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Ill Will

Lambda Literary Award Winner

Foreword Magazine Honorable
Mention

“Ill Will is fast-paced, well-plotted, and peopled
with great characters. Redmann’s dialogue is, as usual, marvelous.
To top it off, you get an unexpected twist at the end. Please join
me in hoping that book number eight is well underway.”—Lambda
Literary Review

“Ill Will is a solidly plotted, strongly
character-driven mystery that is well paced.”—Mysterious
Reviews

Water Mark

Foreword Magazine Gold Medal
Winner

Golden Crown Literary Award Winner

“Water Mark is a rich, deep novel filled with humor
and pathos. Its exciting plot keeps the pages flying, while it
shows that long after a front page story has ceased to exist, even
in the back sections of the newspaper, it remains very real to
those whose lives it touched. This is another great read from a
fine author.”—Just About Write

Death of a Dying Man

Lambda Literary Award Winner

“Like other books in the series, Redmann’s pacing is
sharp, her sense of place acute and her characters well crafted.
The story has a definite edge, raising some discomfiting questions
about the selfishly unsavory way some gay men and lesbians live
their lives and what the consequences of that behavior can be.
Redmann isn’t all edge, however—she’s got plenty of sass. Knight is
funny, her relationship with Cordelia is believably long-term-lover
sexy and little details of both the characters’ lives and New
Orleans give the atmosphere heft.”—Lambda Book
Report

Death of a Dying Man

“As the investigation continues and Micky’s personal
dramas rage, a big storm is brewing. Redmann, whose day job is with
NOAIDS, gets the Hurricane Katrina evacuation just right—at times
she brought tears to my eyes. An unsettled Micky searches for
friends and does her work as she constantly grieves for her beloved
city.”—New Orleans Times-Picayune

The Intersection of Law and Desire

Lambda Literary Award Winner

San Francisco Chronicle
Editor’s Choice for the year

Profiled on Fresh Air, hosted
by Terry Gross, and selected for book reviewer Maureen Corrigan’s
recommended holiday book list.

“Superbly crafted, multi-layered…One of the most
hard-boiled and complex female detectives in print
today.”—San Francisco Chronicle (An
Editor’s Choice selection for 1995)

“Fine, hard-boiled tale-telling.”—Washington Post Book World

“An edge-of-the-seat, action-packed New Orleans
adventure…Micky Knight is a fast-moving, fearless, fascinating
character…The Intersection of Law and
Desire will win Redmann lots more fans.”—New Orleans Times-Picayune

“Crackling with tension…an uncommonly rich
book…Redmann has the making of a landmark series.”—Kirkus Review

“Perceptive, sensitive prose; in-depth
characterization; and pensive, wry wit add up to a memorable and
compelling read.”—Library Journal

“Powerful and page turning…A rip-roaring read, as
randy as it is reflective…Micky Knight is a to-die-for creation…a
Cajun firebrand with the proverbial quick wit, fast tongue, and
heavy heart.”—Lambda Book Report

Lost Daughters

“A sophisticated, funny, plot-driven, character-laden
murder mystery set in New Orleans…as tightly plotted a page-turner
as they come…One of the pleasures of Lost
Daughters is its highly accurate portrayal of the real work
of private detection—a standout accomplishment in the usually
sloppily conjectured world of thriller-killer fiction. Redmann has
a firm grasp of both the techniques and the emotions of real-life
cases—in this instance, why people decide to search for their
relatives, why people don’t, what they fear finding and losing…and
Knight is a competent, tightly wound, sardonic, passionate
detective with a keen eye for detail and a spine made of
steel.”—San Francisco Chronicle

“Redmann’s Micky Knight series just gets better…For
finely delineated characters, unerring timing, and page-turning
action, Redmann deserves the widest possible
audience.”—Booklist, starred review

“Like fine wine, J.M. Redmann’s private eye has
developed interesting depths and nuances with age…Redmann continues
to write some of the fastest –moving action scenes in the
business…In Lost Daughters, Redmann has found a winning combination
of action and emotion that should attract new fans—both gay and
straight—in droves.”—New Orleans Times
Picayune

“An admirable, tough PI with an eye for detail and
the courage, finally, to confront her own fear.
Recommended.”—Library Journal
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Synopsis

Michele “Micky” Knight, a New Orleans PI, meets an
out-of-town team of investigators who are working a human
trafficking case. They want someone local to show them around. It
sounds easy, and a woman with smiling green eyes is asking. But it
stays easy only if Micky stops asking questions—and she’s never
been good at that. What starts out as a tourist tour of the
underside of New Orleans turns into a risky game of cat and mouse,
and twists even further as Micky is caught between the good guys
and the bad guys, each willing to do whatever it takes—including
getting rid of an inconvenient PI—to achieve their ends. Who can
she trust? And who’s trying to kill her?

The eighth Micky Knight mystery.


THE SHOAL OF TIME

© 2013 By J.M. Redmann. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-62639-008-9

 


This Electronic Book Is Published By

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, NY 12185

 


First Edition: December 2013

 


THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. NAMES, CHARACTERS,
PLACES, AND INCIDENTS ARE THE PRODUCT OF THE AUTHOR’S IMAGINATION
OR ARE USED FICTITIOUSLY. ANY RESEMBLANCE TO ACTUAL PERSONS, LIVING
OR DEAD, BUSINESS ESTABLISHMENTS, EVENTS, OR LOCALES IS ENTIRELY
COINCIDENTAL.

 


THIS BOOK, OR PARTS THEREOF, MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED
IN ANY FORM WITHOUT PERMISSION.

 


Credits

 


Editors: Greg Herren and Stacia Seaman

Production Design: Stacia Seaman

Cover Design By Sheri (graphicartist2020@hotmail.com)


By the Author

The Micky Knight Mystery Series:

 


Death by the Riverside

Deaths of Jocasta

The Intersection of Law and Desire

Lost Daughters

Death of a Dying Man

Water Mark

Ill Will

The Shoal of Time

 


Women of the Mean Streets: Lesbian Noir

edited with Greg Herren

Men of the Mean Streets: Gay Noir

Edited with Greg Herren

Night Shadows: Queer Horror

edited with Greg Herren


Acknowledgments

You know who you are—the ones who have been nagging,
begging, pleading with me for a certain plot element. Be careful
what you ask for; you may get it. This has been a hard book to
write—not like the others were a walk in the park. Sitting in front
of a computer trying to make words turn into worlds is never easy.
(Nor are the words ever as perfect as the vision we have in our
brains.) I have to admit there are moments when I come home from
the day job and I’m tired and want nothing more than to turn my
brain off, and I wonder why I do this. But in those moments, I
remember the coterie of readers and writers who keep me sane and
focused. Yes, that would be you. Even when you’re nagging, begging,
and pleading. Thank you.

Of course a big thank you to Greg Herren for his
editorial brilliance and calmness, especially as I kept sliding
deadlines. And he didn’t even add extra weight at the gym. (Well,
not much.) I also need to thank the motley and wonderful crew who
met us downtown in NYC at City Hall—one of my oldest and dearest
friends, Maude Brickner; a dear new friend, Lizz; the inimitable
Rob Byrnes; and in a surprise guest appearance, Greg Herren. Oh,
and Gillian for suggesting it in the first place. And Greg, Rob,
and Gillian for being stalwart enough to come to the Lambda Awards
after.

Also a big thanks to Cherry and Beth, my friendly
computer geeks and all-around fun gals. More charbroiled oysters
soon. Mr. Squeaky and Arnold, because I’m a lesbian and we have to
thank our cats. My partner, Gillian, for all the joy in us both
spending evenings at our respective computers working on our
respective books.

There are many people at my day job who keep me
sane—or don’t point out to me that I’m not—and are greatly
understanding about the writing career. Noel, our CEO and my boss,
for his tireless leadership and letting me run off to do book
things. My staff is great and makes my job easy enough that I have
time to write—Josh, Narquis, Lauren, Joey, Petera, and all the
members of the Prevention Department. I would love to be able to
write full-time, but since I have to have a real job, I’m very
lucky to have one of the best ones possible.

Also huge thanks to Rad for making Bold Strokes what
it is. Ruth, Connie, Shelley, Sandy, Stacia, and Cindy for all
their hard work behind the scenes, and everyone at BSB for being
such a great and supportive publishing house.


To GMR

For being a fast reader and willing to drive through
Illinois for me. It is the small daily things that eventually make
a life and a love.


But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,

We’d jump the life to come. But in these cases

We still have judgment here, that we but teach

Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return

To plague th’ inventor: this even-handed justice

Commends the ingredients of our poisoned chalice

To our own lips

 


Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 7


Chapter One

Life is full of stupid moments, most of them not
chosen.

You know what I mean—bitching about a coworker, not
realizing she’s two feet behind you. Trying to find your sunglasses
when they’re on the top of your head. Taking a turn and realizing
that all the cars are coming at you. Putting your keys in a secure
place you can’t remember.

“Hey, give me your money,” he muttered at me.

Dark, rainy, the deepening chill bite of winter, my
head had been down watching for wet, slippery spots and I hadn’t
noticed anyone else on the street.

Occasionally stupid turns to tragic. Mostly we pay
what I call stupid tax—going back to the grocery store to get the
one thing we forgot, standing in line and paying to replace the
lost license, waiting in the rain for the friend with the spare
key. There is a lot of stupid in the world, both ours and others’,
and we pretty much stumble over it every day.

Today had been stupid on steroids.

Weather was supposed to affect crooks, too. At least
that had been my theory when I decided to head out after dark to
pick up food made by someone other than myself.

It had been a long—dare I say it?—stupid day. People
who promised to call right back and hadn’t. Traffic that included a
car driving over the speed limit in the left lane on Claiborne with
the passenger opening his door to upchuck into the right lane,
which left me hoping the rain would clean off whatever got on my
tires. A client who changed her mind about wanting me to follow her
husband to see if he had an on-the-side girlfriend.

I mostly avoid messy domestic cases and had only
taken this one as a favor to a friend. It took a stupidly
exasperating amount of time to explain to her she still owed me for
the hours I’d spent on her case. Her calling-off call came just as
I had returned to my office after a fruitless morning of following
said husband. Annoyingly, I hadn’t caught him at anything, but he
was a player, too easy with his smiles and glances at anything
female, handing a business card to the young chick at the
coffee-shop counter. Happily married men don’t prowl like that.

If the wife didn’t want to know—well, wanted to know
but didn’t want evidence that would require her to admit
knowing—that was her affair, not mine. She called back three times
asking for a discount since I hadn’t finished the case.

Webster’s, when you update your dictionary, I have
the perfect picture for annoying.

The day had started out in the summer, acting as if
the calendar didn’t say something entirely different, sunny and in
the seventies, and the temps had plunged thirty degrees since I
left this morning in light pants and a T-shirt that had me
underdressed long before the first of the annoying wife calls.
Winter here is one of the reasons people with snow phobias move to
this part of the world; it rarely gets below freezing and even when
it does, it doesn’t stay there. Yes, Minnesota, I’m talking to you.
But, as proven by today, it can be from annoyingly smug to
unpleasantly cold in all too short a span of time.

New Orleans is a damp city, held between a mighty
river and a large lake, exits west and east over water. In the
summer, the humidity turns it to a steam bath, in the winter, a
damp cold that blows through every crack in a building or
clothes.

When I finally got home I was bone-deep cold, too
pissed at the events of the day to be tired, and too tired to
un-piss myself and get in a better mood. The house was chilly and
dark. No cat, no person, nothing living to greet me. I quickly
turned the fans off and the heat on—I hate days when I have to do
that—threw on a ratty sweatshirt and jacket because I was too
chilled to take off my clothes or to spend time finding what we
call winter clothes down here.

Knowing the contents of my refrigerator would turn
into a science experiment any day now, I had decided on a quick
hike into the French Quarter, with its dense population of food
possibilities, and hoped the house would be warmer by the time I
got back.

And now I was standing on a dark patch of Esplanade
Avenue with a young punk in front of me demanding my money.

He was slight, with one of those faces that could
have been between fourteen and forty, shadowed as it was by the
faint light at the end of the block and the brim of his pulled-low
hat. Cowboys. Fucking stuck up by a Dallas Cowboys fan. His face
was thin and long, a bare wisp of a beard on his chin. He was
wearing a hooded sweatshirt, thin and faded, not heavy enough for
the chill in the air and hadn’t thought to pull the hood over his
head. Guess he decided the fuckin’ Cowboys hat was enough of a
disguise. One hand was hanging by his side; the other was hidden in
the sweatshirt pocket, outlined by a bulge that could be a gun. Or
his fingers in a bang-bang pose.

It was the French Quarter; I was a woman alone. He
probably assumed I was a tourist who got lost in the old buildings
and forgot this was a real city and not some manufactured playland
for visitors.

Most of the time stupid is random. Every once in a
while we choose it.

I knew what I was supposed to do, be calm and
unthreatening, defuse the situation and quietly give him my
money.

I also knew I wasn’t going to do it.

Instead I was going to do something stupid that
might get me killed. I didn’t give a damn. I was tired of being
civilized and polite and wanted to kick someone, and this poor kid
had just given me an excuse.

“Be cool,” I said quietly. “I’m getting my wallet.”
Using two fingers, I tried to extract it from my front pocket, but
it was chilly and damp and I couldn’t get a good grip. I finally
managed to get it out, but just as I was lifting it to offer to
him, it dropped out of my hand onto the sidewalk.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, reaching down to pick it up. I
fumbled for a moment with the leather on the slick, wet street.
Just like a stupid woman tourist would.

But I wasn’t any kind of tourist.

I shot up, throwing the wallet at his face,
following immediately with a kick to his gun hand.

My foot hit flesh, not metal. I kicked again, this
time in the crotch.

The one thing I had changed was my shoes, from
low-slung loafers to a beat-up old pair of cowboy boots. Much
warmer than my earlier shoes, with heels and toes made for
kicking.

He covered the kicked area with his good hand and
sank to his knees in pain.

I yanked the hood, pulling it tight around his
neck.

He coughed, said, “Hey, let me breathe.”

“You try to hold me up and I’m supposed to be
nice?”

I grabbed the Cowboys hat and tossed it into a
puddle, landing it on top of greasy fried chicken bones.

“Hey, that’s a good hat.” He struggled to get
up.

I kicked his foot out and he thudded back down on
his knees. I yanked the hood, pulling him down, his face a few
inches from his soaked hat and the rotting food.

“It was my good money you were trying to steal.”

Without the hat and this close, I could see he was
young and should have been home studying instead of out thieving.
His small beard was probably the only hair he could grow.

I used my knee to shove him all the way to the
ground, being kind enough not to put his face in the puddle. With
my knee in his back, one hand holding his sweatshirt, I quickly
patted him down with the other hand. Just because he didn’t have a
gun wasn’t proof he didn’t have other unpleasant weapons like a
knife or brass knuckles.

There were a lot of bumps under his sweatshirt, but
they were all wallet-shaped. Baby boy had been busy this
evening.

Thieves—and too many other people—seemed to live by
immediate experience. If they did it and didn’t get caught, then
they wouldn’t get caught. My young thief had been pushing his
luck.

As I was pushing mine. He was recovering from the
kick to his crotch.

I was still a woman; worse, one with gray in her
hair. His ego wasn’t happy about the situation.

He suddenly struggled under me, trying to push up
with his hands and legs, twisting under me. I heard him mutter,
“Fucking bitch.”

I yanked hard on his hood, but he pulled on the
zipper, halfway opening the sweatshirt and freeing his neck. He may
have been slight, but he was strong. And desperate.

I had been too nice and not kicked his pretend gun
hand hard enough. He used it to grab my ankle. My other leg was
planted in his back, so that was my only support.

No more being nice. I’d started feeling sorry for
him because he was young. And stupid, but that goes without saying.
Most crooks are stupid. The smart ones work for banks.

I slammed my weight down on him, so I was almost
flat against his back, shoving his face into the sidewalk.

Maybe an effective tactic, but not a pleasant one.
He smelled like an unbathed wet dog. But I didn’t have time to
worry about unpleasant odors. He was still struggling to throw me
off. He let go of my ankle, using the hand to lever himself up.

I had wanted a fight. I just hadn’t wanted one I
would lose.

Don’t be kind, I reminded
myself. I put one hand on the back of his neck—I’d worry about
cleaning the dirty-dog grime off later—hoping between that and my
knee in his back I could keep him down long enough to figure out
how the hell to get out of this.

Be nice, give him his hat
back. I reached over his shoulder to the puddle and slapped
it and a few chicken bones on his face.

He sputtered and, as I had hoped, used his hands to
grab the dripping, stinking cap away.

I shoved myself up into a standing position, aiming
a kick between his legs on the way up. Then another when I was
fully standing.

He yelped and flopped away, enough to land in the
puddle. He let the water distract him, clearly not trained well
enough to know that in a fight, nothing matters, not getting wet or
dirty or being hit; you have to focus intensely on winning.

I kicked him again in the crotch. This time he
curled up into fetal position, not worrying about the puddle or the
chicken bones anymore, pain his only focal point.

One last insult. He’d be down for at least a minute
or two. I rifled under his jacket for the stolen wallets, grabbing
as many as I could. One hand weakly tried to stop me.

“Don’t move or I’ll kick you again. And again.”

His only answer was a groan.

I stuffed the wallets into my jacket as he had in
his and then walked rapidly away.

As I got to the corner, I briefly looked back. He
was still on the ground.

I kept walking, moving as quickly as I could without
running. I didn’t want to be running with a bunch of stolen wallets
on me.

Okay, I’m not perfect—I had a brief argument with
myself about keeping the money. There was a high probability that
Mrs. I-Changed-My-Mind would be slow, extremely slow to pay me, but I had other cases and
some active billing on my part would bring in money owed me. Maybe
it would be enough to cover the bills.

There was a fire station at the corner of Frenchmen
and Esplanade, near the river. But firemen would ask questions.
There was a place where they provided HIV services right across the
street. I threw the wallets behind their iron gate. Perfect.
Do-gooders would do the right thing.

There are advantages to being a woman. No one pays
much attention when you’re standing in front of a closed place and
shoving things through the opening in the door. At least four
different groups of people walked by and none of them even glanced
at me.

That taken care of, I headed into the Quarter in
search of food.

Taking that kid on had been major stupid.

What scared me was that I didn’t regret it.


Chapter Two

I found a quiet corner in a pizza place on Decatur.
My plan had been to get something to go and head back home. But the
house wasn’t calling me; instead, I found I wanted the distractions
of lights, watching people go by, the ritual of perusing a menu,
waiting for food. I also wanted plenty of time for the stupid thief
to get up and go home. Most of the other tables were couples or
groups. It was boisterous, people out to party.

I was alone in my small world. Food, getting warm,
that was all I’d think about. And maybe not doing anything stupid
on the way home.

Usually I bring a book, but this was unplanned, so I
was unprepared. I’ve found if I don’t have something to distract
me, I easily fall into PI mode, watching too carefully, trying to
pick out the mark in the room. Then I have to remind myself I’m
just here for a pizza, not to right the wrongs of the world.

Perusing the menu, I didn’t even bother looking at
the salads. Tonight was comfort food: cheese, grease, meat, and
dough. I added mushrooms to the pepperoni and extra cheese. That
would count as my vegetable for the evening.

I glanced around the room—three gay couples, four
straight ones, one girls’-night-out party, two groups of men on the
prowl, young enough to not even notice me, a couple of mixed
groups. Mostly locals, as this was the far end of the Quarter, away
from the tourist bustle of Canal Street. A group of five was seated
next to me, taking the extra chairs from my table.

I cased them out of habit, three men, two women. A
work or social group. One of the women was older than the men and
wore a sensible pantsuit, the kind one wears to a conference. The
younger woman sat next to her on the banquette, with her jacket
marking the space between us. Not dating, nor local from their
accents. The younger woman gave me a sidelong look, like I might be
a threat to her nice leather jacket.

I shifted my glance slowly, as if just idly looking
around the restaurant at nothing and no one in particular. Haste is
noticeable. I kept her just enough in the periphery of my vision to
know when she turned back to her companions.

Then I reminded myself I was only here for food and
warmth. They were strangers I would never see again.

Ignoring them, I distracted myself with the toy of
the modern age, my phone, as if something more vital than
tomorrow’s weather was there.

I have to admit after looking at the temperatures in
North Dakota, I felt much warmer. Our high tomorrow would be well
above freezing; they would be warm only compared to zero
Kelvin.

Food was placed in front of me. Melted, gooey cheese
doesn’t solve all the world’s problems, but it takes care of the
stomach ones. I disentangled the strings of mozzarella and slid a
steaming slice onto my plate.

“Wow, that smells good,” said the woman at the next
table. She was commenting on my pizza, but not speaking to me.

If you comment on my food, I get to look your way. I
took a bite and glanced in her direction. She wasn’t as young as
she had first looked, mid to late thirties, maybe even
well-preserved early forties. She had no gray in her hair, so I
suspected dye. It was a chestnut red, probably very close to her
original color. Green eyes, brought out by her olive-green sweater.
A smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks with clear,
fair skin. Her small ski-slope nose didn’t perfectly balance her
mouth, which was a little too big for her face. It was minor, the
difference between being model pretty and girl-next-door
pretty.

“Sorry,” I said to her. “I’ll try and keep my fumes
to myself.”

She turned to me and smiled. She had a great smile,
the wide mouth bringing her whole face with it. The laugh lines at
her eyes had been earned.

“Not your fault,” she said. “If it wasn’t yours, it
would be another pizza. And I didn’t come to New Orleans to use
calories on something I can get anywhere.”

“This isn’t exactly an Italian city,” one of the
younger men added.

I considered correcting him—it wasn’t Cajuns who
came up with the muffuletta sandwich. At one time, the French
Quarter was a run-down area of town, so crowded with Sicilian
immigrants it was known as “Little Italy.” In a dark chapter of the
city’s history in 1891, eleven Italian men were dragged from the
jail and lynched after being acquitted in the murder of the police
chief. They were the un-American immigrants of the day.

I went back to my pizza and the oh-so-interesting
weather on my phone and left them to their tourist’s myths.

Just as the waitress was handing me a to-go box, one
of the men at the next table said, “A shotgun to the stomach will
solve that.”

“Mel, keep your voice down,” the older woman said.
“This isn’t the place to talk about things like that.”

A couple of beer bottles in front of him explained
his loose lips.

I concentrated on getting the pizza into the box, as
if I’d heard nothing out of the ordinary.

A hand rested on my forearm.

“It’s not what it seems,” the younger woman said to
me. “We’re not plotting murder and mayhem.”

“So, my leftover pizza is safe?”

“Can’t promise that. The salad didn’t really do it
for me.” She smiled that gorgeous smile of hers.

“You’re welcome to a slice,” I said. I smiled back;
it was hard not to.

“Mel likes to think like a criminal. He says it
helps him know what they might do.”

“You’re law enforcement?” I asked. I hadn’t pegged
them as pros, instead guessing something like in town for a
plastics convention. If this had been anything other than eating
pizza—like a real case—that would have been a major slipup.

“Immigration.”

“I was born here.”

She laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not working. And even
if I was I’d have to have probable cause. Eating pizza next to me
doesn’t qualify.”

Was she flirting with me? Or just falling into the
friendly ways of New Orleans where you talked to people on the
street like you knew them your entire life? And even if she was,
that was the last thing I needed. I was way over my stupid quota
for the day. And the year.

“You here for a conference?” I asked.

“No, we’re working.”

“But you’re not from here.”

“You know everyone around here?”

“No, but your clothes aren’t right. Your jacket and
sweater are both too heavy for the local climate. I doubt you could
buy anything like that here.”

She gave me an appraising look. “Amazing. You notice
things like that?”

“Occupational hazard. I’m paid to notice and it’s
hard to turn it off.”

“What’s your occupation? And why is noticing things
a hazard?”

I pulled out my PI license and showed it to her. She
took it out of my hand, letting her fingers brush mine.

After looking at it for a moment, she said, “You’re
local?”

“This is the heaviest jacket I own.”

“I take that’s a yes.” She gave me another look,
less flirt and more appraising. “We could use some local help.”

“Shouldn’t the local border guys do the trick?”

“They should,” she said smoothly, “but they don’t
like to think this port is the sieve that we believe it to be.
Everything gets in, drugs, stolen goods. Human trafficking.”

“Is that what you’re working on?”

“Yeah, that’s what landed us here. Willing to
help?”

“I can’t get places where they can.”

“We’ll actually pay for your time,” she said with
another dazzling smile. “Not asking for a favor.”

“Just as well. I think I used up my quota of favors
earlier today.” Local cops didn’t like private dicks on their
territory. Especially stupid and / or corrupt cops. And it wouldn’t
hurt to stay away from women with nice eyes.

The waitress handed me the check. It was a busy
night and she needed to turn the table over. I put enough money on
the table to cover the bill and leave a generous tip.

I got up to leave.

She put her hand on my arm. “How do I get in touch
with you?”

I took a business card out of my wallet and handed
it to her, then made my way through the crowded restaurant.

Maybe she’d call, maybe she wouldn’t.

Maybe I wanted her to. And maybe I didn’t.

It was cold and the streets were deserted. I hurried
through the night to home.


Chapter Three

Breakfast was cold pizza. It took two bites for me
to relent and pop it in the microwave. I’d been good at the
restaurant. One beer with the pizza. But by the time I’d gotten
home, the night wind had chilled me and I opened the Scotch bottle
that I kept promising myself I wouldn’t open again, and had a
drink. And another.

Cold pizza just wasn’t going to cut it for the
hangover. Maybe hot grease would help. Or I could pretend it would
in the hope it would convince my roiling stomach.

I’d come to hate the weekends. For so long, they had
been crammed to splitting open, dividing a sprint through the
workweek, then a frenzy of flying or driving to Houston, only to
return exhausted from cheap hotel rooms and constant, helpless
waiting.

Then, abruptly, that was over. The weekends
stretched to the breaking point.

The only thing I had learned is how quickly things
can spiral out of control. A misstep, one mistake that cascades
into consequences never intended or expected.

Consequences that left me here with cold pizza and a
hangover.

So what if it was the weekend? I worked for myself,
so I could still go to work. I threw on a jacket—even though I had
no idea if it was still cold. Global climate change at our micro
level has led to devastating hurricanes—the big issue—and winter
days that could start out in the mid-seventies and drop thirty
degrees or vice versa.

A blast of chilly air came through the door as I
opened it to leave. And bright sunshine that made me squint even
after I found my sunglasses.

No one was out, save for a small scattering of
people who seemed to be dressed in every piece of clothing they
owned. It’s how we deal with the occasional blasts of cold that
come our way. My northern friends—especially the obnoxious ones
from the Midwest who seem to live only to be able to brag about how
much snow they’ve shoveled and wearing the light winter jacket
until it was below zero degrees—make fun of our winters. We rarely
make it to freezing. But we live in a place designed for steam-bath
summers. Most of my heat ends up at the ceiling—fourteen feet high
means the top seven feet are warm, the bottom seven where I
actually live, not so much. I have yet to meet a cold I hate worse
than a rainy day in the low forties, and we get a lot of those
during the winter months. High humidity really does make the chill
seep into all the places you want to keep warm.

There was no important case calling me to the
office. I just wanted the distraction of going there, getting out
of the house, something to pass the time.

Out of habit I checked email and my answering
machine, but I hadn’t even got another begging call from the
annoying wife about not paying my bill. I decided to be optimistic
and hope that meant she would pay.

However, just to make sure everything was working, I
called my work number on my cell phone. That helped pass a few more
minutes and proved my answering machine was in fine fettle. Enough
junk email had gotten through for me to know that my email was
still working.

You’re here, you might as well do
something, I told myself. Unless something else is pressing,
I’ve made myself devote at least one morning a week to boring,
mind-numbing paperwork. It sucks, but it doesn’t suck as much as
trying to do catch-up after a couple of months. However, there is
always more to do. I first caught up on all
my billing—including one to Mrs. Annoying Wife. Then on to the
filing.

Dusting. Cleaning the bathroom. Went out and got
something for lunch. Ate it slowly while reading news online.

After I swept the stairs all the way to the bottom
floor, I decided I had worked enough for the day. Time to do a
grocery list. That required doing online searches for interesting
recipes. What did we do to waste time before the Internet? Actually
getting to the grocery store could wait. There was still a slice of
pizza at home, after all.

The woman from last night hadn’t called. I was
mildly disappointed only because I wanted the distraction. Every
other part of me thought it was stupid to get involved in something
like that. Most of what I do is find missing people—from employees
who’ve given themselves a one-time unapproved bonus and a ticket
someplace warm to parents seeking their runaway kids. A few of them
turn into trafficking cases, typically a runaway teenage girl who
met the wrong person stepping off the bus. But my role is usually
to locate the kid and do what I can to get her back to her parents.
Or if the parents turn out to be part of the problem, on to some
place where she can get help. I have a few social workers on speed
dial. Sometimes that includes bailing a particular kid out on a
prostitution charge. That’s where it gets messy. If you’re selling
your body, you’re engaging in sex work and even if you’ve been
coerced into it, you’re still breaking the law. If I bring in the
cops, I risk getting the person I’m trying to find arrested and put
in jail. Most of the time I’ve been able to work something out,
especially if I can provide reasonable evidence that she didn’t
willingly choose this. But there are assholes everywhere, some who
think any woman in that situation did something to deserve it. I’ve
had that happen enough to be wary of involving any authorities
other than the few do-good social workers.

It was probably a good thing the woman with the
green eyes wasn’t serious. Working with what I was guessing were
the Feds and doing it around the locals just wasn’t how to make
friends and influence people.

Of course, since I was in wasting-time mode, I did
an online search for information about any local busts that might
involve trafficking. There were a few cases, but most of them were
small-time (except to those involved), one man luring a teenage
girl into prostitution. Louisiana had updated its laws in 2005 to
give harsher penalties to anyone convicted of sex trafficking. But
I couldn’t find anything indicating New Orleans was a major
trafficking hub. Which didn’t mean it wasn’t. We are a port city
and that always opens the door to more vice. We’re also a tourist
city, with a reputation as an adult party town. Someone far less
cynical than I could guess that a lot of women are brought into the
city for events like Mardi Gras.

But those are messy cases and not the kind of thing
for a lone private eye to get involved in.

Time to go blow this joint. I headed out the
door.


Chapter Four

Sunday passed with cooking and house cleaning and
working out at the gym. I didn’t open the Scotch bottle. I didn’t
pour it down the drain either.

Monday morning required a few errands, the fun
exciting things that can only be done on workdays, like going to
the post office. I stopped and got myself a big cup of coffee at a
local place. Mondays can’t have too much caffeine. It was a little
after ten when I got to my office.

I noticed the light on the answering machine was
blinking. Probably Annoying Wife took the weekend off and the “I
don’t want to pay” calls started bright and early with the new
workweek. I ignored it, instead sitting at my desk doing important
stuff like mainlining caffeine and, courtesy of the
blueberry-filled croissant, sugar.

I checked my email while munching and slurping. No,
I don’t have erectile dysfunction, nor do I want to chat with sexy
Russian ladies.

Answering machine time.

“Hi, I hope I’m not calling too early,” said the
voice from the machine. Definitely not the Annoying Wife. Far too
polite for her. The time stamp said she called a little after nine.
The voice continued, “You may not remember me, we talked briefly
while we were both out at dinner. The pizza place?”

“I remember you,” I told the machine.

It ignored me and continued, “It would really be
helpful to have someone local on our team. I’d like to get together
and talk about that.” She left her phone number. Then added, “Oh,
sorry, my name is Ashley West. Always forget the basics.”

I gulped more coffee. Call her back or ignore it?
Get involved in something not so smart professionally
and—potentially—personally?

I picked up the phone and dialed her number.

She answered on the first ring.

“Hi, this is Michele Knight, returning your phone
call.”

“Hey, great to hear from you.” Her voice held the
smile I remembered from the night.

“What can I do for you?”

“I have to admit I don’t usually pick up women in
restaurants,” she said. Flirting? I wondered. She continued, “But I
was impressed with what you noticed, the way you observed people.
My team is good, but this isn’t our backyard. We really need
someone from here to make sure we don’t get lost in a swamp.”

“If it doesn’t say Audubon Zoo and you see an
alligator, run.”

“No commitment, but can we get together and talk
about it?”

Talk is cheap, I thought. No
harm in talking to a woman with handsome green eyes. “Sure, we can
meet at my office if you want. Unless you’d prefer another place.”
Going to her hotel room seemed a bit risky. My office has seen its
fair share of lowlife scum. Given how far downtown it was, I could
probably even get it cleaned by the time she got here.

“How about lunch? I don’t want to miss out on any
good eating while I’m here.”

Despite the very recent croissant, I rallied my
stomach. We could meet for lunch.

We agreed on around one, giving me time to digest my
late, unhealthy breakfast. We, mostly me, picked a place in the
Marigny on Frenchmen Street, close to the French Quarter. It was
getting a little too hipster for my taste, but would be good to
show an out-of-towner.

To pass the time, I did some more Internet searching
on trafficking. Soon New Orleans would be in the chaos of not only
Mardi Gras, but the Super Bowl was also being played here. I found
a couple articles about the police thinking those two might cause a
spike in prostitution. Yeah, does the pope wear a dress?

That added a hint of legitimacy to this. It was
possible that more than the usual security types would be nosing
around at this time. Plus I had to guess that running the vice end
of things might not be the glamour spot—who wants to tell everyone
in party town that some parties aren’t allowed?

And even if it was a task I’d say no to in the end,
the sun was shining and I’d have the distraction of lunch with a
good-looking woman who seemed to be flirting with me.

Except I wasn’t sure I wanted her to flirt with me.
Maybe that was a complication too far.

Stop, I told myself. I was
wasting time and energy and angst on a business lunch. Worry about things if they actually happen. Until then, enjoy
the ride. You can get off anytime you want.

She wasn’t going to flirt in front of her coworkers
and it was a good bet that there would be at least a few of them
along for this.

I left a little after 12:30. It should be plenty of
time, but even on a cold Monday, parking in that part of town can
be challenging.

The parking gods were the typical bitches I
expected. A few circles of the block made me give up on free
parking and plant myself at a meter. I consoled myself that it was
a business expense and I could write it off.

I shook off my parking annoyance as I saw her
standing at the corner. Alone.

Maybe the rest of her crew was already in the
restaurant.

She smiled when she spied me. Even waved.

I smiled back. The sun was shining.

“Hey,” she said as I approached. “Glad you could
make it on such short notice.”

“Mondays aren’t my busy days. The miscreants like to
sleep late from their weekend debauchery.” Safe behind my
sunglasses, I gave her a good look over. The bright sun was more
revealing than the evening light. Definitely mid to late thirties,
maybe even early forties. There were hints of laugh lines at her
eyes, a slight crease to her brow. Old enough to know the nuances
of how to drop hints of interest—if she was flirting it was because
she intended to. She was medium height, several inches shorter than
me, probably about five-six. Short hair, cut in a stylish bob to
just below her ears. The sun brought out the shine in her thick
reddish hair. Fair skin, the freckles highlighted by the sun, a
splash across her nose. A great smile. All together interesting
more than strikingly good-looking. That was my preference. Too
often beautiful women—and men—think that’s all they need to be.

“Then I must appreciate their laziness.” The bright
light brought out hints of yellow-gold in her green eyes. “What’s
good along here?”

“What’s your pleasure?” I asked. It was a beautiful
day; a little flirting couldn’t hurt.

“It’s New Orleans. What are my options?”

“Are we meeting the rest of your crew?”

“No, just us. They did a little partying last night
and are easing into Monday.”

“How come you survived?”

“Better constitution, I guess. And not so foolish in
mixing my drinks.”

“Smart move.” I gave her a list of the possible food
places. She hadn’t had an oyster po-boy yet, so that decided
us.

As she looked at the menu she said, “Would you think
I’m decadent if I have a beer with lunch?”

“No. This is a city with twenty-four-hour bars. Even
the nuns have beer with lunch.” It would give me an excuse to have
one as well.

She didn’t seem to be in a hurry to get down to
business; we meandered through talking about what to do and see in
New Orleans, the surface details of our lives. Yes, I grew up
around here. She was from New York state, but grew up all over,
military family.

After we’d been served the food—oyster po-boys and
Abita Amber all around—and eaten a good chunk of it, I asked, “So
how do you think I could help you?”

“There are a lot of ways you could help me,” she
said, punctuating with a sip of beer, “but I suppose we should
start with the professional.” She reached into her bag and took out
a picture. Saying nothing, she handed it to me.

It was small, black and white, of a young girl. She
looked happy, smiling, on the edge between childhood and putting
away her jump rope to grow up. I said nothing, asking a question
with my face.

“Kimmie Fremont. Last seen by her mother when she
was thirteen. She should be around seventeen by now.” Another sip
of beer. “If she’s still alive.”

“You never found her?” It wasn’t really a question,
more to move the conversation.

“No. Not yet. But…even when the years pass and you
know it’s probably hopeless, I keep her picture around to remind
myself to keep looking.”

“Any chance she’s here?” I asked.

“No, no reason to think so. Was from around where I
was born. A few towns over. Guess that makes it more personal. I
recognized the streets she walked on. She could be anywhere by now,
but most likely she was trafficked to one of the big cities up
there—New York, Boston.”

I handed the picture back to her. “So, who are you
with?”

“Who am I with?”

“What agency?”

“Ah, thought you were asking who I was dating.”

“Bit personal for lunch and only one beer.”

“Should we get another beer?” she asked. Then
continued, “Multidisciplinary team. We’re with several different
agencies.”

“Which one are you?”

“You do like to focus on business, don’t you?” She
gave me a crooked smile.

I smiled back. “Get the boring stuff out of the
way.”

“I like a woman who can stay focused. I’m with
ICE—U.S. Immigrations and Customs Enforcement. Some other team
members are FBI, Secret Service, DEA, and ATF.”

“Secret Service?”

“Fraud and money crimes. They were originally
started to deal with counterfeit money. We’re dragging a pretty big
net, mainly human trafficking, but contraband often follows the
same path, so we’re likely to stumble over alcohol, drugs, illegal
guns, and fake hundred-dollar bills.”

“Sounds like a big operation. Why involve a
small-fish private eye like me?”

“Like I hinted before, we’re not sure how up-and-up
the locals are.”

“I’ve got some friends in law enforcement, I can
vouch for them and if you’d like—”

“No,” she cut me off. “This needs to be kept as
quiet as possible. I’d really appreciate you not talking to anyone
besides me or my team.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “Explain to me why you’ll let
me in—a stranger you met in a bar—but not the local cops?”

She looked at me sharply, like she wasn’t used to
being questioned. Asking less-than-polite questions is my bread and
butter, so if she wanted me around she’d have to get used to
it.

“Trust me, you were thoroughly vetted before I
arranged this meeting. You’re what we’re looking for. A good, smart
PI, someone who’s been working here for a while and knows the city,
independent and tough-minded enough to do the right thing, not
enmeshed in the local scene.”

“And can deflect bullets with my bracelets.” To her
confused look I said, “Wonder Woman. One of her super powers.”

“Ah. Been a while since I’ve done comics. Would be a
good power to have.”

“So, what do you want from me?”

She gave me a long appraising look, one that said
she had more than a professional interest. “Mostly background. Show
us the side of the city the tourists don’t see. Where are the
likely places to find what we’re looking for?” She covered my hand
with hers. “Don’t worry, we won’t put you in any danger.”

“I’m not worried about that. I can take care of
myself.”

She pulled her hand back, took a sip of beer, and
said, “Good to know. Still, you get to leave the dirty work to
us.”

“Sounds like a good deal.”

We finished our beers and worked out the details—how
much time they might need, how much I’d get paid and when to
start.

Tomorrow.

Lunch was over. She had places she had to go.

We waved good-bye. I watched her for a moment as she
walked away, the sun still glinting in her hair.

This one should be easy, I
thought as I returned to my car. A little sightseeing of the less
seen sights. The money was decent. I had no other cases needing
undivided attention.

And maybe it was time to break out of my bitter,
cynical, love-is-just-a-four-letter-word shell. I vowed I’d never
fall in love again, never get involved with someone, never, never
allow life to rip my heart out.

I wasn’t planning—if a few disentangled threads of
thought could be called planning—to go back on that vow. She wasn’t
local. We could have a pleasant little affair and then she’d go her
way and I’d go mine.

Yeah, right. Cynical wasn’t far away. For all I
knew, her seeming flirting was just another way to get my
cooperation, just part of her job and something she put away when
she went home. She’d been vague about her personal life. Maybe
there were two screaming kids and a husband in the background.

This is just a job, I
decided. It would be her move if it became more than that.

I got in my car. At least the sun was still
shining.


Chapter Five

The sun didn’t hang around. Mostly winter here is
what we call smug season. But there are times when the clouds come
and the temperature hovers in the forties. Today was such a day. My
northern friends laugh and call us wimps, but the pervasive high
humidity puts a biting chill in the air and houses designed to keep
you cool in the summer aren’t good at keeping the cold out. Which
means that you can’t get warm inside or outside. Maybe in the car,
after the heat kicks on.

I’d had to force myself out of bed, closing the door
to the bathroom while I showered to keep the meager heat in.

Not an auspicious day to lead
people on a tour of the underside of the town, I thought as
I hurriedly dressed.

I dashed through the spitting rain to my car. Money
was an issue. She’d left me the house—and the mortgage. Taken half
of our joint account—and the cats. But I ended up in the same
place, wanting desperately to be angry, and knowing at best,
neither of us could have changed anything. At worst, I was the one
who failed.

It was easier to concentrate on driving in the
rain.

I had a job to do and people to distract me.

We had agreed to meet Uptown in Audubon Park. I
didn’t ask. It was their tour. Maybe someone wanted to go jogging
in the rain.

I got there first. Guess the jogging had been
canceled due to inclement weather.

Or maybe they had gotten lost. New Orleans is a city
hewed and twisted by the Mississippi River, and its contours show
in our streets.

I glanced at my watch. It was 10:15. Our meeting
time had been ten, late enough in the morning that it should have
counted as sleeping in for most federal agents. Or maybe they were
taking advantage of being in the field, and—in the line of duty, no
doubt—checking out places where sex traffickers might hawk their
wares, like Bourbon Street. As far as I was concerned, I was on the
clock, and sitting and waiting was earning me money.

At 10:25, a black SUV pulled up beside my car. The
passenger side window rolled down and Ashley appeared. The windows
were tinted and I couldn’t make out the others in the car.

I lowered my window.

“Sorry we’re late,” she said. “Got caught in
traffic.”

“That’s okay, I’ve been sitting here enjoying the
weather.” I summoned up a smile.

“Why don’t I join you in your car and we can follow
you around?”

“Whatever best suits you.”

She hopped out and one of the men took her place in
the front passenger seat. The older woman I’d seen at the
restaurant stayed in the backseat. No introductions were made.
Either it was the weather or they were impolite Yankees.

“Damn, it’s chilly,” Ashley said
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