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Synopsis

 It begins as a simple
missing person’s case—a young MMA fighter's mother has mysteriously
disappeared. But as New Orleans private eye Chanse MacLeod starts
digging around, he discovers that she is the leader of a group
fighting the powerful Archdiocese of New Orleans over the closing
of two churches. As the trail leads from corrupt church officials
to powerful real estate developers to the world of cage fighting,
Chanse soon realizes there are a lot of powerful people who want to
make sure she stays gone—and don't have a problem with getting rid
of a pesky gay private eye.
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“I’m sure I don’t have to tell a man as
experienced as you that everything has its shadowy
side?”

—Tennessee Williams, The Night of the
Iguana


Chapter One

The house was a tired-looking single shotgun, badly
in need of paint and slightly listing to one side. It was in the
middle of a block on Constance Street in the Irish Channel, and the
other houses on the block were just as sad and forlorn. The house
next door had a For Sale sign planted in the front yard; still
others had damaged cars parked in front of them on the street. This
particular stretch of street was cracked and pitted with deep
potholes, with gravel running between the asphalt and the drainage
ditches. The lawns had scars of bare dirt exposed and many of them
needed to be mown. The flowerbeds were choked with weeds. Massive
live oak trees shaded the houses and yards, creating a green canopy
over the street that blocked out the hot June sun. A black, white,
and tan cat paused as it crossed the street to stare at me for a
moment before continuing on its way.

Hoping I was wrong, I double-checked the address.
The house I was looking for was indeed this sad wreck of a
place.

I put my car into park and sat there for a moment,
wondering why it hadn’t been condemned. There was a rusted
chain-link fence around the front yard, on the other side of the
drainage ditch. In several places, it had pulled away from the
posts. The shutters were closed on the front windows, and the front
door was behind a black wrought iron security gate. There was no
sign of life from the house. The patchy grass was choked with
weeds. A statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary sat inside a sand-filled
circle of stone to the left of the walk leading to the front
gallery. The statue itself was chipped in places, and stained with
dog urine. Her blue robes had faded in the sun, and some weeds were
insolently poking up through the sand. The enormous live oak tree’s
roots had grown underneath the sidewalk from the other side,
causing the cement to crack, buckle, and shift. Some flowering vine
had completely covered the fence on the left side of the house,
where a narrow path of dirt ran around to the back. I closed my
eyes and resisted the urge to pound my head on the steering
wheel.

In my line of work, it’s never a good idea to make a
decision when you’re tired.

The guy I was seeing had asked me to come by and
talk to Jonny O’Neill just as I was dropping off to sleep the night
before. I’d been so tired I would have agreed to almost anything.
Rory hadn’t really told me anything about the kid’s problem—well,
he may have, but after agreeing I’d rolled over and gone into a
deep sleep. Rory had gone home by the time I woke up this morning,
and when I called his cell phone I’d gone straight to voicemail.
Rory had thoughtfully left the kid’s phone number propped up
against the coffeemaker—and the coffee was ready to be brewed,
according to the note he’d signed with a heart and a smiley face.
I’d called after a couple of cups of strong coffee had swept the
dust out of my mind, and made an appointment to come hear his tale
of woe—which he didn’t want to tell over the phone.

This Jonny O’Neill had sounded really young on the
phone—almost like his voice had changed only recently.

That didn’t bode well.

I hadn’t promised I’d take the job—if there even
was a job. Nine times out of ten people
who think they need a private eye really don’t, they just want
someone to listen to whatever their problem is.

In fact, most of the time I wind up just saying
either sorry, there’s nothing anyone can
do or this is a job for the
police.

And besides, if this dump was the only place he
could afford to live, he sure as hell couldn’t afford my expenses,
let alone my daily rate.

I shut off the engine and got out of the car. It was
already over eighty degrees, and it wasn’t even noon yet. Beads of
sweat popped out on my forehead. It was the hottest June I could
remember, and I’d lived through some pretty hellish Junes in New
Orleans. If this was a sign of things to come, July and August
would be even more unbearable than usual. It was unnaturally
quiet—other than the sound of traffic on Louisiana Avenue, a few
blocks away, there was nothing but stillness.

I sighed. This was going to be a colossal waste of
my time.

Granted, it was Sunday. If I weren’t here, I’d be
sitting on my sofa in my underwear channel-surfing and complaining
about paying a ridiculous amount of money for three hundred or so
channels of nothing to watch.

I pushed the gate open. I winced as it gave off a
loud, piercing squeak. It only opened about six inches before it
caught on the buckled pavement of the walk and stopped moving. I
stepped through, catching my jeans on the fence with a slight
ripping sound. I swore under my breath and examined the tear. The
hole was jagged and maybe about an inch long, right by my knee. I
swore again. The jeans weren’t new, but it was still annoying.

This was off to a great
start.

A dog in the next yard starting barking, trying to
stick his head through the fence. He was a terrier of some kind,
with black and white markings. He was wagging his tail, so the bark
was just for show. I whistled and he stopped barking, his ears
perking up expectantly. There was a well-chewed tennis ball sitting
in the dirt underneath the massive live oak, so I picked it up and
tossed it over the dog’s head. In one movement, he turned and took
off after it.

The sidewalk in the shade of the live oak was
covered with stinging caterpillars, which I kicked aside as I made
my way to the front steps.

I fucking hate those things. Their sting hurts like
a son of a bitch. The live oak in front of my house was covered
with them—and so was my front porch.

The stairs leading up to the front porch were brick.
The mortar was crumbling away—one of the bricks had fallen off and
lay broken into pieces in what had been a flowerbed in years past.
The once-blue paint on the front porch was cracked and peeling,
exposing weathered gray wood. The shutters were also flaking, and I
could see they’d been latched from the inside. The glass between
the black iron bars on the gate outside the front door was grimy
and covered in dust. A Post-it Note had been taped over the
doorbell with the words Doorbell Doesn’t Work
Please Knock scrawled on it in grease pencil in a childlike
hand.

Every board I stepped on while crossing to the door
groaned and gave a little under my weight. The front door was
weathered and warped-looking behind the gate. The lock and the knob
both showed signs of rust. I debated with myself as I raised my
hand to knock whether I should actually go through with it.

I hesitated.

It would be so easy to just turn around, walk back
to the car, get in, and drive away from this derelict place and
whatever problem the people who lived here needed help
resolving.

The whole place reeked of decay.

Every instinct in my body was telling me to get the
hell out of there.

But I’d promised Rory, so I ignored the little voice
in my head and rapped my knuckles against the door frame.

And hoped I wouldn’t regret it.

The girl who opened the door looked like she
couldn’t be much older than seventeen. Her light brown hair was
greasy and pulled back into a severe ponytail. Her face was bare
and pale. She was wearing a white cotton dress that exposed her
bony, freckled shoulders. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and there was a
coffee stain on the front of her housedress between her heavy
breasts. Dark smudges formed half-moons under her swollen,
bloodshot eyes. Her face was bare of makeup, and her lips were dry
and cracked. Her eyebrows had been drawn on with a pencil, and a
cluster of pimples had formed in the center of her forehead. She
was barefoot, and her feet were dirty.

She also looked to be about seven or eight months
pregnant.

I couldn’t believe how much boredom she managed to
squeeze into the word “Yeah?”

“Hi, I’m Chanse MacLeod—”

“The detective guy, right.” She let out a
long-suffering sigh, her shoulders slumping. Her entire body seemed
to shrink an inch or two. She rolled her eyes and stepped away from
the door so I could go inside. “Come on in. Jonny’s in the shower.
Sorry about that—just have a seat and he’ll be right out.” She
forced what was probably supposed to be a gracious smile onto her
face. “He’ll be late to his own damned funeral.” She closed the
door behind me and screamed, “Hurry the fuck up,
asshole! He’s here!” She slipped around me. “Wait here,
okay?”

It was dark inside the house—all the shutters were
closed on both sides of the house. It smelled musty and slightly
sour. She didn’t turn on any lights as she disappeared into the
next room, leaving me in the dark. I took a deep breath and looked
around, squinting through the gloom. I couldn’t see if there was a
place to sit down, which was just as well.

From the looks of things, I wouldn’t be staying
long.

“Sorry!” a young male voice said from the
other side of the room, and the room suddenly filled with light,
temporarily blinding me.

I was almost sorry I could see.

The overhead light came from a dusty chandelier with
cobwebs hanging between the grimy globes. Three of the five
lightbulbs were burned out. The room was sparsely furnished. There
was a sagging sofa covered with piles of clothes and magazines. One
leg was missing and several magazines had been shoved underneath
that corner to prop it up. One of the cushions was significantly
lower than the others, which meant the springs were ruined on that
end. I could see footprints in the thick dust on the hardwood
floor. A tired chair sat at about a seventy-five-degree angle to
the couch, and there were damp-looking workout clothes piled on it:
shorts, a tank top, a yellowed jockstrap. An open black and gold
Saints duffel bag was perched on one of its arms, exposing more
workout clothes. A coffee table was buried in food wrappers, empty
plastic soda bottles, and crumpled chip bags. In the far corner, a
new-looking flat screen television perched on top of several
plastic boxes with 12:00 flashing in green
numbers in the center.

The young man shoved the clothes in the chair onto
the floor, exposing several more sour-looking jockstraps. He didn’t
look at me as he used his foot to push them behind the chair. He
made a grand gesture at the now-empty chair. “Sit, please!” His
eyes met mine, and he gave me a smile so dazzling I almost had to
take a step back.

He was short—maybe about five-six, if he stretched a
bit and stood up on tiptoe. His hair was wet and clinging to his
head, but given how fair his skin was, I assumed it would dry to
some shade of blond. He had a long nose and a bit of an overbite.
He had blue eyes, but the right one was blackened and swollen
half-shut. His bottom lip was cut and bruised. Another bruise
extended from his chin about halfway down his throat. He was
wearing a pair of navy blue nylon shorts with a white stripe down
the legs, and a gray tank top with Everlast written across the front in black. His pale
arms were scraped in places, red in others—but his biceps looked
strong and well-defined. Blue veins crisscrossed his forearms. His
shoulders were broad, his stomach appeared to be flat, and his
exposed legs were dusted with blond hairs and also looked strong.
There was a tattoo on his right bicep—a bleeding heart with several
swords thrust through it. He was barefoot.

He wasn’t handsome, or even cute—but there was
something appealing about him—something fresh, wholesome, and
likable. His grin was infectious and good-natured, lighting up his
entire face. I couldn’t help but smile back at him.

“Your face—” I started to say, but he cut me
off.

“Oh.” He laughed, clearing a space on the
sofa. He smiled at me again as he sat down. “Yeah. That’s right,
Rory said he couldn’t say anything about me to you. Confidentiality
and all that kind of stuff.” He bobbed his head back and forth,
blushing a little.

Rory worked at the NO / AIDS Task Force, doing
counseling and HIV testing. I nodded. “You went in yesterday to get
tested.” I’d assumed that was where Rory had met him, but it never
hurts to get the facts.

He nodded. “I had a fight last night, and I gotta
get cleared for HIV before they’ll let me in the cage. It’s not
because I fuck around on my wife or nothing.” He smiled again. “I
won my fight, if you’re wondering.” His smile widened. “Still
undefeated, you know.” He bobbed his head up and down. “Eighteen
and oh.”

“In the cage?” I wasn’t following him, and for
a moment wondered if it was some weird kind of fight
club.

“I’m an MMA fighter—mixed martial arts. We
fight in a cage. You know—the octagon?” He punched the air with
both fists and grinned again. “It’s awesome, man. I love it. Such
an adrenaline rush—nothing quite like it. I wrestled in high school
and it was nothing like getting in the cage.” The grin slowly faded
as he remembered why I was there. He took a deep breath and changed
the subject. “Dude, my mom’s missing. Rory said you might be able
to find her. Can you do that? I’m really worried, man.”

I cursed Rory in my head. A missing person case was
often a money pit for the client, and if the house was any
indication, this kid didn’t seem to have the cash flow necessary
for even a day’s worth of expenses. “Have you talked to the police,
filed a missing persons report?”

“Yeah, I talked to those worthless
motherfuckers.” He spat the words out. “I haven’t seen her since
Wednesday, and ain’t heard anything, either. That ain’t like my ma,
you know? I used to talk to her every day. The last time I talked
to her was Thursday, you know? I didn’t hear from her on Friday and
I figured, you know, she got busy or whatever, and then I went over
there, and she wasn’t home, didn’t look like she’d been home, and
her car ain’t there, and she ain’t answering her cell phone,
either—and that ain’t like Ma, I’m telling you. And she didn’t show
up for my fight last night, either, and Ma ain’t never missed one
of my fights.” He started rocking back and forth. “I told the cops
that yesterday and I called the asshole who took my report about
her not showing up to the fight last night, but I don’t think he
gives a damn, you know? He tells me she’ll probably just turn up,
and it don’t mean nothing.” His face twisted. “What the hell does
he know? He don’t know my ma.”

“She ain’t missing,” the pregnant girl yelled
from the next room. “She’s off with some man, you just don’t want
to admit it, is all. You’re wasting the guy’s time, Jonny. You
might as well just get the hell out of here, mister.”

He gave me a look, shaking his head, and shouted
back at her, “Heather, you know damned well Ma wouldn’t do
that—”

“She’s a woman, ain’t she?” Heather cut him
off angrily. “She ain’t so goddamned pure, ya know—just ’cause
she’s your ma doesn’t mean she don’t have needs like any other
woman. You think you were a virgin birth? Where you think you came
from?”

“I never said that! Why don’t you get us some
coffee, will ya, honey?” He gave me a forced and embarrassed
“everything’s cool” smile.

“Yeah, ’cuz I ain’t got nothing better to do,
right?” I heard her shuffling to the back of the house. “I’m just
pregnant, you asshole.”

“Sorry about that, Mr. MacLeod.” He held up
both hands and gave me a sheepish grin. “It’s her hormones—I never
know whether she’s gonna start crying or screaming or both. She’s
due next month.”

I nodded, fighting my instinct to get the hell out
of the dirty little house.

“My mom wouldn’t do that, Mr. MacLeod,” he
added quickly in a low voice. “I mean, I know she’s a woman, and
she’s had plenty of boyfriends over the years, ya know, I ain’t
stupid no matter what some people think”—he glanced at the
doorway—“but she’s never just gone away without telling no one.
That ain’t like her. Like I said, she ain’t answering her cell
phone. She didn’t come to the casino last night to see my fight.”
He shook his head. “That ain’t like Ma. She ain’t never missed one
of my fights, Mr. MacLeod, never.” He swallowed. “I’m worried.
Something happened to her, I know it. My brother Robby and my
sister Lorelle—they haven’t heard from her either.” He frowned.
“Well, I haven’t really talked to Robby since Thursday, I can’t get
a hold of him, but I talked to his wife yesterday, and she ain’t
heard from Ma, either.” He folded his arms.

“Jonny, even if I take the case, I can’t
guarantee I’ll find her,” I heard myself saying before I could stop
myself. “And it could get expensive—really expensive.”

“I got money,” he replied stubbornly, his
lower lip sticking out.

“That money’s supposed to be for the baby!”
Heather screamed from the back of the house. I couldn’t believe she
heard him—I’d barely been able to hear him and I was only a few
feet away.

I wanted to get out of there as fast as I could.
“Look, I don’t—”

“I got money,” he insisted. “Not the baby
money. Don’t listen to her, man, you gotta find my ma. Please.” He
reached into the pocket of his shorts and passed a crumpled
hundred-dollar bill over to me.

I held the bill in my hand.

I thought about telling him what my day rate was,
and how that didn’t include expenses—and it was usually the
expenses that stabbed the client in the bank account. I thought
about telling him one hundred dollars wasn’t even close to the
retainer I usually asked for.

I thought about explaining to him that when the
majority of people disappeared, there were usually only two
possibilities.

The majority of missing persons just walked away
from their life. One day, they just woke up and took a long, hard
look at their lives and didn’t like what they saw. It could be a
long process—with a sense of dissatisfaction and disappointment
with life that just kept growing and growing until it finally
reached the point where they couldn’t go on anymore. Some people
slit their wrists or took pills when they got there. Others said
“fuck this” and ran away without a backward glance, just ran and
kept running. They changed their names and started over again
somewhere else. People who fell into this grouping did not, as a
rule, want to be found. Some of them never came back, settling
happily into their new lives. Some came back when they realized the
change of scenery didn’t solve the problem, or when they started
missing and appreciating their old life.

But the ones who do come back don’t until they are
good and ready—and do not appreciate being found.

The other possibility was that something had
happened to her—something bad. She might have been murdered in some
random crime—a mugging or a carjacking or something—and the body
just hadn’t been found yet. Or some psychotic grabbed her off the
street.

If someone had grabbed her, the odds were she
wouldn’t be found alive. She might not ever be found.

The right thing to do would be to say, “If she’s
alive, she probably doesn’t want to be found. If she’s dead, we may
never find her body. In either case, letting the police handle it
is your best option.”

Sitting there, I knew I should be honest, give him
his hundred-dollar bill back, and walk out the front door, forget
that I’d ever been there.

But looking into his earnest, desperate young face,
I just couldn’t bring myself to say the words.

“You say she’s been missing for about three
days now?” I asked, getting my notepad out of my pants pocket and
uncapping a pen.

The relief on his face embarrassed me, so I looked
away. “I went over to her house on Friday morning and she wasn’t
there. I always have breakfast with Ma on Friday mornings.” He
swallowed. “Her car wasn’t there, so I figured she’d run to the
store or something. I sat down and waited, and after about an hour
I called her. She didn’t pick up—and Ma always picks up, no matter
what, unless she’s at Mass. That’s when I started wondering if
something was, you know, wrong. After about another hour, I went
looking for her. I didn’t see her nowhere, and I kept calling.
Nothing. Heather had a doctor’s appointment that afternoon and Ma
didn’t show up for that—and Ma don’t never miss any of Heather’s
appointments.”

“That’s ’cuz she thinks I’m gonna harm the
baby,” Heather said as she walked into the living room, carrying
two steaming mugs of coffee. She gave me what was probably supposed
to be a smile. “She’s always after me, like I’m some kind of idiot,
you know. Like I don’t know I’m not supposed to smoke or drink
coffee when I’m pregnant.” She sneered at me. “Like I’m gonna go
out and do tequila shots or shoot up some heroin or
something.”

I took a tentative sip of the coffee. It was bad. I
set it down on top of a newspaper on the coffee table. “And you
checked with her friends? The rest of your family?”

He nodded. “I called my brother Robby right away
Friday morning. I left a message for him but he never called me
back.” He made a face.

“Robby thinks he’s better’n we are.” Heather
sneered. “He don’t never take our calls or call us
back.”

“My sister Lorelle hadn’t heard from her,
either.” He didn’t acknowledge what Heather had said. “I’m the
youngest”—he gave me the sheepish smile again—“the baby of the
family. Robby and Lorelle are a lot older than me. They’re in their
thirties. I was what Ma called a change-of-life baby.” He shrugged
again.

“That’s why he’s so spoiled.” Heather shoved a
pile off the couch and sat down, folding her hands on her
belly.

“I’m not spoiled—”

“The sun rises and shines out of your ass for
Mona,” she jeered at him, and looked at me. “Mona thinks I’m not
good enough for him, you know. She’s always dropping in here and
making fun of the way I keep house, my cooking—she’s awful.”

I refrained from mentioning her housekeeping skills
left a little to be desired. “So, her name is Mona?”

Jonny didn’t look at Heather. “Mona Catherine
Rowland O’Neill, yeah. Rowland’s the maiden name.”

I wrote it down. “Did she work?”

“Not since Katrina.” Jonny frowned. “She used
to work as a property manager for an apartment complex on the West
Bank before the storm, but the place didn’t reopen right away after
Katrina—too much damage, and so Ma just retired.”

“She always said she was too old to be looking
for a new job, so she decided to stay home,” Heather said. She made
a face. “She had a nice little nest egg she was sitting
on.”

“My dad was killed when I was little,” Jonny
explained. “Mom got a big settlement from the insurance and the
company he worked for—he was killed on the job. She didn’t need to
work, she just didn’t like sitting around doing nothing—that’s why
she got the job in the first place, after I started
school.”

“So, how did she fill her days after the
flood?” I asked.

“She did a lot of volunteer work—you know,
helping people rebuild their houses and stuff—I mean, she didn’t do
construction work, but for a long time she drove around passing out
supplies to people working on houses in the Ninth Ward,” Jonny went
on. “She also spent a lot of time volunteering at St. Anselm’s, and
you know, she got really involved in trying to save it.”

That got my attention. “She was one of the
protesters at St. Anselm’s?”

St. Anselm’s had been in the local news for months.
One of the side effects from the depopulation of the city after
Katrina and the levee failure was a corresponding drop in
attendance—and donations—to the Catholic Church. As revenues fell,
the archdiocese decided it needed to tighten its belt, and part of
that tightening included the closing of two churches in the city.
Archbishop Pugh was stunned when the parishioners flatly refused to
let their churches be closed, and St. Anselm’s had become the focal
point of the battle—because of its location in Uptown New Orleans.
St. Anselm’s was technically in the Irish Channel, but it was only
a few blocks on the river side of the Garden District on Louisiana
Avenue. Our Lady of Prompt Succor on the West Bank wasn’t as
beautiful or historic, so the news coverage had focused primarily
on the war over St. Anselm’s. The parishioners were fighting the
archbishop with everything they could muster. Archbishop Pugh was
not from New Orleans originally—which was pointed out fairly
regularly by the rebellious parishioners. He also didn’t appreciate
the disobedience of loyal Catholics, and imperiously refused to
budge or compromise. As the struggle dragged on, it was becoming
increasingly acrimonious.

The St. Anselm’s parishioners had taken to holding
twenty-four-hour-a-day candlelight vigils inside the church, and
the archbishop had demanded the police evict them earlier the
previous week. Every news program in the city had camera crews
there that day, it seemed, and public opinion had not taken kindly
to the sight of good Catholics being dragged out of their church in
handcuffs by the police. An ambitious local politician denounced
the police raid as a violation of the separation of church and
state. The switchboard at the archdiocese—and at City Hall—had lit
up.

Archbishop Pugh quickly dropped the charges, but the
damage was already done.

Jonny nodded. “Yeah, she was doing vigils over there
all the time—”

“She was there all night every night—she was
one of the ringleaders,” Heather chimed in. “She wasn’t happy she
wasn’t one of the ones that got hauled off to jail, let me tell you
what. She tried getting me—me—over there.”
She sniffed. “Tells me because I’m pregnant, the police wouldn’t
dare do anything to me.” She shifted in her seat. “I’m not risking
my baby for your stupid church, I told her. Can you imagine the
nerve?” She narrowed her eyes, and in a snotty voice, added, “She
says she was spending the night there praying.” She snorted. “No
telling what she got up to in the church all night with strange
men.” She pushed herself up to her feet and padded off into the
back of the house.

“Don’t pay her no mind,” Jonny said, his face
sad. “Her and Ma don’t get along too well, as you probably figured
out already.”

“Was your mother doing a vigil the night
before she disappeared?”

“I don’t know.” He looked sheepish again. “I
mean, that’s what I thought—she was pretty much there every night,
but I don’t know none of those people…I haven’t been to church in
years.” He hung his head. “Ma was good about it—I mean, I know she
was disappointed I didn’t go anymore, but she never pushed me on
it. Ever since I dropped out of de la Salle, I just didn’t see no
point in going to church anymore, you know? I mean, it just don’t
make no sense to me, never did. And I figured the cops would talk
to them anyway, so I didn’t have to, you know? You know how those
people are. Why don’t you come to church no more, Jonny?” He
shuddered. “I mean, why deal with that if I don’t have
to?”

I nodded. “Why don’t your mother and Heather get
along?”

“It isn’t as bad as Heather makes it out to
be, you know.” He lowered his voice. “Yeah, Ma thought Heather got
pregnant on purpose, so I’d have to marry her. She didn’t think me
marrying her was a good idea—she thought we were too young to get
married.” He scratched his head. “The rubber broke, ya know? How
did Heather do that on purpose? But Ma wouldn’t listen. She never
liked Heather from the first.”

“She wouldn’t like any girl you married,”
Heather shouted from the other room. “Nobody was good enough for
her baby. I could have been the Queen of
fucking Sheba and she wouldn’t have cared.”

“She bought us this house, didn’t she?” Jonny
shouted back, his face turning red. “Which is more than your ma
ever did for us!”

“My parents never made you feel like white
trash!”

“Why you want to say stuff like that?” He got
up and gave me an apologetic look. “Give me a minute, okay?” He
disappeared through the doorway, and I could hear them murmuring to
each other. After about a minute or two, he came walking back in.
“Sorry.” He plopped back down on the sofa. “Hormones, like I said.
I sure will be glad when the baby comes.”

Yes, because things will be so
much easier with a screaming baby in the house, I thought.
“Where does your mother live? Close by?” I could feel a headache
coming on. I was starting to regret this already.

“Just up the street—the next block
over.”

“Do you mind taking me over there so I can
take a look around her place?” I stood up and stretched. I also
wanted to get out of the house.

“Not at all.” He got up and stretched. “Let me
get the keys and I’ll walk you over there.” He wandered back out of
the room.

I walked over to the front door and prayed I would
never have to set foot in the depressing little shotgun house ever
again.


Chapter Two

Once I was out of the claustrophobic atmosphere of
the house Jonny shared with his wife, I felt like I could breathe
again.

It had gotten hotter while I’d been inside—going
back out into it felt like I had stuck my head inside an oven on
its highest setting. I started sweating as soon as I stepped out
onto the porch. The glare of the midday sun was blinding, so I
slipped on my sunglasses. A gray cat that had been cleaning itself
on the porch took off like a bolt of lightning, vaulting over the
fence into the next yard. I mopped at my forehead as I headed for
the front gate, and waited for Jonny on the other side of it.

“It’s just on the next block—not too far,”
Jonny said, fighting with the gate. He freed it from where it had
lodged against the walk and slammed it closed behind him. “Damn,
it’s hotter than a motherfucker out here.”

He kept up a running patter of talk as we walked
down Constance Street, away from the sounds of the cars a block or
so away over on Louisiana Avenue. There was no sign of human life
anywhere on Constance—the houses were all closed up. It was
eerie—if not for the traffic sounds in the distance, we could have
been in a post-apocalypse movie. We crossed Harmony Street, and
just like in any number of neighborhoods in the city, crossing the
street was like stepping into another world. The houses on Jonny’s
block were in disrepair, but this block was decidedly more upscale.
There were still shotgun houses and Creole cottages, but they were
much better kept. The lawns were lush, green, and carefully
manicured. Flowerbeds erupted in riotous colors. The scent of sweet
olive hung in the air. The houses were pristine, and the cars
parked in driveways or alongside the street looked newer and more
expensive.

Almost every house had a security company sign
planted where it could be plainly seen in the flowerbeds.

Jonny never stopped talking, not even to take a long
breath or to give me a chance to respond with anything other than a
monosyllabic grunt. He clearly was one of those people not
comfortable with silence. But there wasn’t any way I could think of
to ask him to be quiet without sounding rude—and I have found it’s
never a good idea to be rude to a client.

Even if said client couldn’t afford to pay my
standard rate, he was still my client and
deserved to be treated with respect.

And there was, of course, the possibility that his
nonstop chatter might have simply been a symptom of being worried
about his mother, and if rambling on and on made him feel better
somehow, who was I to deny him this small comfort?

Oddly enough, he was talking about everything under
the sun except his mother.

I found
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