help out, especially when I’m doing surveillance, I’m essentially a solo operation. I do what most solo practitioners do, join professional associations and use their buying power to get group rates. It wasn’t something I thought about much, other than every year to pay my dues, pay for the insurance, liability, health, shove the policy in a file, and hope that I never needed to use it. So far I’ve been pretty lucky. And my luck has been helped enormously by having a live-in doctor in the house. Being able to whine, “Honey, I think I’m getting a cold,” and get actual doctor advice instead of tea and sympathy, has saved me from the usual run-of-the-mill medical visits.

I can still make it up three flights of stairs, I thought, as I climbed them, not too out of breath. Just one gasp and I was good to go. Okay, two.

I opened my door to the ringing of the phone. It was a little unnerving, as if someone was aware of me walking in the door.

“Knight Detective Agency,” I answered, reminding myself I’d already had my one wheeze.

“You fucking bitch.” My caller was not a happy person.

“I’m sorry, you have the wrong number; there are only celibate bitches here.” I started to hang up the phone.

“I’m going to get you, Knight,” was the kind of phrase that caught my attention, so I kept the phone close enough to my ear that I could hear, and far enough away that his voice was reduced to tiny insignificance. It made the threat easier to take.

“Who is this?” I asked, not exactly expecting a reply.

“The guy whose house you burned down, bitch!”

“I didn’t burn anyone’s house down.”

“Lying bitch!” His vocabulary was limited; “bitch” seemed to be the only epithet he could come up with.

“I don’t break the law, unlike lying contractors who cheat—”

“You shut the fuck up. I’m going to do to you what you did to me, you get that?”

“Good. As I’ve done nothing to you, you’ll do nothing to me,” I said in as obnoxiously cheery tone as I could muster.

“You burned my house and my car.” My good cheer was not infectious.

“No, I didn’t.” Why am I arguing with this idiot? It was highly unlikely an appeal to reason would work here.

“Someone did. You led them there.” Ah, some wavering.

“No, I didn’t. It’s illegal to burn houses or encourage people to do so.”

“Then who the fuck burned my house down, bitch?”

“I the fuck don’t know, bitch. But I do the fuck know that making threats is illegal, and when people break the law, I call the police. Got it, bitch?”

“I’m not a bitch,” he said, and beat me hanging up by a millisecond.

Was he outside lighting a match right now? I hurried to the window but couldn’t get a good view of the street. I had to run down half a flight of stairs to get to a window that gave me clear sight to the road below. A large black truck was turning the corner, but it was too far away to get a license plate or even the make of the vehicle.

I kept going down the stairs, wondering if I’d encounter flames and gasoline at my door step. Shoving through the security door at the ground floor, I didn’t slow, my momentum carrying me halfway across the street.

And into the path of a puzzled bicyclist. I jerked to a halt, barely missing her front tire, forcing her to swerve to avoid rolling over my toes.

No flames, no gas, not even a spent match. Only a partly cloudy day and a bike rider who was muttering vague obscenities as she rounded the next corner.

Had he been watching me? Or was that just some random truck?

A threatening phone call, a big black truck right outside where I work. Was my fear causing me to see more than was here? Gigantic ugly trucks aren’t a rare sight. If I stood here for ten minutes, I might see five of them. It didn’t mean he was here, about to do something unpleasant. Why waste the gas when you can make a nasty call from the comfort of home?

I tried to picture him in bunny slippers calling me bitch.

The image didn’t help. It only made him seem more psychotic and therefore more dangerous.

Okay, now I was panting. It’s not the stairs, I told myself, it’s the fear that I might have been trapped in a building engulfed in flames. However, the three flights of stairs back to my office convinced me that it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a look around down here.

The street was quiet, the bicyclist gone. No abandoned gas cans by the side of the road. The only thing flammable was a cigarette butt halfway down the block. Nothing to indicate someone had been watching my office—no tire marks by the side of the road or tossed-out drinks with ice still in them. The cigarette butt was at least a couple of days old and had been rained on. What happened to the good old days when the perps would leave a telltale pile of smoked butts? Had the crooks gotten as healthy as the rest of us?

There was nothing to do but trudge back up the stairs.

But once in my office—and after catching my breath—there were things to do. Like call Joanne.

After I gave her the rundown, she asked, “Are you sure?”

“What do you mean am I sure? Who else would be threatening me like that?”

“I don’t know, you have a talent for pissing people off.”

“Not many who have recently accused me of arson.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said quickly. “You met this guy once, talked to him for five minutes at most. A couple of weeks later someone you allege to be him calls you on the phone and threatens you. A bottom-of-the-class defense lawyer could rip that one apart.”

“So what am I supposed to do, wait until he actually starts a fire?”

“Look, Micky, I agree, a fire threat does point to him. I can hunt him down and question him about it, but he’s going to deny it and then it’s your word against his.”

“That’s all you can do?”

“I’d take your word over his any day, but the legal system has to treat you both equally.”

Maddening as it was, Joanne was right. He’d certainly implied that he was going to play with matches at my expense, but what proof did I really have? It was my word against his as to what he said. I didn’t know his voice well enough to be certain it was his—it could be a bizarre coincidence, a wrong number and the caller was threatening a total stranger. Even in my weird world, that was stretching it. “Okay, I get you—and understand that sometimes the rule of law lets scum get away with things.”

“If he really wanted to get you, he wouldn’t have bothered with a phone call.”

“Somehow that’s not very reassuring.”

“He’s a con, not a fighter. He probably has to know you didn’t set the actual fire, but he’s angry and vents that anger with nasty phone calls. My bet is that he doesn’t have the guts to start an actual fire.”

“How much money are you putting on that bet?” I asked.

“If I lose the bet, you and CJ can hang out on our couch for as long as it takes to repair your place.”

“Your couch isn’t long enough for Cordelia, and it wouldn’t fit both of us at the same time.”

“We both hope this is a bet I don’t win.” She was gallant enough to hang up before I had to name what I’d wager if I lost.

My next less-than-pleasant task was to call and re-call all the clients who’d hired me to track down Mr. Prejean, or whatever his real name was. They needed to know he was an angry slime bag and threatening revenge arson against anyone who might have burned down his house.

“Can I shoot ’im if I see ’im?” was the first response. It was hard, but I put on my law-abiding hat and said that just seeing him wouldn’t be sufficient cause for gunplay.

“You didn’t give him my name, did you?” was the second one. I had to remind him he had hired Prejean to renovate his house and that usually involves the exchange of names. I tried to reassure him that as Prejean didn’t intend to do any work, it was unlikely he kept the paperwork. Unless he was too lazy to throw it out, but I didn’t mention that.

“You sure should have burned it down if that’s his attitude,” was number three. “Did you?” she ever-so-encouragingly asked. I explained that I had not and would not burn down anyone’s house, no matter how far afoul of the law he was. I didn’t like that she considered it possible I would commit arson.

Especially for the amount they’d paid me.

Number four told me, “You gotta call the police. Right now. Don’t waste time with me.” I made the mistake of telling him I did call the police and there wasn’t much they could do. That got me the diatribe on how bad the New Orleans cops were, they were corrupt, never came when you called, had all been cowards during Katrina. I had to pretend I was losing my cell signal. On my landline.

And so it went. While their responses were different, there seemed an underlying theme: I was the professional, I knew how to deal with these things and so they were glad he’d come after me and not them. I could smell smoke; that was about all my professionalism afforded me.

Those calls took what was left of my afternoon. Those calls, and because I procrastinated as I didn’t want to make the calls and it seemed that after every two, I had to check the weather online, which caused me to see a news story that I had to read, by which time I had to go to the bathroom and then make tea or get water depending on whether I was feeling cold or hot, which would ensure that I’d have to go to the bathroom again in time for another much-needed-and-well-deserved break.

Because every call wasn’t just a brief “be on the lookout for” but a shared point of loss. This man had taken from them, their homes, their hopes of rebuilding, or at best the stealing of time and money that would take years to recover from. Now he had taken something from me as well. Every one of them told me to be careful and meant it. Even if Joanne was right—and I fervently hoped that she was—I’d have to be extra cautious, take extra time to make sure no vengeful man with a gas can was lurking about. A clear street at one moment didn’t mean he couldn’t arrive in the next minute or hour, the one time I wasn’t watching because it’s impossible to watch every second.

At least we have groceries, I thought as I packed to head home. We could make up for the unhealthy shrimp po-boys of last night.
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