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​

New Orleans, Louisiana

3 September

Hurricane season was a mirror of Louisiana’s soul, bringing out the best and the worst of both nature and humanity. Torrential downpours hurled by raging storm-winds along with surging tides devastated the landscape, felling trees, flooding homes, and ending lives, but the fresh, clean petrichor and the first golden rays of sunlight following the storm brought forth the promise of renewal, a promise Louisiana kept season after season. The storms also bore witness to the nobler, more hospitable side of the residents as neighbors and strangers alike helped each other, sharing food and shelter as well as aiding in evacuation when necessary. Unfortunately, some individuals used the chaos of the storm to enrich themselves by stealing and looting from stores and fleeing families; still other, viler monsters gouged the wallets of residents by raising prices, often knowing punishment would be nothing but a fine—if they were punished at all.

The last bands of Tropical Storm Priscilla swept over the Crescent City, depositing warm rains that thickened the late summer air. Though it dampened the streets, the spirits remained high as a weakened but steady rain fell upon concrete and cobblestone.  The hurricane parties that began on Thursday transitioned into the weekend’s celebration without so much as hitch or hiccup. And on this Saturday night, revelers filled the bars in the Vieux Carré from Canal Street to Jackson Square with laughter, off-key song, and clinking glasses as drivers honked, buskers and hustlers plied their trades, and pedi-cabs navigated both streets and crowds. 

But on this night, the drizzling sound of the rain and the laughter and chatter of bar patrons faded in the ears of Joseph Landry. Even the thundering of his heart as it hurtled blood through his veins, the puffing of his breaths as they fled his lips, and the splashing and thudding of his footsteps as he raced along the rain-slicked Bourbon Street, passing Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop and heading toward Esplanade Avenue dulled in his ears. Every few steps, he glanced over his shoulder, eyes wide and scanning what little he could see from the faint glow of the neon signs that gave way to the uneven streetlamps and closed windows of the more residential side of the neighborhood.

He seemed to be alone.

Slowing his pace, Joseph doubled over, hands on his knees, to catch his breath. Raindrops added to the sweat soaking his oak-hued hair. His breathing slowed, and a relieved smile crossed his thin lips. Leaning against a mustard yellow brick wall and beneath the overhang of the second floor’s balcony of one of the buildings with Spanish architecture, he wiped his forehead. In the silence and shadow, his sigh transmuted into an offering of thanksgiving.

He had been enjoying drinks and playing pool over at The Garage on Conti when a voice whispered to him. As the voice, bouncing from ear to ear, listed his sins—those printed in the New Orleans Advocate following his arrest and those his uncle, Senator Alphonse Landry, had paid to keep out of the press—he scanned the crowd. In the pulsing of the neon lights, the flash of a blood-stained knife long enough to skin a deer appeared and then vanished, moving closer with each dizzying neon throb of light and sound.

Joseph fled from the bar, turning onto Bourbon Street in the hopes the crowd would provide cover. For a moment, it did, but then he caught a glimpse of the knife slicing through a string of cheap Mardi Gras beads some drunken tourist tossed from a balcony in the hopes of glimpsing a pair of tits from a passing stranger. He bolted down the street, hoping once more the cacophonous din of the throng in the street would provide cover for both his movement and any sounds he made, but one sound—a song—cut through the din. And as that song’s volume increased, Joseph Landry knew his stalker drew closer.

He unlocked his cell phone to call his personal driver, but he sucked in a breath, stiffening his back as the song returned. It was a haunting, gentle soprano voice that danced on the wind, echoed through the night, and commanded the streetlights to flicker, dancing to the tune. 

“Si elle meurt dimanche O gué, vive la rose. Lundi on l'enterrera Vivent la rose et le lilas. Mardi il reviendra me voir O gué, vive la rose. Mais je n'en voudrai pas. Vivent la rose et le lilas.”

“Shit!” 

Joseph turned and bolted, fleeing into the darkness as the streetlights blinked irregularly, causing shadows to lengthen and retract in opposition to his own quickened breathing. Like a hot breath on the back of his neck, the song grew louder. There was no one in the streets, so he had to find somewhere to hide.

And then he spotted his escape.

A narrow alleyway between two houses on his right.

Joseph Landry rushed into the alley, and then every muscle tensed. His heart plummeted into his feet. His shoulders slumped forward as the breath fell from his deflated lungs. The reek of rotting food and other debris filled his nostrils. A brick wall stood before him. As the thud of a door closing behind him sounded between lyrics of the song sung on the wind, Joseph Landry realized he had not found an alley but a gate leading to an alcove where residents of the two houses flanking this passage stored their garbage bins.

Joseph Landry swallowed hard. His breath trembled, as did the words puffing from his lips. “Please... you don’t have to do this. I’ll... I’ve got money. Do you want money? I can get you... I can get you whatever you fucking you want. Please... just... what do you w... w... wah—”

He never finished that question as the knife pierced his lung from behind. Two teeth plunged into the soft skin of his neck, and with a rattling gurgle, Joseph Landry died.

A few moments passed before the door to the passage creaked open, and the killer departed into the stormy night, the final refrain of the song echoing in the wind. And a darker voice that rumbled with the threat of thunder joined in harmony.

“Mais je n'en voudrai pas vive la rose et le lilas.”

The morning air was thick enough to swim in, and it darkened the powder blue uniform shirts of the two New Orleans police officers called to the scene. As they established a perimeter with the yellow tape reading Crime Scene Do Not Cross, their eyes watered, and their stomach churned at the combination of the sight and the reeking stench before them. Amid the shadows darkening the passage lay Joseph Landry’s lifeless, pale, almost to the point of being translucent, body. A small pool of blood, much smaller than would be expected for one who suffered his injuries, seeped from beneath him. And yet, there he lay in death, his eyes, his hands, and his penis, as evidenced by the open fly and bloodstain on his medium wash jeans, removed.

“Shit,” one of the officers, a haggard man with a farmer’s tan, dark hair, and a thick mustache, said. “One hell of a way to go.”

“And to be either killed or dumped here—by the trash,” the other cop, a young man of Vietnamese heritage, said. “Seems like Jane is sending a message this time.”

The older of the two shook his head. “I don’t know, Quang. Most aren’t dumped by garbage bins; they’re left in open places. But it’s the same pattern—no blood, no eyes, no hands, and no cock.”

“No witnesses, no prints, and no one heard anything, Merle,” Quang Nguyen replied. “This dude’s good—scary good—like some kind of ghost or something.”

Merle Dubois chuckled, his face scrunching from the stench as he took photographs. “Don’t get any dumbass ideas. This ain’t nothing but a run-of-the-mill serial killer. Speaking of, how much longer till Detective Belmont gets his ass out of Café Beignet and over here?”

Nguyen laughed at that. “Hey, can’t blame the suits for enjoying a little brunch on the weekend. If they paid me enough, I’d take Sara somewhere for brunch more than once a month, but with the cost of mimosas and the upcharge they do for ‘fancy breakfast foods,’ brunch is like a date night at Muriel’s. But it’s a quarter after eleven, so he should be here pretty soon.”

Alas, it was not soon.

An hour passed, and a crowd had gathered before Detective Herman Belmont arrived on the scene. A bald man with chiseled features and the beginnings of a beignet and beer belly, Detective Belmont retained vestiges of the body that earned him teasing from his peers for looking like a model during his rookie year. He set his coffee cup on the roof of his Impala while he slid his beefy hands into a pair of latex gloves before striding over to the two officers, the noontime sun reflected off the silvery frame of his aviator glasses.

After shaking hands, Detective Belmont surveyed the scene. Shaking his head and sighing, he spoke with a powerful voice somewhere between a Cajun accent and a Southern drawl as he said, “Fuck! This makes fourteen in the past two months. We got an ID on this one?”

Joseph Landry, Detective,” Dubois said. “He’s the—”

“Shit,” Belmont said, spitting on the concrete. “I’ll have to call Senator Landry and brace for the shit storm unleashed by the media.”

As Belmont knelt to examine the body, Nguyen asked, “Think this is political? I mean, given the... everything?”

The detective shook his head. “In isolation, one hundred percent. Given the similarities to the other killings, doubtful. Plus, the victim has a history of alleged crimes similar to the others—and that ignores the more unsavory rumors.”

“Yeah, but he was acquitted.”

Belmont snorted. “Procedural issues with evidence collection. But the charges of rape and domestic violence against his ex-wife are consistent with most of the other victims. I won’t discuss the rumors linking him to the other victims. Understood?”

A gentle breeze rustled the leaves on the trees in the yards flanking this short, narrow passage. The two officers nodded. Detective Belmont continued, “I get the hands and the dicks being removed—thematic trophies for whatever reason. The eyes and the complete draining the victims of blood make no sense.”

“Symbolic?” Dubois scratched his head while Belmont pushed aside the garbage bins to see if anything had been dropped to provide even the most esoteric of clues as to the perpetrator’s identity.

“Of what? Blind justice is a metaphor, and this perp is killing with very discriminating purpose.”

“What about religion?” Nguyen asked. “I mean the eye leads to the hand leads to the dick, and the victims used either two or three of those in the crimes that connect them. And blood, well... you know.”

Detective Belmont sipped his coffee. He contemplated the situation. Over the course of his investigation, he uncovered similar murders throughout the past two centuries in and around New Orleans, popping up every few decades and disappearing. The victims came from all walks of life and lived in different neighborhoods, wards, and even cities. The only things they had in common were being men, having their bodies found in the Vieux Carré, and had known histories of either convictions, arrests, or rumors of domestic violence, rape, and—Belmont shuddered to even think about the last act—child molestation. 

But this string of murders was both similar and different to its predecessors. The victims were the same; the gruesome method of killing was the same, and even the bodies all being found in the Quarter remained consistent. The difference in this string was the volume and frequency. All the other killings ended after four of five in between two and three months. In only five weeks, this killer had racked up fourteen already. All of this, which was the only information Belmont had at this point, led the papers and conspiracy vloggers to dub the person behind these killings as “Jane the Ripper.”

Belmont’s cell phone rang, and he took the call. After ending the call, he sighed and stood up. “Coroner’s on his way to investigate. Hopefully this will tell us more than the last thirteen.”

Officers Dubois and Nguyen nodded.
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Nouvelle Arniers, Louisiana

15 September

The city of Nouvelle Arniers was over an hour northwest of New Orleans. Situated between St. Francisville and Baton Rouge, this city of half a million residents combined the architectural beauty of Spanish and early French New Orleans, the best of Cajun and Southern United States cooking, and the pothole-ridden infrastructure common to all of Louisiana. It was a city where the buried conflicts between Catholics and Southern Baptists revealed themselves only in tense moments of high school sporting events, otherwise blending with the sounds of zydeco, jazz, and bourbon-soaked Delta blues into a penitent and prayerful hymn of longing.

But for what the residents found themselves longing, none could say.

And located in the city’s downtown was St. Anthony of Padua Catholic High School. Unlike many structures in the city, this school’s campus borrowed heavily from the Italian Renaissance Revival style, giving the school a structure similar to the Quad of Louisiana State University. Multistory buildings with stucco walls the color of burnished gold and angled roofs topped with red tiles, linked by arched arcades, framed a grassy quad where azalea bushes and fountains provided places of rest for students and faculty.

And on this Thursday afternoon, as the humidity rose higher than the secretary’s hair, a young teacher, Danielle Sanders, taught British literature to seniors who wanted nothing more than for the final bell to ring. The twenty students sat at their desks, school-supplied Chromebooks, only slightly younger but in similar shape to those in the city’s public schools, puttering along as they typed their notes in between bouts of staring wistfully out the window as cars filled the parking lot and yellow school buses, their paint chipping, lined up in the circle, waiting for the students.

“And that, guys, gals, and nonbinary pals, is how we know that Beowulf was not guilty of ofermod, the Anglo-Saxon equivalent of hubris. Notice how the poets structured the poem in an intricate, interlaced, ring structure where - yes, Johnny?” Danielle turned her attention to the blond-haired boy in the third row, the heavy ebon circles framing his azure eyes suggested he was sleep deprived.

“Um, I know you’ve got degrees from Berkley and Harvard and all that, Mrs. G - er, Ms. G, sorry, but Father Bryan says that Beowulf dies, because he loses his faith in God and trusts in his own strength.”

Danielle’s curly brown bob bounced as she rolled her rosemary eyes and shook her head. She smiled at her student and said, “That’s a fair point and a great question, Johnny. There are those who believed that in the early and middle decades of the last century, and I understand why Father Bryan would suggest that as an interpretation, but serious academic research hasn’t supported that thesis in over twenty years. What I’m teaching you is based upon a well-researched, highly praised, and award-winning paper my thesis director published three years ago in the journal Heroic Age. The Father wants to keep your soul on that good ole’ straight and narrow, but he’s not that well read on Beowulf scholarship.  Listen to him, but you don’t have to believe everything he says.” 

“Yes, Ma’am. I understand.” Johnny typed something into his school-provided tablet PC.

Smiling, Danielle said, “I know we all want to get out of here. Heck, I’ve got to book it to St. Albertus Magnus University to meet with my dissertation chair this afternoon, but we do have some business to attend to first.”

The class groaned and argued that it was Friday, and they should be granted a weekend of rest. Danielle held up the class’s massive Survey of British Literature textbook and said, “That being said, I know that your textbook has us moving into the Canterbury Tales next week, but since we’re creeping closer to October, we’re going to pause that for now and discuss Gothic literature, so I want you to read the section in your textbook that discusses gothic fiction as a genre and then read the novella Carmilla that I uploaded as a PDF onto our class Canvas page. Have that ready for Monday. Oh, don’t groan! Yes, I know there’s a football game this weekend, but cheering your classmates on won’t help your chances of getting into a good college.  Your diagnostic essays, which are due next Friday, on the other hand, will.” 

She paused as the automated buzzer system sounded its obnoxious honking tones.  “There’s the bell, so enjoy your weekend.”  Danielle smiled and returned to her desk to grab her eraser to clean the dry-erase board as the students filed out of her classroom.

“Another week down. I wish I had one more day before meeting with Dr. Falstaff, but both schools have four-day weeks, so no one wants to show up on Fridays,” Danielle sighed as erased the white board before organizing the papers on her desk, placing them in their respective folders by class and whether or not she finished grading them.  “I need chocolate,” she said aloud to herself as she grabbed her purse, locked the classroom door behind her, and headed toward the faculty lounge.

She walked up to the vending machine by the window, looked through its contents, and then exclaimed, “Shit! Fuck!”

“Language, Dan—er, Miss Sanders,” came a disdainful, authoritative, and masculine voice from behind her.  

Danielle stiffened, bracing herself for the expected sermon but then rolled her eyes and growled as she turned around, smiling with learned mocking sweetness as the elderly priest with salt-and-pepper hair more salt than pepper, deep furrows on his forehead, and a square jaw entered the lounge.  “Mea maxima culpa, Father, but if someone would keep this one vending machine stocked with Peanut Butter M&Ms, then I wouldn’t have to swear anywhere near as frequently as I do here.”

“Addiction, even to something as seemingly innocuous as candy, is a dangerous sin, Danielle—as is your sarcasm. And we at St. Anthony of Padua expect our faculty to model virtue for our students.” Father Bryan replied.

Danielle despised the way he snarled the last syllable of her first name, but she took it in stride to keep her job. The herbaceous coloration of Danielle’s eyes glinted with joy as she flashed a wicked smile. “I will admit my sinful, decadent caffeine addiction, dear Father, and plead forgiveness if demanded of me, but do remember that I refrain from smoking my sweet, fragrant clove cigarettes while within a mile of this campus. Such restraint is more than can be said for the local Monseigneur.” Father Bryan began to respond, but Danielle interrupted, “And while on the topic of sins, why are you feeding my students academically prehistoric and no-longer factual interpretations of Beowulf?”

The aging priest stiffened his posture and crossed his arms tightly over his chest. Growing defensive, he narrowed his eyes and said, “I was providing timeless and correct moral guidance to a student who found your interpretation of the ending at odds with church teachings.” 

“And how many years did you study Anglo-Saxon linguistics and literature at any university again, Father?” Danielle folded her arms across her chest and stiffened her own posture. She cocked her eyebrow and continued, “I may only have earned a master’s degree in Anglo-Saxon linguistics that paired with my master’s degree in Anthropology, focusing on historical battle reenactment culture, but I assure you that a full chapter of my thesis was devoted to honor and piety in Anglo-Saxon culture. And how many publications in respected academic journals do you—alone or with your mentor—have on Beowulf?” 

She raised her left hand with an extended index finger to silence his slowly opening mouth. “I get it, Father. We both want to help them learn, but doing the wrong thing for the right reason helps no one. I don’t tell them what to believe regarding their Catholic faith, Father, as that’s not my area of expertise, so don’t tell them how to interpret Beowulf unless you can provide evidence from primary and secondary sources relevant to the study of Anglo-Saxon culture. Telling children lies and giving out misinformation in the name of protecting them leads to feeling of betrayal and possibly something you want to prevent: them leaving the church.”

As Father Bryan started to reply, Danielle spun around, swiped her card in the vending machine, selected a Snickers bar, and returned to her classroom to grab the stack of essays that remained to be graded. She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed as she thought about how much work she would have to do this weekend. Danielle loaded the folders into her massive black purse, locked her classroom door, and exited the main building.  With a quick wrist flick, Danielle slid her black cat eye sunglasses onto her face and walked to her beaten but reliable Honda Civic. Without thought she used the rear-view mirror to reapply her rich black cherry of her lipstick before she drove away to start her weekend.

​

St. Albertus Magnus Catholic University physically resembled St. Anthony of Padua High School, and both were designed in a style similar to and around the same time as the Louisiana State University. A smile, wistful and serene, crossed Danielle Sanders’s lips as she made her way along an arcade at the edge of the University Commons, adorned and perfumed in the vibrant and fragrant pink, yellow, and orange blossoms of the azalea bushes, the last of the season. As she reached Edward Talbot Hall, her gaze turned upward to the fourth floor where the offices for History and English teaching assistants loomed long and narrow with flickering fluorescent lights and dingy cracked floor tiles evoking vertigo in all who traversed its mold-reeking length.

Before finishing coursework, Danielle completed the necessary requirements to earn her teaching certification, believing that path would be better financially than being a teaching assistant. It was, but it also required a greater time commitment than she had anticipated. As she reached the glass door, she passed Eloise Baptiste.

They hugged and kissed each other’s cheeks. Eloise was three inches taller than Danielle, and her dark brown box braids, adorned red and silver highlights to mark the start of St. Albertus Magnus’s football season, fell to the small of her back. The green and gold flecks in her brown eyes glinted as the florescent light reflected off her half-moon glasses. When she smiled, the height of her cheekbones, outlined by the ochre undertones of her warm, brown skin became clearly visible. She appeared to be about Danielle’s age but was a full decade older.

“Sorry to run, Eloise,” Danielle said. “I’m about to be late to my meeting with Dr. Falstaff.”

Eloise raised a canvas tote bag filled with books, papers, and binders. “Just finished my meeting Professor Alliveri. I’m heading home to—wait for it—grade! We’ll catch up later. You’re coming to my Welcome to the Semester True Crime Mystery Box party next Friday, right?”

Danielle shook her head. “You know I wouldn’t miss it.”

Eloise smiled. “Great! See you then. Well, good luck in the meeting.”

Danielle smiled. “See you next Friday.”

The two parted ways. Danielle ascended to the eastern hallway on the second floor of E. Talbot Hall. Rows of mahogany arches akin to those of Gothic cathedrals, interspersed with arched doors leading to classrooms and faculty offices, lined the half-timber granite walls of the eastern corridor. Laminate tiling designed to mimic the appearance of old wooden floors needed a fresh polish after a long day of scuffing and spillage. A cacophony of dissonant and disparate sounds, emerging from half-opened office doors, crept into and echoed along the hall. Professor Bowie was listening to H.M.S. Pinafore. Professor Astor-Jones had older episodes of Nexus Adventures, a Dungeons & Dragons actual play game on YouTube playing in her office. And Professor Hayes-Grey had an environmental activist podcast, Earth First, playing in hers. Professor Falstaff’s door was silent.

Danielle knocked three times and waited. Her dissertation chair remained silent for a moment and then said, “Come in.”

Without opening the door, Danielle slipped inside. There, seated behind her massive mahogany desk with her back to the large circular window overlooking the University Commons, sat Professor Angelica Falstaff. She returned Danielle’s smile as her advisee sat in the wooden chair opposite her. A wall of shelves filled with theoretical and critical texts on a variety of research subjects connected to literature, literacy, and feminism loomed to Danielle’s left.

The tenured professor’s leathered hands and the crisp, starched cuffs of her white Oxford-style blouse poked out from her blue, green, and gray tweed jacket. A handful of bluish wisps of hair mixed with the silver curls that framed her long, narrow face. Her once-fair skin had developed a ruddy tan from summers spent in the garden, but her green eyes sparkled with the youthfulness of an early middle age long since passed. Steam rose from the brown Campus Roasters cup beside her right hand.

“Good afternoon, Professor.” Danielle said. “Thank you for meeting with me today. I know we’ve both had a long work week. How was your summer?”

“Filled with much work, as I hope yours has been.” Professor Falstaff patted the massive stack of papers on her desk. 

The implication was clear. Those were either the partial or complete dissertation drafts of the other students guided by Professor Falstaff. Danielle dropped her gaze to her feet and brushed a strand of hair behind her left ear. A nervous chuckle skittered from her lips. “I take it you read what I sent you?”

“Your writing is elegant, fluid, and beautiful as always, Danielle,” Professor Falstaff said with both honesty and growing hesitancy. “Your work is persuasive; however, you fail to demonstrate any significant gap in the literature that you plan to explore. Your intentions are there, and no one argues that child literacy rates are both dropping and need raising, but what are you going to study? Where does it fit into the eternal scholarly conversation?”

“Thank you, Professor Falstaff, and I..." Danielle said, her alto voice faltered through her smile. Her lungs clutched the next breath tightly, and her muscles tensed. She continued, “I blanked. I don’t know what I want to do besides helping improve literacy rates for children. We know the literature on the subject. Enhanced communication, better career opportunities, improved health outcomes, and increased civic engagement—all these things come from children being literate. And let’s not even get into improved empathy if directed properly through early childhood reading programs and how urban students in impoverished school districts are at greater risk of so many other things like violence, drug use, falling behind, and perpetuating the cycle of poverty in this late-stage capitalist hellhole. We have to do something. I want to do something. I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for a literacy program.”

Professor Falstaff nodded, offering a heavy sigh. “You know what I’m about to say, Danielle,” she paused to sip the café au lait that had grown cold. “No one doubts your passionate commitment to literacy and your desire to help people. We all admire that. What we can’t allow, and what I won’t allow, is for you to start collecting data without a clear understanding of what research gap you intend to fill and how your study might contribute to the scholarly community and to praxis.”

An exasperated sigh rumbled through Danielle's lips. She ran her fingers through her hair. She shook her head. "I know. I know what my goal is. I know I want to do something with literacy for inner city and urban kids. I just...” Her shoulders slumped forward. “I’m just... I... for the first time in my life since starting college, I don’t know what to do.”

Professor Falstaff leaned forward. She rubbed the bridge of her nose with the thumb and index finger of her right hand. She released a long, slow breath. "I was hoping you wouldn't say that. No, don't argue right now, Danielle. You're a bright, talented scholar. You're one of the more decorated doctoral candidates we've taught in the past twenty years, but this isn't the Seventies. Academia has changed. Expectations are higher. Time requirements are stricter. You know where I'm going with this?"

Danielle slammed her foot against the desk and nodded. "I know, Professor. I need to find direction soon... or else I’m out.”

Professor Falstaff leaned forward, offering a sympathetic smile. “Not out, but you’re running out of time. You’ve been in the program for three years, and you’ve made steady, consistent, stellar progress. I believe in your passion and your goals, but the department’s matriculation rates are down. They want us to push as many students through as quickly as possible to keep the program going. You’re on the cusp.”

Danielle threw her hands up. "What do you want me to do? I know I’m doing the right thing, and if I just had time to figure out a direction, we could help so many people."

"There's being right, and there's being finished. College funding is tied to completion rates. The Board of Directors is now pushing for completion in four years. Hence, pushing for those who can complete their dissertations in fewer than five years."

"But I’m not receiving funding. I’m paying my own way through teaching." The words grumbled through Danielle's lips as she snorted in annoyance.

“I know,” her dissertation chair said. “The reality is they’re pushing us to de-prioritize students we aren’t funding. Perhaps we can grandfather you in, since you were well into your program of study when this policy went into effect. However, you will still need the support of the majority of our faculty for this petition to have any hope of success.”

A relieved sigh slid through Danielle's lips. Her body relaxed in the mahogany chair, and she smiled. "At least most of them like me, and I think those that don't at least respect my work."

"They do. But you still need direction.” Professor Falstaff thought for a moment. “Why don’t you go to New Orleans for a few weeks? I’ve got a friend at the Ursuline Academy, Maria Moustakis. She mentored me when I was a young student, and now she directs community outreach. Now, their education programs have long focused on helping women, and I know they assist with literacy programs in the Ninth Ward.”

“That sounds great,” Danielle said, “but that’s not a gap. What am I supposed to do? Volunteer?”

Professor Falstaff smirked. “You’ve got a degree in Anthropology from Harvard, and you studied under one of the foremost cultural anthropologists alive today. Go observe, shadow, use that anthropologist’s eye to see what they’re doing. Take detailed field notes. Maybe you’ll find what you need.”

Danielle shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe. But I’ve got a job. I’m not being funded by the university. I can’t just drop everything for a semester. Plus, where will I stay?”

“I know we don’t pay teachers shit in this state,” Professor Falstaff said. “But we do have longstanding partnerships with St. Anthony. I’m sure we could get your classes covered for two weeks. You wouldn’t need more than that. As far as where you’ll stay...”

A smirk slid across the old professor’s lips. “I made a friend, a bit of a strange one, while I was in New Orleans searching for my ancestors. This woman, Catherine-Marie Trichet, she’s a descendant of one of those casket girls who came across in the Eighteenth Century. She’s searching for something belonging to her ancestor as well. Maybe you could help each other out in your searches. She’s got a place in the Quarter, so you’d have a nice base of operations, if you will.”

Danielle nodded. Her gaze shifted from Professor Falstaff to the window behind her. Autumn had arrived almost one month earlier, officially at least, but no one would know it from the Louisiana climate. Danielle shook her head. “I don’t know. Good field notes are a lot of work, and in only like two weeks? This won’t be easy.”

"Nothing worth doing ever is." Professor Falstaff said flatly. “Look, Danielle, just consider it. Let me know by Friday evening, so I’ll have time to make phone calls and arrange introductions. Then, while we set things up with St. Anthony’s, you let them know you’ll be out for something pertaining to your doctoral program so they can get a sub.”

“I’ll... think about it. I really will.” Danielle said with a sigh. “Thank you for your time, Professor.” 

And with that, Danielle Sanders exited her dissertation chair’s office.
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Danielle’s weekend began on Friday morning, as it always did, with a trip to her favorite locally owned independent bookstore and café, the Ink and Quill. When the new owners, Harold and Rhianna Stephens bought the building, which had the distinction of being the oldest bar in the state, the city recoiled in horror at the mention of their desire to turn a beloved watering hole into a bookstore. Danielle remembers laughing and mocking the protesters from her graduate school apartment as she followed what the local newspaper, The Daily Arnierian, dubbed “The Scandal of the Decade”. Of course, once the shop and café opened, the traditional Parisian café aesthetics, the amazing food (and quality beer and wine served on weekends), the quality service, and the increased number of permanent jobs that the Stephenses brought to the town persuaded the locals to embrace this new development - at least on the weekends. Of course, Danielle grumbled as she scoured the parking lot like a hungry vulture, this made shopping on the weekends difficult.

Fortunately for bibliophiles, the Stephenses thought ahead and had a soundproof wall built to separate the bookstore from the café, allowing shoppers to browse the rich mahogany shelves in peace.  Danielle waved to the young woman working the register, a former student of hers, and sauntered over to the gifts section to select two leather journals, one black and one royal blue, before she moved to browse the shelves holding fantasy and science fiction.

“It’s always nice to see a woman who carries her Kindle everywhere she goes still reading actual books,” came a friendly voice from Danielle’s left.

Danielle chuckled and rolled her eyes as she turned, “Hi, Ri. You know I prefer books, but I’m just trying to lighten the already heavy load my purse has to bear.  How’s business?”

Rhianna Stephens, a svelte, middle-aged woman with dark olive skin, black hair, and chocolate eyes, returned the smile. “Things are good, Danielle. And I do know the habits of my regulars. So, what can I help you find?”

“I don’t know, Ri,” Danielle replied with a shrug. “Between student essays, journal articles, theories on how to improve literacy rates, I’m starting to hate reading. I just want something... different to read - something I’m not getting.” 

“So, you browse the same section you always browse in the hopes of finding something new?” Rhianna Stephens inquired. “That’s the definition of a word—if only I could remember what word it was.”

Danielle narrowed her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “It’s safe. I know that if I pick something from here, I’ll likely have a good read. It’s just...” Her voice trailed off as she looked around at the shelves forlornly.

“It’s just that you want something new.” She thought for a moment and then flashed a mischievous smile. “Do you trust me?”

Danielle eyed her with suspicious curiosity. “Usually. You give amazing recommendations, but you’re being cagier than a student trying to get extra credit without work.”

“Good enough.  What are you about to teach your students?” 

“Carmilla, but that might be on hold for a bit. I’m working on making a decision about my dissertation.”

Rhianna smiled, grabbing Danielle by the hand. “Then close your eyes and follow me.”

Rhianna Stephens led Danielle through the rows of shelves, the warm and inviting scent of spiced apple wax melts growing stronger as they walked. After three turns, they stopped, and Rhianna turning the younger woman toward a carefully selected shelf and then directed her to open her eyes. 

Danielle slowly opened her eyes. “Really?” She exclaimed with a dejected sigh. “I ask for a recommendation, and you bring me to the romance section?”

“Fitting, isn’t it? You asked for something different that you’re not getting, did you not?” Rhianna replied. When Danielle glowered, she continued, “We all know what you’re not getting right now. But since you avoid making the first move and seem oblivious to flirting attempts from anyone, this is the best I can offer you, dear.”

“But, Ri, look at these titles: A Hard Man to Love, Welcome to Temptation, Sweet Savage Love, Bound in the Brothel of the Fire Giant Barbarians,” Danielle read the titles in a mockingly breathless voice.  “Really? You expect me to read this? They’re nothing but shirtless men with airbrushed twelve-packs full of unrealistic penis sizes. Why didn
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