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The Girl on the Edge of Summer

Micky Knight reluctantly takes on two cases, one for
money, one for pity. The first is a trawl though archives to solve
a century old murder for an arrogant grandson who thinks riches
should absolve his family of any sins. The other, to answer a
mother’s anguish as she tries to understand her daughter’s suicide.
Micky sees no happy ending to either case; the dusty pages of
history aren’t going to give up their secrets after holding them
for so long. And even if she finds answers for the mother’s
questions, nothing will bring her daughter back. But as Micky
discovers, the past is never past and a young girl can lead a
complicated, even dangerous, life. The secrets, both past and
present, are meant to remain hidden—only the first murder is hard.
The rest come easy.

A Micky Knight Mystery
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Chapter One

I cursed. Silently. I had to keep my face neutral,
to look like I didn’t regret the question I had just asked. But the
words were out, and she would answer. And the answer would compel
me to do something I desperately didn’t want to do.

It had started out as a good day, cold—for us—but
with clear sun after days of drizzle and clouds. Traffic was
post–Mardi Gras light. Everyone was either crammed in the airport
to leave or home sleeping it off, leaving the roads blessedly sane
for a few days.

I’d even caught a coconut at Zulu, now proudly
displayed on my mantel. I hadn’t been exactly sober but maintained
a pleasant buzz, enough to enjoy the insanity but not stumble into
the gutter—as many other people were doing. I had seen Zulu in the
non-tourist area up on Basin. You could pay me enough money
to watch Mardi Gras on Canal Street, but it would have to be a lot.
A whole lot. After a wander through the French Quarter to see all
the costumes—and get a voodoo daiquiri to keep the buzz going—I’d
come home. It had still been light out. For New Orleans, I was a
good girl.

I’d taken it easy this week, used Ash Wednesday for
a grocery run to replenish my bare larder. I live in an old
neighborhood, close to the French Quarter, and once the parades
start it’s hard to get out and about. I don’t quite recover from
the tromping around—and to be honest, the mix of alcohols—as when I
was younger. Thursday was a half day at the office, half day at
home cooking the newly bought food. Friday I left early; it was
Friday, after all. The work could wait until a real Monday, far
from the toss of shiny beads.

And Monday, it was, one of bright sunshine, the
light changing, stronger, more direct, a harbinger of spring, the
renewal of what had gone in the winter. I’d come to my office
around the usual time, before ten but safely after nine.

In a few days I’d be busy with everything that had
been put aside to ride on a float, make a costume for a ball—or to
have left town to get away from the madness.

I had done paperwork, billing, which I hate, but
it’s part of the job and the part that pays the cost of my
existence. My standards are to never darken the door of a
Laundromat again—this is New Orleans, I know enough weird
characters without having to meet any at the dryer, thank you very
much. So much nicer to have my own. At least I know where the dirt
it’s washing off came from.

There had been one message on my voice mail. I’d
returned it, my phone call of the day, making this appointment with
Mrs. Stevens—she called herself Mrs., so I followed suit. Mrs.
Susie Stevens. Yes, Susie, not Susan. Deep South much? Our call had
been brief; she said she wanted me to find someone, and I agreed to
meet to talk about it.

She had arrived on time, a little early as if I were
a doctor’s office and there would be paperwork to fill out first.
She was neatly dressed, a conservative navy blue blazer with
matching skirt, crisp white blouse. Pearls, even, although they
were small and looked more middle-class respectable than money.
Sensible black leather pumps. Her hair was the brown it probably
always had been, with a few blond highlights that were either from
a long summer on the beach or a bottle. My money was on the latter.
Mrs. Stevens didn’t come across as a long time at the beach person.
She was every inch the kind of woman I’d pass in a mall in
Metairie—assuming I ever went to the mall or the suburbs—and not
notice. Except for her face. No, not her face, but the emotions
sculpted into it, sad, lost, her glance searching for a place to
focus but finding nothing to compete with what she was seeing
behind her eyes.

Her voice was low, soft; I had to strain at times to
hear the words. “I need you to find someone for me. I don’t know
his name, but I know what he looks like and have some idea of
places he might be.”

“Why do you want to find him?”

Her eyes looked away, the rest of her face immobile
as if she didn’t dare move it. “He obtained—I don’t know how—a
picture of my daughter. She had her shirt off. He posted it online,
sent it to all his friends.” Her lips were tight, brittle, as if
the words could break them.

“What do you want to do with him if you find
him?”

Her answer was ready, as if she’d thought this
through over and over again. Or rehearsed it. “Only what he did to
my daughter. Post who and what he is to the online judge, jury and
executioner.”

Maybe it was true. A twitch at her eye, the tight
lips, a mask, or so many emotions, the real one was lost.

I asked the logical next question. “Can I talk to
your daughter?”

Her expression told me before the itch of memory
recalled a newspaper story. A car found on River Road by the Bonnet
Carré Spillway. The body of a young girl had washed up. A brief
story; her life was brief, only seventeen years. No evidence of
foul play. Trouble at school. Suicide.

I didn’t want to take this case, and I knew I would.
If I said no, Mrs. Stevens would find someone else to take her
suburban money and ignore her grief. Maybe I thought I could talk
her out of anything rash, keep her to her word of shaming him
online. Maybe I thought I would be kinder, wiser than the next
person she tried. Rationalization comes so easy.

“You can’t talk to my daughter. She killed herself,”
the words a bare whisper as if they were shards of glass cutting
her mouth on the way out.

“I’m very sorry. That is a hard loss.” No mother
should bury a child. But she knew that, and there were no words in
the world that would make any difference. I didn’t try. “Will it
help?” I asked. “Finding him?”

“It’ll help his next victim. The next girl he taunts
and makes miserable.”

She continued, her lips still pressed together as if
each word cost her, “The police could do little. They claimed they
didn’t have the resources to hunt down some anonymous online
person. Particularly for…” Then the words cost too much and she
couldn’t say them.

For someone who killed herself. It wasn’t murder.
Sad, a troubled teen, desperation long enough for her to take her
parents’ car, drive twenty minutes, and embrace the dark water.

Maybe she had even given him the picture. Girls
still do stupid things for love. Or the first glimmer of attention
they mistake for love. The police don’t make arrests for crimes of
the heart.

I agreed to take the case.

After she left, I wondered why I felt guilty because
one more young girl had died. Or why I thought I had any business
being involved. The everyday violence against women. Men kill each
other for drugs or they’re drunk and stupid, or drunk and angry, or
feel they have to prove something. But women die because they’re
women. How many times have you skimmed the headlines, “a woman’s
body was found” or “a woman’s nude body was discovered” and then a
short blurb more on her death than her life.

Mrs. Susie Stevens hadn’t given me much because she
didn’t have much. A lump of a boy, maybe a school mate, maybe not,
had gotten a picture of her daughter, Tiffany, showing her breasts.
There might have been other pictures, but that was the only one she
knew about. The only one she wanted to know about.

I was to meet her tomorrow at her home in Old
Metairie. She would let me have Tiffany’s cell phone and
computer.

I had the feeling she wanted someone to filter her
daughter’s life for her, to see the other pictures, read the naïve
text messages and only pass on what a grieving mother could bear.
She said all she wanted was his name and address. I doubted that.
The twitching of her eyelids, the tightness of her lips said she
wanted something beyond what life could give—to go back to the
moment before Tiffany took the keys to the car, to grasp that one
short, oh-so-short hour of time and wrench it off the path it had
taken.

I took a deep breath, then another. Then prepared a
case file. I wanted to jump back a few days, to the revels when my
biggest concern was how to hold on to a coconut and still catch
beads.

Time marches on and pain isn’t ended by a parade,
only buffered, a respite of color and motion with the blare of
marching bands for a soundtrack. All I could do was help Mrs. Susie
Stevens through the days, find a few tattered pieces of that thing
they call closure. Or maybe if Tiffany had held out a little
longer, the swirling colors, the thumping drums, the bright,
sparking beads in the air could have caught her and held her in
this life.

My high school years, I tried not to think of them.
The parades saved me on occasion. I remember clearly, all too
clearly, once thinking I could just step in front of that truck
and it would all end. All the misery, the despair of knowing I
was so far out of place—queer, taken in by family that didn’t want
me, olive skin and black curly hair, not a fair child of the
suburbs, but a bastard bayou rat. It seemed there was no place in
the world for me. Except at the parades, and later the gay end of
the French Quarter. Looking at the truck, its gears grinding as it
sped up, my foot on the curb. A step or two. But I was meeting my
friends Ned and his hidden boyfriend at a parade, Thoth, uptown. I
let the truck pass.

A few little threads, having someone else gay in my
life, plans to meet up, had twined together, enough to keep me
safely out of the road. Luck, mostly, things that would be minor
were still enough to keep me holding to life. Ned, two years older,
off to college after we’d doubled-dated in high school, the façade
of Bryan and me and Misty and him, but once away from prying eyes,
we switched. Misty was my first girlfriend, also two years older,
also off to college, but she wasn’t coming back, not here, not to
me.

Ned had, and said let’s meet for Thoth. That
was enough; I couldn’t let him down.

Tiffany had taken that step.

It’s a case, do what you’re hired to do, I
told myself. I had no magic; I couldn’t save the lost girls.

Instead, I set myself to the usual routines. First
of all, check out Mrs. Susie Stevens. My gut said she was who she
claimed, a suburban woman carrying a heavy sorrow, but it’s always
best to fact-check instinct. Most clients are who they say they
are. Not all of them are forthcoming on their reasons for why they
want to hire a private detective. Guilt, shame, they don’t want to
reveal everything—why their kid really left, the real reason
they’re looking for someone. Best to dig behind what they say. A
few clients are out-and-out cons, trying to manipulate me into
doing their dirty work. Those get shown the door. With no refund on
the retainer.

What Susie Smith had left out was that she only had
a tenuous claim to the Mrs. The divorce papers had been filed and
Mr. Smith was living in the kind of apartment ones moves into in
haste, a big complex out in Metairie, built in the oil boom of past
decades. He worked in insurance. Susie kept the house. A big empty
house, with an older son in college at LSU and her only other child
dead.

She did volunteer work for a local hospital, was
active in a gardening club, winning a prize for her roses. It
seemed her husband’s paycheck had been the one that bought the nice
house in Metairie, paid the college tuition, and kept the family
firmly in the upper middle class. I wondered how long Susie would
be able to hold on to the house. She put a brittle façade on her
crumbling life and didn’t want me to know. She didn’t deliberately
lie; the truth was too acid to tell. Her life was spinning out of
control—her son’s leaving was the only expected and accepted loss.
Children grow up. But her second child would never grow up, never
leave for college, always be a brutally torn scar of blame, regret,
and loss. Her husband? Ex-husband? Maybe their marriage was strong
until this ripped it apart. Or maybe it was already crumbling and
this was the end of the end.

Susie Stevens didn’t need to spend time and money
searching for the lout who’d posted her daughter’s half-nude
picture. She needed to get into therapy, move out of a now haunted
house, and find a way to live the decades she still had of her
life.

I considered calling her to say I couldn’t take the
case. But the rationalizations came back. She would find someone to
do it. It was better she find someone like me.

Plus, I had to admit, I wanted to find the asshole.
Nothing illegal, but he needed to sweat, and sweat long and hard.
Maybe that was the other reason I shouldn’t take this case. But I
didn’t think about that. Even I wouldn’t believe my
rationalizations.


Chapter Two

Brandon ignored her the first time she called his
name. And the second.

It wasn’t until she was standing in his bedroom
door, shaking something at him, that he looked up at her. This was
the first time he’d gotten to level four, and he didn’t want to be
interrupted.

“Can’t you ever take care of your things? I found
these behind the dryer; they’ve been stuffed there for God knows
how long. These are the new jeans your grandmom brought you for
Christmas.”

“Sorry, I forgot,” he mumbled, not looking at
her.

“How could you forget? They stink!”

“Sorry,” he mumbled again. “They musta got dirty
behind the machine.”

“This isn’t dirt, this is dog s—poop. Weeks-old,
hardened dog poop.”

He almost laughed at her clumsy switch from saying
“shit”—like he didn’t know the word. Poop. “Poop” was a funny word.
But laughing would only keep her tirade going.

“Sorry, Mom,” he tried again. “I didn’t realize I
must have stepped in it. And then forgot.”

“How do you forget a mess like this? Can you look at
me?”

He paused the game first, then looked at her. Just
long enough to meet her demand.

“Sorry, I forgot,” he repeated, his hand still on
the gaming control. “I won’t do it again.” There, that should be
enough, it usually was. His hand moved to un-pause his game.

“Maybe you won’t do it again if you have to clean
them.” She threw the jeans at him, landing on top of his
laptop.

His hand jerked away from the foul smear. To get it
off his computer, he had to carefully wad the jeans up to keep the
dog shit in the middle. Just in time to hear the bloop-bloop-bloop
of doom. Back to level five.

He hadn’t expected his mother to do that. When he
said he was sorry, that was usually enough to get her to let go of
whatever she was nagging him about. Even if he didn’t mean it. That
was their bargain. He obeyed the rules—sort of, saying sorry when
it seemed like that was what she wanted. Getting Bs, sometimes even
As in things he liked, like biology. And she didn’t harass him too
much.

She’s probably on the rag, he thought,
repeating in his head one of the lines Kevin used when girls were
stuck up. But he quickly banished the phrase; he didn’t want to
think about his mother and down there. That was too heretical, even
for him.

He hadn’t forgotten about the jeans, more ignored
them day after day because he didn’t want to think about them,
about peeling the wet and stinking jeans off, hoping his mother
wouldn’t notice how late he’d come home, wouldn’t ask questions he
couldn’t answer.

He found a plastic grocery bag, one he used to sneak
forbidden snacks into his room, and put the wadded-up jeans into
it, tightly tying the handles together. Maybe it would keep it from
smelling up his room.

Then he went back to playing his computer game.


Chapter Three

The weather held, bright and cheery, too nice by far
for the errand I was on, going to Mrs. Susie Stevens’ posh house in
the suburbs to paw through her dead daughter’s things.

I had to look up her location on the map—the one on
my so-called smartphone. It wasn’t smart enough to tell me not to
take this case—or what to do about my love life, and that was the
kind of smart that would have been truly useful, although speaking
an address and having it tell you how to get there was kind of
helpful. I know New Orleans proper, but for the suburbs I have
something I call dyslexia of the chain stores. It all looks alike,
so I’m never quite sure of where I am. Or if I should be there at
all.

Mrs. Susie Stevens lived in a house off Metairie
Road, the kind of street parents called a good place to raise kids,
not knowing how wrong they could be. The houses here were
originally built in the prosperity of the ’50s and ’60s. Most, like
many of the women living in them, showed signs of having had work
done to keep them attractive looking. Mrs. Stevens’ house now took
up most of the lot, the façade updated to matching red brick, with
faux Georgian columns, a lawn clipped like a drill sergeant’s head,
tasteful landscaping on the borders, ordered like the sergeant’s
troops in neat rows and lines. No wonder Mrs. Stevens was so
shattered; this house was one of order, a bulwark against the
twists and turns and blind alleys life could take you on.

I sat in my car, ambivalent about pursuing this.
Again, I ignored my instincts and let facts—the ones I was aware
of—guide me. She would find someone else, and that someone else
could be venal. Being involved gave me some control; walking away
gave me none. And maybe that was it, no matter what my instincts
told me; I couldn’t just walk away.

I got out, striding up the perfectly weed-free walk,
and rang the doorbell.

She answered as if she had been hovering at the door
waiting. For anything to intrude into her shroud of grief. She
managed a weak smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes, the reflex
action of a woman named Susie, not Susan, always polite.

The wan smile was the only greeting she managed.
“Please come this way,” she said as I entered her house.

It felt too empty, not a dog or cat or even parakeet
to keep her company. As with the yard, it was as neat and clean as
a house about to be shown by an owner desperate for a sale. Even
the strong morning sun didn’t reveal a mote of dust. I gave her the
benefit of a doubt that this was grief, obsessively cleaning as if
it could restore order to her life, that once there had been a
family and people running messily through this house, leaving the
usual trail of footprints, glasses left on tables, books half-read
on a couch.

With no other words, she led me down a long hallway,
with a large den running the length of one side and on the other
first what was clearly a boy’s room with football memorabilia and
sports car pictures, then a bathroom, also too clean to have been
used recently, and finally, a smaller room than her brother’s, a
room just as clearly a girl’s, with pictures of boy bands—I had no
idea who they were, except to be able to tell they were either in
showbiz or gay. Or both. Her bedspread was pink, with white
curtains dotted with pictures of pink roses that matched the bed.
Clearly this orderly household allowed for no gender
nonconformity.

You don’t know that, I reminded myself. Maybe
Tiffany and her brother were happy in their traditional choices.
Cordelia used to say you’re not really open minded if you don’t
accept people making choices you would never make. Like a pink
bedroom. It didn’t matter what Cordelia used to say, even if she
was right. Cordelia was my…ex? Was that all that was left?

“Let me know if you need anything,” Mrs. Stevens
said at the door.

“What should I be looking for?” I stepped into the
room.

She didn’t follow; this room had too much grief. I
turned back to her and the door, standing close enough that she
could see only me and not the room. But she didn’t look at me, only
down at her clean floor.

“Whatever will help you…find justice,” she said
softly.

I won’t find justice here, I wanted to say.
Pure, shining justice was only available on TV or books or in the
stories we tell ourselves. Real life was muddy and messy, with
everyone telling their version of the truth so that nothing like
one truth existed anymore. I might find a few facts, complicated
bits of information that could fit into a truth she could live
with. Maybe one she could call justice.

“I’ll do what I can,” I offered. “Do you know what
her passwords were?”

She pointed to a small pink notepad. “They’re
supposed to be listed in there. We didn’t let her have any accounts
we couldn’t monitor.”

I doubted that. She wasn’t likely to be sending racy
pictures where her parents could see. “Supposed to” was as close as
her mother was likely to admit to her daughter having had a life
her parents didn’t know about.

She repeated, “Let me know if you need anything,”
and without waiting for a reply, went back down the long
hallway.

The computer and her phone would probably tell me
more than anything else, but I paused to look around the room.
Unlike the rest of the house, this room felt like someone lived
here. School books piled on the desk, a note with a phone number
jotted on it stuck under a clock. The obsessive cleanliness had
stopped at this door. Mrs. Stevens, and presumably her husband,
couldn’t bear to erase the faint traces of their daughter, couldn’t
straighten the books on her desk, wash the pants hung over a chair
in the corner, make the bed more neatly than the hurried pulling-up
of the covers.

Interspersed with pictures of the boy bands were
ones of her with her friends, attesting to the ever-present cameras
we now lived our lives with, groups shots of her with several
friends, the same shot, first serious, then less serious, then
goofy and acting up. She had a wide smile, the perfect teeth of the
middle class, shoulder-length brown hair, hazel eyes that even when
she was smiling never seemed content and comfortable. Just the
angst of adolescence? Or was she unsure of herself, hovering at the
dreaded edge of acceptance and rejection by her peers? I looked
again at the picture, searching for a clue to who she was, but it
remained resolutely just a fraction of a second of her life, one
safe enough to put on the walls of her room. There were additional
pictures of a family trip to the beach, again, multiple shots, a
happy family posed before emerald-blue waters, probably of the
Florida coast around Pensacola. This time they were all
smiling.

I turned away from their smiles.

I rarely looked at the few photos from that time in
my life. Maybe I had been smiling as well, hiding the pain, the
fear. A split second of posing for the camera. My room had been
radically different from Tiffany’s, a thrown-together room in the
garage of Aunt Greta’s and Uncle Claude’s home, barely enough room
to stand up in even at the peak of the roof. Not a place I could
invite friends to come hang out. But it was filled with books. I
couldn’t afford to buy many, but a constant stream from the
library, both at school and the local one. Books—and parades—had
saved me.

I took out my phone and took pictures of the
pictures, of the room, of the pink bedspread. In a few weeks they
would most likely just be more photos to delete, but it was easy to
take a picture now in case it would ever come in handy.

I heard a vacuum cleaner start, as if this house
needed to be even cleaner than it already was.

I sat at her desk, in a chair painted pink to match
the pink roses and the bedspread, and opened the pink notebook.
There were pages of various accounts and passwords, written in a
neat, flowery script, with smiley faces over the Is. Computer geek
I am not, but I can muddle through the basics. I checked the phone
first.

I’m too old for this was my thought after
attempting to translate text messages like “c u b4 shc,” “r u go 2
wk.” Maybe I was misreading, but most seemed to be about where to
meet people and other exciting stuff like that. I scanned through
the photos, but nothing that indicated where the half-naked picture
had come from or been sent to. I put the phone down and opened up
the computer. A quick glance at her browsing history told me she
had other accounts than the ones listed in her pink notebook. I
checked in the back of it, just in case she’d written them there.
Several pages had been ripped out, leaving little tags of paper on
the spiral wire. A quick look in her trash can told me she had been
smart enough not to leave them there. Or she’d jotted down some
note—schoolwork, a phone number—she wanted to take with her. I’d
have to farm her laptop out if I wanted to gain access to those
files—and make sure I warned the computer grannies of what they
might find.

Since I was there and the vacuum was still going, I
did a search of her room. Maybe the sheets with the secret
passwords were hidden taped under her sock drawer.

I found a hoard of chocolate bars under her bras.
Binge eater? Or just liked chocolate and wanted a stash her brother
couldn’t scarf down? I dumped them into my bag. Mrs. Stevens hadn’t
said it, but it seemed part of our bargain was for me be the one to
forage through her daughter’s life and filter what I passed on to
her. Not deliberately hide, but unless the chocolate bars turned
out to be important, she didn’t need to worry her daughter had an
eating disorder on so little evidence. Besides, it might be years
before this room would be cleaned out. Stale, moldy chocolate
wouldn’t be a pleasant discovery.

That was the only secret her chest of drawers held,
unless you counted one of her bras was a pushup bra in black lace,
hidden behind her other demure white ones. Still, both it and the
chocolate seemed almost innocent compared to what most adolescents
were up to. No drugs or even booze as far as I could tell.

Nothing under the bed save dust bunnies. Under the
mattress was only less than tidy sheet tucking. While she wasn’t
the neat freak her mother was—it may have been grief that pushed
Mrs. Stevens into such obsession, but it wasn’t likely she was a
slob before—for a teenager, she wasn’t bad.

But it wasn’t my job to probe the family
psychodrama. “Curiosity has killed much better cats than you,” I
muttered under my breath, far too quiet to be heard over the
vacuum. I started to gather the computer and phone but then decided
I might as well finish this pointless task and search the rest of
the room.

Her bookcase was a disappointment, mostly in how few
real books she had, shoved on a bottom shelf with the rest of it
taken up with mementos of growing up, a trophy from a sixth-grade
popularity contest, “most likely to make chicken soup for a sick
friend”; with that as a category, probably every kid in the class
got something. A signed picture from some boy from one of the boy
bands, seashells from the family trip, albums of pictures, starting
when she was six. But the pictures were the smiling ones. Its open
shelves hid nothing, save how small her triumphs had been so
far.

The closet held the usual assortment of trendy
teenage clothing, bright colors and patterns, much of it on the
pink side, most of it made to last for about a year. Nothing too
indiscreet. Even the stylishly ripped jeans (were those still in?
Or had they been out long enough to be in again?) would show less
than seen on a typical beach. Maybe the bra was the one thing that
hinted at the sexuality behind the smile.

On the second to top shelf, under a pile of
sweaters, my hand ran over a large manila envelope. It had been
pushed to the back as if to better hide it. But it was a hiding
place meant only for those who would never look for anything
hidden. Since I had to stretch to reach the top shelf, and I’m
five-ten, I guessed that this was as high as Tiffany could go.

The vacuum stopped. There was a brief moment of
silence, then it started up again in a more distant room.

I shook the contents of the envelope onto the bed. A
flash drive, mercifully blue-gray, not pink, and several sheets of
paper fell out.

I turned one of them over. I hadn’t seen the picture
yet, but my guess was this was a copy of it. If the young girl in
it weren’t dead, it would have been almost laughable in its naïve
attempt to be a sophisticated, sexy adult. She had on too much
makeup, as if smearing a bright red over her thin lips was all it
took. She posed on the pink bed; the rose spread covered her from
the waist down, one arm under her budding breasts as if trying to
pump them up, the other stretched out with the phone to take the
picture.

I wanted to grab her back into life and tell her
this wasn’t worth killing herself over. No one would think it more
than a brief, and in a few years, easily forgotten moment of
foolishness.

The photo was printed on cheap paper, the colors
blurry. She didn’t have a printer here in her room, so I wondered
where she’d made this copy.

Then I looked at the back. There was a note in what
was clearly not her handwriting. It said, “Hey, T, I like this pic
of you. Why don’t we meet up for more?”

No signature, of course.

The next sheet was the same photo. Its note said,
“Nice tits. How bout a blow job? I’ve seen everything that
matters.”

The third and, I guessed, the final one said, “Hey,
bitch, stop fucking around. Either put out or I send your titty
shot to my list. U want to cunt tease, U get what U deserve. Three
days to respond.”

No date, but Tiffany had clearly responded.

I carefully put everything back into the envelope.
My fingerprints would be on them, and Tiffany’s as well, but I
wanted to leave as few marks as possible.

If this was a crime. Yes, there was certainly an
ugly threat there, but it seemed that he sent a picture she had
sent to him to others. Was that a crime? The laws were slow to
catch up to the technology. And even if they had, where did this
fall? If she willingly sent the picture, where did that leave
her?

The vacuum stopped again.

I put the envelope in my bag, hidden from view. I
should show it to Mrs. Stevens, but I wanted more information—and
to know what was on the flash drive—before having a discussion I
suspected we’d both like to avoid.

I picked up the laptop, cell phone, and pink
notebook, heading to where I’d last heard the vacuum cleaner.

She barely looked at me, as if ashamed she’d had to
invite a stranger into her house, into her tragedy, to handle the
messy cleanup, quickly agreeing to letting me take the computer and
phone.

She followed me politely to the door, managing
another fake smile as we said good-bye.

I didn’t look back at the house, didn’t want to see
if she was still hovering at the door, quickly got in my car,
deposited my bag and the items on the passenger seat, and pulled
out.

As I drove away, I mentally made a list of the
things I needed to do. Call my lawyer friend Danny and ask about
laws on sexting, to see if there could be any legal action to take.
Pass the phone and computer to the computer grannies—several older
women who had discovered they could hack as well as the boys and
computers were a job that could be done sitting down, in
air-conditioned comfort, and they could make their own hours. I
liked using them because they had both the tech savvy of the young
guns and the wisdom and compassion that comes with age.

I focused on the concrete because I didn’t want to
think about the intangible. The tangible action steps I could
control. But a young woman had died by her own hand because of a
stupid mistake, a wrong turn in how to be an adult. She sent the
picture to an ugly person, a brutish thug interested only in his
sexual gratification. Why couldn’t he have just masturbated? That
was all it would be in any case. Tiffany Stevens was as much of a
person to him as any blow-up doll would have been.

Traffic was kind on the way back to my office. Just
as well; I was close to rage, and the road isn’t a good place for
it.


Chapter Four

I got back to my office shortly before noon and put
in a call both to the grannies (since they weren’t on the second
floor in their not-often-used office) and to Danny. I had to settle
for leaving a message for both.

Then I decided the turkey sandwich (on whole grain,
mind you) wasn’t an adequate lunch after this morning. To remain on
the not-too-outrageously unhealthy, I settled on takeout from one
of my favorite sushi places on Frenchmen Street. I needed the
distraction, the movement, to concentrate on the mundane and
important act of deciding what I wanted to eat. We get through our
days one small decision / act at a time. Groceries, laundry, going
from one place to another, nothing memorable, but there are times
these buffers of normal and routine pull us through the days.
Driving from my office, picking up the sushi, all worked for me,
kept me from thinking about a young girl and her early death.

I doubted even the fierce vacuuming and superhuman
cleanliness helped Mrs. Stevens.

I just decided I had ordered too much and could save
some for dinner, when my downstairs buzzer rang.

I now own my office building. When I first moved in,
as a renter, it was a down-at-heel working-class neighborhood. I
had stayed, coming back after Katrina, probably because I was too
bewildered and overwhelmed to do anything except return to what I
knew. This area hadn’t flooded, so it was easier for me to come
back. About two years ago, my landlord decided he wanted to get out
and offered me a reasonable enough deal that I said yes. It wasn’t
that I wanted to be a capitalistic bastard land baron, but I knew
if he sold to someone else I’d either have to cough up a lot higher
rent or be looking for someplace to move to in a rapidly
gentrifying city. The only option was to buy. It meant having two
mortgages, one for my house and one here, but between a little
hustling and being capitalistic bastard enough to rent the bottom
floor to a coffee shop / café that was too chi-chi for me to
patronize, I was able to make ends mostly meet.

The computer grannies had the second floor at a
more-than-reasonable rent, but they were as likely to work from
home as not. I had taken over the third floor. It had once been
divided into two offices, but in a tear of renovation last year,
I’d opened up the space, creating a proper, though mostly unused
waiting area, a small conference room, a small separate office for
when I worked with other people, and a decent-sized break room with
a microwave, toaster oven, and full-size refrigerator. High on the
hog.

There was a separate entrance for those of us on the
upper floors, with discreet brass name plates, M. Knight
Detective Agency and Computer Solutions for the
grannies. Neither of us encouraged walk-in clientele, so I guessed
the buzzer was either someone lost (how did tourists find
themselves all the way down here—oh, right, gentrifying, and now
the ’hood was hip enough for the coffee shop to be able to afford
the rent I charged) or a friend with drop-in privileges. The former
would be a quick distraction and the latter a welcome one.

I buzzed the downstairs door open, then sauntered to
the landing outside my door where I could see down to the second
floor, to wait just in case it was a lost tourist.

The man who came into view was too well dressed to
be a tourist and no one I knew.

“Can I help you?” I asked as he rounded the
stairs.

He was tall, handsome in a way straight women would
probably like, brown hair just a tad shaggy, a clearly deliberate
scruff of beard, strong, almost too big chin, but with a dimple
that softened it, and wearing a suit that looked to be tailored
especially for him. No tie, an open-collar white shirt, also
expensive looking. I guessed either late thirties or early forties.
The kind of man who expected life to open its doors to him.

He seemed surprised to see someone above him on the
landing, but he showed little concern, instead came across as
unworried he had anything to fear.

“I’m looking for the M. Knight Detective Agency,” he
said. He had a deep baritone voice, smooth with an accent I guessed
to be somewhere from the northeast.

“Who sent you here? We don’t usually take walk-ins,”
I said.

He continued up the stairs. I remained outside my
office.

“Sorry,” he said in a way that told me he wasn’t.
“I’m in a hurry, only in town a few days and needed to move things
along. Scotty Bradley gave me your name. Said my case sounded
fascinating, but he was about to leave for two weeks in the south
of Italy.”

Scotty was a PI I occasionally worked with, more
occasionally met in French Quarter bars. I did recall him saying
“ciao” the last time we talked and mentioning an upcoming journey.
I’d check later. I knew Scotty was a decent enough sort that if
this guy turned out to be a real asshole, he’d bring a nice bottle
of Italian wine back for me.

The man joined me on the landing.

“How can I help you?” I said, still making no move
to go back into my office. If this was a quick “sorry, can’t do
anything for you,” there was no point in wasting more time and
energy.

“And you are?”

He hadn’t answered my question.

“I’d like to talk to someone in charge,” he
continued.

“You are.”

“A woman. I like that.”

“Does that matter to you?”

“Not really,” he answered smoothly, “but it might be
helpful in this case.”

Much as I wanted to, I didn’t sigh. If this guy
turned out to be a serial killer of female private detectives,
Scotty would have to learn to pick olives on the olive oil farms,
because it wouldn’t be safe for him to return to this side of the
Atlantic.

“Why don’t you come in and we can talk about it?” I
said, stepping aside to let him enter before me. And avoid having
my back to him.

“Thank you,” he said with a smile. He’d won this
round. Somehow I suspected that was exactly what he was
thinking.

Still, the expensive suit meant money, and a paying
client helped with the mortgages.

I ushered him into my office and even engaged in the
usual pleasantries of offering coffee—he took his with a little
cream, which got a fake apology from me that milk was all I had.
Two percent milk at that, but I didn’t go there.

I told him I was the M. Knight, even allowing the
M was for Michele. Micky is for my friends, and he
wasn’t one and I doubted he would ever be one. His name was Douglas
Townson.

Once we had sat down with a mug in front of each of
us, I again asked my first question, “How can I help you?”

“I need you to solve a murder.”

I left a long silence because you don’t come to a
private dick about a criminal case. There had to be more to this
than his simple statement. However, he didn’t fill the silence and
clearly he wanted questions, so I obliged him. “What can I do that
the police can’t?”

“Are you interested?” he countered.

In whatever game you’re playing? Not really.
Again, he hadn’t answered my question. But I didn’t say that. “As
I’m sure you know, the police should be contacted and will take the
lead for any criminal investigation. It’s only the TV detectives
who don’t work within the law. Any evidence of a crime, I will take
to them.”

“I doubt this one will interest them,” he said.

“There is no statute of limitations on murder.”

“True, but this one took place in 1906, so I feel if
the police were going to solve it, they would have done so by now.
My great-grandfather. Killed when he was thirty-nine years old. My
grandfather was eight at the time. He lived just up the river near
Baton Rouge, doing well in farming with sugar and cotton. We had to
sell and my great-grandmother remarried, a merchant from New
Jersey, who bought some of his cotton. It took the family a while
to recover.”

I cut in. “The best I could do is find a grave
somewhere. Anyone old enough to kill in 1906 isn’t around to put
handcuffs on. And even that would be unlikely. If the police
couldn’t solve it then, the evidence is most likely long gone.”

He waved his hands at me as if I was telling him
information he already knew. “Oh, I realize that. I fully
understand how quixotic this quest is. But I’m a hedge fund
manager, and I make enough money to blow it on unlikely quests. I
want to know whatever can be known. All I’ve heard are tales passed
down from the previous generations, some of them clearly wildly
untrue. I want to clear the air, or I’d like to at least get the
official record. It’s a tedious search; I could do it but I don’t
have the time. I can certainly make it worth your while.”

That explained his confidence. Looks and money are
more than enough to make people overrate themselves. I don’t like
all my clients, and if I could choose, I would leave all the
asshole men out, but I rarely choose what cases to take on whether
I like the client or not. This is a business. If I think I can help
them and if what they’re asking me to do is legal and I have the
time and resources to take on their request, I usually say yes.
There have been a few people I so disliked—or disliked what they
were asking me to do—that I turned them down. But if I only accept
cases from the decent people of the world, I might not have enough
business to stay open. It’s not usually the
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