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Synopsis

It's just one more body in one more destroyed house.
In New Orleans, after Katrina, there are thousands of destroyed
houses and hundreds of body yet to be found. Can one more matter?
It does to Micky Knight as she takes on the search to find out who
the woman was and why she might have died there. But is Micky
searching for justice or just doing anything to avoid confronting
the ways Katrina destroyed everything that had tied her to New
Orleans?

Micky's investigation leads to a tangle of greed and
deceit that stretches back generations. Someone is using the
destruction wrought by the flooding to finish what was started a
hundred years ago. To stop them Micky will have to risk not just
her life, but any chance to reconnect with Cordelia and rebuild the
life she had before Katrina. But if she doesn't stop them, a young
teen whose only crime was wanting to help the destroyed city, will
be the next body left in an abandoned house.

The sixth book in the Micky Knight mystery
series.
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Chapter One

The approaching twilight offered only dense shadows.
I regretted my hasty decision. It had seemed reasonable in my
office, a still-golden sun slanting through the windows, power
restored, the lights on.

But this area was dark—no lights, ghost houses with
empty blank windows, no streetlights, no cars save for overturned,
muddy wrecks. This used to be a nice, middle-class neighborhood of
tidy houses, cars washed once a week, people who knew their
neighbors. Then Katrina came, the levees failed, and water washed
away everything, leaving wrecked houses, wrecked cars, and wrecked
lives. Two houses down, a body had been found. I knew the scribbled
signs of the rescuers well enough to know what they meant. They had
left a similar sign on my house, only with zero instead of one. In
the dark gloaming, with no light other than the circle of my
flashlight, this area felt haunted. People had died here, died
horrible, needless deaths, and the land bore the scars.

The house in front of me was the pale gray of white
in encroaching darkness, cut in half by a dark water line. Five
minutes, I told myself. Look around for five minutes; get some
ideas of what I have to do, then come back in broad daylight.

The flashlight was almost too strong, the brightness
of its beam turning what was left beyond the light even more hidden
and dark. Like most of us who had come back, I had taken
preparedness to an almost obsessive level. Two flashlights and
spare batteries in the trunk of my car, and one in the glove
compartment. The one in my hand was a foot-long Maglite. I was
counting on its bright beam to keep away the ghosts and its heavy
metal weight to deal with miscreants remaining on this side of the
divide.

I carefully picked my way across the lawn, still
littered with debris from the flood. It was colder now, November
sliding into December, but too many snakes had been washed from the
swamps for me to step easily over fallen tree limbs. A ripped sofa
cushion, if it hadn’t started out as a muddy brown, it was now. A
bent child’s bicycle wheel, no bike attached. The moldering body of
a dead cat. I quickly covered it with the sofa cushion, partly as
the only makeshift grave marking available, partly so I wouldn’t
risk stepping on it as I returned this way. I didn’t want to offend
even a cat ghost.

The stairs had little debris on them, probably
knocked away by whoever had searched this house. The screen door
was hanging, barely held in place by one screw in one hinge, but
the wooden door behind it was closed. Either the searchers had shut
it, or they had entered through a window. It was hard to tell if
any of the windows were passable. Better to look for glass shards
in the strong sunlight.

In the five minutes I had given myself, the last
glimmer of the sun had fled; everything was turning into a
coalescing gray and would be black in another ten minutes.

Come back tomorrow, I told myself, this can wait. A
damp, chill wind rattled the dying leaves. Even the sturdy
evergreens, the oaks, the pines hadn’t survived being bathed for
weeks in the toxic waters.

I turned to go.

A car door slammed. An unmarked van had pulled up at
the corner. With my beam of light, I was easily visible. These
desolate neighborhoods had been plagued by all-too-human ghouls,
stealing everything they could strip from the empty houses, from
copper wire to upstairs carpet.

Leave, just leave now, I told myself. You don’t
bother them, maybe they won’t bother you.

I swiftly turned from the watermarked house and
scrambled across the yard, barely managing to avoid stepping on the
hasty grave of the cat.

Just as I got to my car, I heard a high-pitched,
girlish giggle. Looking again at the van, I watched as it disgorged
a group of teenagers, all wearing matching lime-green T-shirts.

“Okay,” said a voice that sounded like an older
adult’s. “I’m sorry you got in so late, but I wanted you to at
least have a first look at where we’ll be working tomorrow.”

I slowed my stride, making a last-minute course
change for my trunk instead of my car door so—in the off chance
that anyone was looking—it wouldn’t seem like a group of teenage
volunteers here to gut a house had scared me off. Between the van
dome light, their flashlights, and the last fading glimmer of the
day, they looked about as threatening as a stuffed pink poodle, so
well-scrubbed and apple-cheeked that they were probably from a
small town in Minnesota and this well-supervised and escorted trip
was their first ever to a big city.

As if proving my point, one of the girlish voices
said, “Let’s pray before we begin.” They pulled together in a
huddle of holding hands, or at least touching shoulders for the
more shy—or agnostic—ones. Her high-pitched voice began, “Oh, Lord,
guide our steps, protect us from harm, lead us not into
temptation…”

It was easy to tune out her nasal voice—a blessing
even. I opened my trunk and rummaged as if looking for something
important before I picked up the small crowbar right in front of
me. More out of respect for the ghosts of the neighborhood than the
praying Midwesterners, I softly closed my trunk.

As I walked back to the porch steps, the skittering
of clawed feet made me whip my flashlight in that direction, and
its beam caught the snakelike tail of either a large mouse or a
small rat. I can deal with mammals. The presence of rats meant the
absence of snakes, all in all a bargain I’d take.

The rodent was headed in the direction of the
corn-fed huddle—“keep us strong in spirit, healthy in body—” but I
was guessing that Divine Will and rat instinct would keep them
apart.

Just see what’s up with the door, I told myself as I
mounted the steps. If it opens easily, take a quick look inside. If
it doesn’t, then bring a bigger crowbar tomorrow. Juggling the
flashlight and the crowbar, I managed to get the blade into the
crack before thinking that maybe I should just try the door and see
if it opened. Odds were heavily against that, but if the wood was
cypress it might have survived the soaking and not be warped beyond
use.

“Amen” finally sounded.

Followed by a high-pierced shriek. “Oh, my God. It
moved! Something moved out there!”

It seemed that Mr. Rat was a religious kind of
rodent and had wanted to join the prayer circle.

Another voice, picking up the panic said, “It could
be an alligator!”

The adult voice said, a bit shakily to be truly
calming, “It’s okay. I don’t think alligators attack groups.”

Damn Yankees. I turned from the door to face them
and called, “There are no alligators here. That’s a mouse or a rat.
It’s probably more scared of you than you are of it.” The last
wasn’t likely to be true, but someone needed to keep them from
seeing ten-foot-long alligators with bloodred fangs.

“What the hel-leck?” the adult voice shouted.

“There’s someone else here!” high-pitched, nasal
said.

Corn-fed Midwesterners in a desolate, devastated
area of New Orleans, who were too busy praying to notice my car and
a flashlight the size of a Super Trouper followspot.

“I’m checking on a house for someone,” I said.
“There are no alligators in this neighborhood. It’s too cold and
too far from water.”

“It’s a woman,” one of the boys said. That seemed
all it took to make me “safe” in their minds.

“Can’t help it, was born that way,” I mumbled as I
turned back to the door.

The adult’s voice said, “Let’s go in the house, but
be careful. We’ll take a quick look around, then back to someplace
warm with food.” A few cheers and giggles followed, and a mass of
flashlight-lit lime shirts headed for the house at the corner.

The door on my house didn’t budge, even the knob
wouldn’t turn. After trying for a full minute, I again shimmied the
crowbar into the door.

Just as I started to put pressure on the bar, a loud
shriek stopped me. Lime shirts were vomiting from the house,
helter-skelter, tripping over themselves in their panic to get
out.

“Oh, Mr. Rat, you’re being very bad,” I murmured to
myself. Then hoped that was all it was. I’d feel real bad if I was
wrong about the alligators.

Two people vaulted off the porch, taking a third and
part of the railing with them.

Amidst the incoherent screams and yells, all I could
make out was, “It’s horrible, horrible!” repeated over and over,
and “My leg! Damn, my leg!”

I hastened back to my car, threw the crowbar in, and
grabbed my cell phone, keeping the flashlight.

When I got to them, someone in the van was shouting,
“Let’s get out of here! Where are the keys?”

Two of the porch jumpers were still on the lawn,
including the one moaning about his leg. I made them my first
priority.

One was a boy holding his ankle. He had misjudged
his jump. The other was the one adult with the group. A quick look
told me his leg was broken, with some of the bone showing.

The rest of the group had retreated to the
alligator-proof van.

I knelt by the man. “What’s your name?” I asked
him.

“Bob,” he managed to gasp.

First and last would have been nice, but I settled
for what I could get. “Bob, you’ll be okay, but your leg is
broken.”

“No shi-oot,” he said through gritted teeth.

“No shoot,” I echoed. I dialed 911 on my cell phone.
No signal. No shit. I glowered at it. Of course there was no
signal. To get a signal in my unflooded neighborhood, I had to go
outside and face west. How could I hope for a signal here? “Damn,”
I muttered. “Do you have the keys to the van?” I asked Bob.

“What? Why do you need them?”

“To send someone for help.”

“Every kid here has a cell phone,” he said.

“Welcome to New Orleans,” I said. “There’s no signal
here.”

He nodded with his head to his left front pocket and
I fished a set of keys out of it.

As I approached the van, the high-pitched, nasal
voice demanded, “Who are you?”

I pulled out my PI license, flashed it just long
enough for the kids to get the hint that I was someone somehow
official, without giving them a chance to really see it. I wasn’t
counting on private eye impressing them much.

“Who can drive? Legally?” They all looked far too
young, but two of them put their hands up, a boy and Ms. Nasal. “No
cell signal here, so I need someone to drive to where there’s a
phone.”

“I’ll do it,” Ms. Nasal said. “Someone should stay
here with Coach.” She nodded decisively at the other driver.

The other legal driver had to argue. “I was sitting
up front. I have a better idea of where we are.”

I decided for them. “Both of you go. I’ll stay
here.” After all, I wasn’t scared of either real rats or improbable
alligators. “Get to a phone as quickly as you can, call 911, and
send an ambulance to this address. Do you know where you are? Do
you know where you need to go?”

Mr. Driver and Ms. Nasal exchanged a look as if
asking if the other had the answer.

I quickly gave them directions to where I knew they
would find phones.

One girl jumped out. “I’ll stay,” she said, then
added, “It’s just a dead body. It can’t really hurt us.”

The van started, drowning out the question I was
about to ask.


Chapter Two

As the van disappeared, I headed back to my car. My
questions about the dead could wait while I took care of the
living.

Preparedness, of course, required a big first-aid
kit in the trunk. With a glance at the gas gauge, I started my car,
drove the short distance to the corner house, and parked at enough
of an angle that the headlights swept near where the two hurt men
were.

Bob was moaning slightly, though he was still aware
enough not to curse in front of the kids. But I was worried about
him. He had to be bleeding, and even my obsessive first-aid kit
wasn’t much use for a broken leg. The best I could do was to try to
keep him comfortable and out of shock until help arrived.

It had been warm enough to not really need a jacket
during the day, but the humidity of New Orleans can quickly put a
chill dampness into the air. I got a mat from my car, had Bob lie
on that, then covered him with the space-blanket thing from the
first-aid kit. The boy, Nathan, seemed to have only a sprain. I
wrapped his ankle with an Ace bandage and loosened his boot so it
would be easy to get off as the ankle swelled. With help from
Nathalie, the girl, I moved them so that they were sitting next to
Bob—on the side away from his broken leg. They sat back to back, so
all three could help warm each other.

That was as much as I could do.

“What made you all run from the house?” I asked.

“Carmen said she saw a dead body, she started
running, so we all started running,” Nathan told me.

“Did any of you actually see a body?” I asked.

Both kids shook their head no and Bob grunted
something that sounded half no/yes.

I looked at the house. The marking of the searchers,
clearly spray painted next to the door, indicated that no body was
in this house. Admittedly some of the searches were hurried, some
incomplete because of debris or unsafe structures. But something
seemed off about these kids finding a body in less than a minute
that trained rescue workers hadn’t noticed.

I stood up. “Let me see what’s in there.”

“Be careful,” Nathalie called after me as I started
up the stairs.

I might find a months-old decaying body, but I was
worried that it was an owner—or even a thief—who had been hurt
while checking out the house. The kids hadn’t been inside long
enough to test for a pulse.

I hesitated at the door, swinging my flashlight
across the porch. I didn’t want anything, even innocent rats, to
creep up on me in this dismal darkness.

Nothing moved. I opened the door and went in.

The heavy smell of mold hit me. I swung my
flashlight across walls blooming with gray, green, and black
patterns. The floor was a grayish cracked pattern of dried mud. I
suspected that even the bright light of the sun would show only
shades of gray in this house. That was all the water left
behind.

The house was ranch style, probably built sometime
in the forties or fifties, with an open floor plan. The door opened
to a foyer that opened to the living room, the living room leading
into a kitchen and dining room. I guessed that by the furniture the
flood had heaped in haphazard piles.

I retraced the quick arc of my flashlight with a
slow one. Same gray-green mold and mud. The dried muck crunched
softly as I stepped into the room. I could easily follow the
footmarks of the kids. The entrance area was well trampled, with
several paths coming into the house. One ended abruptly after a few
feet, two had traveled a little farther before ending. One led
around an overturned sofa. I carefully followed, pausing every few
seconds to probe the room with my flashlight.

“Anyone here?” I called. Only the rustling wind
answered.

The sofa sprawled upside down, almost cutting the
room in half. It had been light green in another lifetime, but now
the mold seemed to mock its delicate pale mint, as if nature
couldn’t be cosseted with such a delicate hue.

I slowly edged around it and my flashlight caught
what had terrified the children. Save for the staring eyes, he
could have just been asleep. I looked at him for a moment. One
thing was clear; this body hadn’t been here since Katrina came
though. Maybe a day, most likely a few hours, but this wasn’t a
body that was several months old. Beyond the fetid smell of the
mold, I could smell no other decay. Not that I intended to look
closely, but there was no insect damage.

Oddly, he was dressed in a dark pin-striped
three-piece suit, the tie perfectly knotted. He seemed very young,
little beard visible on his face.

Could this be a joke, I wondered. Or a perfect
mannequin that the vagaries of the water somehow washed here?

I knelt down to feel for a pulse, to feel if the
skin was plastic.

The flesh was cool, all too human. I could detect no
pulse. The face seemed almost serene save for the staring eyes.
Something in them was haunted.

In the harsh beam of my flashlight, I noticed faint
lines at the corner of the eyes. Maybe he wasn’t such a young boy.
I gently ran a finger along the lapel of the suit. No, not a boy at
all.

I stood up and backed away from the body. I couldn’t
do anything else, except perhaps mess up a crime scene even
more.

How had a woman, dressed as a man, been killed and
ended up in this deserted location? But it wasn’t my problem to
solve.

I turned from her and went back outside.


Chapter Three

Instead of rejoining the small group immediately, I
hurried to the corner to see if I could flag down any help.
Nothing, not a gleam other than my flashlight and the beams of my
car. The only sound, save for my breathing and the hushed murmurs
from the group, was the shush of the wind. I stood there a few
minutes, willing our rescuers to come. But, at least in this case,
my will was weak and no friendly ambulance lights appeared.

I didn’t want to be here. What should have been a
quick jaunt was turning into a marathon—with me, two kids, one
injured-and-out-of-it adult, and a dead body.

As I returned to the group, Nathalie asked, “Did you
find the—?”

Nathan chimed in. “Carmen probably made it up to get
us out of there. She’s smart that way. She’s too refined to want to
hang around this place at night.”

“Or even in the day,” Nathalie muttered.

I looked at my trio of companions. Nathan was a
gangly, dark-haired boy, his bones aching for adulthood and leaving
the rest of his body stretched behind. His face still had traces of
baby fat, but his legs gave “skinny” new meaning. It was hard to
tell if he would fill out or turn into someone whose only hope at
athletics would be as a distance runner. He was already too tall
for a jockey. He wore glasses that my generation would have
described as nerdy, thick black squares. Maybe they were cool now.
His hair was almost black, straight, brushing his eyebrows, just
needing a haircut, not yet at rebellion stage, unless his parents
were beyond strict. He wore fairly neat chinos, too new and nice
for this neighborhood. The lime T-shirt was over a long-sleeved
shirt, his wrists jutting out of the cuff as if his clothes
couldn’t keep up with his adolescent body.

At a quick glance, he and the girl Nathalie didn’t
look alike. She was much shorter, with the first hints of a body
that would make boys (probably some girls) follow her down the
hallway. Already her breasts had a fullness that many grown women
would envy (or pay for). Her hair was much lighter, longer and well
kept. It had clearly been cut just before this trip, with the ends
neat and straight, even as disheveled as it was at the moment. But
the light streaks in his hair matched hers, and something in the
bone structure of their faces, the brows and eyes and their chins,
matched almost point for point. Both had heartbreaker brown eyes,
intense and brooding pools. In contrast to his outfit, she wore old
jeans with a waffle-weave long-sleeved shirt under the required
T-shirt, a size too big—just what one should wear to gut a house.
But it seemed that the biggest difference between them was
attitude. I’d bet that neither of them were the most popular kids,
more the faceless middle. It seemed to matter to him but not to
her, as if it gave her greater latitude to be who she was.

Admittedly, a man with a broken leg might not be
putting his best side forward, but Coach Bob seemed to be one of
those men you could pass on the street and ten minutes later swear
that the street was empty. His sparse hair was a sandy color that
blended into his flesh. Even cut short on his balding head, it was
thin and stringy. If his face ever held the sharpness of youth, it
had long faded into rounded corners, cheeks that sagged into a soft
chin. He wasn’t handsome; perhaps his wife called him cute, but
nothing stood out, his eyes small and some light brown-gray color.
He was probably the kind of guy everyone called nice because the
only way he could be noticed was to shovel your driveway or hold
your mail. His dress was just as nondescript, also a new pair of
chinos, now ruined by blood and mud. An off-white button-down shirt
was covered by a twill jacket, its cuffs starting to pull, and the
beige of the jacket was just a shade off from the beige of the
pants.

“So who are you and how did you end up down here?” I
addressed the whole group, but looked more at Nathan. I was
guessing that he was the older, so I would give him that much
deference.

“Came here to volunteer,” he said. Verbal skills
didn’t seem his strong point. Or maybe his ankle hurt and he wasn’t
up to talking.

Nathalie gave him a moment, then stepped in. “We’re
from the Greater Pillar of Jesus Church, just outside of Sheboygan.
Wisconsin. We all go to church school together and the elders
decided that they wanted to help out, so they volunteered us. We
were supposed to get in around three, but the plane was late, so we
didn’t get in ’til five. Coach and Carmen decided that we’d swing
by here on the way to where we’re staying. And…well, here we
are.”

Ah, Wisconsin, I was almost ashamed to be off by one
state, and from New Orleans, Wisconsin and Minnesota weren’t that
different—snow, cold, didn’t know how to spice food. It was as
challenging as bobbing for apples with both hands. Nathalie did
seem to have the verbal skills her brother lacked. I decided to
check my hunch on that one as well.

“You brother and sister?” I asked her, with a nod at
Nathan.

“That obvious?” He snorted.

“No, I’m just observant,” I replied. Adolescence was
hard enough. I’d spare him being easily linked to a younger
sister.

“Twins,” she interjected.

Two out of three. Their height difference had made
me assume that she was younger. “Fraternal? Or a sex change?”

Oops, over the line. I needed to remember that I
might be in New Orleans, but was right now on a little piece of the
rural Midwest.

“Yeah, Nate used to be a girl,” Nathalie shot
back.

Nathan gave her a look as if he couldn’t believe
that came out of his sister’s mouth. She gave him a saucy grin as
if to say, “I’m away from home.”

Cutting into this tender sibling banter, Coach Bob
coughed and said, “Just our dumb luck to get a house with some poor
soul still here from the storm.”

The cops would be questioning these kids, so I saw
no reason to withhold that this wasn’t a storm victim. I started to
say so, but instead asked, “Did you get a glimpse of the body?”

“Enough of one. Carmen froze for a moment. I knew
something wasn’t right, got a look over her shoulder before
everyone started running out.”

I wondered if Coach Bob really thought what he had
seen was a body that could have been dead for three months or if he
was just pretending to putatively protect the kids.

I’ve always thought that the truth was a better
protection. They would find out the truth—the Internet makes it
even easier these days—better to find it out and not also find out
that they’d been lied to. “I doubt that body’s been here since
August twenty-ninth.”

“Yeah? You an expert on these things?” Bob argued.
“What else could it be but a storm victim?”

He was probably in pain, and I would give him a pass
on a stupid argument, but using “it” to refer to the dead woman
annoyed me.

“I’m a licensed private investigator, so I’ve seen a
few dead bodies. Plus my partner is a doctor, and she’s seen plenty
of dead bodies and has a habit of talking about her work.” The
pronouns alone should guarantee that I didn’t get invited to any
reunions with this group. Which is what I intended to accomplish.
Looks were exchanged that seemed to say that the dreaded alligator
had just been promoted to better company than a lesbian who knew
too much about dead bodies. I decided to limit my pronoun damage
and not mention that the dead person was also a she. Nathan and
Nathalie were young; their seeming nonchalance (hers anyway, he was
in pain) was likely to be a defense against the chaos of death
intruding into their lives. “I don’t mean to argue, but I doubt
that body has been there very long. The police will probably
question your group.”

“I’d like to hear that from the police,” Bob said,
his voice hostile, whether from my disagreeing with his forensic
experience or that pesky pronoun problem, I couldn’t tell. Not that
it mattered. In another twenty minutes (I hoped) I would never see
these people again. “Damn, my leg hurts,” he said, and turned his
head away, removing himself from the conversation.

“What’s taking Carmen so long?” Nathan said.

“She has to do her nails before she calls for help,”
Nathalie muttered.

“Who is Carmen?” I asked.

Nathan answered quickly, as if making sure that
Nathalie didn’t get a chance. “She graduated last year from a
sister school in Michigan and is working for the church as a youth
leader.”

“They thought her example would be good for us,”
Nathalie added. She was just sardonic enough that you couldn’t
quite catch her on it. Her brother seemed not to.

“So she’s one of the leaders here?” I asked. Despite
her nasal, whiny voice she seemed older than the others, more
sophisticated, although that was only relative—sophisticated wasn’t
a word that described this bunch. She was pretty in a conventional
way, brown hair in a ponytail that she worked, flipping and playing
with it even in the brief moments I’d observed her. She was medium
height and too obviously wearing a bra that made the most of her
better-than-average assets. Between that and a little too much
makeup, it seemed as if she was trying too hard. She had eschewed
the lime-green shirts for a girly pink.

“Yeah,” Nathan said. “Her and Coach.”

“How many of you?”

Between Nathan and Nathalie, I found out that there
were twelve of them, aged fifteen to the elderly Carmen at
eighteen, save for Coach Bob, the real adult. They were supposed to
be here a week. I also got the impression that Nathan had a crush
on Carmen and that Nathalie thought she was a stuck-up, pious
phony. Nothing said, but I had little to do but read between the
lines.

My twenty minutes had just passed when I heard the
faint wail of a siren in the distance. Better be ours, I told
myself as I got up and trotted to the corner, the better to wave
them down and get this over with.

It was odd how comforting those two circles of
approaching lights felt. It seemed that I had been marooned on an
island of darkness with three un-chosen people. For a moment, I
thought it would turn into a surreal dream and the lights would
pass me—or turn out to be the eyes of a monster alligator. You’re
getting spooked by this neighborhood, I admonished myself. Just
because you’re in the middle of a desolate, destroyed place with
two injured people, one teenage girl, and a dead body is no reason
to get nervous.

The lights slowed as they approached, a comfortingly
real ambulance taking shape behind their penumbra.

Two guys jumped out. I pointed to Coach Bob and
Nathan and said, “Badly broken leg and probably sprained
ankle.”

They spoke little and worked quickly. In a bare few
minutes Coach Bob was on a gurney and rolled into the back of the
truck. Then Nathan. They shut the back door and were walking around
to the front, without a backward glance at Nathalie and me.

“Hey,” I called. “She’s got to go with them.”

The one going for the driver’s side kept walking;
the passenger-side one looked back at me. “Can’t, no room.” The
expression on my face prompted him to add, “Can’t. ERs are crazy.
We’ll have to go to West Jeff to get a bed.” With that he got in
and shut the door. It had barely snicked closed when the ambulance
pulled away.

The waters had destroyed most of the hospitals, and
their emergency rooms, in Orleans Parish. West Jeff was on the
other side of the river, west because it was on the Westbank and
Jeff for Jefferson Parish, the suburbs of New Orleans. Much as I
wasn’t thrilled about Nathalie tagging along with me, that was
better than stranding her out there. If she had to depend on the
kindness of Carmen—and her knowledge of the city—to get to where
she needed to go, it would be a long night.

I gave her a look. “Okay, where do I need to take
you?”

She looked back at me. “Uh…I’m not sure.”

“I live here, I can probably figure out whatever
address you have.”

“Umm…I don’t have an address. We weren’t supposed to
get separated.”

“You have no idea where you’re staying?”

“No, we came right here from the airport, so I
didn’t even get a glimpse.”

“Name of a church, a group, who invited you?
Anything?”

She slowly shook her head.

I glanced at my watch. It was past eight. Not likely
to be anyone at her church in Wisconsin. “Would your parents
know?”

She looked alarmed. First day in New Orleans and
already in trouble. So much for the great grownup adventure.

Nathalie looked down. “They won’t hear it.”

“Hearing impaired? But they have to answer the phone
somehow.”

“It’s in the barn. Father says it’s only for
business, so it might as well be where the business is being done.
He won’t be in the barn this late and he won’t hear it.” She said
the last bit in a rush, as if to get the words and her odd parents
out and over with.

I stared at her for a long moment. Could this night
get any weirder? I immediately smacked that thought down, reminding
myself not to tempt fate. The alligators might appear. No butch
points were lost as Nathalie was staring at the ground, her face
caught between fear at being in this desolate place with a stranger
and shame that she had to reveal to that stranger the peculiar
behavior of her family.

I decided for both of us. “Let’s get out of here.
Some places in this city have phones and light and food.” I headed
for my car and Nathalie slowly followed, probably too accustomed to
obeying adults to even question getting into a car with an avowed
lesbian stranger.

Maybe Carmen had been mature and smart enough to
call the cops as well, but it didn’t seem like sure money to me.
And I didn’t intend to wait around to see what the odds were. If
they did show up there I couldn’t tell them much other than
presumably what Carmen and the others would say. I’d go back to my
place, with its phones and lights, and let them know about the dead
woman.


Chapter Four

“It never ends, does it?” Nathalie asked
quietly.

“There will be lights soon,” I answered, somehow
knowing she was referring to the block after block after block of
dark houses, no streetlights, a dirty gray landscape illuminated
only by the beams from my car. We had been in the Gentilly section
of town, near the lake. The waters had stretched from there nearly
to the French Quarter. It was close to two miles of desolate
houses, an eerie journey even in the day.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

I had been debating that since I’d U-turned away
from the haunted house. Cordelia hadn’t returned yet; she’d been
doing some work in Boston where she was staying with one of her
sisters. She had called two days ago to tell me that she’d be here
this weekend. I hadn’t answered the phone, just let her leave a
message. That message didn’t tell me whether she was coming back to
stay or if this was a brief visit to grab a few things or someplace
in between. I had been a jerk and not picked up the phone, instead
listening to her voice as she talked to my brand-new answering
machine. I could have asked any of those questions and the score of
other queries I had.

But if I’d done that I wouldn’t make it to the
semi-finals for asshole passive-aggressive contest. And I was
clearly aiming to take home a trophy.

However, that little muddle in my life was a few
days away. At the moment, I had a hayseed kid from the boonies in
my car and had to decide what to do with her.

The choices were limited. She had a place to stay
but neither of us had a clue as to where that might be, nor did
there seem any way to contact anyone to return their wayward child
tonight. The second choice was my office, sort of living space. The
third choice was complicated.

Cordelia and I lived in a house in the Tremé area of
the city. The water had reached our block, but only a few feet, and
our house, an old Creole cottage built in the days when houses were
raised, had not flooded. But on the Friday before Katrina, when the
forecasts still called for it to hit Florida, I had surprised her
at her office in the arms of another woman. Did I still live there?
I didn’t know. If Katrina hadn’t hit and the levees failed, we
would have worked it out by now—one way or another.

But the storm came and one miniscule part of its
destruction was to tear our lives apart as well. Cordelia had been
trapped in Charity Hospital, left with no food, no water,
sweltering heat, and unable to do much for those left sick and
dying. As angry as I was with her, that had not been the time to do
anything other than let her recover from her ordeal. I was offered
a place to stay in San Francisco; Cordelia had opted to go stay
with one of her sisters in Boston.

Even though I had evacuated in time, that didn’t
mean I was okay. The shipyard out on the bayous where I had grown
up was gone, utterly gone. Only a clearing piled high with debris
and one post to the gate from the road were left. My childhood home
had survived Betsy and Camille and other hurricanes, but this one
had taken it. My office hadn’t flooded, but had been vandalized.
What they hadn’t stolen they’d destroyed—computers smashed across
the floor, file cabinets overturned with the contents spewed
everywhere, and the final insult, a big pile of excrement in the
center of my desk. The one saving grace was that they hadn’t been
thorough, so the side rooms, the tiny kitchen, and my old bedroom
had only been tossed for valuables.

My anger at Cordelia ebbed and flowed, and at one
high point, I vowed that I’d live in my office. I’d attacked it in
a frenzy of cleaning, swathed in gloves and dust masks to keep the
stench out, until the light faded or I was exhausted. Those days
took their toll until one afternoon, with the sweat gumming up the
mask, my arms aching, it seemed hopeless. I’d torn off the mask and
gloves, all my clothes, poured a liberal shot of Scotch into a
plastic cup, and stepped into the shower, sipping the alcohol
between scrubbing myself. I threw on clean clothes, grabbed a few
things, and spent the rest of the night at the house in Tremé
getting drunk and feeling sorry for myself.

I didn’t even bother going back to my office for
several days; everything just felt overwhelming. The house
contained the memories of all the time Cordelia and I had been
together, and I swung between wanting her back and being angry at
what she’d done. When I had the energy to be honest with myself, I
admitted that I didn’t really know what she’d done—only the brief
moment that I’d seen. Was it a single moment of temptation yielded
to, five minutes of indiscretion, and if I hadn’t walked in on
them, she would have pulled away, said “No, I can’t do this?” And
nothing would have changed. Or had they already pledged love, made
promises? And everything had already changed.

I’d finally pulled myself together, drunk a lot of
water, eaten a decent breakfast, taken as much aspirin as I could,
and gone back to the work of cleaning my office. It was rote, a few
hours every day, and admittedly a good portion of those hours spent
flipping through office catalogues, taking forever to make
decisions like should the new file cabinets be gray or black? I
told myself I only needed to get it livable by the time Cordelia
returned to the city.

So at this juncture, it was mostly clean, or at
least I no longer imagined I could smell the lingering stench of
human shit. I had dragged everything that needed to be thrown out
down the stairs and replaced a few things. Still no couch or table,
but a few chairs, the black file cabinets, and an inflatable
mattress. I’d even trolled the junk/antique stores uptown until I
finally found a replacement for my desk. I paid more than I should
have, but I wanted an old wooden one, like the one I had. I even
stayed there most of the time. But it was getting cold and Bywater,
where my office was, still lacked gas service. The building and
water were heated by gas. I made it through exactly one cold shower
on a cold day before moving back to the house, where the gas had
been restored, so hot water and cooking were possible. Cordelia
wasn’t here so she wouldn’t know where I was staying, and my anger
had ebbed enough that I couldn’t see any point in being cold when
she didn’t even know it.

I stopped at a desolate intersection, the only
evidence of recent human activity a stop sign atop an aluminum
tripod replacing the destroyed stoplight. I glanced over at my
unwanted charge. Clearly tired, but her eyes were wide open, as if
she didn’t dare close them. Her world had changed, I realized. Last
night at this time she had been on an isolated farm in Wisconsin.
Now she was in a stranger’s car in a city with more destruction
than she probably could have imagined. Her brother was hurt, she
was cut off from him and the group she was supposed to stick close
together with, and she had been left with a choice of either
staying in a dark, desolate neighborhood or going with a complete
stranger, one she had no guarantee would be kind.

“I live fairly close to the French Quarter. There
will be lights and people there,” I told her, trying to be as
reassuring as I could.

“Okay, thanks,” she mumbled.

Go to the house, I told myself. There really was no
other choice. But I didn’t want to let this unknown kid into my
life, to let her see the home I’d made with Cordelia, to pretend
that everything was okay when it was so far from okay. It’s just
one night, I told myself. She’s tired, probably capable only of
eating something and falling into bed. You can get rid of her in
the morning.

The decision was made; I turned at City Park onto
Esplanade Avenue. Finally I saw a few cars, mine no longer the only
headlights. Esplanade ran from City Park to the river, through some
of the older sections of the city.

“Is this the first time you’ve been to New Orleans?”
Having decided where to take her, I felt able to concentrate on
driving and talking at the same time. Only a bare handful of
stoplights worked. Some intersections had hastily erected stop
signs; others relied on there being so few drivers. The flooding
had opened up craters of potholes, and everything from glass to
nails littered the roads. In the less than a month that I’d been
back, I’d already had to have two tires repaired.

“First time I’ve been anywhere,” she answered
slowly. “Well, Milwaukee once, but I was five at the time and only
remember seeing some tall buildings.”

“I’m guessing that you don’t have a cell phone,” I
said.

“No, Nathan and I got one to share. He’s the boy, so
he gets to keep it.”

“You’re the same age, but he gets it?”

“Yeah. And I’m better at keeping track of stuff.
But…” Her voice faded, as if actually saying what was obvious, that
it was unfair, would be too traitorous.

“But the cell phone is in his pocket and you’re the
one who needs it now.”

“Yeah. Nothing seems to be going right,” she said
tiredly.

“Look at the benefits,” I said. Off in the distance
was the red of a working stoplight. Claiborne and Esplanade, I was
guessing. With everything changed, trees downed, houses darkened,
at times it was hard to get my bearings, even on streets I’d
traveled my whole life. “You get to meet me and you get an
unescorted tour of the city. You’ve probably crammed more adventure
into the last twenty-four hours than you’ve had…all year.” I almost
said “your entire life” but that was patronizing. Milking cows
could have thrills that I was unaware of.

As if to prove that not everything was going wrong,
the stoplight changed to green just as we approached and I glided
through the intersection. A boat was still parked next to the pumps
at one of the gas stations at this crossroads, as if it had floated
up, hoping to pump some fuel. Stacks of debris and a couple of
discarded refrigerators were littering the median. Traffic, still
not heavy, was regular, a welcome change from the deserted darkness
we’d left behind.

I turned off Esplanade onto Marais.

“Where are we going?” she suddenly asked.

“My house. Not sure where else to take you.” I
turned onto Barracks Street. One more block and we’d be home. Or at
least a house I could use for the night.

“You’re taking me to your house?”

“That’s the plan. Unless you can figure out where
the rest of your group is staying.”

“Oh.” She was silent for a moment, but the fidgeting
told me that something was going on. “Look, back there, you seemed
to say, well, you said something about that you’re, like homo—gay,
and I just want
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