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Chapter One

I was hearing a confession, I realized.

It should have been a simple case—to find Person X,
last seen on this date and at this time. I’d ask a few questions.
Person X’s birth date, Social Security number (that only happened
if I was very lucky), any distinguishing features, that sort of
stuff.

But our lives are never simple, so the cases were
never simple. Mine—life and cases—were a wide and deep river away
from simple. I had arrived at my office shortly before ten just in
case Shannon Wild, a journalist who was one of my life’s current
complications, came by and—because it needed to be done—started on
my tasks of filing and finishing up paperwork, everything from
ordering paper clips to sending out bills. A little after lunch, I
had even finished the things I needed to do and was starting on the
things I wanted to do. Ms. Wild had not shown up, but my desk was
beginning to appear from under the paper when I received this phone
call.

And even as lapsed a Catholic as I am will admit
that listening to confessions is better than doing paperwork.

“I was a real jerk,” my new client, Damon LaChance,
told me. “Didn’t believe her. I mean, I’m a gay man, right? Go
figure that the one time I do it with a woman, she gets pregnant.
Of course, birth control never entered my mind. Sex equals babies
just wasn’t part of my reality.”

Damon was a dying man. He wanted me to find out if
he had, indeed, fathered a child seven years earlier, sometime in
the late 1990s. And to hear his deathbed confessions. He had
already told me about his wild youth, drugs, sex, circuits of
parties that ended the next afternoon. He had told me about the
time he thought he got infected with the hepatitis C that would
kill him in the next six months as his liver failed. When he got
infected with HIV, which was making the hepatitis C kill him even
more quickly. The times he got gonorrhea—orally, genitally, and
rectally. The drugs he used, from skin-popping cocaine and heroin
to the expensive wine, bottle after bottle every night.

Damon was a successful man, if you define success as
money. He owned four bars in the French Quarter, and Damon may have
been decadent, but he was not a fool, and only a fool could lose
money in bars in the French Quarter. He’d made his into the kinds
of places he liked to go. Three of them were gay bars, and one was
a glitzy tourist place that gave people everything they thought
they should find on Bourbon Street.

Damon could afford to buy a lot of time in the
confessional. “I wrote her back, think I called her a lying bitch.
Like I said, a real asshole jerk. I’ve been hit up through the
years by hustlers and money scammers, and I guess I was too quick
to lump her in with them.”

He hadn’t alluded to the one time we met before.
Perhaps he had forgotten it. I didn’t want to think so, as he had
made an impression on me, one that I remembered.

My partner Cordelia James is a do-gooder type
doctor, running a clinic in a poor neighborhood, and she was
receiving one of those awards that people who do the right thing
occasionally get. My spousal duty required that I gussy myself up,
paste on my best beatific smile of undying love so no one would
suspect that the good doctor rarely remembers to clean out the cat
box, hang by her side in case she needed someone to talk to, and
not lose the beatific smile as hordes of admirers gushed their
congratulations and stepped on my toes as they totally ignored
me.

Damon was the master of ceremonies. I knew who he
was, or thought I did. Rich, gay party boy. I’d never talked to him
in my life, passed him a few times in the French Quarter. But New
Orleans has pockets of small town, and the gay community is one of
them. Of course I’d heard of him.

But hearing of and actually seeing are different.
From behind me, I heard a deep and resonant laugh, the roar of a
man who knows how to enjoy life. I turned to see who it was and
there was Damon. Tall, movie-star handsome, and in a tuxedo that
made him look like he should be pouring martinis out of a silver
cocktail shaker for Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Details can
tell a story, and the details of the tableau I saw hinted that my
quick dismissal of Damon was too facile. He was with a group of
women, and at events like this, the girls and boys are often more
segregated than at a Catholic middle-school dance. Not just women,
but women who wouldn’t qualify as anyone’s arm decoration.
Silver-haired for the most part, and not a single dress or pair of
high heels in the bunch. Damon liked women—shocking as it may seem,
some gay men are as sexist as the worst of the straight men—and was
willing to spend time at a glad-handing event like this talking to
them. If he was with those women it was because he enjoyed their
company, not because of what they could do for him. They were still
talking when Cordelia sent me off to get her something to
drink.

When I was coming back, carrying one of those drinks
that require a martini glass filled to the rim and therefore the
ability of a circus performer to carry it through a packed crowd,
Damon and I almost collided. My fault. He was pushing a man in a
wheelchair to one of the front tables, and I was so intent on not
spilling Cordelia’s drink, I didn’t notice a man both sitting and
moving. I managed to pivot fast enough that Cordelia’s pink drink
spilled in my direction—direct hit to the cleavage—instead of on
Damon or the friend he was pushing.

“I am so sorry,” I said, abashed at my inattention
and churlish behavior.

“No problem,” Damon said, as he wheeled past me. As
debonair as Cary Grant, he kept moving and also took a handkerchief
from an inside pocket and handed it to me. With a glance at where
the drink landed and a rakish smile, he said, “I’m sure one of the
women here will help you clean that up.”

Then he was through the crowd and I was left with a
red face, a sticky pink chest, and his handkerchief. At least I was
wearing a black blouse and not the cream one I had considered.

Damon was a smooth emcee, self-deprecating at times,
but mostly keeping the focus off himself and onto the awardees. It
wasn’t his fault that he was taller, handsomer, and wittier than
the winners, but the contrast showed. All right, I thought, as one
long-winded winner (“And I’d like to thank my parakeet and his
veterinarian…”) finally exited, I can see why the gay boys like
Damon.

Cordelia gave the shortest thank-you speech, taking
to heart that brevity is the soul of wit, or at least the less you
say, the less chance you have of making a fool of yourself. And she
is tall enough that, with dress pumps on, she was almost Damon’s
height. Then the event was over and I was left trying to manage the
beatific smile and watch my toes while hordes gathered around my
partner to congratulate her. It was hard with my bra cemented to my
chest with triple sec.

An arm was draped around my shoulder. “So, got it
licked off yet?” Damon had joined us, with just a brief enough
glance at where the drink had landed to let me know what he meant.
Unlike most of the others pumping Cordelia’s hand, he was willing
to acknowledge my existence.

“Saving it for later,” I managed to reply. I was
still embarrassed at nearly spilling a Cosmo over a man in a
wheelchair because I wasn’t paying attention to where I was
heading.

Damon must have caught the rueful look on my face,
as he gave my shoulder a squeeze. Up close he was still as handsome
as at a distance—dimples, a roguish grin, full, wavy brownish red
hair, well over six feet tall. His arm over my shoulder felt
friendly, not invasive, a simple gesture that both let me off from
our almost-accident and included me in his congratulating Cordelia,
instead of cutting me out as many of the others did.

His “Well deserved. I was happy to see you getting a
Spirit Award” came off as sincere. He then bent to give Cordelia a
kiss on the cheek and my shoulder a final squeeze.

I offered to wash the handkerchief and return it,
but he waved me off.

“It’ll be a favor to call in when I really need it,”
he said, with a wink that Katharine Hepburn would have swooned for,
and then he was pulled into the crowd.

That was about four years ago and our paths had
never crossed since. Until the phone rang.

“And maybe I was scared…what the hell had I done?
Me, with a child? Never planned that, so it was easy to think it
couldn’t be true,” Damon said.

My other phone line glowed accusingly at me. The
answering machine could pick it up. I edged up the volume so I
could hear who my second caller was.

“She was very attractive, but in an understated
way,” Damon continued. “Had a Yankee accent, which I’ve always
loved. Sounds so educated and posh, you know?”

Cordelia’s voice came on after my recorded message.
“Micky? Are you there? I’ve got a major favor to ask. I hope you’re
there and you get this. Lauren and I have been working on the study
protocols all day and she mentioned how much she loved shrimp and
if I could recommend somewhere to pick some up.”

Damon said, “I guess it was the sound of her
voice—and the three bottles of wine. Plus, I’d done the fumbling
high-school stuff, probably too hurried and ashamed, even if I did
like women, to be fun. But only men after I turned seventeen. Part
of me was curious. It may sound odd, but I felt like the queerest
thing I could do was have sex with a woman. I’d done everything
else.”

Cordelia’s voice carried from the answering machine.
“Lauren still seems a bit tired from traveling, plus they’re moving
into a short-term apartment right now from the hotel—”

“So you invited them over for dinner,” I
muttered.

“So I invited them over for dinner,” my lover
continued as predicted. “I mean no one cooks shrimp better than you
do, and I know it’s fairly easy to do.”

“I’m sorry, what was that?” Damon asked. I had
muttered a bit too loudly.

“I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you,
but I have another client appointment and they’re at the door.” I
told this lie so often, I could whip it out without even thinking.
“Can we set aside some time to talk? If you want, I’ll be glad to
come to you.”

“Nothing really fancy,” I heard Cordelia say, as I
jotted down Damon’s French Quarter address and set a time to meet
with him. “Maybe if you could stop and pick up shrimp, we could
boil them.” We? I thought. Cordelia knows I love her, but I’m still
not letting her cook seafood. “And maybe some crabs. And maybe…I
don’t know, they may be politically correct types who eschew
anything that looks like a real creature. I don’t think Lauren is,
but I don’t know about Shannon. Anyway, if you could pick up
something safe.” I’m open to suggestions, I thought. Tofu and I
have only passed in the grocery store; we don’t have a kitchen
acquaintance.

Damon repeated his address to make sure I had it
right. Just as I reassured him that I did have it and he said
good-bye, Cordelia ended her long message and also hung up.

I debated whether to call her back. It was a bit
late in the day to saddle me with a dinner party, and I wasn’t
interested in socializing with cocky young Shannon Wild. I wouldn’t
be a total cad and pretend I’d never gotten her message, but I
could let her sweat it for a bit. I also considered stopping by the
place that sold turtles and taking one home. No, that was over the
top.

I flashed back to the night before and the
complications that had just been added to my life.

“You don’t really believe in monogamy, do you?”
Shannon Wild had asked me.

I glanced around the restaurant. It seemed that she
hadn’t been overheard. Otherwise a line of both men and women would
have been forming at the table. Shannon was a stunningly
good-looking woman, with short blond hair, sky blue eyes, a strong
jaw, and an expression that gave her a look of sophistication on
the border of ennui, but with dimples that hinted she wasn’t quite
that jaded.

She was seated directly across the table from my
lover, Cordelia James. Cordelia, however, didn’t hear her question
or notice the hand Shannon had put on my thigh for emphasis.

Cordelia was engrossed in a conversation with Lauren
Calder, Shannon’s presumably not-monogamous partner—Dr. Lauren
Calder, the author of The Vagina Dialogues,
a book that had coasted on the best-seller list for months now. It
also managed to be an intelligent discussion of women and their
sexuality, what they needed to do to be sexually healthy, and
pointed out the gender inequality between men’s sexuality research
and women’s, such as all the money spent to overcome the ageing
penis and its erectile dysfunction while we still don’t have a
better tampon. She and Cordelia had lapsed into doctor speak a
while ago and were now avidly discussing Dr. Calder’s research.

I had been clearly left the spousal duty of keeping
the other spouse occupied.

“Too risky in New Orleans,” I answered her. “There
are only sixty-four lesbians in this city, and if you don’t
practice monogamy, it’s a mathematical certainty that within six
months every single one of them will know just what you do in bed,
including how many orgasms you had on Tuesday night.”

“And how many orgasms did you have Tuesday night?”
she asked, her voice low and teasing.

I had the feeling that her flirting was more sport
than any serious attempt to bed me. She, also, had been relegated
to the tag-along spouse role, and this was her way of making it
interesting. “It was a slow night. Only four.” In fact, last
Tuesday, the number was zero, as Cordelia had had a cold and gone
to bed shortly after I’d fed her chicken soup.

Did I believe in monogamy? More in soul than in
body. Cordelia and I had been together for almost a decade, and I
had never cheated on her. That’s not to say that I hadn’t
occasionally lusted in my heart or missed the hard, heady passion
of a new partner. Before she and I got together, I had been, shall
we say, sexually adventurous, in truth, using sex, as well as
alcohol, to keep away my demons. I was smart enough to know that
the love, stability, and security Cordelia gave me were a large
part of banishing or at least de-fanging those demons. I wasn’t
about to risk all that for a sexual thrill, although I had to admit
that the thought had crossed my mind this evening. Shannon’s hand
was still on my thigh. But it was Dr. Lauren Calder that I’d given
my second glance to.

Dr. Calder was tall enough to look me in the eye,
and she had a figure that showed the muscles of someone who worked
out, but also the curves of someone who wouldn’t (and hadn’t) said
no to the white-chocolate bread pudding that was this restaurant’s
signature dessert. Her hair was a thick, black mane, shot through
with steel gray. Her eyes were a sensual brown, the rest of her
face a hard plane that signified she was someone accustomed to
being in charge, her expression one of intense observation, as if
the whole world interested her. Only when she relaxed into a smile
or a laugh did her face reveal a different side, a more playful—and
dare I think it—sensual side.

I would have preferred to have her explain the
importance of control groups to me rather than discuss the pluses
and minuses of monogamy with her partner.

“You still haven’t revealed what you really think of
being with one person for the rest of your life,” that partner
persisted.

“I’ve answered it as much as I intend to with my
lover sitting six inches away,” I answered. Six inches and worlds
away.

“Then I will have to ask it in other circumstances,”
she countered, finally taking her hand off my thigh.

She would have the circumstances to ask again. The
complicating thing that had happened that evening was that Shannon
was a journalist and was doing a piece on women in nontraditional
careers. I’m a private detective. You do the math. In some burst of
Southern politeness, I agreed to let her follow me around. Having
forged an alliance between us, our respective lovers felt free to
head off into the land of medical jargon.

“Do we start bright and early tomorrow morning?”
Shannon asked.

“I started my own business to avoid bright and
early,” I told her. “And tomorrow will be mostly a paperwork day.”
Actually, tomorrow was a day for me to decide exactly how to handle
this bright and bushy-tailed girl reporter. There were some cases
and places I had no intention of taking her.

“Don’t trust me, do you?” she said as she gave me a
direct stare, one she had clearly practiced to be intimidating.
“Think I’ll be a bother and a pain, asking your clients in the
midst of a dirty divorce how to spell their names for the article
I’m doing?”

“No, I assume you’re more professional than that,” I
covered, pissed at myself for being so obvious—and at her for
calling me so quickly on it. “You’re welcome to come by my office
and watch me file paper and drink coffee. I’ll start around ten.
Coffee and chicory, taken black, is as dangerous as it will
get.”

“I take my work seriously,” she said, her voice
crisp and professional, all traces of flirting gone. “And I’m on a
deadline. Don’t waste my time and I won’t waste yours. If you’re
really going to do it, do it. If not, don’t play games.”

“Games?” I retorted, then thought better of what I
was about to say, that a woman who queried me about monogamy in
front of my lover and her lover had no right to bitch about game
playing. I did a five count, then said, “I take my work just as
seriously as you take yours. You want to watch? You’ll do it my
way.”

“You’re right, Shannon. New Orleans does know how to
eat,” Lauren Calder said.

I couldn’t tell if she and Cordelia had come to a
stopping place in their conversation and finally decided to
recognize our existence or if she had realized that her pretty
young thing was close to stepping in it.

Lauren—and The Vagina
Dialogues—paid the bill.

Cordelia finished the last of her cognac and handed
the car keys to me. As usual, I was the designated driver. Since
Lauren and Shannon had arrived only a few days ago and still seemed
to think that north and south had some meaning in a city carved
through by a winding river (there are parts of the Westbank you
have to go east to get to), we had picked them up. Everyone was
full and tired, and it was a sultry summer night, so the block-long
walk to our car had little conversation save for a few comments on
the meal.

Lauren and Shannon got in the backseat, Shannon
quickly snuggling under Lauren’s arm. Being a safe driver, as I
pulled out I checked my rearview mirror and got a good view of them
having a deep kiss. Monogamy did seem so monotonous. Another quick
glance told me that Shannon’s hand was heading toward Lauren’s
breast. Then I was a good girl and kept my eyes on the road.

Cordelia didn’t even reach out and hold my hand.
Although to be fair to her, it was city driving and my car is a
stick shift.

Their hotel was close enough they didn’t have time
to start the orgasm count.

Cordelia and Lauren spent a few minutes reiterating
where and when they would meet tomorrow. Shannon merely sauntered
up to my window and said, “Call me when you’re ready for me to tag
along,” then went around to the other side of the car to wait for
Lauren.

They held hands walking into the lobby.

I had barely pulled away from the hotel when
Cordelia said, “I can’t believe Dr. Lauren Calder will be at my
clinic tomorrow.” She then launched into an explanation—in terms
that I could understand—of the project. Dr. Calder was doing
research on microbicides or, in real-person speak, a chemical
barrier a woman could put in her vagina that could help prevent
pregnancy or infection with STDs and HIV. The main advantage to
these devices was that the woman controlled them. She could put the
gel or ointment in her vagina without her partner knowing. It
wasn’t very profitable research because most of the need was in the
developing world, and many of the methods, such as ways to change
the acid balance in the vagina, were not things that could be
patented.

That explanation took us to our front door. As I
opened it to let her in, she finally broke from her vagina
monologue to ask, “I know Lauren and I did get a bit engrossed. Is
it going to be okay? Shannon doing that story on you?”

“It’s fine. And she’s not doing the story on me. I’m
probably not dangerous enough for her and will be in a paragraph in
the end, if I’m not cut entirely.”

“Well, it might be convenient if you keep her
entertained while Lauren and I are working together, but you don’t
have to. She’s a big girl and can probably take care of herself.”
The end of her comment was muffled by a large yawn.

“Tired?” I asked, wanting to change the subject from
Shannon Wild.

“A bit. This is a weeknight and I’m usually close to
bed by this time.”

“Real tired?” I asked, putting my arms around her
and starting to kiss her neck.

She returned my embrace, then as my lips traveled
down her throat to the swell of her breasts, she said, “What’s got
into you? I’m the one who had champagne and cognac.”

“The champagne and cognac did the trick for the
doctor and her young thing.”

“You were watching?”

“No, I was driving. That occasionally requires a
glance in the rearview mirror.”

Satisfied that I had seen only what was required in
the line of duty, Cordelia asked, “What were they doing?”

I kissed her nipple through her shirt, then
answered. “Heavy kissing by the time I pulled away from the curve.
I’m pretty sure I saw a hand heading toward a breast.”

“I thought I heard some suspicious rustling back
there. Dare I ask whose?”

“Against the odds, Shannon was being the butch.” I
gently bit her nipple.

“I am tired.” Cordelia
sighed. “That tickles more than it arouses.”

“Damn,” I said, lifting my head away.

“Tomorrow is Friday. I’ll make it up to you then,”
she said, then took my face between her hands and gave me a good,
solid kiss to prove her point. She wrapped an arm around my waist
and started pulling me toward the stairs and our bedroom. “And I
need my sleep tonight,” she continued as we maneuvered up the
stairs together, “for tomorrow night.”

So it was another night with zero orgasms, at least
in my house. But that wasn’t something I planned to share with
Shannon Wild.

And I had to meet them again tonight.

I finished up the notations I was making for Damon’s
case and got ready to leave.

Damon LaChance wanted to find out if he had a child
somewhere. And if he had infected a woman while creating that
child. He hadn’t directly said that, only hinted at it with a
comment about wanting to make sure she was okay. I would take the
case, had already agreed to, but it didn’t promise a happy ending.
He could be right, that she was just trying to scam him and get
some baby bucks. Even that didn’t mean that she deserved to be
infected with the things Damon was carrying in his body. Or she
could have told him the truth. She was pregnant and thought the
father should know. That she had disappeared after Damon’s jerk
letter and sent back the subsequent ones argued strongly for the
latter scenario. Which meant that I would find this woman and
interject the father who couldn’t be bothered to be around in the
beginning back into her life. And tell her, by the way, you need to
get tested for all the latest and greatest infectious diseases.

Cooking shrimp for Dr. Calder and young Shannon
seemed easy in comparison.


Chapter Two

The trunk is going to reek, I thought, as I pulled
away from the seafood place. It was late August, the tag end of
summer, and New Orleans was doing its best steam-bath imitation. I
knew the humid air would capture the odor of shrimp, crabs, and
oysters and impregnate the trunk with it. Cordelia owed me for
this.

I had called her back, missed her, of course, and
had to settle for leaving a suitably vague message. I didn’t say,
“Yes, honey, of course, I’d just love to whip up an impromptu
dinner at the next-to-last minute for people I barely know. No
problem.” Instead, “Got your message, have to take care of a few
things first. I’ll see what I can do.”

What I did was close up the office and head for the
grocery store. Salad stuff, so even the most persnickety PC person
would have something to eat. Beer. You can’t really drink wine with
crabs and shrimp. Also some sodas and fancy water to cover all
bases.

Needless to say, when I got home, nothing had
changed. The breakfast dishes were still in the sink. The cat box
needed some attention to bring it up to company snuff. Cordelia
hadn’t mentioned cleaning, but that clearly was part of the
bargain. My availability had become something taken for granted in
our relationship. I could arrange my hours, do errands during the
day, leave early, stay at home for deliveries. Sometimes, her easy
assumption that I could step in and take care of these areas of our
life together rankled. Like tonight. But the reality was that I
could and she couldn’t. I guess what really rankled wasn’t the
doing part, but the for-granted part.

As I scooped out the litter box, I thought, well,
the sex had better be hot tonight. After our guests left, that
is.

The most time-consuming part of this dinner was
throwing together the salad. While I was rinsing the spinach, my
thoughts returned to Damon LaChance and his quest. I wondered what
had really prompted it—his guilt, or his wanting to know, before he
died, that some of his genes would travel on. I had asked the
question about not using a condom with the woman. Even if birth
control was foreign to him, safe sex shouldn’t have been.

“The usual stupid reason,” he had replied. “I didn’t
have one, she didn’t have one, we were three bottles of wine out of
control. I had tested negative about a year earlier, so I could go
to that gray area in my head and pretend I was probably still
negative and that it would be okay. Sex is such an odd thing. I
keep looking back at the things I’ve done and thinking, I should
have been able to impose reason on it—a condom every time, never
get drunk or high. Never fall in love and feel that touching that
person is the most important thing in the world.”

I liked Damon and sensed that he was truly sorry
he’d caused hurt along the way. He wasn’t a careful man, but he was
a kind one. Maybe too late, maybe not enough, but he wanted to make
amends.

It was too hot for raw oysters. I eat them, but only
in the winter months when the cooler water keeps the bacteria count
down. Which was safer for these unknown guests, oyster stew or
Oysters Rockefeller? The stew was easier, but Cordelia would have
to put out tonight if I did Oysters Rockefeller.

After finishing the salad, I started chopping the
green onions, dumping them into the blender with some roughly
chopped celery and the spinach. Just as the whirring stopped, a car
door slammed. Then two in unison.

The front door opened and Cordelia said, “Hi, come
into the air-conditioning. This humidity can take a bit of getting
used to.”

“I might have it by January,” Lauren answered.
“Smells good in here.”

“Thanks to the slaving chef,” I muttered loud enough
to be heard from the kitchen.

“Hi, Micky,” Cordelia called. “What are we having?
Come on back and say hi to the so-called slaving chef.”

Cordelia entered the kitchen, trailed by the two
women. She and Lauren were in professional drag, Lauren in navy
pants and a cream blouse. Somehow, despite the heat, she still
looked crisp and fresh. Cordelia’s off-white pants showed a day’s
wrinkles from sitting, and her raw-silk red shirt was slightly
darker under the arms from sweat. Shannon chose slacker casual, but
her aiming for New York missed here in New Orleans. Jeans and a
black T-shirt wasn’t a fun ensemble in the heat. The black didn’t
show it, but I was willing to bet her armpits were as damp as
Cordelia’s. I was in cut-off jeans and a lavender T-shirt,
slaving-chef clothes. Shannon looked about as thrilled to be here
as I felt. Maybe we could bond over the trials of doctor lovers.
Lauren was somewhere in her forties, Shannon claimed, and looked
twenty-nine. Maybe some of my disliking Shannon was that she seemed
like a mere hanger-on to the well-known doctor, a groupie who got
invited home.

“You do eat seafood, don’t you?” I asked her,
reminding myself to be polite. She couldn’t be a mere bubblehead
blonde. Lauren Calder might like them young and cute, but I
couldn’t see her settling for stupid as well.

“The cooked variety,” Shannon answered, proving me
right about the raw oysters.

Cordelia and Lauren were off babbling about what
some of the research funding could be used for, like getting all
expectant mothers at Cordelia’s clinic to undergo testing for HIV.
This program was designed to measure how effective voluntary
counseling would be, as opposed to mandatory testing, in getting
the mothers to the needed prenatal care.

“How are you with a knife?” I asked Shannon, as the
medical jargon started to reach the threshold of impenetrable.

“Depends on the context,” she answered. “In a
kitchen, I do quite well.”

“I’ll settle for the kitchen context. And stay clear
of the sharp edge.”

She gave me a wry grin, just enough to let me know
that she had been thinking precisely that. “What do you want me to
cut?”

I handed her some lemon and celery. “Big wedges are
fine. It’s to help flavor the shrimp.”

Cordelia and Lauren extricated themselves enough
from the medical world to join us in the kitchen. Cordelia even
managed to not leave all the hosting duties to me and give our
guests each a beer. I put the finishing touches on the oysters and
slid them under the broiler while I listened to Cordelia give
Lauren and Shannon helpful hints on New Orleans survival. Like not
being able to make a left turn on Tulane Avenue for about a hundred
miles or that the legible street signs were only in the main
tourist thoroughfares.

I was paying more attention to the almost-boiling
water that I was about to dump the shrimp into, when I heard Lauren
say, “You know, Shannon, since that article assignment went awry,
you might pick up some private-detecting tips from Micky. It could
be a whole new career.”

“Micky has been muttering about needing to take on
an assistant,” Cordelia ever so helpfully added.

“An assistant who’s been in New Orleans three days?”
I said.

“There are road maps,” was Cordelia’s lame
reply.

“Not to mention a considerable number of years as a
prize-winning investigative journalist,” Shannon rejoined. I didn’t
know if she had any interest in assisting me, but she clearly
didn’t like being rejected so quickly.

“You’re from New York City. Can you even remember
how to drive?” I muttered back.

“This from a woman who lives in a town with
drive-through daiquiri shops? It’s not my driving you should be
worried about,” Shannon replied.

“We have lived outside the city for the past several
years,” Lauren pointed out.

“But, of course, I don’t want to interfere with your
life of guns and cheap whiskey,” Shannon said. “I doubt I’d be good
at Philip Marlowe games.”

“Well, if you think this is too much of a big, bad
Southern city for you to handle, you can always sit by the river
and paint watercolors.”

Shannon glared at me. “I don’t paint. But I suppose
the kind of assistant you’re looking for is the big muscles, no
brain. You’d have no use for someone with four years of being a
crack investigator, a master’s degree from Yale, a year at Oxford,
and sterling driving ability. Why have an assistant that’s so much
competition?”

“Competition? Oh, please. I don’t need a Yale snob
who thinks she knows it all, when she’s really just a clueless
Yankee. Hubris is dangerous.”

“Micky, the water’s boiling,” Cordelia pointed
out.

“Better start cooking before we have to break out
the boxing gloves,” Lauren added.

“Yes, hubris is dangerous,” Shannon replied. “Better
take a good look at whose face is in the mirror.”

“Fine, we meet at the mirror in my office at nine
tomorrow morning. You can help me track down the possibly dying
child of a dying man.”

Oh, hell, I realized, we had just backed ourselves
into a corner. And why did I have to say meet at nine, like the
earlier hour would prove something? Lauren’s innocent suggestion
had turned into a contest of wills. Shannon was going to prove she
could do it; I was going to prove she couldn’t, and the end result
was that I would have Shannon Wild, with her stop-and-stare good
looks, as my assistant.


Chapter Three

I had a good time. I hope working with Shannon is
okay for you. It’s nice to have such intelligent and accomplished
friends. Reminds me that there’s a world beyond this boggy city,”
Cordelia said, standing at the sink rinsing dishes. “But, God, I’m
tired.”

I moved behind her and reached around to cup her
breasts. “Tired? You’re tired after Oysters Rockefeller?”

“You know oysters aren’t really an aphrodisiac.”

“It’s not the oysters. It’s the effort of your lover
in procuring and cooking them that’s supposed to fire lust in your
loins,” I said.

“I do appreciate what you did, but that doesn’t make
me less tired.”

I circled a finger around her nipple. “Dropping
everything I was doing, rushing to the store, coming home and
cleaning up, cooking a perfect meal, watching you flirt with your
new doctor friend—”

“I was not flirting.”

“Uh-huh. I noticed how helpful you were in teaching
her to peel crabs. How often you had to lean into her and guide her
hands with your hands.” I was teasing, but I was also trying to get
Cordelia riled, a certain kind of riled, that is.

“I really was only trying to be helpful. You know I
wasn’t flirting.”

“Seems to me her Yankee girlfriend was doing fine
and could have helped her just as well.” I goaded her. Cordelia
believes very firmly in monogamy. Her father didn’t and it
destroyed her family, so she has her reasons. But it was clear to
me that she enjoyed Lauren’s attention. I didn’t feel threatened. I
couldn’t imagine Cordelia actually doing more than helpful crab
peeling. I was amused at how adamantly she denied my charges.

“I was sitting next to her and Shannon was across
the table. It just made sense that I should help. Don’t read more
into this than is really there.”

The lady was protesting too much. And I was
unscrupulous enough to use her protest to my advantage. “So, it’s
me you love?”

“Of course, I love you.”

“Prove it,” I demanded.

For an answer, she turned around, took my face
between her wet hands, and kissed me. With just her lips. That
didn’t satisfy me.

“Cleanup can wait until tomorrow,” I murmured in her
ear. “Let’s go upstairs.”

She paused to dry her hands, then followed me to our
bedroom.

“If you want, you can imagine dear Lauren doing a
very private pelvic—”

“Micky! Not funny. You know I would never cheat on
you.”

“Not even in fantasy? In a stray thought or two?” I
headed into the bathroom, forcing her to follow me. Cordelia still
had enough vestiges of “good girl” in her that she could be
nonplused by my toying with hints of sex and desire where she
didn’t think they were supposed to be.

“You know what I mean,” she replied. “I like Lauren,
but…”

“And you haven’t the slightest interest in her other
than as a professional friend, and it’s me and only me that you
love, desire, and pant for—except for tonight, as you’re too tired.
Right?” I started to brush my teeth. I was hoping she couldn’t
resist this gauntlet thrown before her professions of monogamy.

Cordelia didn’t answer. She just picked up her
toothbrush and joined me.

I finished first, then left her alone at the sink.
After taking off my clothes, I climbed into bed. I usually wear a
T-shirt, but tonight I wanted to remind her there was a willing,
naked body in bed with her.

Cordelia emerged from the bathroom, turning off the
light. Only the faint illumination of the streetlight was left. I
heard the rustling of her undressing then felt the bed shift as she
got in. For a moment, she lay still.

“You want proof?” she abruptly said. She swung her
leg over me then straddled my chest. “I’ll give you proof.”
Suddenly leaning forward, she pinned my wrists down, bending over
far enough to brush a nipple against my cheek. She moved her hips
until I could feel the brush of hair against my breasts. She rocked
herself, working my now-erect nipple between her legs. She stayed
there long enough for me to feel her get wet, then lowered herself
until she was straddling my hips.

I suddenly thrust up against her hands, but she
pushed back and held me down. “So you’re the butch tonight?” I
murmured.

“Thought I’d better be. You used up all your butch
points in that pissing contest with Shannon.”

Before I could retort, she covered my mouth with a
kiss. This time it involved a lot more than just her lips. She
finally broke it off, to tell me, “Turn over. I’m going to take you
from behind.”

I did as I was told. Cordelia and I had been
together for a while now. While our lovemaking varied, more often
than not I was the aggressor and she followed my lead. Often she
was tired and distracted from her work and had the energy to
follow, but not lead. Those good-girl vestiges also inhibited her.
It had been a long learning curve for her to be able to say, “I
want to be fucked and I want to be fucked now.”

Her hand went down my back, grabbing my buttocks, a
delightfully rough massage of each cheek. Her aggression tonight
clearly was meant to prove something. Her hand went between my
legs. My brain wanted to hold back, make her work for it, but my
body went a different direction, my hips arching up to take in her
thrusting fingers. She didn’t have to work hard at all. I was so
ready I barely had time to bury my head in the pillow to muffle the
yelling moan I made as I came.

Cordelia lay on top of me as I recovered, her
fingers still buried inside me. After catching my breath, I started
to roll over, but she kept me pinned beneath her. “I’m not done,”
she muttered in my ear, as her fingers began to take me again.

I briefly wondered if my doctor lover was feeling
some competition with sexuality expert Dr. Lauren Calder. But my
brain quickly dispensed with wondering what had prompted Cordelia’s
change and concentrated on more important things, like how many
fingers she was thrusting into me, the way she was kissing my neck,
and how she kept me pinned down so all I could do was lie under her
and let her do me.

She did, indeed, prove her lust for me.

However, the disadvantage of my teasing Cordelia
about a possible attraction to another woman was that when the
alarm clock rang at seven thirty on a Saturday morning, I hadn’t
had much sleep. You did this to yourself, I reminded myself. This
butch pissing contest was all my doing. Mine and Shannon’s, that
was. I may have started it, but she’d jumped up and aimed at the
mark. I decided it was important to get to my office before
Shannon. I didn’t want to be standing at the door, fumbling with my
keys, juggling a coffee cup in one hand, with her looking on.

By eight fifteen, I was showered and ready to go. I
kissed Cordelia good-bye—on both sets of lips, just to make sure
she remembered last night. I think I woke her a bit more than I
intended, but she could go back to sleep. Then I was out the
door.

My office is only about twenty blocks downtown from
where I live, in a section of New Orleans known as Bywater. It’s
downtown of the French Quarter and, as its name implies, bordered
by the Mississippi River and the Industrial Canal. I could probably
afford something better now, but I didn’t want to be an uptown
dick. I wondered what Ms. Yale would think of my downtown digs.
Might scare her off, I thought. Or maybe the three flights of
stairs would wear her out.

I opened the door, turned on the lights, and watered
the plants that somehow managed to survive despite my cursory
attention. Maybe they would stop drooping by the time she got
here.

Next was the coffee. I wanted a half-drunk cup in
front of me by the time she arrived. No slacking around this
joint—not with a sarcastic Yankee judging.

Only then did I sit down to do some work actually
involved with the case. Damon wanted and was going to pay for full
attention to his needs. His liver could fail all too soon, and time
was the one thing he didn’t have. I made a case file, then printed
up all the paperwork on my computer to be able to take to my
interview with him. As I was debating which task I could safely
dump on Shannon, I glanced at my watch. It was a little after nine.
Not here yet.

I would have felt all too smug, but I did know how
cruel the traffic in New Orleans could be, and for a neophyte, the
streets that follow the curves of the river rather than any logical
direction and the haphazard street signs could be daunting. She had
until nine thirty. Then I was going to head out.

At nine fifteen, I heard a knock on my door. Shannon
Wild, brand spanking new girl detective, had arrived. She had
learned her jeans-and-black color lesson. Today she was in light
khaki pants and a cotton V-neck blue shirt that brought out the
blue in her eyes. No makeup, not that she needed any, but some
discreet jewelry—small gold hoop earrings and a matching chain
around her neck. I noticed she didn’t wear any rings. I guessed she
and Lauren didn’t want to announce their committed state.

“Time to go,” I said, getting up. I was pleased to
note that my light gray pants and peach raw-silk T-shirt looked
more professional than hers—as I intended.

“Time to go? I just got here,” she answered with an
envious look at my cup of coffee.

“A little late,” I pointed out. I grabbed my
briefcase.

“Where are we going? Do I get briefed?” She had no
choice but to follow me out and down the stairs.

“We’re working on a case. And as for briefed, all
you need to do is listen and look pretty.”

Her muttered reply seemed to contain several
obscenities. I ignored them all.


Chapter Four

Damon lived in a perfectly restored three-story
townhouse, its wrought-iron balconies gleaming with fresh paint and
covered with lush, exotic plants. Off to one side was a covered
carriage entrance. Damon would have his own
off-street parking.

I rang the doorbell. Shannon waited a few steps
below me, both of us silently listening to the echoing peal of
chimes. I didn’t know how sick Damon was and how long it might take
him to answer the door.

Not very long and not Damon. The man who answered
had an unfortunate resemblance to a chipmunk—a large pointed nose,
rounded jowly cheeks, and a chin barely a notch above his collar.
His thin hair was receding, accenting his sloping forehead. He wore
a conservative and well-tailored suit that did its best to hide his
skinny frame. The suit was an almost black charcoal with
pinstripes, very tasteful, but out of place on a hot, muggy day in
the Bohemian French Quarter. The shirt was, as expected, a starched
white. However, the yellow tie wasn’t the best color for this man’s
sallow complexion. More money than taste
came to mind.

“Micky Knight?” he inquired.

“Yes. And this is my…assistant, Shannon Wild.”

“Come in,” he said. “I’m Ambrose deVille, Damon’s
lawyer.” He must have been paid major lawyer bucks to be making a
house call that included opening doors. That suit couldn’t hide
reality, but it wasn’t an off-the-rack model.

We did the customary round of handshaking, then
Ambrose led us to the back of the house, into a room filled with
both plants and sunlight. A man who looked a lot more like my
remembrance of Damon was sitting on a white wicker love seat. The
illness showed, but he was still a handsome man, tall, with a
strong cleft in his chin. The hair was thinning and turning gray,
but it had a debonair wave. He was dressed casually in a well-worn
Hawaiian shirt, its color faded from many washings, hiking shorts,
and sandals on his feet.

“Ms. Knight?” he asked, standing up. He did so with
some difficulty, but clearly he wasn’t sick enough to forget his
Southern manners. Even his illness couldn’t hide the dazzle of his
welcoming smile, the direct look of his eyes into mine that made me
feel like I was someone he wanted to know.

I offered my hand as I answered, “Yes, I am. This is
my assistant, Shannon Wild.” His grip was firm and warm, not the
limp shake of his lawyer.

“Welcome,” he said. “Won’t you sit? What can I get
for you?” He sat down, and it clearly wasn’t him that would be
doing the getting.

“Coffee would be wonderful,” Shannon said with
relief. My earlier churlishness would be compensated for.

“The same,” I answered.

Ambrose deVille quickly said, “I’ll have George take
care of it.” Damon made no request. I suspected that George already
knew what he wanted.

“Am I sending you on a fool’s quest?” Damon asked
me. “It’s been seven years. How do you find someone seven years
gone?”

“Finding’s not that hard. It’s what happens after
you’ve found her. Have you considered the consequences?”

“Happy ending, right?” Damon’s ironic quirk to his
smile told me he didn’t think it would be that easy.

“One always hopes for happy endings.”

Ambrose returned, followed by a servant, presumably
George, bearing a tray with four coffee cups on it. The servant put
the tray down, then sat one of the cups on the end table next to
Damon. Damon looked up at him and smiled his thanks. Ambrose took
another one from the tray, ignoring him. George hovered, until
Shannon waved him away and added her own milk and sugar. I left
mine black. I also caught his eye and smiled a thank-you.

“Tell me everything you know about her,” I
requested.

He handed me a picture, a shot of the two of them.
The Damon in the picture made clear the toll that disease had taken
on the man before me. He was very handsome, the hair in its full,
thick waviness. He had a glowing tan, not the current sickly yellow
tinge to his skin. His arm was around her and she matched him in
animal vitality. She was almost as tall as he was, making her
around my height. Her hair was a glossy, vibrant reddish-brown.

“She
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