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        “I am a success today because I had a friend who believed in me,

        and I didn’t have the heart to let him down.”

        Abraham Lincoln
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      A surge of energy pumped through the crowd, the sights and sounds a breathtaking blend of panache and togetherness amongst partygoers. A purple feather fluttered through the air, landing on a screaming, nearly bare-chested woman with a plethora of beads strung around her neck.

      Maddie giggled and sucked in a lungful of Mardi Gras magic, a mix of sweat, booze, mayhem, and a touch of whacky tobacky—secondhand, of course. Looking for a spot to sit down and finding none, she leaned against the gate in front of an older, boutique-style hotel, waiting for Sloane to return with another round of Canal Street Daisy’s, a bourbon-based drink infused with orange and lemon. She downed what was left of her drink in hand, tossed the cup in a nearby trash can, and watched the party unfold as the night chill began to set in.

      Visiting New Orleans during festival season was a dream come true, one more item checked off her bucket list. Ever since Sloane suggested they vacation during the festival at her NOLA condo, Maddie had been planning her outfit. Hair piled high in a mass of curls that shot out of the crown of her black derby hat—she’d removed the top. Venetian half mask, all black sequins and braided silk, a black silk flower affixed to the right side. Her dress was body-con Lycra in a shocking pink, her skin covered in glitter, and her black boots stopping just above the knee.

      She felt like a true party queen.

      Maddie pushed away from the gate and strolled farther down Napoleon Avenue, hoping to catch one of the Krewe of Nyx’s many offerings, festive items being thrown to a ravenous crowd as the floats rolled on by.

      She craned her neck, searching the crowd for any sign of Sloane.

      Where was she, anyway?

      It had been thirty minutes since she’d trotted off to get their libations. Maddie was starting to think she should have gone with her. But Sloane had insisted Maddie stay. She didn’t want her to miss a thing.

      There was a small break between floats, and Maddie stared across the street into a tight alleyway, seeing a man and woman engaged in … well, she wasn’t sure what. She squinted to get a better look, at first thinking they were drunk, leaning on each other for a moment’s reprieve. Maybe it was nothing at all.

      Then again …

      It didn’t seem like nothing at all.

      It seemed odd, and her curious nature won out.

      Maddie weaved her way across the street, dodging drinks and dancers and phone cameras held high. She stopped cold at the mouth of the alleyway. The woman she’d seen was outstretched on the filthy pavement. She wasn’t moving, and her limbs were splayed, face toward the sky, expressionless, mouth agape.

      The man glanced over his shoulder, saw Maddie approaching. He sprinted in the opposite direction, leaving Maddie to reassess what had caught her eye about the pair in the first place. The picture became clearer. The man had been dragging the unconscious woman to this spot in the alley. By her feet, her arms all akimbo as they bounced along the bricks.

      And now he was just leaving her there?

      Not a chance.

      “Hey, wait,” Maddie called to the man as she raced toward the woman. “Stop! What is wrong with her? Can I help?”

      The man kept going, leaving Maddie with a decision—tend to the woman or sprint after the man?

      No-brainer.

      Woman first.

      Maddie hunched down, assessing the woman who appeared to be in her early twenties. She was dressed in designer jeans and a sequined shirt, but her clothes were grimy, her curly brown hair unbrushed, wild.

      No surprise since she’d been dragged across the filthy ground and who knew what else.

      Maddie checked for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      It didn’t mean it wasn’t there. As a retired medical examiner, she knew sometimes a person’s pulse could be so faint, it was almost undetectable.

      Maddie reached down, shaking the woman, looking for other signs that would tell her something about her condition. She was cold—far colder than a normal person should be.

      Maddie bolted from her kneeling position and headed straight for the man who’d just rounded the corner at the end of the alleyway. She’d expected him to be a lot farther away by now, but he wasn’t. It seemed he might have paused to see what Maddie would do after discovering the woman.

      Lowlife.

      Maddie took the corner in hot pursuit. “Stop right now!”

      A streak of movement came from behind a dumpster, and she stopped, whirling around. A needle pierced her neck, and she felt her arms being locked behind her back. She screamed for help but was dragged farther down the alley. An old sedan of some sort was waiting, and she was shoved into the back.

      Her fight was leaving her.

      She whimpered Sloane’s name over and over again.

      Why oh why hadn’t she just waited …

      Maddie’s eyes rolled back, and her mind exited the party.
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      I pushed my way through the masses, feeling a bit claustrophobic as I juggled a Canal Street Daisy in each hand. I kept a keen eye out for any breaks in the crowd. The trek was a precarious one, the fancy drinks close to spilling—onto me, dancing partygoers, various breeds of dogs, and random people just trying to get from point A to point B. As I kept moving, I got knocked in the face with a bunch of swinging beads. Then I passed a man doing his business on the side of a building.

      Nice.

      Gotta love a good New Orleans party.

      I kept moving until I made it to the place where I knew Maddie would be waiting, but when I got there, she was nowhere to be found. I searched the area, thinking she may have gotten caught up in the excitement and wandered away from the bleachers where we had been sitting.

      If she had wandered off, she wouldn’t have gone far. She knew I’d worry. After several minutes and still no sign of her, I was doing just that.

      I dialed her number.

      Voicemail.

      I left a message.

      Then I sent a text: I’m here. Where are you?

      I waited a few minutes and then I dialed again. Like the first time, her phone rang all the way through to voicemail. I hung up and sent another text: I’m going to drink both of these suckers if you don’t show your face pronto!

      I grumbled, “What the hell, Maddie?” and opened the gate to the hotel, proceeding inside to check the bathrooms.

      She wasn’t there either.

      I walked back to the gate, leaned against the wall, and waited, taking sips here and there as I scanned the crowd. The longer I scanned, the more worried I became. Perhaps she’d changed locations after I’d taken so long to get the stupid drinks. But if she had, she would have called or texted … or something. She may have been absentminded at times, but she wouldn’t just vanish on me without some kind of communication.

      I set the drinks on a nearby ledge, made sure they were somewhat stable, and rubbed my temples—hard. Having been to Mardi Gras festivities in the past, I would have been fine with skipping it this year, but it was Maddie’s longtime dream to partake in NOLA’s biggest party scene. Knowing it would make her happy, I’d decided to bite the bullet and play hostess to Maddie’s Mardi Gras dreams. After all, that was what friends did for each other: supported, encouraged, and made dreams come true.

      But where the heck was the little kook?

      As seconds turned to minutes, my anxiety began to flare, my overactive mind creating scenarios about where she’d gone and why. I dialed her number again and got the same result as my previous attempts. I left another voicemail and a text message.

      Another fifteen minutes passed, and the pit in my stomach was starting to grow. Too jittery to stand there and do nothing, I decided to abandon my post and go block to block, searching the crowd until I found her. I dumped the drinks, pulled her photo up on my phone, and headed down St. Charles Avenue. Poking my head into every shop or restaurant along the way, I showed her photo around, asking anyone who’d talk to me if they’d seen her.

      No one had.

      Not a single person, which wasn’t surprising.

      During the parade, it was easy to get lost in the crowd. I was appreciative—and even a bit surprised—that so many people showed an interest, tried to be helpful. But no one had the information I needed.

      For lack of a better option, I went back to our bleachers, feeling alone and worried. I didn’t want to assume the worst, didn’t want to believe something was wrong. But it was … I was sure of it.

      A young man I’d seen standing near Maddie and me during the parade strolled past. I remembered him because he’d stood out with his flawless complexion, smattering of freckles, and headful of reddish-brown curls. He was wearing earbuds and bobbing his head. He seemed to be tuned out of everything around him.

      I pushed away from the wall and approached him, tapping him on the shoulder to get his attention. “Excuse me.”

      He smiled, his whole face into it, and removed an earbud. “Sup?”

      “I’m looking for my friend.”

      He stifled a laugh and said, “Wild night. Good luck wit dat.”

      “You were standing next to us during the parade, not too long ago.”

      The expression on his face made it clear he’d never noticed me. But maybe he had noticed Maddie. I whipped out my phone and showed him a picture.

      “What about her?” I asked. “Have you seen her around? You know, the one with the hair”—and I did this swirly thing around my head to indicate a hair explosion—“coming out of the top hat. She was wearing hot pink…”

      He nodded. “Yup, yup. I seen her,” he said, pointing across the way. “Ran over there.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Not long. Twenty, thirty minutes ago, I guess. I was curious about it, so I tried to keep an eye out.”

      “Curious about what?”

      “D’way she darted across the street like dat. Looked upset.”

      “Where did she go after that?”

      He shrugged. “Dunno. I watched her for a minute, and then the floats and stuff got in da way. Next time I looked, she’s gone.”

      He spoke with the Yat dialect that was so common to the area—a local. I found it charming and challenging to understand at the same time.

      “Gone,” I repeated, looking in the direction he was pointing.

      Sure enough, no Maddie.

      “Yup. Gone,” he said, scratching his cheek. “But that gal she chased after, she’s still there.”

      “What gal?”

      He gestured with a nod of his head.

      My eyes shifted to the small space between two buildings across the road. It was dark. The first time I looked, I hadn’t noticed her. As I zeroed in, I spotted a heap on the filthy ground in the form of a person, and I gasped.

      That gal.

      “You knew there was a woman lying in the alleyway, and you did nothing?”

      “It’s Mardi Gras. It happens. Not my business.”

      “Not your business? You’re kidding me.”

      He shrugged, avoided eye contact, and said, “Don’t know what to tell ya, lady. I gotta go.”

      He trotted off, and I shouted, “Hey, I wasn’t done talking to you.”

      He said nothing and kept on walking.

      I huffed a few curse words and then sprinted toward what may have been the last place Maddie was seen. I needed answers, and I had every intention of getting them.
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      The woman hadn’t moved an inch since I’d first laid eyes on her.

      As I stepped into the mouth of the alley, I shouted, “Hello? I’m wondering if you’ve seen my friend. A man across the street told me she came this way not too long ago.”

      No movement.

      No response.

      Was she sleeping?

      One drink too many?

      I approached with caution, bent down, and shook her a few times. “Hey, are you okay?”

      Still no response.

      She wasn’t moving at all.

      My stomach clenched, and I went straight into medical mode, checking for signs of life. I wasn’t sure if I could feel a heartbeat—if she had one, it was faint. My hands were shaking, wet and clammy. I ran the back of my hand across my forehead, wiping off the beads of sweat, which didn’t make much of a difference. I reached for my phone and made a call. If the woman was alive, she needed medical attention—and fast.

      I dialed 9-1-1 then dropped onto my butt amidst the grime and detritus. I was two seconds away from entering full-blown panic mode.

      It’s okay.

      You’re okay.

      You got this.

      As my anxiety rose, I thought back to a breathing technique I’d been shown years earlier when I was in therapy. I took some deep breaths, attempting to calm myself down, and turned my attention back to the woman. I moved a few locks of hair away from her face. Once pretty, that was clear. Now pale and dirty.

      I checked for identification and found none. So far Jane Doe was leaving me with more questions than answers. Knowing Maddie, if she’d seen the woman in some sort of distress, which I assumed may have been the case, it would explain why she’d darted across the street—to investigate, to help.

      Had she sensed some sort of danger?

      Had the woman already been in this state, splayed out on the ground, when Maddie ran this way?

      Or had the woman been acting weird, and Maddie became concerned enough to act?

      Looking back across the street, the young man was long gone. I wished now I had been more insistent on asking questions before leaving him. Maybe he’d just assumed Maddie was going after the woman, but she wasn’t. There were so many unknowns, but I had a feeling the young man was correct, and Maddie had come to the woman’s rescue.

      Sirens wailed, getting closer by the second. I hoped they were headed my way, responding to the call I’d made. It had been at least forty-five minutes from the time I left Maddie to the time I returned. Such a short snippet, and yet, so much could happen in a snippet. And it seemed it had.

      I was being far more morose than I needed to be. For now, I needed to be strong and focused. Maddie couldn’t be that far away. There was a logical explanation just waiting to be discovered. My instinct had always been to find the reason, solve the puzzle.

      This is no different, Sloane.

      Besides, Maddie is a grown woman.

      She’s tough and smart.

      She can take care of herself.

      Feeling a little better after my inner pep talk, I stood, brushed myself off, and meandered farther along the alley. I wasn’t focused on any one thing in particular. I was just staying alert for clues that might ping my brain or appear right in front of me.

      It wasn’t long before I noticed something. A trail. Debris had been shoved around, creating a path as if something had been dragged along the alley.

      I turned back and saw the trail led straight to the young woman.

      It looked like she’d been dragged, presumably against her will.

      But to what end?

      As I kept moving, hoping for something else to jump out at me, I pulled out my phone to dial Maddie again. I hesitated a moment, staring at the phone, thinking I could call her a jillion more times, and it would be the same negative result.

      I dialed anyway, and this time I heard the ring tone—Maddie’s ringtone—“Wannabe” by the Spice Girls. I stopped, listening for the sound over the thud of my heartbeat. When I identified the phone’s approximate location, I ran to the end of the alley, where the path forked.

      Left or right?

      I looked in both directions and then went left. On the ground near a dumpster, I spied Maddie’s cell phone.

      “Oh, no no no,” I whispered.

      I reached for it and saw something else, something that sent goosebumps up my arms. Right next to the phone was a partially full syringe. The alleyway was littered with all kinds of things—baggies, liquor bottles, beads of all shapes and sizes, a condom, food wrappers, and even an old shoe. But this particular syringe wasn’t dirty like everything else I’d seen. It seemed fresher, like it might have just been used. To further increase my suspicions, I noted signs of a scuffle, more dragging. With no gloves at my disposal, I used the bottom of my tank top to lift the syringe. A small amount of clear liquid swished around inside, like the person using it had stopped before they could finish. Or maybe the person had used enough of it to get the job done.

      My thoughts turned to the various reasons a syringe would be lying on the road behind buildings. If it wasn’t for a drug fix, it could have been used for other grim reasons—such as to sedate someone, like the woman I’d found … or Maddie. I hoped I was wrong.

      I placed the syringe in my Lululemon belt bag for safe keeping, shoved my phone in the back pocket of my jeans, and then examined Maddie’s phone. It was shattered. Even though the ringtone worked, nothing else did. I couldn’t verify whether she’d made or received any calls or text messages. I couldn’t access her photos either.

      Dang it.

      I placed Maddie’s phone in my other pocket and scrambled back around the corner, heading toward the woman, just as medics jumped out of their van and rushed to her side.

      A brawny medic saw me and said, “Hey, are you the one who called?”

      “I am.”

      “What do you know about what happened here?”

      “I-I don’t know much. I found her like this. Then I called 9-1-1.”

      I pointed out the signs of what I’d noticed, the trail leading to the woman’s body.

      “What’s your name?” the medic asked.

      “Sloane Monroe.”

      “You live around here?”

      “I visit, and I have a place here.”

      I gave him my contact information.

      He grunted a stiff, “Huh, okay then,” and nothing more was said.

      The woman was loaded into the van, and they took off, leaving me to wonder if she was still alive or not. I hoped she was and that my phone call had saved her.

      Woman gone, medics gone, I found myself alone in the alley. I splayed my arms, looked to the sky, and shouted Maddie’s name as I spun in a circle. The sound echoed, then faded into the racket that was Mardi Gras. I leaned back against a wall for support. Not knowing what to do or where to go next, I could feel myself losing it, so I took out my phone and called the one person who could keep me sane in a night chockful of insanity.
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      “Cade, I’m worried,” I said to my husband. “Maddie’s gone missing.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “What’s happened?”

      I explained everything, telling him about the woman in the alley, Maddie’s phone, the syringe, and the fact I was two seconds away from losing my mind. Hearing his voice calmed me, along with his reassurance that no matter what, we’d get through this together.

      At present, Cade was traveling through California in our RV with my Westie, Boo. The condo in NOLA started out as a timeshare, since we both loved visiting the Big Easy. But recently, when it came up for sale, I bought the place straight out.

      The last time Maddie and I were together was six months earlier in Savannah, Georgia. There, we’d thwarted a human trafficker of young teens, who ended up being murdered in prison when his fellow inmates learned the reason he was behind bars. For all he’d done, I would have liked him to have suffered a bit longer in prison, but in the end, the gavel of justice had been served.

      “You should get to the hospital,” Cade said. “Check on the gal you found.” He was his usual stoic self, but I detected a tinge of worry in his voice. “If the woman’s alive, she may be able to tell you somethin’ that will help you find Maddie.”

      An excellent suggestion.

      After our call, I grabbed a cab, but when I arrived at the hospital to check on the woman, I was met with another piece of bad news. She wasn’t alive. She’d either been dead when I found her or she died en route to the hospital, or upon arrival. I had been too late after all. I used what little charm I could muster to tell the male receptionist about the night I’d had. I was hoping he’d give me information about the woman, and it worked. He offered me a couple of small tidbits. Her name was Michelle Taylor, and she was twenty-two.

      Much too young to die.

      And in a nasty alley, to boot.

      I thought about the last thing I’d said to Cade before the call ended. I’d told him not to fly out to New Orleans. I’d said I was sure I could figure out what had happened to Maddie. I wanted him to believe I was fine, even though I wasn’t.

      I heard a wailing sound and turned to see a man and a woman standing in the hallway leading to the back of the ER. They were holding each other—well, more like leaning on each other—and the woman was sobbing. Her sorrow splayed out there for all the world to see … and feel.

      They started walking toward me, still huddled together.

      Going with my instinct, I approached them and asked, “Are you here for Michelle Taylor?”

      The man offered a slow nod. He seemed suspicious of who I was and why I was asking. I didn’t blame him.

      He hesitated for a time and then said, “She was our daughter.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I was the one who found her in the alley.”

      The woman’s legs buckled like she was about to collapse straight to the floor, and the man wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her upright.

      “Let’s sit,” he said, and we found a group of chairs with some degree of privacy. A miracle. The place was jammed.

      “I’m sure you both want to go home,” I said. “And again … I’m sorry she didn’t make it.”

      “My wife just needs to sit for a minute,” the man said. “And … you know, thanks. Appreciate what you … well, what you tried to do.”

      Wanting to keep the conversation going, I said, “I’m Sloane Monroe.”

      “I’m Rob Taylor, and this is Tina.”

      “How did your daughter … I mean, has anyone told you what happened to her?”

      “We’re still trying to figure it all out,” Rob said. “We know she was found—by you—in some alley during the parade, and that she was dead at that point. Medics told us what you’d told them, that it looked like she’d been dragged there. But it’s not for sure. She could have walked there herself … or whatever. The doctor hasn’t said much, but he asked us a lot of questions about Michelle’s history of drug use. Guess he thinks she was on something when she died.”
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