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Synopsis

 A simple
blackmail case goes south when Chanse finds the murdered body of
his muscleboy client in what appears to be a hate crime. But
neither Chanse nor the police are convinced it was a hate crime,
despite the frenzy being whipped up in the city by a charismatic
but attention-seeking gay rights activist. The trail leads to a
call boy ring, blackmail of wealthy Uptown closet cases, and it's
not long before Chanse's investigation has put not only his life at
risk, but that of everyone he cares about!
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Introduction

My first writing teacher (we’ll call him Dr.
Manning) told me I’d never get published.

His exact words were: “If your dream is to be a
published writer, Greg, I’d suggest you find another dream.”

That was thirty-two years ago at this writing, and
I’ve never forgotten that meeting in his office. I was in my second
year of college, and all I had ever wanted was to be an author.
When other kids my age wanted to be cowboys or astronauts or
baseball players, I always said I wanted to write books. I
had been encouraged all through high school by English teachers to
pursue the dream. It was, as you can imagine, quite devastating to
be told by a writing teacher that it would never happen for me.

Now, of course, having published seventeen novels
and over fifty short stories, I can look back on that horrible
conference on a snowy afternoon in Kansas with a wry smile rather
than anger or bitterness. To say that Dr. Manning’s incredibly
cruel words didn’t affect me would be untrue; their deleterious
influence kept me from seriously pursuing writing for almost
another twenty years. I did take other writing courses at other
universities over the course of my collegiate career—and despite
the fact that other instructors were encouraging and loved
the work I did for their classes, I never could forget Dr.
Manning’s contemptuous words, the condescension in his tone as he
dynamited my dreams, hopes, and ambitions.

I was thirty-five when I decided to prove him wrong.
I wrote his words down on a piece of paper with a black sharpie and
thumb-tacked it to the wall just above my computer. Whenever I got
stuck with whatever I was working on—or didn’t want to write—all I
had to do was look up at that piece of paper and I could hear his
patronizing voice and see the supercilious smile on his face as he
spoke those words to me.

It always worked.

Murder in the Rue Dauphine was not the first
novel I attempted to write; over the years, I’d started and stopped
any number of novels. I actually completed first drafts of three
novels, and set them aside as imperfect to start another. But there
was something about this one that kept me writing, doggedly editing
and rewriting, polishing and refining. I had the remarkable good
fortune to be mentored by one of my literary heroes, Julie Smith.
Julie was a harsh taskmaster, always demanding better work from me.
But I learned. I learned to kill my darlings, that every character
is important and needs to be fully developed, that dialogue has to
ring true, and that I couldn’t just have things happen because
they had to for purposes of the plot.

Murder in the Rue Dauphine was rejected by
every agent I sent it to, but their rejections were kind,
encouraging, and full of praise for my writing ability. One agent
recommended I send it to a prominent, openly gay agent who’d
represented many gay authors in the past. “He’d be a much better
fit for you,” she wrote in her letter, “and I am certain he’d take
you on.” Full of hope, I submitted the manuscript to him.

His rejection letter was Dr. Manning all over
again:

“Mr. Herren:

I find neither your story or your characters
compelling or interesting. As such, there is no way I could
possibly represent this manuscript. Best of luck to you.”

Yes, he actually used “neither or.”

To add insult to injury, my manuscript was so
unworthy I didn’t even merit the use of a fresh piece of
stationary. His note was handwritten on the back of an already used
piece of stationary, which he’d torn in half and paper clipped to
the title page.

But I wasn’t the insecure seventeen year old sitting
in Dr. Manning’s office anymore. This time, my reaction was I’ll
show YOU, asshole.

I submitted the manuscript the next day to Alyson
Books. Six weeks later, they offered me a contract, which I
accepted.

Two years later, I held a copy of my first published
novel in my shaking hands. It sold well, got some really good
reviews, and was even nominated for a Lambda Literary Award—not bad
for someone who would never be published, or for a book whose story
and characters were ‘neither interesting or compelling.’ It
launched my career as a fiction writer, and as I mentioned earlier,
in the ten years since it first saw print in February 2002, I’ve
published sixteen more novels under my own name or pseudonyms. I am
currently writing my seventeenth, and have contracts for six more
beyond it. It introduced my gloomy private eye Chanse MacLeod to
the world—the third book in the series, Murder in the Rue
Chartres, did win the Lambda Literary Award for Best Men’s
Mystery.

When Bold Strokes Books offered to bring it back
into print, the temptation to revise and update it was almost too
much to resist. Murder in the Rue Dauphine was written in
another time, a time before everyone had high speed Internet and
smart phones. But as I proofed the manuscript, the itch to update
began to fade. As I read, I was transported to a world that no
longer existed—New Orleans as it was in the late 1990’s. Memories
began coming back of places that are no longer there—the Semolina’s
on Magazine Street, Kaldi’s coffee shop on Decatur, the La
Madeleine on Jackson Square. There no longer is a Hotlanta weekend
in Atlanta in August. People no longer listen to CD players on
shuffle. And when was the last time you saw someone at the gym on
the stair climber with a Walkman, listening to a cassette tape?

For that matter, the pivotal point of the plot has
to do with a videocassette recording. Who has a VCR anymore?

Not only did Chanse not have a cell phone, he didn’t
have a computer!

Today, the notion of a private detective without
either is unthinkable. But after finding a body, Chanse has to
go knock on a neighbor’s door to borrow the phone!

So, ultimately, I decided to leave the book as it
was originally published. I did fix some minor mistakes that got
past the copy editor the first time around. Other than that, this
is the book exactly as it was originally published—so that the
places and events that no longer exist are forever preserved in
this book. I loved Kaldi’s and Semolina’s, after all—that was why I
put them in the book in the first place.

As Julie Smith told me, “sometimes you just have to
say ‘it’s finished’ otherwise you’ll spend the rest of your life
rewriting it.”

And in case you were wondering, yes, I did send a
signed, first edition copy of it to Dr. Manning back in 2002.

 


-Greg Herren

New Orleans, December 2011


Chapter One

Never come to New Orleans in the summer. It’s hot.
It’s humid. It’s sticky. It’s damp. It’s hot. Air conditioners blow
on high. Ceiling fans rotate. Nothing helps. The air is thick as
syrup. Sweat becomes a given. No antiperspirant works. Aerosols,
sticks, powders, and creams all fail. The thick air just hangs
there, brooding. The sun shows no mercy. The vegetation grows out
of control. Everything’s wet. The buildings perspire. Even a
simple task becomes a chore. Taking the garbage out becomes an
ordeal. The heat makes the garbage rot faster. The city starts to
smell sour. The locals try to mask the smell of sweat with more
perfume. Hair spray sales go up. Women turn their hair into
lacquered helmets that start to sag after an hour or so.

Even the flies get lazy.

My sinuses were giving me fits as I left the airport
and headed into the city. It was only 7 o’clock in the morning but
already hotter than hell. The air was thick. I reached for the box
of tissue under my seat and blew my nose. The pressure in my ears
popped. Blessed relief.

As I drove alongside the runways I could see a
Transco Airlines 737 taxiing into takeoff position. I saluted as I
drove past, thinking it might be the flight that my current lover
was working. Paul looked good in the uniform. It takes a great body
to look sexy in polyester. He does.

He’d be gone for four days on this trip. I was at
loose ends. I’d wrapped up a security job for Crown Enterprises the
previous Wednesday. The big check that I’d banked guaranteed I
wouldn’t have to worry about money for a while. I like when money’s
not a concern.

Paul and I had just gotten back from a long weekend
on South Beach. My skin was tanned a nice deep brown. It’d been
fun—lying on the beach catching the Atlantic breeze, jumping into
the warm water of the Gulf Stream and looking at the endless
parade of tanned, sculpted male bodies wearing thongs that bared
their hard butts. Funny how that gets old after a while. They begin
to look alike after an hour or so. Now I was back, Paul was on a
plane, and I had time on my hands.

I had the car’s air-conditioning on high, and I was
still sweating. There weren’t a lot of cars heading into the city
yet. It was still too early for the I-10 traffic to tangle and
snarl. In another hour the highway would be clogged with commuters
heading in for their day jobs from the burbs and from across the
lake. I couldn’t do it. The whole idea of living in the burbs,
driving in daily, then driving back every night has never made
sense to me. For me, to live in New Orleans means living in New
Orleans. So there’s a crime problem? Get over it.

The thing about New Orleans that outsiders never
grasp is that it’s just a small town. Everyone knows everyone. If
you don’t know someone, you’ve heard more about them than you care
to. My landlady once told me, “This town is about a block long, and
everyone’s on a damn party line.”

I lasted two years as a cop here. I’ve never taken
well to authority or to being ruled by a time clock. When I’d had
it, I got my P.I. license and quit. I set my business up in my
apartment on Coliseum Square in the lower Garden District. I’d
saved up enough money to keep myself going if I didn’t get any jobs
right away, but I got lucky.

My landlady, Barbara Castlemaine, was being
blackmailed. I took care of that problem for her. It was easier
than I’d thought it would be. Then I designed a security system for
Bodytech, my gym. That brought in a nice chunk of change.

Chanse MacLeod, Private Detective, was off and
running.

I got off the highway and turned right at Magazine.
I figured since I was going to be up this early I might as well
get my workout over. I headed down Magazine Street into the Garden
District.

I pulled into the parking lot of the gym, shut off
my engine, and walked over to PJ’s to get a cup of coffee. I love
their coffee. My favorite is the dark French roast with chicory,
but whatever dark roast they had for the day was fine with me. I
opened the door and walked in. It was too early yet for a line, but
by 8 A.M. there would be a 15- to 20-minute wait. We take our
coffee seriously here. I ordered a large, hot cup of dark Vienna.
As I said, I love coffee, and it better be hot. Many natives
abandon hot coffee during the hellish summer months. They switch to
iced coffee. Wimps. Not me. I like my coffee hot and steaming. I
don’t care if I sweat buckets while drinking it.

I walked into the gym. The stereo was blasting the
Pet Shop Boys. I glanced around to see if anyone I knew was working
out. I was relieved that I didn’t recognize the guy doing leg
extensions. I liked working out in the mornings because the gym was
usually empty. I’m not into all the socializing most people go to
the gym for. I go to work out, not for idle chatter. A lot of
straight people worked out there, but the vast majority of the
clientele was gay.

“Morning, Alan,” I said, handing him my membership
card.

“Nice tan,” he said as he checked my card against
the computer. Alan Johnson owned the gym. He always does this, even
though he knows who I am and that my membership is always up to
date. Alan is dirty blond, with green eyes and a pretty nice body
that he works out five times a week. He’d be cute if he didn’t have
such big teeth. When he smiles he looks a little chipmunkish. Maybe
it’s the dimples. “How was South Beach?”

“Nice,” I said. “Everyone on the beach looked like
either a stripper or a porn star.”

“That’s South Beach.” Alan gave me the chipmunk
grin. “Greg and I might head down there next month for a little
rest and relaxation. Paul flying the friendly skies again?”

Paul and I had met at the gym when he first moved
into town five weeks earlier. “Yeah. Four days this trip.”

“It must suck to let that stud go away all the
time.” Alan shook his head.

I headed for the locker room to throw my gym bag in
a locker. The locker room is pretty basic. Eighty metal lockers,
some benches to sit on, and then a tile floor leading back to the
showers, sauna, hot tub, and steam room. There was another guy in
there, tying a shoelace. “Hey,” he said, without looking up. He had
great legs.

“Hey,” I said absently. I took out my headphones,
then shoved my bag into a locker. The music Alan plays is pumping,
but I wear my headphones and listen to tapes. I don’t want to
listen to other people grunting and groaning and dropping weights.
It’s distracting. I walked back out into the gym and got on a stair
climber. I always warm up that way. The tape I had in my Walkman
was playing an old Madonna remix. I started climbing, my eyes
closed, losing myself in the music and the rhythm of my legs. I was
vaguely aware of someone next to me. I lost myself in the music and
the movement.

After ten minutes, I climbed off and walked to a
free area to stretch. I felt good. The coffee was starting to kick
in. I took a look at the guy still climbing. He looked familiar,
but then everyone does in New Orleans. I sat there for a moment.
Where had I seen him before? Think, think. I saw him in my mind,
dancing at Oz with his shirt off. I concentrated. His first name
was Mike. We’d never met, but several people I knew were in lust
with him. Small wonder. I had seen him frequently with a guy named
Ronnie Bishop, a born asshole, in the bars. I’d heard somewhere
that Ronnie was his boyfriend.

He looked up, caught me looking at him, and smiled.
It was a cute smile, which spread across his face and made his blue
eyes light up. Dimples deepened in his cheeks on both sides below
strong cheekbones. Small, even white teeth appeared between his
lips. His dark hair was cut short, almost military style. It
emphasized the squareness of his jaw. He looked like the perfect
soldier in an extremely butch comic book, like Sergeant Rock. He
was wearing a ribbed tank top that stretched tightly across the
swell of his big chest. It also made his arms look huge. He was
wearing a pair of black boxer shorts that clung tightly where the
powerful legs came out. A line of sweat was developing on his tank
top in the deep cleavage between his pectorals. Damn, he’s got a
fine body, I thought. He was built kind of like Paul, only Paul
was taller and not as stocky. Paul was about 5 foot 10, and this
guy could be no more than 5 foot 7 max. His skin was a light
pinkish white, the kind that doesn’t tan but burns easily. There
was a scattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose. He
finished and walked toward me.

Because of my police training, I have a tendency to
catalog people by height and looks.

I took my headphones off.

He said, “You’re Chanse MacLeod, right?”

I stood. At 6 foot 3, I towered over him. “Yeah,
that’s right. And your name is Mike?”

“That’s right, Mike Hansen.” He grinned at me as we
shook hands. His hands were surprisingly big. His grip was strong
and firm. His voice was higher pitched than I like in a man but not
effeminate.

“I hear you’re a pretty good detective.”

“I like to think so.”

He scratched the top of his head, and his smile
faded away. “I, um, I may need to hire a detective.”

“What seems to be the trouble, Mike?”

“I’d rather not talk about it here.” He glanced
around to see who was listening. I looked around as well. Alan was
at the counter reading the latest muscle magazine. The guy who’d
been doing leg extensions when I first arrived was on the other
side of the gym doing calf raises.

“You want to maybe work out together? Then I’ll buy
you breakfast, and we can talk.”

I don’t usually like to work out with anyone. Then
again, he was a potential client. “Okay.”

An hour and a half later, I was drenched in sweat
and exhausted. Mike was not one of those people who go to the gym
to socialize and gossip, either. He moved from exercise to exercise
with few breaks between sets. We worked on chest, triceps, and
back. By the time we were finished, I was afraid my arms would be
too tired to steer my car. Mike was also sweaty and exhausted, but
he grinned at me as we headed for the locker room. “You’ve got a
great body. If you pushed it, you could be huge.”

I looked at him. I’d thought my own routine was
pretty grueling. “Do you want to compete in bodybuilding?”

He looked startled. “Oh, no, I just like lifting
weights. I like feeling sore, you know? It’s pretty crazy, I know,
but I’ve always liked it. I started when I was 13, and I’ve worked
out about five days a week ever since.”

That was a first. Of all the reasons to work out,
I’d never met someone who enjoyed it. I hate working out. I do like
being in shape, though. I wish I was one of the lucky ones who can
just maintain their shape at all times, whether they work out or
not. The lucky ones should be boiled in oil. We showered, and
decided to have breakfast at the Bluebird Cafe on Prytania.

The Bluebird Cafe is one of the best diners in the
city. It was about 10 o’clock when we got there. The
air-conditioning was going full blast, which was a blessed relief.
It was already about 90 degrees and about 90 percent humidity. It
was going to be hotter than hell. After the waitress took our
orders and left, I lit a cigarette. “Now, why do you think you need
a detective?”

“You smoke?” Mike made a face, like he had just
picked up a rock to find worms and slugs underneath it.

“Nasty habit, I know, but it’s all I have left. No
booze, no drugs, no fat, no sex with strangers. Just nicotine.” Not
completely true, but what did he know?

“Well, everyone should have some vices.” He smiled
at me and then stared down at the table. “This is kind of hard for
me to talk about.”

“It always is,” I said in my most reassuring voice,
one that I practiced for use on clients. I stared at his face,
which was starting to redden a bit, and I wondered what he needed a
detective for. Did he want me to spy on his lover to find out if he
was cheating? Fidelity is an obsolete term these days. Guess what?
If you think they’re cheating, they are.

“I’ve lived here about two years.” He took a deep
gulp of his orange juice, and his hand was shaking just a little
bit. “I moved here from Birmingham after I broke up with my
boyfriend. There was no reason for me to stay there, you know? My
family cut me off when I came out, my boyfriend was gone, and it’s
not like Birmingham is the most gay-friendly place. So I came to
New Orleans and stayed.”

Like thousands of others before you, I
thought, as our waitress, Claire, delivered our food. He smiled at
her, and she practically melted into a puddle in her shoes. She
flirted with him for a little while, something about strawberry or
grape jam, and he flirted right back at her. He was good at it.
When she finally left, he looked at me and shrugged:
Women.

I’m not ugly. I’ve had my share of waitresses and
waiters flirt with me. But as far as Claire was concerned, I didn’t
exist. It was a humbling experience. I didn’t like it. It would be
hard to be friends with Mike Hansen.

“Well, after I moved here I started dating Ronnie
Bishop. He’s a mailman.” He said it in the same tone that a priest
might say the word heretic. “You know him?”

“Slightly,” I said carefully. There was no sense in
going into my own brief history with Ronnie. Who knew how he
actually felt about the guy? Ronnie was a tall guy with a lean,
muscled body and blond hair the color of white gold that rarely
occurs in nature. He was good-looking, if you liked that type. I
don’t.

“We were together for two years, give or take.” Mike
kept talking as if I hadn’t answered him. He still hadn’t looked up
from his food. “I don’t want to bad-mouth him, but it wasn’t
fun.”

“Why did you stay with him?”

“He threatened to kill himself every time I tried to
leave.” Mike shuddered. “It was awful. He was smothering and
possessive and jealous. It got to the point that if I left the
house to walk down to the A&P for a gallon of milk, he was sure
I was meeting someone to cheat on him with. He would go into these
jealous rages. After Mardi Gras this year, I asked him to move out.
I couldn’t take it anymore. I was gonna go crazy.

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, he got mad and started yelling, calling me a
whore and stuff like that.” He took another swallow of orange
juice. “He punched me in the face. I hit him back. My neighbor
upstairs, Glen, called the police. I threatened to get a
restraining order and have the police move him out. It was such a
relief when he was finally gone.”

Sad story, I was thinking as Claire came by
and refilled my coffee.

“I have bad luck picking boyfriends, you know?” His
voice got a faraway sound to it. “But I met this guy a couple of
months ago when I was in Pensacola for the weekend.”

Memorial Day weekend in Pensacola drew thousands of
gay men from all over the country. Mike would fit right in with all
the muscled studs packed into Speedos wandering the white sands.
“Memorial Day?”

“No, I didn’t go this year,” Mike said. “Didn’t feel
like it. No, this was a few weeks earlier. I met a nice older guy
at one of the bars there, and we went back to his hotel room.” His
eyes got dreamy. “The sex was incredible, and he was nice too. He
told me he was from Savannah.”

“Okay.” He didn’t need a detective. He needed a
travel agent.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about him when I got back
home,” Mike said. “Crazy, I know, but I called Savannah information
and couldn’t get a listing for him.”

“And you want me to find him for you?”

He laughed. “No, I found him myself. Here! He wasn’t
from Savannah at all. He’d lied about that. He was from here!”

I was confused. “Yeah?”

He lowered his voice. “It’s kind of complicated.
He’s not out like we are. He has a wife and kids.”

“I don’t get it.”

“I’m not finished.” He rolled his eyes at me.
“Anyway, he explained everything to me, about why he couldn’t be
out and everything. He comes from an old family here in the city,
and his dad would have cut him off without a cent if he did. But
his dad is sick, dying. Once he dies, he’ll come out and divorce
his wife, and we can be together.”

It never ceased to amaze me how many married men in
New Orleans are gay.

“So we started meeting in secret, because no one
could know.” Mike frowned. “But then, a week ago last Friday, he
got a videotape in the mail at his office. Of us. Together in bed.
The person who sent it wants money.”

“Blackmail.”

He nodded. “Exactly. He wants to just pay it and
forget about it, but I don’t think that’s smart. I said we should
hire a detective, and here I am.” He leaned back in his chair,
folding his arms.

I took a drink of my coffee and said nothing for a
moment. “There are three ways to deal with a blackmailer, Mike.
First, you can pay him. Second, you could go to the police and hope
they’ll be discreet. The third is to kill the blackmailer.”

His face paled beneath the freckles. “I don’t want
you to kill anyone.”

“Good.” Like I would.

“And we can’t go to the police—he’s too well-known
in town for that. People would talk, and it would get around.”

“The only option left is to pay him.”

“But if we do that, there’s no guarantee that we’ll
ever be able to stop.”

I shrugged. “And what do you want me to do?”

“Find him. Get all the copies of the tape.” Mike
smiled at me. “We’ll pay you the $50,000 he wants. But that has to
buy your silence too.”

“I don’t discuss my cases with anyone.”

“Not even your lover?”

“Not even my lover.”

“Okay,” Mike said. “You interested?”

Fifty thousand dollars was a lot of money. It was
more than I made the last year. “Yeah.”

“Great!” Mike smiled. “I’ll go tell my boyfriend,
and get some money for you as a deposit. You’ll need to see the
tape, I suppose. I’ll have to get the note and tape from him. Do
you want to meet me at my apartment around 2?”

“I’ll type up a contract we can sign.” I nodded.

He gave me his address. “I’ll see you there at 2,
okay?”

“Okay.”

“Just ring the bottom bell at the gate, and I’ll
come let you in.” We shook hands, and he walked out. I sat there
for a minute with my cooling coffee. I was at loose ends; Paul was
out of town for a few days, and a nice little blackmail case could
be fun. I wondered who Mike’s closeted boyfriend was.

Fifty grand. I sat there for a minute, daydreaming
about spending the money.

Claire slipped me the bill, and I had to laugh as I
realized that Mike had stiffed me.


Chapter Two

The temperature must have climbed by at least ten
degrees. The sun’s brightness was blinding. I cursed myself for not
having unpacked my sunglasses. They were still in my suitcase. I
was drenched with sweat by the time the air-conditioning in my car
started blowing cold air.

I had dealt with a blackmailer once before. I
remembered my landlady’s blackmail case. Someone had managed to get
her on video having sex with a pair of hot young bodybuilders.
Barbara hadn’t been aware that they were both only 16. A lot of
people would have crumbled in that situation and paid up. Not
Barbara. She hired me. I caught the blackmailer and managed to get
all of the evidence back.

This situation was not quite the same. I admit, it
was hard for me to have any sympathy for Mike’s lover. Selling
yourself out for fear of being cut off from the cash is not exactly
taking the high road. This guy had a wife and kids who were going
to be hurt one day. I doubted the wife knew everything. Who was it
that said the wife is always the last to know? However, I could put
my own feelings aside. I wasn’t being paid to preach morality to
Mike or his lover. I was to be paid—quite well—to catch a
blackmailer. There were lots of ways to spend $50,000. I’d just
bite my tongue, not offer an opinion, and do my job.

And what kind of person was Mike Hansen? He was
good-looking. He had a great body. Getting laid was not a problem
for people like him. For him, it was a matter of who and when. He
didn’t seem very smart. The Mike Hansens of the world got away with
below-average intelligence. They looked so good, they could get
away with anything. It added to their appeal. How many times had
someone told me that their ideal man was someone gorgeous but
stupid? He didn’t seem overly arrogant.

But after a while, wouldn’t you get tired of looking
at him? You can’t stay in bed all day, no matter how much you want
to. What did he talk about with his lovers after the sex was over?
Weightlifting? Or did his lovers just lay there and bask in the
glow? Sorry, I’d want more than that.

I pulled into the parking lot of my apartment
building and let myself in the back door. My building was a
turn-of-the-century Victorian originally built as a one-family
dwelling. Now it was divided into six apartments. My apartment was
one of the front two apartments on the first floor. I threw my gym
bag on the bed and got a Dr. Pepper from the refrigerator. I had
turned the air on that morning so the apartment was nice and cool.
I hit the play button on my answering machine.

Beep. “Hey, honey. It’s me, Paul. I
just got into
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