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Synopsis
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the seasons are changing, and so is tough detective Micky Knight's
life. Micky takes on the case of the daughter of a friend, who is
believed to be sexually abused, not knowing that the investigation
will lead her on a dangerous sexual odyssey. In Cissy's sleepless
nights, Micky sees echoes of her own past, and she becomes caught
up in a world where young girls are treated as commodities. While
doing battle with seedy thugs and struggling to hold on to her
rocky relationship with Dr. Cordelia James, Micky travels between
the uptown opulence of the Sans Parel Club, one of New Orleans's
exclusive private clubs, and a tawdry hole of a bar near the Desire
Projects. Evil exists in both places, and the mystery culminates
where law and desire intersect. Reprint
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Chapter 1

I cursed myself for being a good girl and promised
that little old ladies would get no more favors from me. It was now
4:54 p.m. At three o’clock, I had been beyond ready to admit that
business was slower than a dead turtle. Good girl or no, at five
exactly I would be closed for the business day. I wouldn’t be gone
because I lived here. I could have been the kind of detective who
earned enough to afford both an office and an apartment, but that
would require taking too many of what I called the “Oh, shit”
cases—husbands looking for wives who where probably in the local
women’s shelter, bosses who wanted to make sure their no-insurance,
minimum wage employees didn’t cheat them. So I now sat in my
office/living room waiting for six minutes to slowly tick by. Sara
Clavish, who had the other office (Cajun cookbooks) on this floor
had asked if I could accept a package for her. I certainly owed her
the favor. Ms. Clavish was a woman in her early sixties who still
occasionally wore white gloves. Besides the cat feeding I could
always depend on her for, a client had had some exotic toys shipped
to me. I wasn’t around, so the delivery person left them with Ms.
Clavish. To claim that a package from Mons of Venus, Inc., wasn’t
for me would sound unbelievable, so I didn’t. Ms. Clavish had
handed it to me without even the hint of a lifted eyebrow. But I
hadn’t thought that her noon-ish request would trap me in the
office until the dregs of the afternoon.

My clock-watching was interrupted by the phone.
“Hello,” I answered, skipping the “M. Knight Detective Agency”
routine, since I assumed that it was too late in the day for
clients.

“Hi…uh…Micky?” replied a hesitant young boy’s
voice.

“Patrick, how are you?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” he answered, his voice
relaxing as he was recognized.

I hadn’t seen Patrick, a twelve-year-old boy, in
about a month. His mother Barbara and I were friends. While she had
been doing physical therapy, I had insisted on being at the top of
the list of people to stay with Patrick and Cissy, her kids. She
needed physical therapy because she had been shot in the head. I
had been with her when it happened. And although Barbara insists
that I had saved her life, I still feel guilty that she almost died
while I escaped with only cuts and bruises. She finished about five
weeks ago. I had seen her a few times recently, but, my babysitting
duty over, I hadn’t seen Patrick or Cissy since.

“So, what’s up? You miss me so much, you can’t
survive without hearing my dulcet tones?” I kidded Patrick.

“Well…no. I want to hire you.” His voice was
serious.

“Hire me?” I was caught off guard both by his
request and his earnestness.

“Yes. That’s if you’re not too busy or
anything.”

“I might be able to work you in,” I agreed. Busy was
not a major problem.

“Maybe we can meet to discuss it?” he asked, trying
his best to sound adult and businesslike.

After maneuvering around Little League and the like,
we worked out a time. In the middle of this, my buzzer rang. I
assumed it to be Ms. Clavish’s tardy package, so without
interrupting my conversation with Patrick, I buzzed open the
downstairs door. The delivery person could huff and puff up three
flights of stairs.

“You don’t want to tell me what this is about?” I
asked Patrick.

“Well,” he hesitated for a moment, “it’s sort of
about Cissy. But I don’t want to talk over the phone.” Cissy was
two and a half years younger than he was. For a brother and a
sister, they were fairly close.

“Okay.” I didn’t push.

“Please don’t tell my mom,” was his final
request.

My door swung open. For a moment I thought it was a
rude delivery person, until I realized that it wasn’t a package
courier framed in my doorway.

As usual, her clothes were expensive, her hair
perfectly styled, a shade of blond that I would have taken for
natural if Cordelia hadn’t shown me a picture of them as children
at a family reunion. Her eyes were a blue that was enhanced by
perfectly applied makeup. She had the self-assured poise of someone
who has always had enough money to buy whatever she wanted.

“Karen Holloway,” I said. “How nice to see you
again. Don’t tell me you’ve come to apologize for all the trouble
you caused me.”

My sarcasm was lost on her. “Micky, I want to hire
you.”

“Pity. I’m closed for the day.” I stood up like I
was about to leave.

“I’m serious. I do need your help.” Then she added,
“I’ll pay you well for your time.”

If I were Nancy Drew, this would be the Case of the
Boy and the Blond Bitch. Cases, that is. And a grown-up Nancy Drew
to be using words that rhymed with witch. Timing and alliteration
were the only links between the Boy and the Blond Bitch.

Karen had her checkbook out and was writing a
check.

“You need my help? Well, my prayers have been
answered,” I finally replied.

“Don’t you want this check?” Karen asked as she
walked by me. She waved it in my face. It was for $5,000.

“What are you doing here?” I countered. I sat down
behind my desk, putting as much distance as I could between us.

I first met Karen last January when she had hired
me, ostensibly to find her lost fiancé. The assignment was easy—he
was working as a dancer in a gay bar. But, of course, Harry wasn’t
her fiancé; he was her brother, and a few pictures of him dancing
for the boys was enough to get him kicked out of rich grandpapa’s
will. I decided that fair was fair and took advantage of Karen’s
interest in my body to get some equally compromising pictures to
hand over to her grandfather. I winced at the memory. I hadn’t
actually handed them to him, but to his other granddaughter,
Cordelia James.

I shook my head to clear the memory. It wasn’t one I
was proud of. I reminded myself that at least Cordelia had had some
idea of what I was when she became involved with me. It still
seemed improbable that we were lovers.

“Will you help me?” Karen asked, making herself
comfortable on my couch.

I sat at my desk, trying to answer that age-old
question, “Now what?” I knew that Karen and Cordelia, who were
first cousins, maintained a polite, if distant relationship. They
didn’t run in the same circles, but occasionally Cordelia would
make a token appearance at Karen’s uptown parties. However, I
wasn’t sure what Cordelia really thought of Karen. What she might
think of me for working for Karen, I was even less sure.

“You can’t seriously expect me to do anything for
you, can you?” I told her. There, that should be blunt enough.

She could and it wasn’t. “Yes, I can. I’m asking you
to help me and paying you good money for it,” she informed me. She
put the check on my desk.

The money was, unfortunately, a major temptation.
Cordelia had been the only grandkid without compromising pictures,
and, despite her not wanting it, she had gotten the bulk of her
grandfather’s estate. She was also a doctor, and, although she was
a low-priced internist, she still made a lot more than I did.

Conceding to reality that Karen was here, I said,
“What help do you want?” I was also, I had to admit, just a bit
curious about what Karen was up to that would lead her back to my
office.

“So, you’ll do it?” It was just barely a query.

“Check ain’t cleared yet.” I put my feet up on the
desk and leaned back, refusing to be budged by her haste. Karen
wasn’t giving me much time to think about my original problem—did I
really need the money enough to get tangled up with her again? My
only other case, Patrick, didn’t appear to be a real money maker. I
reached one of those pragmatic compromises with myself—to take the
money. It would buy Karen the time I spent listening to her and my
effort in figuring out who to palm her off on.

“Call my bank. They’ll vouch that it’s good.”

“Like last time?”

“I paid you.”

“Eventually. And under duress,” I reminded her.

“Why don’t we go to the bank right now? I’ll give it
to you in cash.”

“Why don’t you go and get the cash and come back
here?”

“Because I don’t want to be carrying five thousand
dollars in cash on me.”

“Oh? But it’s all right if I do?” I retorted.
“Thanks, but no thanks, Karen. I’ll let you know when it’s
cleared,” I finished, a clear dismissal.

To anyone but Karen. “Please, I really do need your
help. I don’t know who else to turn to,” she pleaded, an almost
real sound of desperation in her tone.

“All right, Karen,” I cut in. “What’s your problem?”
I asked brusquely.

“I lent some money out.”

“And you want me to get it back?”

“No, not really. I don’t care about the money.
Much.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“He wants more money.”

“Say no, Karen. Just say no.”

“I can’t. I sort of…made a deal.”

“Yes?” I prompted.

“He promised a very good return on my money. I just
had to commit to a certain amount up front. And he has some
collateral that I want back.”

“Karen,” I said as patiently as I could, “when you
loan someone money, you don’t give them collateral, they give you
collateral.”

“I know that. I’m out this money and I don’t want to
lose any more.”

“Then maybe you should talk to your financial
planner instead of me.”

“I can’t. It’s all…a bit irregular.”

“How irregular?” I demanded.

“Informal would be a better way to put it.”

“How informal?”

“I met him through the friend of a friend one
night.”

“One night?”

“At a club.”

“A bar?” I asked sarcastically.

“No, of course not. A very nice private club,” Karen
defended.

“Nice, huh?” As usual, it was going to be a struggle
getting the truth out of Karen. I would, it appeared, earn the five
thousand.

“Exclusive. Expensive. Only the right people go
there.”

“How could the ‘right people’ do you wrong?” I asked
rhetorically, then continued, “How informal was this investment?
Did you sign anything?”

“No.”

“Did you agree to specific terms in front of
witnesses?”

“No.”

“Karen,” I said, “you, of all people, would not pay
me good money just to tell me that you made a bad and probably
stupid loan. What do they have on you that makes you think you
require my services?”

“Well,” she hedged, “nothing. Really, I don’t
know.”

I let her sit in silence for a few moments before
repeating, “What do they have on you?”

Karen crossed her legs, then opened her purse,
taking as long as she could to dig out her lighter and cigarettes.
“Smoke?” she offered.

“I don’t. And if you want to, you have to go
outside. My cat’s allergic.”

“Oh.” She stopped in mid-cigarette light. Then took
as long to put them back into her purse as she had taking them
out.

“So, what do they have that you want back?” I
questioned again, looking pointedly at my watch to indicate that
she was running out of time and I was running out of patience.

“A picture,” was her less than elaborate answer.

“A picture? Rembrandt? Degas? Polaroid? Can we be a
bit more specific?”

“Of me.”

“Of you doing what?” I asked pointedly.

“I’d…rather not say. It’s embarrassing.”

“Uh-huh.” Now we were getting down to it. “Let me
indulge in some wild speculation. Is there any possibility you want
me to get this picture back for you?”

“Yes, yes, that’s it. You will help me, won’t
you?”

“You know, Karen,” I replied, “it would be
impossible for me to recover a picture if I didn’t know what it was
of.”

She sat still, a slight furrow of her brow the only
sign of all the mental squirming she was doing. “I’m with a woman,”
she finally conceded.

“Discussing Hannah Arendt’s concept of the banality
of evil, I’m sure.”

“What?” Karen evidently didn’t read much
philosophy.

“What are you and this female person doing?”

“Kissing and, well…” She trailed off ever so
coyly.

“Karen,” I said, getting exasperated. “You don’t
work, so you can’t get fired, and you own your own property, so you
can’t get evicted. It can’t really hurt you if people find out that
you kiss girls.”

“That’s sort of the problem,” she replied
softly.

“Sort of?”

“I thought she was nineteen.”

“You what?” I demanded as I got the picture (pun
intended). “How old is she?”

“Uh…sixteen. In a few weeks,” Karen added sotto
voce.

“Karen!” I said sternly, standing up. But I couldn’t
think of anyplace to go, so I sat back down again, scowling at her
across my desk. “Literally a girl, huh?” I snarled. “I know you
don’t have any morals; but, tell me, do you even have a concept of
what one might be?”

“Look, I met her in the club,” Karen defended,
ignoring my very pointed aspersion. “How could she have gotten in
there if she wasn’t over eighteen? She told me she was a college
student. What was I supposed to do? Card her? Besides, she started
it.”

“How far did ‘it’go?”

“As far…as it usually goes.”

“You had sex with a fifteen-year-old?”

“It wasn’t my idea. She did start it.”

“How did she start it?”

“Want me to show you?” Karen offered.

“No, words only,” I countered from behind the safety
of my desk.

“She put her hand on my knee and told me she thought
I was an attractive and intelligent woman. Then she suggested we go
to one of the private rooms at the club. For when you really want
to keep the riffraff out.”

“Unless they have cameras,” I observed.

“They didn’t take my picture there,” Karen told me.
“Then she took off my bra and started sucking my tits and then
I…”

“Karen,” I cut in, “skip the prurient details. When
did they take your picture?”

“Oh,” she said, seeming to have enjoyed telling me
the prurient details and disappointed that she was deprived of the
chance. “We left the club and went to her place. They took a
picture of us on her couch.”

“In flagrante delicto?”

“Ah…yes. She had her shirt off and I was kissing her
breasts.”

“That’s a big uh-uh in this state.”

“Like a…felony?” Karen asked, a trace of fear edging
into her voice. Her trust funds were tied to the lack of a criminal
record.

“Yeah. Just for having sex with a woman. Let alone a
minor.”

“Oh.” Then again, “Oh. Can you get the picture
back?”

“No.”

“Oh. But…what will I do?”

“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.” I couldn’t
resist.

“Damn it, Micky, help me,” she burst out, truly
scared that she might lose her trust funds. “I have to meet Joey
tomorrow night. What am I going to do?”

“You do have a few options. For example, you could
go to the police and tell them you’re being blackmailed.”

“No, I can’t. If they see the photo, they would
arrest me.”

“Maybe. That leaves two other choices.”

“Yes?”

“You could give Joey the money.”

“What’s the other choice?” Karen obviously didn’t
like that one.

“Call his bluff. It’s not likely he’ll go to the
cops and admit he was blackmailing you. And if he does…hire a good
lawyer. Hope they believe that you really were set up.”

“Thanks,” she said disgustedly. “Those aren’t very
good choices.”

“They’re the only ones you have as far as I’m
concerned. I’m not going to risk a breaking-and-entering charge to
save you from the consequences of pawing a fifteen-year-old.”

“Damn it,” she said in exasperation, reaching in her
purse for her cigarettes, then catching herself and tossing them
back down. “All right.”

“All right what?” I prompted.

“I’ll call his bluff. Will you go with me?”

“Do what?”

“Go with me tomorrow night. You should do something
to earn your money.”

“I have done something to earn my money. Getting a
semblance of the truth out of you is a major achievement.”

“Please, Micky. I’d feel a lot safer if you were
there.”

“Okay,” I tersely agreed, less out of concern for
her safety than to ensure she did the right thing. Not to mention
that I couldn’t come up with anyone to foist this off onto.

We sorted out where and when to meet, and Karen
outlined the dress code for me so I would fit in with the “right”
people. Then, with repeated iterations of how busy I was, I hustled
her out of my office.

After giving Karen enough time to get safely out of
my neighborhood, I headed out. A package slip was stuck on the
door. The delivery man didn’t even ring once. I got in my car, went
to the bank machine, and deposited her check. I’d wasted my restful
afternoon with Karen Holloway. I was not looking forward to
tomorrow night. I’ve never hung around with the “right” people.


Chapter 2

The most unpleasant task of the Case of the Blond
Bitch awaited me when I got back to my office—calling Cordelia to
tell her I would be elsewhere on Friday night. I puttered around
for a bit, delaying the disagreeable. Just as I was reaching for
the phone to do my duty, it rang. “M. Knight Detective Agency,” I
answered automatically.

“Right. And I’m the attorney general.” It was
Danielle Clayton, one of my closest friends and an assistant
district attorney for Orleans Parish. We had gone to college
together, a black and a Cajun from the Pelican State, and, after
moving back to the Big Easy, lived together. First as roommates,
then as lovers. I broke us up, sleeping around on Danny. I knew
love didn’t last, and I had to prove it. Somehow, we had remained
friends. I was twenty-two then. By the time I had turned thirty,
last February, I had finally realized that perhaps love could have
stayed, but Danny hadn’t been waiting for me.

“Elly and I are joining you this weekend,” she said.
“I can’t wait to see you sweating around Lake Pontchartrain.” Elly
was her lover. She and Danny had been together for close to three
years.

Cordelia had a tradition of biking with friends
along the lakefront. As I was now spending weekends with Cordelia,
I was part of the party. I don’t own a bike. Cordelia had offered
to buy me one, but I was too proud to accept. I was also unwilling
to spoil their fun by sitting bereft and bike-less. So I bought a
cheap pair of running shoes and insisted I preferred jogging. I
hate it. Some days I thought about breaking a leg just to get out
of it.

“So how’s Cordelia?” Danny asked, getting to her
real point.

“She’s fine.”

“Good. Are you behaving?”

“Me? Absolutely.”

“I can’t believe you’ve lasted two whole months. And
with someone like Cordelia,” she finished.

“What’s wrong with Cordelia?” I countered, although
I knew Danny was commenting more on me than on Cordelia.

“Nothing’s wrong with Cordelia,” Danny responded. “I
just don’t want to see her get hurt.” She didn’t add “the way you
hurt me.”

“I know, Danno. But I’m not that person anymore. At
least I hope not.”

“No, but I’ve known you, what, twelve years, and
you’ve only spent the last six months sober. It’s an adjustment.”
Without pausing, she continued, “When are you moving in with her?”
Danny had a lawyer-like ability to stick to the point she wanted to
make.

“Live together?”

“Yeah. You know, same bed seven nights a week.”

“She hasn’t asked me yet,” I replied. “And…”

“And?”

“There are a few practical problems to be worked
out.”

“Such as? You could ask her, you know.”

“Such as, I don’t think she’d want to move into my
hovel, and I can’t afford her place.” I ignored Danny’s second
comment. There were any number of reasons for my not asking
Cordelia to live with me, the most potent being that she might say
no. The second most potent being that she might say yes.

“That’s a pretty stupid argument,” Danny said
bluntly.

“Anyway, we’re not at that point yet,” I backed
off.

“Just checking,” Danny said amiably. “See you
Saturday. I’m bringing a camera.”

“Be sure and take pictures of all your bike wrecks.”
After we rang off, I put down the phone only long enough to get a
dial tone, then I dialed Cordelia’s office number.

“Cordelia James,” she answered in her brisk
professional manner.

“Hi, it’s Micky.”

“Hi. How are you?” The change in her tone made me
smile.

“Fine. But I have some bad news. I have to work
Friday night.”

“But that’s good.”

“I won’t be able to see you then.”

“Then that is bad news, but I’m glad things are
picking up for you.”

“You’re not upset?”

“No, of course not. I’ll miss you, but we work
around my schedule so much, turnabout’s only fair.”

“I guess. Do you want to set a time for
Saturday?”

“You’ve got keys. Why don’t you just come over when
you’re finished on Friday?”

“It might be late.”

“Um. It was a thought,” she replied distractedly,
then paused. I waited, knowing she was going to say something more.
“You know, Micky, it’s okay if you just show up. That’d be…okay,”
she continued diffidently.

“Just show up?”

“Well…yeah. What’s wrong with that?”

“I wouldn’t want to disturb you. Or catch you…doing
whatever.”

“Whatever would I be doing?”

“I don’t know. Scratching your ass or
something.”

Cordelia laughed. “Let’s see. The worst thing I can
imagine would be you showing up with the place a mess, cat litter
unchanged, and…me sitting on the toilet reading some trashy lesbian
novel. I’d survive that.”

“I would hope so,” I agreed, laughing at the image
and admiring the ease with which she had conjured it up.

“What would I catch you at?” she asked
cajolingly.

“You really want to know?” I stalled, thinking of
too many things.

“Yeah.”

I hesitated for a second, embarrassed at what came
to mind. “Oh, hell. Jerking off,” I finally admitted.

“You do that?”

“Don’t you?” I asked, suddenly uneasy, wondering if
I was revealing something.

“Of course,” she answered easily.

“Oh, good. I thought I was perverted or
something.”

“My kind of pervert,” she replied, then added, “I’d
love to watch.”

Desire suddenly appeared. Are we going to do this
over the phone? I thought, aroused at the idea of her watching me.
“Then I’ll have to let you catch me sometime.”

“On your back or on your stomach?”

“Both. Which do you prefer?”

“On your back,” she murmured. “I think. I’m
imagining both ways.” Then, her voice low and intimate, she said,
“I want you.”

I felt a touch of slickness between my legs. “I’m
wet,” I acknowledged.

“I am, too, I think.” Then she let out an
embarrassed chuckle, saying, “I can’t believe I’m really doing this
on the phone. I used to be such a nice girl.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to get you going,” I answered
ruefully.

“I had a part in this, too, remember?” She
continued, “Oh, hell, when am I going to see you? By the time I get
finished with this meeting tonight, the best I could do is jump on
you for some perfunctory… Okay, I’ll be with you in a minute,” she
said to someone else. “Tomorrow?” she returned to me.

“I’m working. You’ll be asleep when I’m
finished.”

“And I have the clinic Saturday morning. So, it’s
Saturday night, I guess,” she said with a sigh.

“Looks that way. Until then, I guess we…”

“Don’t get me thinking about that again,” she cut in
with a laugh.

“…take cold showers.”

“Right.” Then she paused. “It would be nice…if
sometime…you have keys…if you were there when I got home.” A
tentativeness appeared, the diffidence she showed when she
suggested something that she thought might make me uncomfortable.
Perhaps because she had seen some of my moments of utter panic at
the idea of intimacy, of finally really letting someone know me.
She had, early on, casually handed me the keys to her apartment. My
immediate reaction was to want to give them back and say, “You’re a
very nice woman, Cordelia James, but I’m not ready to have this
kind of access to your life.” I’d thanked her and put them in a
desk drawer, wondering if I would ever use them. It took me over a
week to get my keys duplicated, so I could give her a set in
return.

“I will. Someday,” I assured her, wanting to ease
her uncertainty, but unwilling to commit myself. “When you least
expect it.”

“I’d…like that.” Then her tone changed; someone was
within earshot. “So let’s plan on Saturday, then. I’ll get back to
you about the time.”

“Okay,” I answered. “Cordelia, I love you.” I could
say it, even if she couldn’t without risking someone
overhearing.

“I know.” Then there was a moment’s hesitation and,
I realized, a decision made. “I love you, too. Talk to you
soon.”

We hung up. I wondered who had been listening to
Cordelia and why she had decided it didn’t matter if they overheard
her. Reason told me it was because she’d looked up and seen it was
Elly, who worked at the clinic. But something hinted at her wanting
to acknowledge…me? That she loved someone? That acknowledgment
deepened her commitment, a thought that both pleased and frightened
me.

We were an odd coupling. “Unexpected” was the polite
term people would use when they heard that we were together. When I
first met Cordelia, handing her those tawdry pictures of Karen and
me, I had resented her. She came from a world of privilege,
surrounded by the comforts that money guarantees.

But Karen getting her brother disinherited went
beyond a bizarre sibling rivalry into the kind of greed that
doesn’t look where it’s going. Karen had gotten tangled up with
some men for whom avarice was a mere venal sin. Karen getting the
estate fit into their plans. Cordelia getting it didn’t.

Greed and its attendant necessities are never pretty
or neat. Barbara Selby, too, had become caught in the net,
disposable flotsam. She worked for an export company that was
shipping more than just Mardi Gras trinkets. The owner of the
company wanted Grandfather Holloway’s secluded estate so he could
conduct his business there. Barbara saw too much to be left alive.
We spent a long night together, tied up in a dirty basement. In the
morning she had been shot, left to die. Though bruised and
battered, I had escaped.

In the emergency room, Cordelia had seen to me.
Rather than let me go home alone, she had taken me to her
apartment. During that night, I realized that Cordelia was the rare
person whose first instinct is to be kind, as if that’s the way she
sees the world.

When ruthless men decided to remove the obstacle
that Cordelia had become, I led them away from her, forcing them to
chase me into a swamp that had no intention of letting any of us
escape. As we parted, I had kissed her and told her that I loved
her.

Love has many levels and degrees. What I really
meant was that I could love her if she would let me.

Cordelia acknowledged the connection that had grown
between us, but was ambivalent about it. Danny was her friend and
had told Cordelia about how I had treated her when we were lovers.
I drank a lot, besides sleeping around on Danny. She had watched me
repeat that pattern over and over again and was blunt in her
opinion that a not very sober lesbian tomcat and a woman who had
never had a one-night stand in her life didn’t stand a chance of
making it together.

Cordelia and I had parted, she said she needed time
to think. I sobered myself up after she left me. I wanted her and I
knew I had no chance if I didn’t change. But I really did it for
myself. I wanted to find out who I was and who I could be.

Several months later Cordelia had hired me as a
private investigator. She had started her own clinic, using the
estate money to do what she wanted to do, which was offer medical
services to those bypassed by the for-profit care system. The
clinic was getting threatening letters. She later admitted that one
of the reasons that she had chosen me was to see if any connection
between us remained. She was still unsure of what she wanted. Given
what Danny, and others, had told her, she didn’t trust that I
really loved her. She was afraid to call me up and say let’s go
out, apprehensive that my desire for her was ephemeral, that she
would reach out for it and it wouldn’t be there. She thought of
herself as the “best friend,” a “nice girl,” a woman who watched
passion from a distance. In hiring me, Cordelia had settled for the
safe boundaries of a professional relationship.

I was still in love with her, but I couldn’t imagine
what nice, respectable, Cordelia James would want with bayou trash
like me. We did an awkward dance, her shyness, my insecurities,
always stumbling over one or the other. Finally, my ability to
speak without thinking of the consequences found a use. I managed
to blurt out that I wanted more than just friendship, before my
terror silenced me. That was less than three months ago. I looked
out the window, noting that the light had changed, giving the first
hint of the turning season. We had first met in winter, become
lovers in summer, and now it was barely fall.

It was time to get back to business, of a sort. I
called my cousin, Torbin.

“Answer the phone, Torbin Robedeaux,” I told his
answering machine, knowing that he was probably in. He was actually
one of many cousins, but he and I were both queer, the lavender
sheep of the family. He was now a very popular drag act in the
French Quarter. For me, he was the only family member I felt I
could rely on. Enough times to have made me ashamed, Torbin had
hauled me home after a long night in the bars. I knew a couple of
his uptown friends had questioned his bothering with a drunken
dyke. Torbin had just shrugged and said, “That lavender blood runs
thick.” His only comment to me would be, “You might think about
this,” a few days later. But I hadn’t wanted to think about my
drinking and sleeping around, so I had ignored Torbin.

“Come on,” I said into the phone, “get your fat ass
out of bed.”

“I do not have a fat ass.” Torbin couldn’t resist
the bait.

“Stay in bed all day and you will.”

“I work nights, remember? And speaking of staying in
bed, I hear you’ve been racking up time on someone’s mattress.”

“Vicious lies,” I bantered. “It was under the
kitchen table.”

“Too busy to call me up with the glorious news, I
notice. So when do I get to meet this paragon of earthly
delights?”

“When you can behave.”

“Ah-ah. You have to set a time before we can discuss
what it is that you want to borrow this go-around.”

“I don’t know, Tor. It’s kind of…new right now.”

“I’ll bet it is. Micky, dear, darling, dyke cousin
of mine, I love you immensely, but you have single-handedly kept me
in confusion about what it is lesbians really want. I’ve always
heard you girls desire a significant other and two cats at the
fireside to be happy, but you’ve always confounded those notions
totally. However, I guess even the mighty fall. Do I hear the
crackling of a fire and the mewling of kittens in the
background?”

“Hell, Torbin, I don’t know,” I replied,
uncharacteristically flustered by his blather.

“Let’s break it down. Has it gone beyond the
‘Don’t-talk-to-me-just-fuck-me’ stage?”

“Torbin,” I cautioned.

“Has it?” he persisted.

“Of course. Sort of.”

“On to the real four-letter-word stage?”

“Which is?”

“Love.”

“Oh, that.”

“Well?” he insisted.

“Yes. I’m in love with her,” I admitted.

“Oh, Micky,” Torbin said, unexpectedly serious.
“I’ve watched you chase shadows for so long. I hope this one’s
real.”

“Yeah, Tor, me, too,” I replied, caught unprepared
for his sobriety. “I just…I don’t know.”

“As you well know, I have regretted many things in
my life and add more daily, but I have never regretted walking over
to that skinny boy with glasses and saying, ‘Excuse me, but if I
press this button, will it blow up?’ And, if you can believe your
old cousin Tor, it’s been over five years now and it just gets
better. There, that’s my glorious love speech,” Torbin said, then
continued, “So when do I meet her?”

“Well, you saw her at Emma Auerbach’s party last
May. The tall one.”

“The real tall one? Titian-haired, blue eyes to die
for?”

“That’s the one.”

“Um. So when?”

“She has a very busy schedule…”

“I can serve breakfast in bed, if need be.”

“Why don’t you and Andy bike along the lake starting
around two-ish on Saturday.”

“I love spontaneous prearranged dates. When did you
get a bike?”

“I don’t have one. I jog.”

“You hate jogging. Beyond hate, you abhor it.”

“I know. But don’t tell her that.”

“Tut-tut. Deception so early.”

“She offered to buy me a bike,” I explained.

“So?” Torbin didn’t get it.

“She’s rich,” I clarified.

“Still, so? When is that ever a problem?”

“I can’t have her paying my way all the time.”

“Why not?” Torbin asked, still not understanding.
“If she can afford it?”

“It would compromise my independence.”

“Oh, so that’s it. In that case, I wish Andy would
do a better job of compromising my independence. He’s compromised
everything else. Not that Andrew boy can’t make money. He just has
such enormous equipment needs. Don’t even think it. You know I
meant computers, dear. I am more than adequate below the
waist.”

“So you say. I’m no judge of it.”

“Okay. So it’s set. I will meet this good-looking,
very tall, rich woman on Saturday. She and I will spend some time
whizzing about on bikes, while you sweat, turn red, and jostle your
guts to the point of puking. I am truly looking forward to it.”

I was finally able to steer Torbin around to the
real point of my call—my need to borrow something to wear to meet
the “right” people in. He and I were close enough to the same size
that this exchange usually worked.

“The Sans Pareil Club? My, my,” he clucked when he
heard my destination.

“Nulli secundus.”

“Don’t flaunt your education, Miss Mick. How about a
little strapless thing?”

I insisted on sedate, and, after our usual haggling
(“Don’t come to a drag queen if you insist on sensible shoes”),
Torbin made me an acceptable offer and a time to come by for it on
Friday afternoon.

After that I would have closed up shop for the day
and gone home if I hadn’t already been there.


Chapter 3

High heels in the rain are enough to make me confess
to murder. That I was wearing them at Karen Holloway’s behest only
put me in the mood to commit a murder so that I might confess it.
She was late, of course. She hadn’t wanted to come all the way
downtown to get me, so we had agreed to meet on Canal Street. (“The
nice part,” Karen had insisted, “Near Saks.”) I finally caught
sight of her red BMW nosing through traffic. I stayed under my
scanty shelter, pretending I didn’t see her until she got a few
well-deserved honks.

“Sorry I’m late,” she apologized as I slid into the
front seat.

I brushed some of the water out of my hair, hoping
it would spot her leather interior and muttered, “Whoever said,
‘Better late than never’?”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

We headed uptown to the club. It annoyed me no end
that Karen was an excellent driver, skillfully maneuvering through
the slick streets and the insanity that rain inspires in this
town.

“I don’t think Joey will be there until later,”
Karen said. “I didn’t have time to call you,” she lied.

“What a busy life you lead.”

“I could cook something at my place, a nice, quiet
dinner.”

“You cook? You’re not paying me enough for that kind
of risk.”

“I can cook. We summered in France, and Mama,” the
accent was on the second syllable, “insisted I learn.”

“I’m not hungry,” I informed her.

“You don’t like me,” Karen very perceptibly noted.
“Why?”

“To begin, you’re a shallow, vain, greedy,
hypocritical, self-centered woman. Shall I go on?”

“Why must you always be funny?” Karen asked,
attempting to save face.

She turned into the entrance to the Sans Pareil
Club, a long drive overhung with picture-perfect live oaks draped
with Spanish moss. The club oozed aristocratic presumptions—lofty
white columns twined with perfectly clipped ivy and an entrance
ablaze through leaded crystal. Two doormen with oversized umbrellas
were instantly upon the car, escorting us safely through the
torrent.

“Even with your money, can you afford this?” I asked
Karen as we walked down the oak-panelled foyer.

“I don’t know. Fortunately, I’ve never had to find
out. I’m paid for. Anthony Colombé.”

“Why?” I recognized the name, although I had never
seen the man. The sights of such Olympic gods were not meant for
rabble like myself.

“Why do you think?” she answered, as we waited for
the maître d’ to attend to us.

“Sex?”

“The illusion of it. We have similar interests. He
likes boys and I like girls. There are no messy expectations on my
part.”

“Like a straight woman might have.”

Karen nodded as the maître d’ led us to our seats.
It was all very swank, plush royal blue and gleaming brass, real
crystal chandeliers with antique gas wall sconces to give the club
a warm, rich (very rich) glow.

After we were seated, Karen said, “They have an
excellent wine list here. Would you care to see it?”

“I’m not drinking.”

“Something other than wine? Scotch?”

“I’ll have a club soda, thank you,” was my terse
reply.

A sommelier came by, but Karen waved him away
impatiently.

“What would it cost,” Karen asked disdainfully, “for
you to be nice to me?”

“A lot.”

She nodded slowly, then ordered our drinks from a
tuxedoed waiter, giving me a cool, appraising look as she did.

“What would it cost to get you to spend the night
with me?” She lit a cigarette, waiting for my answer.

“A lot more.”

“Fifty?” she asked.

It took me a second or two to realize she didn’t
mean fifty dollars. I shook my head, trying not to think what fifty
thousand dollars could buy. Then telling myself it didn’t matter,
because Karen had no intention of paying fifty thousand to have sex
with me.

“Seventy?” she persisted.

“Let’s not play this game,” I answered.

The waiter brought our drinks.

Karen took a sip of her Scotch before saying, “Why
not? You could use the money, couldn’t you?”

“Most people could use that kind of money,” I
answered. “If they got it, that is.”

“What if you did? Interested?”

I hesitated, then shook my head no.

“I’d forgotten what a noble character you are. Can’t
buy Micky Knight,” Karen said condescendingly.

“No, you can’t.”

“So for five thousand dollars you’ll sit here all
night and let everyone in this place assume we’re sleeping
together, but for seventy thousand dollars you won’t really do it?
Why? What the hell’s the difference?”

“About sixty-five thousand. And my integrity.”

“Well, let’s hear it for all the ‘noble’ people in
the world.” She took a belt of Scotch. Karen shook her head and
sighed. “You’re as bad as my cousin. The altruistic doctor.”

“Altruism has its benefits. She did get your
grandfather’s fortune.”

Karen shot me a glance. “Oh, that’s right. You’ve
met her. I suppose she’s the type you would sleep with. Even though
she’s…” Karen remarked sourly, her expression indicating what she
thought.

“She’s…?” I gathered Cordelia hadn’t told Karen
about us yet. To my knowledge they had not seen each other since
we’d become lovers.

“You know—straightlaced. Ever so moral. Sort
of…quaint,” Karen finished.

“Yeah, I’d sleep with her,” I answered. “For free,”
I baited her.

Karen gave me an annoyed look. “Why?” she countered.
“She’s not that good-looking.”

“I respect Cordelia,” I said slowly and
distinctly.

Karen got the comparison. And I saw the flicker of a
genuine emotion cross her brow—shame, but it was something.

She recovered quickly, though. “I’ll pass along her
good fortune. Should I give her your phone number?”

“Why don’t you?” I replied smoothly, enjoying
Karen’s discomfort.

Karen made no answer, taking a drink of Scotch, then
lighting a cigarette. We sat in silence for a while. She ordered
another round, although I had plenty of club soda left. At some
point, Karen reinstalled idle chatter, pointing out prominent names
among the “right people.” I replied with cool but polite
answers.

A woman I recognized from the society pages wiggled
in beside Karen. She was a Mrs. Martin Essex Vandersnide
Higglesworth III type, preserved and packed in by plastic surgery
and private aerobics classes.

“Karen, darling, how divine to see you,” she oozed,
taking Karen’s head between her hands and forcing a lip-to-lip
kiss.

While Karen introduced us, Mrs. Whoever-the-III,
fixed Karen’s cleavage with the look a hungry python might have
given a baby lamb. To be fair, Karen was showing a lot of it. But I
had to give her a few points for panache. She gave Mrs.
Mansion-on-St.-Charles-Avenue a very gracious smile, murmured some
chatty and polite drivel, then casually reached across the table,
took my hand, and told Mrs. Van-Very-Rich that she had other plans
for the evening. Mrs. The-III looked at me, a direct glance like I
was some object to be appraised and her appraisal was very low. She
didn’t have the aplomb to return Karen’s radiant smile or even hide
her distaste. She wiggled her way out of our booth and went off in
search of other sexual prey.

Karen held my hand for a moment longer, then, rather
than allow me to snatch it away, let go.

Variations of this little scene were repeated
several times. Karen, it appeared, was a sought-after (and
lusted-after) woman. Not all of the would-be suitors were as
repulsive as Mrs. Wigglesworthless III. Some, in fact, were quite
handsome and personable, of both sexes. Karen had, it seemed,
gotten the fabled family charm. It’s galling to have someone you
want to hate have a few saving graces.

Then a man in a very expensive suit joined us. He
wasn’t handsome in the strict sense, but his looks and clothes were
the best money could buy, his glossy brown hair combed straight
back and perfectly in place. His skin was pale, from days of
sleeping and nights of partying. He reminded me of a sleek racing
dog, his face narrow, his build lithe and compact, his clothes fit
perfectly, but his eyes glittered with a nervous watchfulness as if
he were ready and waiting for the starter’s gun.

“Joey,” Karen greeted him, giving him the standard
hello kiss.

After the usual pleasantries, he suggested
adjourning to a back room. Karen took my arm as we followed him to
one of a series of posh private rooms.

I wondered if Joey was carrying a gun and braced
myself for something that would be, at best, unpleasant. Karen
licked her lips distractedly, then catching herself, redid her
lipstick as if she had planned it.

“First of all,” Joey began with an easy smile, “I
want to thank you for your loan. It saved us all a considerable
amount of inconvenience. Now,” he continued, placing an expensive
leather briefcase on the table, “the only thing left to do is pay
you back.”

With that he opened the briefcase. It contained some
papers, notepads, pens. And more than a few stacks of one hundred
dollar bills. So much for unpleasantness.

“I owe you seventy thousand, right?” he said and
began counting out the hundreds in piles of ten.

I stood transfixed as the money piled up. I knew
that Cordelia was worth considerably more, but her wealth was
abstract; this was very real.

Joey actually counted out seventy thousand dollars
in one hundred bills. Karen looked from the money to him, then to
me. I just looked at the money.

“That’s it,” he said, his elegant smile still firmly
in place. “You can take it now and say good-bye. However, there’s a
lot more money to be made here.”

Karen nodded, looked at me again, then said, “Let me
discuss it with my associate. Could you wait outside for a
moment?”

“No problem,” he still smiled. “Counting’s thirsty
work. Can I get you ladies anything?”

Karen demurred for both of us. Then Joey
disappeared, leaving me alone with Karen and the money. She walked
slowly around the table until she was facing me.

“How about it?” Karen asked seductively. “Seventy
thousand dollars in cash.” She looked at me calmly, daring me to
refuse.

She was, I noticed, wearing a very expensive and
subtle perfume. I glanced at the money, then back to her, aware of
how close she was standing, her breasts under mine, almost
touching. One night. Karen was far from unattractive. I also had to
admit, not that I liked to, that during our earlier encounter she
had been a skilled and attentive lover, even if it was all just
part of the performance.

She put her arms around my neck. One night.

I would be seeing Cordelia tomorrow, I suddenly
realized. And myself in the mirror later tonight. I gently removed
Karen’s arms from around my neck.

“Sorry, Karen, I guess my self-respect has a much
higher price than anything you can come up with.” I stepped away
from her.

“Damn you,” she hissed, furious at my rejection.
Then she stalked out of the room. I was probably one of the few
shopping challenges left her.

After a few minutes she returned, smiling and
laughing with Joey.

“I’m so glad you’ve decided to reinvest,” I heard
him say as they entered.

“It seemed the only logical thing to do. I am, after
all, a capitalist at heart,” she laughed. I noticed her tucking a
small, picture-sized envelope in her clutch purse.

“So, why don’t we plan to meet here again next
month, around the same time,” he suggested as he put the money back
in his briefcase.

“That’d be fine,” Karen purred, acting like nothing
in the world could go wrong.

We returned to the main part of the club. Karen bid
Joey farewell, and, after the obligatory air kiss, she turned to me
and said, “Shall we?”

I nodded agreement. She took my arm, daring me to
protest, asserting some small claim to my services for this
evening.

“I can call a cab,” I said as we moved down the
entryway.

“They don’t allow cabs here,” Karen retorted. Mere
cabs.

Her car was waiting for us as if it had never been
moved. Again the two doormen escorted us efficiently and
unobtrusively to its doors.

“I’ll take you home,” Karen said as we left the
wrought iron portals of the Sans Pareil.

“That’s not necessary.”

“No, it’s not.” But she didn’t stop, instead swiftly
maneuvering through the sparse traffic, heading downtown.

I took my watch out of her glove compartment where
she’d insisted I hide its less than fashionable face from the
“right people.” A little past three in the morning. My legs were
already aching from the idea of jogging tomorrow.

“Are you involved with someone?” Karen asked
abruptly.

I wondered what she’d do if I asked her to drop me
off at Cordelia’s. But I hadn’t brought her extra set of keys and I
knew she would be asleep by this hour.

“Yes. I would have turned you down anyway.”

“No doubt,” Karen replied. “Is she…attractive?”

“Very.”

Karen didn’t seem to need any directions to my
apartment, so I didn’t give her any.

“Of course. And a kind, generous, respectable sort,
needless to say.”

“Yes, that, too.”

Karen stopped in front of my place.

“And good in bed, of course,” she said, not really
seeking an answer.

“Very good.” I opened the door of her car. “Good
night, Karen.”

“’Night, Micky,” Karen replied politely. Then she
said, “Interested in next month?”

“For your meeting with Joey? Why? To watch him count
out even more money? Will you get the negatives back next
time?”

“I got everything this time. Joey said it was all a
mistake.”

“A mistake? On his part or yours?” If Joey gave
Karen the picture back, it meant that he didn’t need it anymore.
Maybe he realized that Karen’s greed didn’t require that kind of
coercion.

“Will you go with me? It’s another easy five
grand.”

I was suddenly curious about something. “Karen, how
much was your initial amount?”

“Fifty,” she answered casually.

“A month ago?”

She nodded. “Will you go with me? You’re very good
at helping me avoid unwanted advances.”

“What? Imitation sex for you, too? You front for
Colombé, I front for you? Nothing real. A rather sordid façade,
don’t you think?”

Her jaw clenched for a moment, then she retorted, “I
can get the real thing whenever I want it. For free.”

“Call me next month. I might be available. And stick
to women over twenty-one.”

I got out of her car, turning my back as Karen
squealed away in the night.

Nothing I could think of would earn that kind of
money that quickly. I would have to find out what it was, I sighed
as I climbed my stairs. Not just for my curiosity’s sake (and I was
pretty curious), but because if it involved Karen, it might involve
Cordelia.

I went to bed praying for rain.


Chapter 4

The sun was shining brightly when the phone rudely
pulled me from my slumbers. “Yeah?” I rasped out, my throat still
clogged from the late night and its smoky atmosphere.

“Good morning. How are you?” Cordelia replied
cheerily. “Did I wake you?”

“What time is it?” I mumbled grouchily.

“Oops, guess I did. It’s ten-thirty.”

I grunted. As politely as I could, mind you. I
hadn’t been in bed with the lights out until after four. And had
lain awake until dawn’s early light wondering just what I’d gotten
involved in and what I was going to do about it.

“I just wanted to arrange today,” Cordelia
continued. “Why don’t you go back to bed? I’ll load my bike and
come by and get you. Say around one-thirty?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I replied, not yet awake. I
went back to bed, trying to take Cordelia’s advice. Then got up to
set the alarm clock so I wouldn’t oversleep. I set the clock for
noon, then lay back down. But didn’t fall asleep; instead I
alternated between worrying about what Karen was up to and
wondering what Torbin would say to Cordelia. And then worrying that
she might find him too—well, you know, flamboyant. Somewhere in all
this worry, I realized that if I did ever fall back asleep it would
be so close to the time I had to get up as to be useless.

Conceding reality, I got up and took my shower,
washing off all the “right” odors from last night. My drying off
was rudely interrupted by my alarm clock going off. My progress to
turn off my alarm clock was rudely interrupted by a cat who wanted
to test the lengths to which I would go not to step on her and
break her back. It was, I thought as I finally slapped off my alarm
clock, shaping up to be a very rude day.

I got dressed, left, and walked purposefully to the
Quarter to meet Cordelia at her place. If she picked me up, she
wouldn’t be able to leave her bike unattended to come up and give
me the hug and kiss I wanted. And deserved.

I scanned Ursulines for her car, but didn’t see it,
then rang her buzzer in case she had ended up in the parking
garage. However, it appeared that the most likely possibility, her
not being here yet, was the case.

Saturday afternoon in the Quarter is prime tourist
time. I loitered at Cordelia’s doorstep trying to look like I
wasn’t some miscreant, but merely a pinko communist queer. You
could have brought her keys and spared yourself this, I thought, as
the third hetero couple in a row walked by me, kissing and cooing,
flaunting their sexuality.

I wondered why I hadn’t. I was harried and in a
hurry, I told myself. And I couldn’t just arbitrarily change plans
and surprise her on her living room couch, I rationalized.

It took me a couple of seconds to realize that the
car that had just pulled up in front of me was hers. I wasn’t used
to her in her new burgundy car. Cordelia is tall, a little taller
than me. She is also three years older. She still retains some of
that awkwardness that women who are too tall, too big sometimes
have. Her eyes were a deep blue, at times shading into blue-gray,
always clear and purposeful. Her hair was a rich auburn; at a
distance it could look almost black. She kept it in a practical
short cut, as if saying she knew she couldn’t be beautiful, but she
could be smart and hardworking. At times I tried to tell her how
strikingly handsome I found her, but she usually laughed it off
with a comment about how lovers are supposed to feel that way.

“Hi,” Cordelia said as she got out. “This is a
surprise.”

“I couldn’t get back to sleep. I thought I’d help
you load your bike.”

“Sorry. I’m glad to see you, though.” She smiled at
me, then turned and opened the gate into the courtyard. I followed
her, glad to be away from the prying eyes of the tourists. There
are some things you can’t hide. Like the happy way I had to be
smiling back at her. Okay, also lust.

She led the way up the stairs. Nice ass, I thought
for the umpteenth time as I followed it closely. Cordelia lived in
one of the old Quarter buildings, with a courtyard hidden behind
wrought iron gates. An inner balcony circled it, leading to the
apartments. Hers was a comfortable two-bedroom on the second floor,
overlooking the street.

“You’re quiet,” she said as she opened the door.

“Thinking.”

“About?”

“Your ass,” I answered as I shut the door, making it
safe to voice my preoccupation.

“And here I thought it was something profound,” she
said with a self-deprecating laugh.

“Ms. James, how can you doubt the profanity of my
thoughts?” I asked.

“Very easily,” she replied as she started taking off
her clothes. “Where is my helmet?” she asked distractedly. “Could
you look in the other room?”

“Not until you at least kiss me hello,” I insisted.
Then immediately wondered at my presumption. What if she said, “Not
now,” or any of the other minor rejections?

She looked at me for a moment as if deciding between
me and finding her helmet, then reached out and grabbed my wrists,
pulling me to her. “I’ll kiss you all right.” She did.

“What time are we meeting…whoever it is we’re
meeting?” I asked a few minutes later.

“There’s not time,” Cordelia replied, answering the
question I had really asked. “I’d be late. Or not even show up, but
Joanne and I are planning Alex’s birthday party while Danny and
Elly keep her busy.” Alex was Joanne’s lover.

“Damn,” I muttered. “There’s a marvelous new
invention. It’s called a telephone.”

Cordelia laughed, gave me one more quick kiss and
pulled away. “Come on. Help me find my helmet. Yes, I know about
phones, but Joanne and I are both too caught up at work to do any
serious planning. And I can’t call her at home, not with Alex
there.” Joanne Ranson was a detective sergeant in the NOPD and
usually very busy at work.

“I guess,” I answered, feeling less like jogging
then ever. (Particularly my thighs.)

“But,” Cordelia said, as she threw on a T-shirt
suitable for biking, “tonight, when we’re alone, I am going
to…”

The phone rang. So much for marvelous. Cordelia
answered it. “Hello?…Oh, hi, how are you?…She’s here…Emma says
hello,” Cordelia said to me. Then a series of uh-huhs, as Emma
explained whatever it was she was calling about. “Tonight?…You
really think I should?…Okay…” I made a face. Cordelia gave a
helpless shrug. “Micky’ll be devastated—”

“I will not,” I interjected. Just highly
disappointed. I went to find Cordelia’s helmet while she finished
up.

“Sorry,” Cordelia said as she joined me. “I hate to
do this to you but…Emma thinks—and I agree—that the more endowed
the clinic is at this point the better. With the new building on
the drawing board and…” Emma Auerbach was the chair of the clinic
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