

    
            Chapter One 





			“You call that a bodyguard? Safer, I’m not feeling.”

			I should have been insulted, since she was referring to me, but save for my ego I agreed with her. I’m a private investigator, more suited to trawling through boring stacks of records than throwing myself in front of bullets. Although, as good as the promised fee was, bullets were still above the pay grade. Somebody needed to live to testify at the murder trial, and as the not intended victim, that was likely to be me.

			Sarah Jacobson was in New Orleans because it was the place she hated more than any other in the country, swearing that the only time she’d ever come, back in college, was more than enough. Rabbi Sarah Jacobson. She was in hiding because someone had shot and killed her wife, Leah, presumably aiming for her.

			“We just need someone for a few weeks,” my friend and NOPD officer Joanne Ranson had promised me. “Travel with her, check the surroundings, call us ASAP if you see anything off.” When not guarding her, I could continue with my regular cases, meaning I got a few weeks of nice cash flow in my direction rather than the usual sluggish inflow and gushing outflow. I could use it. The summer had been brutally hot—yes, it’s always hot here, but we were setting records, days over one hundred degrees, which used to be rare. For most of my life here, summers were low to mid-nineties with a chance of afternoon thunderstorms. Didn’t even need to look at the weather report. Not anymore. So hot no one wanted to do anything, and that included hiring private investigators. I needed to have a good fall and winter to catch up.

			So, that was why I was at this hotel by the airport, being talked about as if I wasn’t there. I chose not to argue in my favor. I could collect my fee for the day, only have to work an hour including travel time, and then be free to go if she rejected me. Who was I to disagree?

			Her point was that I was about the same age as she was, only a few years younger, still on the lower side of fifty, and she was two years beyond. She was about five-eight, so my height of five-ten wasn’t much taller. She looked in reasonable shape for her age; hard to tell about muscle since she was wearing a too heavy jacket for the weather, but her movements were sharp and quick, her hands were vehemently expressing the same thing her words were saying. Her face would be called handsome, not pretty—strong jaw, high forehead, a few lines of worry across it, wire rim glasses that masked eyes the brown of rich earth. Her hair was mostly gray, a few tendrils of the dark brown it had once been still showing in the tangle of curls, on the cusp of tipping into frizzy instead of wavy.

			If she couldn’t protect herself, could someone like me protect her?

			Joanne was being nice, letting her ramble on about me not being the right bodyguard, how much she hated New Orleans, it was too hot here (take off the jacket, sweetie), and if she could find kosher food. She finally had to pause to take a breath.

			“She is a highly trained professional,” Joanne interjected. “If you want someone who can win a physical fight, we can arrange that, but it might be better to have someone who prevents that in the first place.”

			Me? You want me to do that? I kept quiet, still hoping she would opt for the big, burly man.

			She suddenly sat down, close to a collapse, and started crying.

			Sarah Jacobson was whisked here last night, arriving close to midnight, four days after standing next to her wife when she was shot. The shock and whirl of grief was coursing through her—anger, sorrow, numbness—the person she most cared about gone and her here stumbling through the pain.

			Joanne went to the bathroom to retrieve a wad of tissue to hand to her.

			There were four of us in the room: the two men who’d brought her, one tall and wiry, the other short and muscled, Joanne, and me. We all seemed lost for words.

			Earn the money they’re paying you.

			I knelt in front of her. “I’m sorry that you’re here, and I’m sorry for the tragedy that brought you here. The world is broken in so many places. I can’t offer much, but I’m trained—and good at—observing, seeing what’s out of place, acting quickly, knowing what I can do and can’t do, and being even quicker to call for help. I’ll do my best to keep you safe.”

			She slowly raised her head and looked at me, her eyes red rimmed, glistening with tears. “Keep me safe from what? Going on with a life I no longer see any purpose in?”

			“Keeping you safe while you hurt, long enough to see if there is a way through the grief, long enough to see if there is something of life you want to hold on to.”

			She slowly wiped her tears away, leaving only the red, angry eyes. “Fine, do your job, earn your money. Let time do what it will.”

			I stood up. Fuck, you had to be nice, let a crying woman trick you into compassion. And now I was stuck being a bodyguard for someone who didn’t want a bodyguard, didn’t want to be here, and maybe didn’t even want to live. I looked at Joanne. She was engrossed with something on her phone and avoiding my glance.

			Sarah was the rabbi at a liberal congregation in New York City. A wealthy member of her synagogue was covering the costs of her being in New Orleans. I’d gotten few details beyond that. I needed to get Joanne alone and pry everything I could from her.

			“Um, we have a plane to catch,” the wiry guy said. “You gonna take over?”

			“Yes, go ahead,” I said.

			They didn’t do a very good job of hiding the relief on their faces. They got to go home and this was no longer their problem. After the usual placeholder chat—“you guys take care,” “any good restaurants in the airport”—they were gone. There are no good restaurants in airports, but even I had to admit that the new New Orleans airport did better than most, with local offerings instead of the same boring chains. Some of the sandwich shops carried Central Grocery muffalettas. You can’t go wrong with that.

			Sarah excused herself to wash her face. I listened for the sounds of water running before turning to Joanne. “I want to move her someplace else as soon as possible. And then you and I need to have a long chat about everything you know.”

			She put her phone away and nodded. “You don’t trust them?” she asked.

			“Don’t know them. The fewer people who know where she is, the better.” I needed to learn a lot more before I could consider who to trust.

			“Fair enough. Where?”

			I sighed. “The French Quarter. Lot of tourists, lot of new faces around, hide in a crowd.”

			“She will hate that,” Joanne said.

			The water cut off and she came out of the bathroom, drying her face. “I presume you’re talking about me?” Her tone made it not a question.

			“We’re talking about what to do next and, yes, that obviously concerns you,” I said. “I think it’s safer to move you away from here.”

			“Away from this charming hotel and scenic freeway?”

			“There are other airport hotels if you’re truly attached,” I answered.

			She shot me a look, catching my sarcasm and not liking it.

			“The French Quarter might be best,” I continued.

			“Really?” She turned to Joanne as if hoping she would counter. “I want to go to a calm, quiet area, away from the party pestilence this city is so good at.”

			“We need to consider where you’ll most likely not be noticed,” Joanne said.

			“Well, damn,” she said, collapsing into the chair, no energy left even for this small fight. Then she looked up at me, “How long do I have to stay?”

			“One step at a time,” I answered. “First, we move from here and get you settled there. Maybe a few days to a week. It’s probably best to not stay anywhere too long.”

			She shook her head. “I hate living out of a suitcase. In my least favorite city. When do I get my life back?”

			I couldn’t answer that. “Let’s get you packed and out of here,” I said.

			“We’ll work on finding some place you feel comfortable,” Joanne added.

			Sarah washed her face one more time, then quickly packed, easy since she had barely unpacked.

			While she was doing that, Joanne and I pulled up a hotel app and booked a room under Joanne’s name. She had no connection to Sarah until that very minute. I’d have to take over, and we’d both get reimbursed at some point. At some point soon, I hoped.

			From there, we headed back into the city, Joanne with Sarah in her car, since she had a police radio and all the cop bells and whistles. Plus, my beat-up old Mazda could use a cleaning, or at least a vacuuming from helping my cousin Torbin take the cats to the vet when his car broke down. For all I knew she was allergic.

			Traffic on Canal Street in late afternoon is not the Ninth, but certainly a lower circle of hell, probably around the Seventh. I opted to park in a lot over in the Central Business District, divided from the French Quarter by Canal Street. I parked at one on Poydras, close to Mother’s restaurant. Po-boy on the way home for me.

			Then a quick hike back to Canal, weaving through the workers going home for the day. Joanne texted me asking where I was just as I got to the hotel. The lobby was so large I had to text her back to find her. It was a big convention hotel, about as anonymous as could be. Joanne texted, directing me to Sarah, sitting by herself in an out-of-the-way area.

			Before approaching her, I surveyed the surroundings. Nothing other than people milling around, groups in the lobby bar, people waiting to check in, for other people, or to leave for the airport. The restaurant wasn’t busy, but why would it be? There are world class restaurants only steps away.

			I scanned the room one more time, then slowly walked over to Sarah, taking a seat close, but not so close as to connect us. She looked up at me, but I shook my head. Here, in the city she hated, it wasn’t likely anyone was looking for her. No one might be looking for her at all. A crime of hate and convenience: the shot fired, killing one person, and the shooter fled, now more intent on not being caught than trying to track down his intended victim. Unless she was his prey, not just hate. He could all too easily find others.

			I’ve been targeted for being a lesbian. Maybe not just being a lesbian, but being tall, not hewing to the conventions of how women are supposed to dress and behave. The cardinal sin, breaking the gender rules, showing how easily they could be broken. I’d been hit once by a drunk young angry man I’d made fun of as I was crossing Bourbon Street. “Spill their drinks quickly, spill their seed quickly,” I’d mouthed to the women—barely beyond girls and likely not yet old enough to legally drink—surrounding him as he threw up in the street. He had taken offense, shouting, “Dyke!” then jumping at me, only landing a blow on my shoulder as I twisted away. He swung again, grazing my cheek. The next minute the cops were there, including one I knew. I was told to leave; he got off with a warning.

			I remembered the hate and anger in his eyes. The ugly words he used, “dyke,” “cunt,” “faggot,” anything he thought might land a blow. Words hurt; they just don’t leave visible marks. The cops blew it off, even the gay cop I knew letting it slide. Not a big deal, not a real crime. Mouthy dyke, stepping out of her place, drunk white guy responds. No real harm. Except to all the queer people watching, seeing how easily they could be victims and no one would care. I was in my late twenties then. Decades ago. Now I look for the anger, not to appease it but to be aware and consider if it’s a battle worth fighting.

			Two glancing blows, a faint bruise on my shoulder. No harm done.

			Sarah had harm done, brutal, life-shattering harm.

			No, it wasn’t likely anyone was looking for her here, but it was possible. That was part of the underlying horror—once you’re one of the hated groups, you never know when the hate will hit you again. Even if it never does, the constant, nagging worry is always there.

			I glanced around the lobby, like I was waiting for someone. Again, everything normal, no sharp glances our way, no one loitering where they could watch us.

			Joanne headed toward me. I nodded her to Sarah. She understood, passing me by and getting Sarah, then heading for the elevator.

			“Fourteenth floor, should be a nice view,” she said to Sarah as she passed me.

			I gave them about half the lobby, then followed. They got on an elevator when I was almost there. I waited for the next one and then took it to the fourteenth floor. They weren’t in the elevator lobby when I stepped out, but I heard Joanne’s voice down one of the hallways. I quickly caught up.

			“Do we have to be this cloak and dagger?” Sarah said irritably.

			“Short answer, yes. Let’s get in the room,” Joanne said.

			We continued down the hallway in silence. Her room was near the end. Few people should be back in this area.

			Joanne opened the door and let us both in first.

			Sarah tossed her suitcase on the bed, then flopped down beside it. “So, to my question. What’s with the security theater?”

			“Not playing games here,” I said. Her annoyance was starting to annoy me. “If someone is too interested in you, we need to know. By being well behind, I could observe anyone watching where you were going.”

			“So, how hunted am I?” she demanded, crossing her arms, anger lacing her words.

			I told myself she had the right to be angry. A right to blinding fury, even. I just needed to remind myself it wasn’t about me; I was just handy. “All looked normal,” I told her.

			She sighed and looked away. “Safe enough for me to take a nap? I haven’t had much rest in the last few days.”

			“Sure,” Joanne said. She handed Sarah a key card, then one to me as well.

			The latter didn’t escape Sarah’s notice. “So, you get to barge in whenever?”

			“Not unless I have to,” I said calmly. “But helpful for me to have access as well.”

			“Are you going to stay and watch me sleep?”

			The room had two queen beds, a desk and comfortable seating area, but no separate area other than the bathroom.

			“No, not necessary,” Joanne said. “We can leave you for a while. Just don’t go out by yourself. Text Micky when you wake up. Only open the door if it’s one of us.”

			I would have said the same thing but was glad it came from Joanne. Everything up until now had been hurried, no time for questions, so I wasn’t sure what we wanted to accomplish, other than keeping Sarah as safe as possible.

			“I don’t have my phone. Too dangerous, they said.”

			“I’ll get you a prepaid one,” I said. What else was I going to do while she napped? Besides sitting Joanne down and getting as much info as I could. I wrote down my cell number and told her to call me on the hotel phone.

			“I’ll call you when I wake up,” she said, heading to the bathroom. “It may be tomorrow.” She shut the door. Our cue to leave.

			Joanne and I exited the room, then I waited while she headed to the elevators. I gave her a few minutes, then followed. The floor was quiet, no one else around.

			At the elevator, I got a text from her to meet outside on the street.

			I again scanned the lobby on my way out, but it was hotel staff and a multitude of tourists in various states of sobriety.

			Joanne was waiting off to the side of the entrance.

			“So, what exactly have I gotten myself into?” I asked as I joined her.

			She sighed. “I’m not sure myself. Late lunch, early supper? Let me eat something and we can talk.” I agreed. If she was eating, she’d have time to answer my questions.

			We again crossed Canal Street, going to a shabby lunch place for the workers in the CBD. It was mostly empty now and would close in an hour. A throwback to the days of plate lunches and booths with red plastic seats.

			“Really good gumbo here,” Joanne said. She ordered the roast beef po-boy.

			I decided to try a cup of the gumbo.

			Once the waiter gave us our water glasses, I gave her an expectant look.

			“Sarah seems to have pissed off everyone,” Joanne started.

			“I can see that.”

			“The rabbi of a Reform congregation in Brooklyn.”

			“And she hates New Orleans? Everyone from Brooklyn is moving here.”

			Joanne gave me a look. I nodded, letting her know I’d be quiet.

			“She’s a lesbian rabbi and outspoken on social justice issues. That alone gets her unwanted attention. She is also a strong advocate for Palestinian rights, critical of Israel and vocal and active about it. After the October 7 terrorist attack, she defended Israel, stating the terrorists are the ones responsible for unleashing the bloodshed. Pissed off the people on the left. Then back to criticizing Israel for falling into the trap of overreacting. Pissed more people off by blaming both Hamas and the Israeli government, no neat good side/bad side. She can be on the assertive side.”

			“I hadn’t noticed.” Full sarcasm font.

			The waiter brought our food. We paused to take a few bites. Joanne was right about the gumbo, a rich dark roux.

			“Plus, being openly gay, advocating for trans rights, all the progressive causes,” Joanne said once she’d finished chewing.

			“Okay, she has a right to free speech, even truly annoying and contradictory speech, but why kill her? Just don’t listen.”

			“Too many guns, too many crazy people,” Joanne said, taking another bite. Another pause to chew. “The background I got is that no one claimed responsibility.”

			“Do we even know for sure it was aimed at Sarah? Or was she assumed to be the target because she has a knack for pissing people off? Could her wife have been the real target? Family inheritance and they kill her to make it look like a hate crime?”

			“Anything is possible, and the NYC cops are investigating it. I’m guessing they’re considering all angles, but so far nothing suggests that. The report indicates Sarah was the target. They were standing facing each other outside the temple. Sarah dropped her phone, bent down to pick it up just as the shot was fired. If she hadn’t moved, it would have been her.” Joanne continued, “Since we have no idea who might want to kill her, it’s a wide investigation—the crazy left or the crazy right.”

			“Or some crazy in between. So the goal is to keep her alive for the investigation. What happens if they don’t solve it?”

			“We figure that out when we get there. In the meantime, you get paid to keep track of her and try to keep her from doing anything too stupid. She does have friends and supporters. They’re covering the cost, so the only official part was getting her out of New York to an undisclosed location, i.e., here.”

			“A location she hates, so might help throw anyone looking for her off track.”

			“That’s the thought. You don’t need to be with her constantly, just check in on a daily basis, and if she goes anywhere, go with her. It’s best if she mostly stays in her hotel room.”

			We went over the details of the most important things—how to pay for her keep and how I’d get paid. Joanne handed me a debit card to cover most things. It would be audited, and the account had about ten thousand dollars in it. Enough to pay for a few weeks of hotels and meals, not enough to tempt me to cash it out and disappear. I’d get paid by check, with the first one arriving tomorrow. If I needed to communicate with Sarah’s benefactors, I’d do it through Joanne. Convoluted, and probably hidden enough to confuse the crazy zealots of the world. If the people out to get her were more sophisticated, like a government, it might not be enough. We were going on the assumption that the good ol’ US of A and its federal powers were on our side.

			Or didn’t care.

			Once we got that settled and Joanne called for the bill, I asked, “Could it not be about her specifically, but a hate group targeting the Jewish community? She was outside the synagogue, they saw her and fired.”

			“Also possible, but no way to know. Until we catch them.”

			“What else do I need to know?”

			“If I knew that, I’d tell you.” She put a twenty on the table. I left a ten for my gumbo. Together, it would be a nice tip. “From what I know, this should be babysitting her for a few weeks until the NYPD find the killer. Their guess is it was a lone or small group of fanatics. One located around NYC with enough resources to get a decent sniper gun and drive into the city. But they’re not likely to be able to track her as long as she stays hard to track.”

			“What if they’re wrong?”

			“No one is paying you enough to shield her with your life. If bullets start flying, you duck.”

			We got up and left the restaurant.

			“I’ll keep that in mind and hope it doesn’t become an option. If I have questions, can I call you?”

			“You can call. I don’t have any more answers beyond what I’ve already told you. If I learn more, I’ll let you know. But touch base, let me know how things are going.”

			My car was in one direction, Sarah’s hotel in another, and Joanne turned in another. We waved good-bye and I headed back to the French Quarter, not wanting to watch her walk down the street. I didn’t know who else might be watching.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			I woke to the sound of rain and a drop in temperature. Fall was usually lovely in New Orleans, but we were heading into official winter, which would be a nice fall in more northern places.

			I quickly showered and dressed: long sleeves, jeans, late fall leather jacket, and even a scarf—heavy winter gear here.

			With a big travel mug of coffee, I drove to my office.

			Despite the late night, I was up at my usual time. I had too much to do for the luxury of sleep.

			At my office, I first put on the coffeepot; the travel mug was big, not bottomless.

			Then called Joanne. Voice mail. Same with her personal cell phone. I left a brief message, saying I had info she needed to hear. I debated calling Danny as well, but we’d have to circle back to Joanne in any case, since she was the contact with the NYPD.

			Paulette had called three times yesterday and once this morning.

			I pulled up the tracking app on my computer to see if Elmer was sleeping late.

			Nope, he—or his truck—was on the move. Guess he knew Paulette well enough to know she was a morning person and he couldn’t linger.

			He was out of New Orleans, but to the west, not heading for the waterless camp, which was east and near the Mississippi border.

			The phone rang. Joanne.

			“What’s so important?” she asked.

			“I was at the Q last night,” I told her. “One of the NY cops walked by, so I chatted him up. He was a few Hurricanes worse for wear. Got him to admit that they were the ones following us.”

			“Well, that’s good to know. Is that it?”

			“No. Asked about why they questioned Sarah the way they did. He said they got instructions to treat her as a suspect, from someone higher up. He wasn’t sure who, said his colleague was the contact and also the one who insisted on following us.”

			“That’s interesting.” I could almost hear her thinking.

			“But is it because they’re suspicious jerks mixed in with the usual bigotry or because someone on the team is tainted and part of the hate group?”

			She sighed. “That’s the question, isn’t it?” A pause and she continued, “And you’d like me to see if I can get an answer to it?”

			“Got a better idea?”

			An uncharacteristic pause. “Sadly, no. But I’m also not sure how far I’m going to get. Yeah, I’m a cop, but not one of their cops.”

			“Go outside? The feds or something?”

			“Yeah, maybe.” Again, a slow response. Clearly a mess. “Maybe I can contact someone here at the FBI and see if they have any ideas.”

			“All I have is the info, I’d have less chance as a PI than you as a cop.”

			Another sigh. “True. Are you sure he wasn’t leading you on?”

			“In vino—or rum—veritas. I asked him to ask some questions, but he agreed in the way that told me he wasn’t going to. One thing is he doesn’t seem to like his partner—didn’t say all that much, but admitted he was a bit of a control freak.”

			“Let me try this, I can lead with what we know—talk to my contact about them doing a hostile interview. Then mention them following you, make at least a strong informal complaint. See if that gets me anywhere. Put in a call to my FBI friend, run it by him to see if he has any advice. Figure where we go from there.”

			“Okay, let’s hope it goes somewhere.”

			“How’s Sarah doing?” The subject was changed.

			“I think her being here, isolated, leaves her alone with her loss. Nothing familiar or friendly to pull her through the days. Maybe Alex is right, she needs a balance of being with people and being kept safe.”

			“Like taking her out to the Q more often?” Joanne asked.

			“Maybe. She’s not a bar person, although she liked Torbin’s act. They got to chatting after the show, and Torbin offered to let her stay at their place this weekend while they’re out. A ploy for a free cat-sitter.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Said I needed time to think. Which is what I’m doing now.”

			“With me doing part of the thinking?”

			“Two brains and all that.”

			“Can we keep her safe there?”

			“Well, as long as no one knows she’s there, she’s safe.”

			“That’s the big if, isn’t it?”

			“Big. But let’s consider. If their goal was to kill her and they knew where she was, wouldn’t they have done it already? Likely means they don’t know where she is.”

			“If you’re right about someone in the NYPD being part of the hate group, then they know she’s in New Orleans and you’re keeping an eye on her.”

			“True.” And not a truth I liked.

			“Maybe someone else should be the one moving her around.”

			“Who? They know about you, too,” I pointed out. “And someone Sarah would be okay with.”

			Joanne said, “Torbin,” at the same time I said, “Alex?”

			She added, “Maybe we should see if we can get several people. Mix up who’s with her.”

			“I guess,” I said. I liked Sarah; I wanted her safe. But I loved Torbin and would hate myself if he got hurt because of me. Joanne felt the same about Alex. Or any of our friends.

			“Let me think on it. She’s at the new hotel, right?”

			“Yes, I told her I’d take her out for a bit.”

			“Give me about an hour or so. I’ll get back to you.”

			The call was over and I put the phone down. I hadn’t thought through the implications of someone on the investigation team being compromised. Now I was very glad I hadn’t let the cops know where Sarah was. I just needed to keep it that way. It was going to be hard to do that alone.

			The phone rang. I stared at it for a moment. Too soon to be Joanne with a plan. That left a stranger or Paulette.

			I picked it up. I’d have to talk to her sooner or later.

			“Well, have you solved it yet?”

			“Good morning to you, Paulette,” I said in as obnoxiously cheery a tone as I could. “You were on my list to call this morning.”

			“What are you doing to earn your money? You’re not cheap, you know.”

			It took enormous willpower, but I did not say, “Unlike you.” Outrage would just keep her on the phone longer.

			“I’ve been busy but wanted to be mindful of your money, so focused on finding him, not doing billable reports.” She started to retort, but I kept going. “He’s still in the area and seems to be hurting for money. It looks like he was staying at his pretend soldier camp until the water line was destroyed by dynamite in the wrong place. He was at his apartment last night, pretty late, but with the kind of friends that made it unsafe to approach him. I have some things in place that should lead me to him, pretty quickly.” I ended it there, deliberately not telling her about the tracker. She was likely to demand I take her to him, and I wasn’t ready to do that yet. I wanted to use the tracker to get an idea of where he was and what he was doing. If/when I approached him, I wanted to make sure none of his gunslinging buddies were around.

			“Well, that’s not good enough. I need this done yesterday.”

			“For three times the amount you’ve already paid me, I can put all my other cases aside and concentrate on this, but even then, I’d need a day or so to take care of a few things.”

			That shut her up. For a moment anyway. “Well, I think I’m paying you plenty enough for this simple case. How soon can you wrap it up?”

			“Simple case? Finding someone who’s doing everything they can to not be found is not simple. Not close,” I rubbed in. “I’m not sure how long, but likely within the week.” A few days of seeing where Elmer roamed and pinpointing a place to intercept him, easily within a week.

			“That long?”

			“Yeah, that long.”

			“Well, I expect daily updates.”

			“Okay, your money. I’ll update you every day. Anything else?” I kept the cheery tone to annoy her.

			“I expect to be immediately notified if there are any developments. Is that clear?”

			I considered telling her I didn’t work for her and could walk away if I wanted. But no, I focused on time management skills, cheerily agreed, and got off the phone.

			That was the last of the excitement for my morning. I spent the rest doing the necessary paperwork, shredding old files, bills, billing people to pay the bills. Waiting for the phone.

			Joanne didn’t call until after eleven, when I was up to dithering about what to eat for lunch—the can of tuna here (should check the date first) or going out and getting something. I had gotten Sarah enough food that she should be good for lunch.

			“A plan of sorts,” she said. “If she’s willing, I’m doing a community thing this afternoon, women in the professions stuff. Lunch included, and speaking after. Not open to the public, but lots of people around. She’d need to talk for a few minutes about being a rabbi. We had a faith leader lined up, but she broke her leg last night Rollerblading. I can get someone to pick her up and another person to take her back. That work?”

			“Yeah, that sounds okay,” I said.

			“You’re in contact with her, so can you set it up? Someone will pick her up around twelve thirty p.m.”

			“Who?” I asked.

			Joanne hesitated. “Another participant.”

			“Oh. Name begins with a ‘C’?”

			“Are you okay with that?” Joanne asked to my silence.

			“I guess I’ll have to be.” Cordelia, like Alex, was better at the empathy thing than either Joanne or me. Like Torbin, she might help Sarah feel less alone. “I’ll call Sarah back and see what she thinks.”

			“Okay, get back to me ASAP.”

			I started to dial but instead looked in my PI bag of tricks for the burner phone. The charge was almost gone, so I plugged it in, then dialed Sarah’s number. She answered immediately. I told her what the plan was and asked if she was interested.

			“Yeah, sure,” she said, then added, “if you think it’s safe.”

			“Other than not coming out of your room, this is about as safe as it gets. Also, someone else will pick you up.”

			“Not you?”

			“No, better if we switch things up a bit.”

			“The NY cops, right? They know you’re protecting me and you might lead them to me.”

			Damn, the woman was too smart. “It’s possible. Better to mix things up.”

			“Joanne, your cop friend?”

			“No, a doctor who is also going to the event and works in that part of the city. She’ll be there around twelve thirty.”

			“So, she will know where I am?”

			“Yes, but she’s a trusted friend of both me and Joanne. You’ll be fine.” Something I wanted to be true, desperately. “Joanne is also on the panel, and it’s not open to the public. You’re replacing someone who broke a leg.”

			“I’m fine with it, if you think it’s okay. And not putting anyone at risk.”

			“Driving in New Orleans is a big risk.”

			She gave a small laugh, all that tired joke deserved.

			“It’ll be okay,” I repeated both for her and for me. “Let me get back on the phone and arrange things.”

			I ended the call and dialed Joanne. Voice mail. I realized I had called her on the burner phone and she might not recognize the number. Switched to my regular phone. Voice mail. Considered calling on my office phone but would probably still get voice mail, since there was a real possibility she was busy.

			I looked at the burner phone. I knew the number. What the hell? I texted Cordelia’s cell. Left it at Sarah and the hotel address.

			I got an immediate text back. Who is this?

			Damn. Busted. I had hoped to remain cloak-and-dagger secret. Micky. From a burner phone.

			No immediate answer.

			I called Joanne again, having switched to my regular phone. Again, voice mail, but this time I left a message telling her what I’d done, so she wouldn’t have to play phone roulette.

			A text on the burner. Okay, thanks for letting me know. Will I see you there?

			I stared at it. Finally, No, too disreputable to be a good role model for women in the professions.

			Not true. Is this your new phone number?

			No, using a second phone just in case. I didn’t know how much Joanne had told her, although likely most of it. Joanne would be honest about what was going on, letting Cordelia make the decision. Other one still works, I added. Not that she would ever need it.

			Okay, good to know.

			Talk to you later; I have to run. A complete lie, but this was supposed to be an anonymous text from a stranger, not chatting with my ex.

			That settled lunch for me. I walked to a po-boy place about five blocks away, far enough to be adequate movement to clear my head. Plus, the decision of roast beef with debris—oh, so good, but oh, so messy—or shrimp. It took a moment and looking at my light blue shirt to decide on the safer shrimp.

			Then the walk back and eating lunch while I checked what chaos was going on in the rest of the world. I clicked away from that after the third story about new anti-LGBTQ laws. Hard to be a law-abiding citizen when they keep making our lives illegal.

			I finally looked at my watch. It was almost one. Cordelia had picked up Sarah, and they were probably wherever they were going.

			When I’d started out the day, I’d planned for several hours with Sarah. Joanne was right; this was safer overall, although it introduced more people into the circle of risk.

			I pulled up the tracker on Elmer. He was about forty miles out of the city and, as I watched, pulled off the road and stopped. The tracker mapped his movements, so I looked at where he’d been. Drove out almost to Baton Rouge, but on Route 61, not I-10. That was the old river road, part of the highway system before the interstate. A stop at what was likely a gas station in the early part of his journey. Then a brief pause at a residential area on the outskirts of Baton Rouge. I looked at the neighborhood on street view. Modest, on the verge of run down. Small houses, a few trailers. A friend? Not a very friendly one, since he was only there for about fifteen minutes. Picking up something? Maybe a bunch of water jugs to go back to the camp?

			But he was still on the west side of New Orleans, in a little cluster of buildings and businesses along the now mostly deserted highway. I pulled up the map for a closer view. It looked like a little diner, a hole-in-the-wall grease spot.

			I had the afternoon to kill. And I wanted to be in motion, not sitting in my office trying to convince myself to finish paperwork and not wonder about what was going on where Joanne, Sarah, and Cordelia were.

			I grabbed my keys, my jacket, and my PI bag and locked my office.

			I took I-10 to get out of the city. Then I-310 over the swamp and down to 61, the old highway built on the small slivers of dry land in the low area.

			There was steady, but not heavy, traffic here, as most was over on I-10, just to the north. For a few miles there were businesses that wanted to be close to the city and the airport, but they petered out into a low road, often cut off by water, emerging into sudden vistas of oil and chemical plants. Cordelia and I had once driven this way—wanted to take the back roads and she’d named them dystopian moon bases. Smoke and sometimes flame flaring from the behemoth metal structures. No people visible, just the light and haze. No wonder this stretch was labeled cancer alley. They were here for the proximity to the river, with their own docks.

			Then they flashed away into green jungle. Growth never stops here; the climate is too temperate for anything other than a subtle shift in the shade of deep summer green to more brown winter green. A few more clumps of civilization, the towns where the people who worked out there lived, built on the small patches that were solid ground.

			I left those behind and onto long patches of brush and marsh. The glimpses of people were less frequent, small and run down, left behind when the interstate was built. A one-pump gas station, a peeling bait and tackle shop. A bar that looked like it was fashioned from a double-wide. Then more green, only the wires of phone and power hinting this land had been tamed as much as it was going to be tamed.

			Then a small cluster of homes and businesses, a fading hotel, an RV park. That blip passed and back to wires and brush.

			I almost sped past it, another brief opening, gravel parking lot for both a gas station and the small eatery. Luckily no one was behind me, so I was able to jam on the brakes and make the turn.

			The gas station had a Closed sign in the door. Hard to tell if it was closed only for the moment or had been closed for a while. The paint was a dull white, windows dusty, but it wasn’t the kind of place that did enough business to be kept pristine.

			The diner was only slightly better. A similar shade of once white going gray, a sign that needed a new paint job, but the lettering in the door said it was open. There were two vehicles in the parking lot. One was the red truck, the other a much older, beat-up truck, with a peeling “Edwin Edwards for Governor” bumper sticker on it. That one was old. Edwards was famous for the election slogan “Vote for the Crook. It’s Important.” Everyone knew he was corrupt, but his opponent was the white nationalist David Duke. At that time, even Louisiana wasn’t ready to go that far, and Edwards won. Stole like shit while he was in office and later went to jail for it.

			I parked, contemplating what to do. It was a little past two.

			He doesn’t know who you are or what you look like. I did have his driver’s license photo to go on. As long as there weren’t several white men well into their thirties and still in denial that getting older required better eating and more exercise, he should be easy to spot.

			As I got out, I glanced around. Two beat-up cars in the back, probably staff. But we were the only ones here. That’s one of the reasons I keep my now ten-year-old car; it isn’t out of place here. A swanky nightclub? Yeah, I’d be directed to the entrance for the help without being asked.

			Go in, check it out. A cup of coffee was reasonable. Make decisions after that.

			As I entered, two older men, both Black, were paying their bill. I guessed they were attached to the truck. An older woman, also Black, was ringing them up.

			She smiled at me as I came in. My mother was Greek, which is where my olive skin and black curly hair genes come from. Just dark enough for the kids in high school to taunt me about it. They lay in the sun for hours to get my shade.

			Elmer was in a booth in the far corner, making the mistake of having his back to the door.

			“Sit anywhere, darlin’,” she told me.

			“Thank you,” I answered, slipping into the soft tones I’d learned growing up in bayou country. “How’s the pie?”

			“Best you can find. My sister makes it,” she said with a nod back to the kitchen.

			“Alma,” I said, reading her name tag. “Sounds good. Slice of the apple, and coffee, black, when you have a chance.”

			She nodded and called out a farewell to the other two men as they left, clearly regulars.

			I headed back to where Elmer was sitting.

			And made a decision. He was alone, and if it came to it, I was willing to bet the people here would take my side, not his. No doubt they had seen his truck.

			I slid into the booth opposite him. It took a long second for him to look up from his phone and grasp I was there. He had a pile of plates in front of him, like he was eating for the whole day. Remains of a burger, the onion and lettuce, a stray fry, a side bowl of mashed potatoes, and crumbs left from a chocolate cake.

			He stared at me.

			I pulled out my license and waved it at him. “I think we need to talk,” I said.

			He looked around like a trapped animal.

			“I’m a PI. Your friend Paulette sent me to find you,” I told him.

			“You can’t arrest me, I didn’t do nothing wrong,” he said, still staring at his phone.

			I caught a glimpse of it before he remembered to blank the screen. Scantily clad women with cleavage not found in nature. He looked like he had taken advantage of being at his apartment, with its hot water and shower, his face scrubbed and shaven, but hadn’t run by the shared laundry there. Sour sweat still lingered. He was okay looking, if your standards were low. Full head of light brown hair, in need of a haircut. Probably about my height, just under six feet tall. Pudgy nose a little too big for his face, the bare beginning of jowls as beers and fatty foods were catching up to him. Eyes a gray-hazel that seemed to have no point of view to them, reacting to the world always a bit too slowly.

			“Not here to arrest you,” I added. “You’re lucky because Paulette just wants back what you stole. She has every right to turn it over to the cops.”

			“She can’t do that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Why not? You kidding? She knows what’s in those papers.”

			“Fraud?” I inquired.

			He looked surprised that I had so easily guessed. “Big time. She’s going to be in more trouble than I am,” he said with a suddenly discovered air of triumph. Like he was smart enough to turn the tables.

			“Likely,” I said, my tone saying I already knew that. “Mutual destruction. She can get you for theft and extortion, but you get her for fraud. You know how this works. The rich crooks pay a fine, maybe get home detention and a slap on the wrist. The not rich crooks—that would be you—go to jail and stay there for a while. Make wise choices here.”

			He stared at me, the triumph dripping away as he thought through what I’d said.

			He got a minute when Alma brought over my pie and coffee. “Here you go. You sure you don’t want any cream or sugar?”

			“Nope, I’m good. This pie smells perfect. Thank your sister for me. Oh, this is a friend of an old high school friend, Elmer Stumbolt,” I said. “Small world, isn’t it?”

			She gave me a smile that was more polite than friendly. She’d never seen him before and never seen me before and now we’re sitting together? I’d be suspicious, too.

			She left, going back behind the counter.

			“Why’d you do that?” he harshly whispered at me. “I don’t want them to know my name.”

			“Oh? Planning to skip out without paying?”

			Again, the stare like the world was moving too fast and he couldn’t keep up.

			I sighed. “I’ll cover your tab, but you have to answer a few questions.”

			For the first time, I felt sorry for him. He looked surprised. People weren’t kind to him, not the people he called his friends, but now a stranger was bailing him out.

			“Okay, yeah, sure.” Then almost, sheepishly, “Can I get a slice of that pie as well?”

			“Sure. Something more to drink?”

			Again, surprise at the offer. “Yeah, sure. A big Coke.”

			I nodded, got up, and went over to the counter to place his order.

			“He’s eating a lot,” she said.

			I pulled out three twenties and handed them to her. “I’ll settle when we’re done. He’s a friend of someone I know, and I’m trying to help him through a spot of trouble.”

			“You’re a better person than I am.”

			I gave her a conspiratorial smile. “I’m being paid for my trouble. But if any other trucks like his pull up, go ahead and call the cops.”

			She nodded. She understood.

			I went back to the table and took a bite of my pie. Oh, it was good. Long workout tomorrow after this and the shrimp po-boy earlier.

			“Paulette won’t call the police on me,” he stated, lacking his earlier confidence.

			“She won’t pay you either.” I took another bite, then a sip of coffee. “So, you have some hard decisions to make. You’re out of money, out of friends who’ll put you up. Hard to get a job with either a big gap in your history or claiming a place that won’t give you a good reference.”

			“I’m not going back to mopping floors,” he stated.

			“If you can’t pay for a burger in this place, you don’t have many options,” I pointed out.

			“I can pay, but I need to keep money for other things.”

			That ended whatever small sympathy I had for him. Beer for his friends and rip off a place like this.

			“Give me what you stole. I’ll tell Paulette she has to pony up a few thousand to settle this. That way, you have enough for a fresh start.”

			“No,” he said, his face now that of a stubborn toddler. “That’s not enough. She had tons of money. We were a couple. I should get half of it.”

			That was delusional. Even if they had been married, they were only together a few years; the law wasn’t going to give him half of what she’d accumulated over decades. This was the hard part—they both wanted to win, and a compromise wasn’t winning. The choices were compromise, stalemate, or mutual destruction.

			“So, what are you going to do?” I asked.

			“She has to see sense. She has to give me the money.”

			“Told you already, not going to happen. Get a few thousand out of her; that’s all that’s possible.” That would take a shit ton of cajoling on my part, and even then, she might stamp her foot and say no. If I could get him to give me the stuff, I’d hold it until she agreed.

			Alma appeared with his coffee and pie. This time she gave me a friendly smile.

			When she was again back behind the counter, I continued, “You’re a smart guy”—yes, an out and out lie, but telling him he was dumb wasn’t going to move things along—“you know you need to leave her behind and get on with your life. Give her the stuff back. That ends her ability to go to the police and you don’t have to worry about jail. Get some money from her, pay off bills, get some breathing room, get the hell out of here. Go to Vegas or someplace like that and start again. I hear the casinos are hiring.” Probably people to mop the floors, but that would be his problem when he got there.

			“No, I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“I gotta be loyal to my friends.”

			“They can visit you in Vegas,” I suggested.

			“No, it’s not gonna be like that. Vegas might not survive.”

			“Survive what?”

			He leaned close. I took a sip of coffee to mask the sour sweat smell.

			“The race war. You have to know it’s coming. I gotta stay with my friends. We protect each other.”

			I did my best to not react, keep my face neutral. “What do you mean? When?” Acting like I was just asking a question.

			It must have been good enough for him, because he continued, “Soon. Within the next six months. That’s why I need her money—have to have it to win. She’s not likely to survive. She didn’t believe me, so she won’t be safe. That’s why I have to stay strong and get it.”

			Who knew old Highway 61 had a stop in cloud cuckoo land?

			“Your friends who will protect you? Can you stay with them? She’s stubborn, and it’s going to be hard to get her to pay.”

			He looked down, slurped a gulp of his soda. “They can’t. Not enough room, you know. Only one bathroom and that kind of stuff.”

			“Sharing a bathroom with another guy for a few weeks should be doable,” I said.

			“No, R.C. has a new baby. Girlfriend didn’t take care to stop it, so they’re living together. Markwayne lives with his mother, and she barely puts up with him. Skinner and Reg live in apartments that don’t allow people not on the lease. So that doesn’t work.”

			“What about the camp over near Mississippi?”

			“You know about that? How do you know?”

			“I’m a PI, remember? Digging into things is what I do. Why can’t you stay there?”

			He shook his head. “No AC, water is messed up, and Boss doesn’t like people out there when he’s not around.”

			His face revealed the emotions his words denied. His friends could help him if they were really his friends; but he was convenient, not someone they really liked. I couldn’t get him to see what he desperately didn’t want to see.

			“They’re my friends. We’ll do anything for each other,” he protested to something I hadn’t said.

			“Except give you a place to stay while you fight for money to finance things for them?” He wouldn’t hear me today, but words resonate, and maybe someday they would come back.

			“No,” he protested, loud enough that Alma glanced our way. I gave her a nod to say everything was okay. “No, it’s not like that. I told you, they would but they can’t. They don’t have nice big houses like Paulette does. Four bedrooms, three bathrooms. A pool, even. She owes me!”

			“Sometimes it’s hard,” I said noncommittally. “You don’t have it, you can’t give it.” Torbin had let me sleep on the floor of his small studio when I was between moving from one place to another. It was so small, we had to tell each other if we were moving and set up a schedule for the bathroom. My experience is that people who don’t have much are the most generous; they know what it’s like to be so close to the edge.

			But maybe I run in a different circle of people.

			“What if she doesn’t ever give you the money?” He was too desperate to think he had friends to admit he didn’t. They had pulled him into a seductive scheme—he wasn’t just a thirtysomething loser, but a vital soldier for a greater cause. They weren’t just wasting an evening drinking cheap beer, but brilliant strategists planning their victories. It made him so much bigger and better than he was likely to ever be.

			“I have a plan,” he said.

			“What?”

			“I’ll give the police just a few papers, enough to cause her trouble, then she’ll know I’m serious and hand the money over.”

			That sounded like one of those plans hatched over a six-pack. In a boozy blur, it was easy to think it would work.

			“Have you thought about what the police would do? They might arrest her, freeze all her assets while they investigate. She’ll have to pay lawyers. Maybe a big fine and restitution. Good-bye money. Or the cops ask her, she claims it’s forged by a disgruntled employee, and hello jail for you.”

			He stared at me, a piece of pie halfway to his mouth.

			I swear it took a full sixty seconds for him to decide to go ahead and eat it.

			“No, that won’t happen,” he said while he chewed.

			“What won’t happen is the police telling her to give you the money or they really will come after her. You don’t plan well if you only plan for the best possible outcome.”

			He kept chewing, washing it down with a mouthful of Coke.

			He finally came up with the argument that I couldn’t rebut. “God is on our side and God wants us to win. We need this to happen, so God will make it happen.”

			“Whose God?” I asked.

			He stared at me. Finally said, “What do you mean? There’s only one God.”

			“Catholic? Pentecostal? Greek Orthodox? Jewish? Muslim? Hindu?” I persisted.

			“Only one,” he said, shoving another bite of pie in his mouth. “All others false. Satan.”

			“Did God tell you this?” I wasn’t getting anywhere but was curious to see how far he’d go.

			Another mouthful of pie before he answered. “Boss. He knows. He preaches to us. His word is gospel. If we do what he says, we’ll be saved.”

			“So, why doesn’t God just let you win the lottery? Much easier.”

			“God works in mysterious ways.”

			I took the final bite of my pie; it was too good to leave behind. “Indeed God does. Maybe he even sent me here to help you out.”

			It was worth a try. He glared at me.

			“No, a few thousand isn’t enough. Boss says he needs a hundred thousand. I can get it from Paulette. Then I become one of the chosen, one of his top lieutenants.”

			“You think you can get a hundred K from Paulette?”

			He smiled. “More than that. She has lots. Twice that, give Boss what he needs and keep plenty for myself. When it’s over, I’ll be rich.”

			I considered asking him what bank he would put it in, since things like that tend to get destroyed during a war, but decided not to bother. Elmer was a simple man, without the ability to have simple dreams to match.

			His phone rang—the first line of “Dixie,” the most annoying ringtone ever.

			“Hey,” he said. “What’s up?” He was silent, just an occasional “yeah” or grunt.

			I took the final sip of coffee, planning to leave the second he got off the phone.

			“Yeah, I can be there. I can do that.” The call ended. To me, he said, “I have to go. Boss needs me to come over. Said he needs my help tonight. I have to go.” He got up so quickly he banged his thigh against the table. “You’re taking care of this, right?”

			“I’ve got it. Should you change your mind,” I said, as I handed him my card.

			He jammed it in his pocket as he turned away, then looked back at me. “Can you give me another twenty? For all the time I spent talking to you?”

			I didn’t bother to keep the look off my face. But his brain was slow and he paused. “Better hurry, they’re waiting for you,” I told him.

			Sour disappointment to go with his sour sweat smell.

			He hurried out, jumped in his truck, almost hitting an oncoming car in his hurry to get away.

			I bussed my plates over to Alma but couldn’t carry his as well.

			“He still in his spot of trouble?” she asked.

			“I’d say it’s bigger than a spot.” We both shook our heads in the way people do when someone is going to do something stupid and can’t be talked out of it.

			“I owe you some change,” she said.

			“Keep it.”

			“It’s way too much.”

			“Maybe a slice of pie to go?”

			“You paid for more than a whole pie.”

			“You need a good tip.”

			“Good tip included.”

			“Then I can’t possibly say no.” That brightened my day. You have to share it with Torbin and Andy, I promised myself. Well, if they were home. And hungry. Wasn’t Torbin trying to lose a few pounds to get into one of his favorite dresses?

			Alma went into the kitchen and brought back a freshly baked pie. She carefully packed it in a to-go box.

			“Can I get a receipt?” I asked. “For his food.” I was going to charge Paulette.

			She nodded and rang it up.

			I told her I might have to make a few special trips out here, waved, and left.

			I carefully placed the pie on the floor of the passenger side, wedging it in with my PI bag.

			Before starting my car, I checked my phone. No calls, no texts. It was a little before four p.m. Their lunch and presentation had to be over. I checked the burner phone as well. Same, nothing. Sarah was presumably back at the hotel by now.

			“Nice to keep me updated,” I muttered as I turned the ignition. Then cynical me remembered I was being paid by the day, not actual hours worked.

			Carefully looking both ways—people liked to speed on these back roads—I
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