
Chapter One 

			Blinding, blue, white. A spit of dark. Jarring, off and on. I stared at the police car parked half-on, half-off the road. The blinding, nauseating lights were better than looking at the woman on the ground.

			Thirty minutes ago, she had been alive.

			The glare did nothing for the roiling in my stomach.

			Thirty minutes ago, I had been crossing Rampart Street, leaving the French Quarter to head back to my house in Tremé.

			Thirty minutes ago—no, thirty-five now, I was mellow, enjoying the steps back to a normal life, returning from one of my favorite bars, showing the card to prove I’d been vaccinated.

			A toned-down celebration. Like the previous plague, not everyone survived, and even those of us who did had our scars—loss of a loved one, of a friend, of the people we got used to seeing on a regular basis, a favorite waiter, store clerk, loss of income, a job, a home.

			But it was supposed to be a night to see and laugh and hug one another, the tipping point to going back to normal, or creating what would be normal now.

			New Orleans is a city with a dream that stopped at a bar along the way. No, not the raucous tourist joints on Bourbon Street, but a bar of storytellers, lazy fans swirling in the ceiling, a door wide open to the street, sultry air mixing with the chill of the bar, like a portal from one world to another. A scratched and beat-up bar, tales of hearts broken and hearts mended told over and over like it was the first time. Air thick with desperation and courage, a place where time seems slowed, even gentle. One low step from the entry to the sidewalk, to trip you if you’re not careful, just like life. I’ve lived in New Orleans most of my years, and I think I’ve been in that bar for a good part of it.

			A short wait for a shower to pass, a cool, rain-washed night, a lingering summer finally turning to fall in this subtropical city. A saunter from the bright lights of the Quarter, greeting strangers on the street because this is New Orleans, and it’s what we do.

			Two blocks from my house. Crossing Rampart, past the final lights of the gas station.

			A roar of engine stopped me on the neutral ground. Someone speeding.

			The car gunned by, only to screech to a halt just beyond me.

			The door flung open and the woman was pushed out, into the middle of the street.

			Into an oncoming vehicle, either a large boxy truck or an SUV.

			It didn’t stop.

			The first car sped away, the door hanging open. It tailed the SUV, at first as if trying to catch it, flying through the just red light at Esplanade, but then both turned like they were traveling together.

			The woman in the street was screaming, an incoherent cry of pain.

			I pulled out my phone as I jumped into the street, frantically waving to halt oncoming cars. The next car stopped, seeing me, seeing the woman.

			I was yelling at the 9-1-1 operator. Telling her to get help as quickly as possible.

			Then telling her about the cars and where they were headed.

			On my knee next to the woman. I didn’t dare do anything; even moving her was dangerous.

			“Help is coming,” I told her. Over and other again. Sirens in the distance. Help is coming.

			She looked at me, reaching her hand to mine. At first touch, the grip was strong, desperate.

			But her fingers loosened, strength slipping away.

			Her lips moved. I leaned closer.

			“Why? Why do this? I wasn’t going to…”

			“I don’t know,” I answered. “Save your strength. Stay with us.”

			Other cars stopped. Some honking, some helping. A crowd around us.

			Her fingers let go, her hand dropping to the pavement. I picked it up again, holding it tightly, as if that could keep her from slipping away.

			“Don’t let them get away…” A bare, harsh whisper.

			A ragged breath, another. Another. Nothing.

			“Stay with us,” I begged her.

			Another blur, the police and EMTs pushed through the crowd. I stood back. She was only a few breaths away from living. If they could start her heart and lungs again, she could hold on to life.

			The seconds slipped into minutes. Then more minutes. The clock moved relentlessly.

			The EMTs backed away.

			The police took over.

			I stared at the blinding lights.

			The cop in charge had ordered me to remain; they wanted to talk.

			I wanted to stumble the last few blocks to my house, crawl in bed, and pretend this was all a dream; walk away from it until I was sober and the sun chased away the night and I could carry the grief of a stranger who crossed my path.

			I took a few careful steps back, but the closest cop glanced my way as if knowing what I wanted to do and watching me to make sure I didn’t.

			Time slipped away, marking only by my realizing I was chilly and tired. The sun might be coming up any minute for all I knew.

			I pulled out my phone to check the time.

			“Don’t take pictures,” the close cop barked at me.

			“Just checking the time,” I answered. One hour. Just one hour.

			The cops had blocked the street, clearing the traffic. The mere onlookers had been sent away.

			The morgue truck and the ME arrived.

			The cops backed away, talking as if the night were still crowded and noisy.

			“Yeah, sad, but that’s what usually happens to guys like that,” the younger one said.

			The older one shook his head and replied, “Almost asking for it, if you ask me. Something wrong with him to dress like that.”

			Her. I was silent.

			“Hey, you should get out more, check out a drag show. They can be pretty good,” the younger cop said.

			“No, thanks, got a wife and kids at home. That’s enough for me.”

			I wanted to tell them she wasn’t a drag queen. She was dressed in clothing that any woman could wear in a mall, not the flamboyant camp of drag. A sedate navy dress, cowl collar, elbow-length sleeves, sensible black kitten heels. A reasonable amount of makeup, nothing over-the-top. Not drag, not even close. Not working the streets, not the kind of look that would make a car stop. She was just a woman.

			But I was alone, not as sober as I needed to be, and they didn’t seem like the kind of people I could explain gender and sexuality to.

			A man in a rumpled suit jacket sauntered over to them. He had a badge on his belt. “Any idea what this might be for?” He showed them a card in an evidence bag.

			The older cop read, “Gender at CC with CJ, Monday at 10 a.m.”

			“Some appointment, maybe?” the younger cop said.

			“Obviously, but where?” the detective said. “No ID on him that we could find. Just this crumpled up in his pocket. Isn’t that something you’d put in your purse?”

			“Maybe he was too butch to carry a purse,” the older cop said.

			They laughed.

			I coughed, trying to clear my throat. The nausea wasn’t going away. I had a guess, a strong guess, but that’s not the same things as knowing, is it? A local community health clinic called CrescentCare did specialty work with the transgender community, running a gender clinic. My ex was their chief medical officer. Her initials were C.J.

			New Orleans can be such a small town.

			I didn’t know that for sure, certainly not sure enough to tell these cops. I wanted a time of clear thinking to decide if it would help find her killers or be a tangled mess for the clinic that did no good for anyone. In any case, I didn’t want to be the one who made the connection for the police unless I had to. There wasn’t much Cordelia would thank me for, but landing the police on her doorstep without warning to interrogate her about a murdered patient would not be one of them.

			“Who’s that?” the detective asked the cops, pointing in my direction.

			“A witness,” the younger one said.

			He strolled over to me. “What are you doing here?”

			The question was suspicious, not friendly. Not a good sign. “I live close by. I was walking home.”

			“Home from where?”

			“A bar about eight blocks away.”

			“Which one? Or can you even remember?”

			No nice cop here. He had ideas about me, and he didn’t like those ideas.

			I’m a woman in my late forties, hair on the short side now, since I was finally able to get it cut. Black and curly—well, a lot of gray in the black now. Olive skin from my Greek mother and Cajun father. I’m white, but I don’t look as white as some people think I should look. A little taller than he was. Black leather jacket. Well-worn jeans, not fashionably aged. A purple T-shirt that read “Still, She Persisted.”

			“Q Carré,” I said. His eyes narrowed even more. Q was well known as a hangout for the rainbow spectrum. I’d just outed myself, not that I was very far in. It’s on the Rampart edge of the French Quarter, also known as the Vieux Carré, hence the name.

			“You know him?” he asked, shrugging his shoulder in the direction of the women.

			“No, I don’t know her.” I stared coolly at him.

			He asked for my ID.

			I gave him my driver’s license. He didn’t need to see my PI license.

			“Michele Knight,” he read, then my address, asking if I still lived there.

			I just said yes, not pointing out that if I didn’t live there, why was I walking there.

			Only answer what’s asked, and even then, keep it to a minimum.

			I gave him the best description I could of the car and SUV, how both turned off at the same street.

			“Yeah, well, maybe it was coincidence,” he said.

			“Both going the wrong way down a one-way street?” I countered.

			He looked at me. “So?”

			Damn, I was trying not to talk and had backed myself into talking. “It didn’t seem like the SUV tried to stop. One car pushes her out, the second runs over her.”

			He kept staring at me. Then he sighed and said, “Yeah, right, you’ve been watching too much TV. He was working the streets. His customer got a nasty surprise under the dress and pushed him out. Bad luck he got hit be a car. It happens to those types all the time.”

			Don’t get angry. It won’t help. “She wasn’t a prostitute.”

			“Yeah? Thought you didn’t know him?”

			“I don’t. But she was wearing a dress with pockets, high neck, low heels, only basic makeup. Not the kind of look that gets a car to stop.”

			“Maybe she works by appointment, for the kind that like that look.”

			“Maybe you should keep an open mind and get actual facts before you make assumptions.”

			“You want to come down to the station and tell me how to do my job?”

			I did manage to not say, “Why, would it do any good?” Instead shaking my head. Kept my mouth shut.

			He stared at me, as if he wanted a fight.

			“Is there anything else you’d like to ask me?” I said, in as bland a voice as I could.

			He glared a moment longer. “No,” he spat out, then spun away.

			I backed up slowly, trying to leave without anyone noticing. He hadn’t given me permission exactly. I was afraid if I left too abruptly, it would be an excuse for him to call me back. I edged away from them. It was the wrong direction, but getting away from them, the blinding lights, was all that mattered.

			Finally, slow step by slow step, it was dark enough and I was far enough away to turn and walk as fast as my nausea would allow, cutting up side streets to detour around the police.

			Tomorrow, I chanted to myself. Tomorrow will be daylight. You’ll be sober and you can think through what you can do. If anything.

			I managed to get the door to my house closed and locked before running to the bathroom and throwing up, slumping on the cold bathroom floor after the final empty heave.

			I woke up, cramped, still on the floor, the night still dark. Managed to rinse out my mouth and stumble to bed, into the oblivion of sleep and dark.

			




Chapter Ten

			Another day, another dollar. Although most of what I wanted to do today was head back to Rob’s bar, I needed to go to my office to meet with the new detective assigned to Stella’s case.

			Shower, coffee, all the things that made me human. I was at my office a little before nine.

			We’d agreed to meet at ten. I know better than early mornings. I have to have enough coffee in me to be awake enough to be polite.

			He was right on time, carrying a large latte from the downstairs shop. At least I’d get something from this interview.

			He was the opposite of the other detective. A well-fitting three-piece suit, light gray with a soft pattern, a navy dress shirt, perfectly tied tie that was bold with red and purples weaved in yet also matched his suit and shirt. Well-dressed and professional looking, with just enough flair to set him apart.

			He introduced himself and put the coffee on my desk, He didn’t immediately sit, instead walking about the office as if he needed to see everything.

			I wondered when I’d last done a major cleaning. His looking made me notice the dusty shelf on the bottom on the bookcase, the water ring near my coffeepot, all the imperfections that had become so much a part of the everyday I didn’t notice anymore.

			“Thank you for meeting with me,” he said as he sat down. “I’ll try to be concise so I don’t waste your time.”

			Or his time.

			“What did you see?” he asked.

			I went through it again with as much precise detail as I could, this time sharing with him my thoughts on how the two cars seemed to be traveling together. Stella would have been bruised but okay from being pushed out.

			It was the second car that killed her.

			He listened quietly, his face giving away nothing. He could still be interested in what I thought or already blown me off as a crank.

			“That’s very interesting,” was his only comment when I had finished.

			I continued, telling him about meeting her grandmother, asking around about her at the bars and that everything I found said the initial assessment of her being a sex worker was wrong. She was finishing her BSW, working and living with her grandmother.

			“She has a record, you know,” he interjected when I paused.

			“I know, but it’s old, back when she was a teenager. Sure, people can hide things, or get away with them, but so far, I’ve found no hint that she was still doing any of that. If she were a white girl from a nice family, would she be treated with the same suspicion?”

			“By me, yes, she would. You do understand I have to keep an open mind and ask hard questions.”

			“I’m on board with that, as long as you ask the hard questions to the other cops as well as people like me.”

			“Fair enough,” he answered. “Ms. Clayton mentioned you might have your own ideas. Which is fine. But ideas aren’t evidence.”

			Ms. Clayton? Ah, Danny. “No, but I’m not just pulling ideas out of store-bought red beans and rice. I have things you don’t have—witnessing her killing, seeing how she was dressed and what she said in that brief time. Meeting her grandmother, asking around in the community. There is no evidence proving she was a sex worker or did drugs, but there is definitely indicating she wasn’t. That would change the motive for her killing.”

			“You’re convinced it wasn’t just a horrible hit-and-run?”

			“No, not convinced, but if I had to pick, I’d choose premeditated murder over it being a surprised and disappointed john.”

			He nodded. “You do know this is a police investigation and you are not on the police force.” His tone was neutral. I took it more as him defining boundaries then attempting to put me in my place.

			“No argument there. Part of me really wishes I had walked home ten minutes later.”

			“You could have walked away right after,” he said. “Given your statement and turned away.”

			“And left Stella to die in the street as a disposable person? Cops call her a man and blow it off as a sex worker? Let her grandmother and the people who loved her swallow another bitter pill? Think those cops would have treated a lesbian like me any better?” I was angry, but also saw what he was doing—deliberately throwing questions to make me angry and get me talking. The more he could see into me, the more he knew.

			He leaned forward, put his coffee down, and said, “Look, girlfriend, they wouldn’t be much nicer to me, either.” The mask slipped, or maybe he chose to let it down.

			“Except you wear a badge.”

			“True that, but it helps and it hurts. Lot of them straight, white boys really pissed with a Black, queer cop like me.”

			“Especially when they get pulled off a case?”

			“Especially. Look, I’m going to be real with you, but I’m the law and you’re not. Okay? I have to ask hard questions, not pursue an agenda.”

			“The only agenda I want is for Stella Houston to get the same kind of justice a blond white woman would get.”

			“That’s my goal.” He sat back up and took a sip of his coffee. “Hey, you heard anything in the bars about the drug and rob stuff?”

			“Are you working on that, too?”

			“It’s on my desk.”

			“Yeah, I have. When I went to the bars, I was the first person to give them info other than rumors. Second, there are a lot of rumors, and now people are getting scared, pointing out everyone who is strange or acts in ways they don’t like.”

			“Anything concrete? That evidence thing?”

			“Evidence? No, nothing that I’d call even a decent hunch. Look, I’m not the cops, but I do a lot of security work in the local gay bars.”

			“And your point is?” He sat back and took a sip of his coffee.

			He knew what my point was but wanted me to put it on the table. “I’ve lived in this city most of my life, been out as a lesbian before I was twenty. I’ve worked with several of the gay bars for years now. Who are people more likely to talk to? A new cop in town, or me? I know you have to ask your questions, but no question is any good if it’s not answered.”

			“You want to be part of this investigation? Not going to happen.”

			“I don’t want to be an official part and you don’t want me to be. But we can be a mutual aid society, so to speak. I have other work I’m doing, and if I hear things, I can let you know.”

			“What other things?”

			“Private detective work. Hired by a grandmother to look for her missing gay grandson. Working with a bar about possible employee theft—too low level for y’all to do much with, but the owner wants it looked into.”

			“Which bar?”

			“Nope, not going there.”

			He nodded as if expecting that. “Anything related to either Stella’s death or the robberies, you let me know?”

			It wasn’t really a question, instead a polite imperative. “I’m not expecting you to keep me updated, but if there is something important, can you let me know?” Mine was a question.

			“Like what?”

			“You have a suspect, so I can head off witch hunts of innocent people. Or that they change their MO, so I can warn people. Or they escalate.”

			“You think that’s likely?”

			“Strange drugs in strange people—the robbers are likely more worried to make sure their mark is out than if he wakes up.”

			“They do it enough, they get unlucky.”

			“Their victims, for sure.”

			“No promises,” he said. “You and I are mostly on the same side. But I’m new in town and this case might make or break me. If I screw up, I need to at least screw up by the book.” He stood up to go.

			I nodded in the direction of my trash can and he threw his cup in. As I let him out the door, I handed him my card.

			He slipped it in his vest pocket. “Two flights of stairs, huh? Ever consider moving to a ground floor?”

			“Nope, it helps keep me in shape and discourages the nut cases.” Plus, the stairs are old and creaky. No one gets up here unnoticed.

			He nodded and left.

			I gave him about fifteen minutes—in case he stopped to get another cup of coffee—before heading out. Unless I was really lucky with parking, I would get to Rob’s bar at around eleven a.m., our agreed-on meeting time.

			I was not lucky on parking, one perfect space being snatched from me by a fool who U-turned against traffic to get to it. Two more victims of stupid parking, people leaving three-quarters of a space in front of them and half a car behind. “If you can’t park that big a thing, maybe you shouldn’t drive it,” I muttered at the second. I ended up about five blocks away.

			The humidity was back, so I was glowing by the time I got to the bar.

			Rob wasn’t there yet, but Mary was. She waved a greeting at me. “You’re here early.”

			“Alas, this is work.”

			“Bummer. But I feel your pain,” she said as she wiped down the bar. So far, we were the only people here.

			“Rob said you were here when the guy came in to report his phone missing?”

			“Yeah. Third drink and things get lost easily. Not the first phone gone AWOL, so assumed it was the usual. Put it down or dropped it and forgot.”

			“What did he look like? Any of these him?” I pulled up the photos I’d clipped on my phone and handed it to her.

			“Average,” she said as she reviewed the faces. “Not too tall, but not short either, brown hair, just starting to thin, but could have been anywhere from late twenties to early forties—face a little pudgy so it both looked older and younger, if you know what I mean. I think it’s this one.” She pointed a finger at one of the photos and handed it back to me.

			I looked at it. Her description was pretty good. The average man’s average man. The picture wasn’t great; security cameras aren’t meant for taking portraits. Enough extra weight to make him look out of shape, but it also filled in wrinkles. “Did he give a name or his hotel? In case you stumbled over the phone?”

			“Maybe,” she said, pulling a small notebook from her back pocket. She flipped through it. “I have a note that says, ‘Sammy, Hotel Monteleone,’ but that’s all. We do a pretty good job of cleaning the bar, plus I looked when he asked about it. I assumed it wasn’t here and that would be the end of that.”

			I noted down his name and hotel. I couldn’t do anything with it, but Detective Thompson might be able to. He could call the hotel and ask for their guest list. Well, I could, too, but they wouldn’t give it to me.

			“What did he tell you?” I asked.

			She repeated what Rob had passed on. He was having a good time, drinking more than usual, and woke up on a park bench. Assumed it was the too-much-alcohol and stumbled home to his hotel. He had his wallet so didn’t think he’d been robbed. Only later, awake and sober, did he realize he didn’t have his phone.

			But it wasn’t here at the bar, so Mary thought that was the end of it.

			“Okay, thanks,” I said when she finished. “Any other things seem out of place or weird?”

			She laughed. “This is a rainbow spectrum bar on the outside of the French Quarter. We make New Orleans weird look normal.”

			“True dat, but more like someone hunting, casing out the people around them.”

			“People always look for things here, someone to go home with, maybe even true love. Also for drugs, but we try to keep that out. How do you tell the difference?”

			“Any that creep you out?”

			“Sure, the older men cruising the really young ones, the cute boys taking advantage of it to get as many free drinks as possible. The ones looking for the impossible, love when they’re unlovable, friends when they’re not friendly. You see what I mean? People hunt all the time. It’s not always easy to know what they’re hunting for. Sometimes even they don’t know.”

			What was I hunting for when I hung out in the bars? The motion and blur to pass the time? A place to end one day before sleep and the start of the next one? A chance to meet a stranger, chat for an hour. Or two. Sometimes they had a lot to say about Oshkosh—far more than I was interested in. The wheel of chance? Meet someone new, see something new, open doors of possibility? Most of them fantasy. I’d found only pleasant conversations, a few interesting passersby (not Oshkosh—sorry, I like cheese, just don’t need to know that much about how it’s made) some good times hanging with friends. Some not so good times, some wasted times with people I realized I didn’t want to be with. And home alone after all of it.

			What was the difference between those who hunted for fantasy and those who hunted for prey? I couldn’t answer Mary’s question.

			“Anything about this person that’s familiar?” I asked instead, showing her the screen shot of the person who’d entered with the stolen key.

			She again carefully examined the picture, finally saying, “Hard to tell with the mask and the hat.”

			Rob joined us. “This the key thief?”

			I nodded. He explained to Mary.

			She looked again at the picture but still shook her head.

			I thanked her and followed Rob upstairs to the office.

			The beauty of the age of technology is that when things work, it’s a major time-saver. I was able to download the security videos onto my computer as well as the employee files. I’m old enough to remember having to stand at a copy machine and feed everything through.

			And taking breaks to add more paper and change the toner.

			“Heard about the latest?” Rob said as I was waiting for files to save.

			“Which latest? Life seems like a roller coaster of chaos now.”

			“They hit one of the straight bars on Bourbon Street.”

			“The phone robbers?”

			“Yep, story is some young buck was in town, looking for fun, two women offered to take him back to their place, and he woke up in a strange and cheap hotel room.”

			“That’s odd,” I commented. “The same or copycat? It’s a different MO, with women involved. If it’s the same group, it means it’s a larger operation.”

			“One guy hitting the gay bars and the two women hitting the straight bars?”

			“Maybe, but those are two different social ecosystems. Would have to be familiar with them both.”

			“But a bar is a bar,” Rob pointed out. “Yes, everyone is special and unique and all that, but it’s basically a place anyone can walk in and buy drinks and see who else is there.”

			“True, but crooks read the papers, too. They might want to be on the cutting edge. I’m guessing the victim woke up.”

			“Yes, and rumor says he was first outraged at the cheap hotel and then even more outraged that both his phone and wallet were stolen.”

			“Interesting. The man Mary talked to said at first, he didn’t think he’d been robbed because he still had his wallet.”

			“Still, doesn’t mean much. Thieves might have decided that to get as much as they could. Or he had more in his wallet than on his phone.”

			“Maybe important, maybe not. Just interesting,” I said. “Anything from the queer bars?”

			“Not that I’ve heard.”

			My file finished saving. I clicked on the next one.

			“Want a burger while you’re waiting?” Rob asked.

			To be healthy I opted for the chicken sandwich. Fried, yes, but chicken is better, right?

			My lunch arrived just as I was downloading the final file. The lunchtime crowd was coming in, so Rob only dropped off the plate—and a beer—and left.

			I contemplated what to do next as I munched and sipped. The obvious task—going home or to my office and staring at computer screens until my eyes bled—wasn’t beckoning me with open arms.

			I was waiting on the computer grannies to report on Peter D. to know what to do next there. I was sure Mrs. D. would be demanding a progress report any day now. Stella Houston wasn’t my case, nor were the robberies. That left working on the not-my-cases or staring at the computer screen.

			Maybe I should hang out here and have another beer.

			And maybe I shouldn’t. A long sigh and I decided to go back to my office. I had to admit that part of the decision was so people were around in case Mr. Big Shot PI decided he wanted to continue our discussion. Sure, people were around on my block at home, but at the office I had people in the building. Plus, the creaky stairs.

			I waved good-bye to Rob and Mary and hiked to my car.

			I was sweating by the time I got there. Fall in New Orleans can require air-conditioning. The day had warmed up and the computer was heavy. I’d had to choose between it being light or it doing a lot of things. I’m not on and off airplanes for work, so I’d chosen the latter.

			It’s your exercise for the day, I told myself as I got in and turned the AC to high.

			Once in my office, I made coffee to counter sleepiness from the beer and fried chicken. While waiting for it to brew, I copied the files from my laptop to my desktop. So much of what I do these days is online, so it was a top-of-the-line one (and a tax deduction.) Plus, much bigger screen to see the details.

			After fifteen minutes, I realized I could only watch for so long before my brain started drifting. It was oh so boring. People drinking. More people drinking. People talking. More people talking. No obvious drink spiking or even a quick slip of hands for a drug deal, no bar brawls. Just the same old, same old.

			I took a break with a saunter around my office, then stared out the window for distance to readjust my eyes. A black SUV on the side street? But it was just a glimpse and it was gone.

			Get organized, I told myself. Make a log of each day. I knew some of the regulars, but only those around when I was there. As a working girl, I wasn’t part of the late-night crowd. Or morning/early afternoon crowd. I was probably looking for someone who visited a few times to check things out, found their victim, then didn’t show for a while. I started a few weeks before the night the robbery likely happened.

			The problem with a town like New Orleans and a bar in the French Quarter is there are a lot of people coming and going. Conventions, tourists. The churn of people provided lots of possible targets and made it hard to notice anyone different—too many were different.

			Someone had a key to the bar, had broken in and cut the lines to the video cameras for one night. Why? I was guessing they were related, so the robberies might hold the key—pun intended—to who stole the key.

			But the day was getting dark and I’d found nothing. I could come back to this tomorrow. I packed up my laptop—if I was really ambitious, I might do a few more days this evening at home.

			I checked in with the computer grannies on my way out. Lena, the ringleader, aka COO on official company letterhead, handed me a file. “This is what we found. Not great. He seems to have disappeared about two years ago. Bank accounts closed, like it was intentional.”

			“Moved away?”

			“Hard to know. We can dig more, but it’s not going to be one of the easy ones.”

			“Okay, thanks. Go a little deeper and see if you can find anything.”

			I headed down the stairs. The coffee shop was busy—they did a good business with people picking up food to go, having expanded to offering pizzas. It all smelled good, but I had food at home.

			Like two-days-expired yogurt. Milk that was turning to sour cream. A banana more brown than yellow.

			I put my stuff down, threw on workout clothes, and headed over to Torbin’s. Ostensibly to work out, but more to catch them at home to ask them about Stella. Also, to see if they were cooking something I might wrangle an invitation to.

			Mercifully, ten minutes into my workout, Torbin popped his head into the shed.

			“Thought I heard you out here.”

			Not so mercifully, he was here to work out, too. Since I was on the elliptical, he started with the weights.

			I gave it another ten minutes, then got off. Like I was courteously vacating it for him.

			He gave a grunt as he finished his reps, then said, “Did cardio this morning, so only doing weights.”

			To show I wasn’t a slacker, I picked up some weights as well. We could chat over bicep curls.

			“Heard anything more about the robberies?” I asked.

			“Other than it’s a right-wing militia from the North Shore?”

			“Other than that.” I grunted. It had been a while since I’d done a good bicep workout.

			“No. I did disable fingerprint and facial recognition from my phone.”

			“You’re not a likely target,” I pointed out.

			“Maybe,” he said.

			“Unless you lead a double life. You go out with Andy or me or other friends. They’re not targeting someone with friends. Likely a single person, especially a tourist by themselves.”

			“True, but better safe than sorry,” he said. He put down the dumbbell and strapped on ankle weights. “Are you looking into it?”

			I switched to one-arm rows. “No, not officially, at any rate. Some weird stuff at one of the bars I work with, and I’m looking into that. Might be related.”

			“Stay safe. These sound like nasty dudes.”

			“Why do you say that?” I agreed, but was curious.

			“They’re drugging strangers, then dumping them. Lot of possible harm along the way.”

			“They might not wake up.”

			“Or get attacked while they’re out.”

			I switched to my other arm. I was going to be sore tomorrow. “Do you know someone named Stella Houston?”

			“Stella? Why?”

			“You know her?”

			“Yes, I did drag for a couple of her fundraisers for her transgender support projects. A real go-getter.” I kept my face neutral, but Torbin knew me too well. “What’s happened?”

			“The hit-and-run I witnessed? It was her.”

			“Oh, shit.” He stopped working out. “I didn’t know her well, but she struck me as both hardworking and fun. Like she had found the path she wanted to be on and was smart enough to have fun on the way.”

			“Did you meet any of her friends? People she knew?”

			“You’re looking into this one, right?”

			“Not officially. It’s a police investigation.”

			“I saw that horrible quote from the detective. Claiming it was a sex crime, upset customer. Nothing to worry about for respectable citizens.” Torbin took off his ankle weights and threw them in the weight pile. Then he got up and stacked them in their rack.

			“He’s off the case.”

			“Good.”

			“New cop is gay and Black. Came here from Atlanta.”

			“So he won’t know the community. I hate that these motherfuckers might get away with this.”

			“They might,” I admitted. “But they might not. It wasn’t a sex crime. I think it was someone she knew. That’s why I’d like to talk to her friends. I know a lot of them might not go to the police, but if I can find things that police should know—”

			“You act as a go-between,” Torbin cut in. “Most trans people, especially POC, don’t view the police as their protectors. The opposite, in fact.”

			“Yes. Sadly, for good reason. Stella gets killed and the first thing the cops do is throw asshole assumptions and blame her and misgender her.”

			“I might have phone numbers from the drag show I did for them. A friend of hers, I think. Desiree. I’ll have to dig, and see if I kept it.”

			“Trans woman or a woman?”

			“Does it matter?”

			“No,” I realized. “It doesn’t.”

			“I’m a man. I’m queer as a purple dyed three-dollar bill but never thought I was anything other than male. How do we know that?” Torbin said, wiping the sweat off his face.

			“It just seems like we always do. When I was young, I sometimes wanted to be a boy, but not the gender, just the privilege. Be able to wear pants, or play outside instead of playing house.”

			“I remember Stella saying she never felt like a boy, like something vital wasn’t the way it should be.”

			“Why do people care so much? Why is gender such a lockbox?” I asked.

			“It’s one of the verities we’re raised with. Pink for girls, blue for boys, everything divided into gender categories—toys, shoes, clothes. Gifts for her. Gifts for him.”

			“And a rift in the world opens up if those certainties are questioned,” I added.

			“Sad that we have to fit people into categories that don’t really matter,” Torbin said. “Unless you’re a doctor or a sex partner, why do you need to know about someone’s genitals?”

			“Because we need to put people into a hierarchy,” I speculated. “It’s how we’re taught to see the world, to judge people and know where they fit.”

			“Just judge them on who they are.”

			“Too much work. You’re a woman—you’re weak, emotional, can be treated ways you don’t treat men. It’s control. You think you know something by knowing someone’s gender.”

			Torbin nodded, then said, “I think I’m done exercising for the day. We’re not going to solve this. Or we can try the Nick and Nora method and have a cocktail.”

			I readily agreed. I probably need a leg workout as well, but it could wait until tomorrow. I might need to come back here again around dinnertime.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Andy made a big batch of lasagna, enough for unexpected guests, and even gave me a generous serving to take home.

			With cocktails, eating, and talking, it was almost ten p.m. by the time I got home. I wasn’t quite ready for bed, so I tackled another hour of watching the security tapes.

			Boring, boring, boring.

			Until the last five minutes of the time I’d allotted as my limit. Out on the street. Two cars, one a sleek white sedan and the other a boxy SUV. They drove slowly by the bar. The car in front, the SUV following. The shapes, the colors. Familiar. From the night Stella was killed.

			But this wasn’t the right night, about a week before.

			There are lots of cars in this city; have to be hundreds that look like the blurs I saw.

			I rewound the tape and slowed it down. They were going slowly, prowling. Rampart is a four-lane street, and cars usually go at a good clip.

			Unless they’re looking for parking. Or lost tourists, I reminded myself.

			I watched the tape again in slow motion. There was an open space just beyond the bar, but neither car slowed. Okay, cross off parking. The picture wasn’t great, but the license looked like the right style and color for Louisiana plates.

			They were close together, both going the same slow speed.

			Damn. I sat back after the fourth view. I didn’t have the equipment to enhance the photos. The grainy images hinted, but I couldn’t confirm. Shiny and new, expensive. Maybe a Mercedes or other high end for the sedan. The SUV was boxy and large. Maybe a Range Rover? A Lincoln Navigator? Two expensive cars. Possibly the same ones I’d seen with Stella.

			Was I seeing what I wanted to see? If they were together like this before her death, it meant I might be right that the two were working together.

			Making it murder.

			“Damn it,” I cursed out loud. Tendrils and mist. Two cars that might be similar to the ones I’d seen that night, in that blurred moment. Or they might be just two random cars on a busy street. I could clip this footage and give it to Detective Thompson. He might blow it off.

			Or might believe me but be where I am now—a hint and a hunch, but nothing useful.

			“Well, fuck,” I said to the expectant computer screen. At best a tattered thread to follow that might lead nowhere. Nor had I accomplished anything on my two paying cases. Two cars in the street didn’t help to identify the Q Carré key thief or find a missing grandson. I had planned to skim what the computer grannies had given me, but it was late.

			I’d do it and the employee files in the morning. Tomorrow, after all, is another day.

			A rainy, messy day. We can do gentle sprinkles here but have a climate that is very good at drenching downpours. I’d get soaked getting from my door to my car.

			Cold and wet? Was that how I wanted to start my day? I could review files and the camera footage here.

			I had a better, faster computer at my office. Everyone else had to go to work, I might as well, too. The deciding factor? I had toaster pastries in my office. That was as close as I was going to get to a warm and comforting breakfast. Only cereal and the mushy banana awaited me here.

			I was right about the cold and wet.

			I was also right about the toaster pastries. Strawberry with white frosting and sprinkles. It was hurricane food—you buy crazy things because they can be eaten out of the box, no refrigeration or cooking required. I popped two into the office microwave to warm while I toweled dry my hair. I put coffee on as well, although I’d brought a go-mug with me. I needed caffeine to drive in this city.

			Warm gooey goodness and coffee and I was ready to sit at my desk.

			First, I tackled the file on Peter D’Marchant. If I was really lucky, I could get a progress report to Mrs. D. before she demanded one.

			The computer grannies were correct. The usual trail until about two years ago: bank accounts, work, addresses. Then nothing. Bank accounts closed. Job ended. He had been doing what I considered work that paid well and ate the soul, some sort of marine science for one of the big energy companies. I hoped he’d put away a bunch of money and was now traveling Europe. Good for him, but it made him hard to find.

			I called the company, but it was big enough I’d get nothing more than dates of employment. Didn’t get even that. I was only able to leave a message for HR. They would call me back. Not holding my breath for that one.

			I addressed a bunch of “return address requested” for the old addresses. If I was lucky, I might get something back with a newer address. Maybe even the right one.

			I then called the man who said he knew someone who might have been his roommate. Again, had to leave a message.

			Next step was a progress report for Mrs. D’Marchant. Or lack of progress report. I had to both make it look long and detailed and avoid details that she could nitpick or think she could have done herself to save my exorbitant fee. Like sending the return request mail. Yeah, easy, once you have the old address, but those had probably taken the computer grannies an hour or two of searching to find, and they are good at this. I emailed her a copy, even though she had let me know she did not regularly check her email, using it only to receive pictures of her grandchildren. I also put a copy in the mail.

			Those tasks had taken me to lunchtime. Or what my stomach considered lunchtime. But all I had here was a second round of toaster pastry. I did a quick check of the weather. There was a slight break in the clouds. I decided to run to the post office, drop off the mail, and do a much-needed grocery run. Middle of a rainy day was probably a good time to go. The only way to eat and avoid the rain was to get something at the coffee shop downstairs, and a little rain wasn’t going to make me break my vow. Admittedly it was tacking on the mail and the groceries that made it worthwhile going out. And the break in the clouds. It looked like it would rain the rest of the afternoon, and wet people and crowded grocery stores are a mixture for murder.

			No one was killed. Mail sent, groceries procured, mushy banana in the garbage. Lunch was a store-bought half a muffuletta; I’d worked out yesterday, after all.

			Now the Q Carré employee files stared at me.

			It’s helping to pay the bills, I reminded myself, after several squint-eyed reads of bad handwriting on applications. Rob had done a good job of collecting and organizing everything. All employees had to fill out an application, have references, and have a criminal background check. The form for the last stated that a criminal record wasn’t an automatic disqualification but would be taken into consideration. You don’t hire someone convicted of fraud to handle your books, for example. One of his longtime bartenders had a record for car theft. Can’t steal a car when you’re behind a bar.

			The employees tended to fall into three groups: the ones who stayed, like Mary and Peg; the ones who worked while going to college or trade school before moving on; and the ones who lasted a few months or weeks. Or just a day or two in some cases—the ones who discovered the experiential way that this was not the career for them.

			I doubted it was any of the long-term employees but couldn’t rule them out completely. I had to make some choices. They had easy access to the bar and keys; why sneak in when they could open or close and be the only ones there? Maybe to put suspicion on someone else, but that seemed far-fetched. If the robberies hadn’t happened, it was likely that the cut wires would have been blown off to a hungry mouse, fixed and forgotten.

			But the long-term employees were the smallest pile, eight of them. The other piles added up to sixty-two, going back two years.

			I put those over a year old to the side. Why hold on to a key for over a year? Something that small that I didn’t use in over a year wasn’t likely to be found again.

			I also put aside those who were working while going to school. They had plans and were moving on to other things, less likely to break the law. That took away thirty-two.

			That left the people who’d come and left.

			Again, on guesses and hunches, I put aside those who had lasted only a few days. Less likely to have had a chance to take a key, make a copy, and return it.

			I had winnowed the pile down to twenty-three. Still a hefty pile.

			Now what? Look at the employee photos and see if anyone looked guilty? I decided to put aside those who had been gone at least three months before the break-in. This was organized, but not likely to be organized enough to be planned out that far in advance. My guess was probably a window of a week or two. Maybe a month. That’s a long time in crook world. People don’t steal because they’re good at long-term goals.

			That got me to a pile of fourteen.

			On a sexist whim, I took out the women. Less likely to be engaged in criminal activity, especially the kind that involved breaking and entering. That cut the pile in half. Seven.

			I reread their files. No smoking gun in the pages, but I hadn’t expected any. One of them was in his forties. Life hadn’t been kind to him. He had a record for dealing. His previous employment history was sketchy, at most a year at the previous jobs listed. The kind of person to lead a robbery ring?

			No, he’d been busted for dealing about three months ago, unable to make bail, waiting in jail for his trial. Life wasn’t going to be any kinder to him.

			The other six were all in their early to mid-twenties. Young, flailing around, trying to get through the days, meet those adult bills on their own. An easy time to fall in with their peers, still new to consequences and how far they could reverberate.

			I had been lucky more than good at that age. High school had scarred me. I knew I was queer and I knew most of the kids in my class would hate me if they knew. I made few friends. I snuck into the bars to not feel so achingly alone. But even there, pretending to be older, to know what I wanted instead of being pulled along with what was offered. Going home with older women, ones I couldn’t be honest with and let them know they were sleeping with a seventeen-year-old. Always hiding part of me.

			An older lesbian couple took me in, paying for me to go to college, which my blood family wouldn’t do. After those four years in New York—freeing and challenging—I came back here. I knew I didn’t want to work in an office, although I did for about a year. But so many other paths were daunting. What if I’d come to a bar like Q Carré, found people who were fun and took me in? Would I have slipped and fallen if they’d asked me to? What do we do to find acceptance? Or more, what do we do to keep it once we’re found it?

			Had that happened to one of these men? Boys in so many ways, but men in age.

			I made a list of the names. I considered handing them to the computer grannies, but I wasn’t sure what to tell them to search for. I’d also told Rob I’d try to do this as inexpensively as possible, and that was an added cost. I’d do the quick and dirty search and see if I found anything. And go from there.

			Reading and sorting the files had eaten the afternoon. I stayed until after six to make up for the errands in the middle of the day.

			A lot of what people pay me for is to do very boring things—carefully read and reread files, find the few things that are useful and discard the rest of a huge pile.

			It was time to head home. I could do some more work this evening, but my eyes and shoulders needed to do something else besides stare at a computer screen.

			Plus, I had actual food at home. Even if I had to do it myself, a home-cooked meal sounded nice.

			Shrimp and grits. It’s a luxury to live in a place where shrimp is inexpensive enough to be a weeknight throw-together meal.

			“I should do this more often,” I announced to the empty house. Should, but wouldn’t. For just me, it was easier to throw together a salad or a sandwich or do takeout. The effort of cooking a whole meal seemed too much for just one. When Cordelia and I had been together, we cooked most nights. Someone to share the food with—and the chores. We would talk while I cooked (mostly, although she did on weekends when she had more time), and she cleaned up afterward and we continued talking. It was our way of winding down the day.

			But now I had no one to talk to, and the lengthy moments in the kitchen seemed too empty. Better to grab a quick meal, turn on the TV or keep on working. The time passed more gently.

			I wondered how Estelle Houston was passing the evening. I hoped she had people she cared about with her, to help her through the long hours, to cook her a good meal, clean the kitchen. Fill the silence.

			I didn’t wonder about Mrs. D’Marchant. Maybe she did truly miss her grandson and regret what had happened. But she had lived for many years without him in her life. And even if he came back, he would never be part of her daily life, expected in the door each evening.

			I put away enough leftovers for another meal, then debated hate-watching new home buyers on TV or doing some more work.

			I opted for the latter. Rob and his bar had been violated, and until we knew who it was, it could happen again. The two cars also nagged at me. I needed to see if I could find anything else, maybe catch them driving by on other nights to get a better picture, maybe even a license plate.

			Since Rob was paying me, I continued work on the employee files.

			Seven names.

			I put them into search engines one by one.

			Boring. I started with the obvious, checking criminal records. Yes, Rob had done that for employment, but it never hurt to do it again; something might have come up after they started.

			Nothing new, nothing to indicate they were in the habit of stealing.

			Two of them weren’t good drivers, with several tickets each, and even one totaled car. Single-car accident. DUI? But nothing came up.

			Two of them no longer lived here; one to Houston, one to Pittsburgh. I took them off the list.

			One was still bartending at another bar and going to UNO part-time. He lived in Gentilly, an easy commute to both where he worked and school. No car registered, so he might be using public transportation. Less likely to be prowling the French Quarter at all hours. Public transit isn’t kind during the late hours. And not great during regular hours.

			One was apprenticing as a plumber. A job I’m happy to pay people to do. Lot of hours, also less likely to be haunting bars late at night.

			A third was now driving the tourist mule buggies and a walking ghost tour guide.

			The fourth didn’t seem to have another job, and his mail drop was a PO box. I couldn’t find an address for him.

			And the fifth listed his address in the Garden District, coincidentally about a block away from Mrs. D’Marchant. I cross-checked. He was the bad driver who had totaled his car. Likely this was his parents’ address, and if they lived there, they could take care of any mess baby boy got himself into.

			My top two were Mr. No Address No Job and Mr. Ghost Tour. The first because he was either hiding something or was living on couches and likely desperate for money. Mr. Ghost Tour because he was rambling around the area, the work could be hit or miss, he would know where the big tourist events were in town, big conventions and the like.

			I’d continue looking at the others but dig deeper on these two.

			Social media.

			Gawd, people, it’s not just your best friends checking out what you post. Too many people post pictures of their new shiny toy—computer, big screen TV, expensive deer hunting rifle—then two weeks later how excited they are to be going on their Bahamas
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