
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance Praise for Sin in The Big Easy 

			 

			“A fresh take on the New Orleans legal thriller, Elizabeth McCourt’s Sin in The Big Easy also introduces a fresh take on the lawyer-hero, Abby Callahan. We can’t help but like Abby, an engagingly messy character, trying to bring some order to a messy life, including a messy family and a messy romantic history. Abby is conspicuously good-hearted, charmingly uninhibited about sex, but she also drinks too much and seems as capable as any of us of repeatedly misjudging the world and the characters who inhabit it. McCourt gets the legal proceedings off to a good start, with a diminished-capacity rape case, a mysterious victim, and a suitably privileged defendant. In the first of many twists, as the case begins the judge is suddenly arrested and escorted out of his own courtroom. From that point forward, appropriately, nothing is ever what it seems. Who knows what exotic locale Elizabeth McCourt will choose for Abby’s next adventure, but I’m sure her fans will follow her anywhere.”

			—Robert Reeves, Publisher, The Southampton Review

			 

			“Abby Callahan is just the kind of super investigator D.A. we need—smart, athletic, and daring. Intricately plotted, Sin in The Big Easy will keep readers guessing as to who can and cannot be trusted until the very last page. With her debut novel Elizabeth McCourt has created such a compelling legal thriller—the stakes are high. Very high.”

			—Lou Ann Walker, Author, A Loss for Words

			 

			“I was immediately drawn to this first in a new series by Elizabeth McCourt, the creator of a sharp, smart, yet complicated assistant D.A. Abby Callahan, who, on her morning run, discovers a bloodied victim of sexual abuse. The girl’s vulnerability is a perfect match for Abby’s pride and ambition to seek justice, but McCourt cleverly invents deeply emotional roadblocks that will surprise and keep you wanting more.”

			—Sande Boritz Berger, Author, The Sweetness
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			CHAPTER 1

			New Orleans, Louisiana
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			As soon as I stepped out of my apartment on St. Mary’s Street, I felt the air stick to my skin. I pulled my hair back into a ponytail, adjusted my hat’s visor, and headed up to the streetcar tracks, about a block away. I jogged on the tracks, ready for an oncoming car, relishing the warm breeze as another streetcar rumbled by in the opposite direction, clanging its bell as it passed. The grass in the middle of the track was worn down but hard-packed, which was better than running on the uneven pavement, damaged by the last few storms, and dodging people and cars. St. Charles Avenue was waking up with people walking dogs, parents driving kids around, and others headed home from the bars or going to work. For the first time in weeks, I didn’t have to be in court until nine, so I had time to run all the way up to Audubon Park. Since law school, the park was my favorite place to run, not only for its evenly paved track, but for the beauty of every section and the shaded areas on sunny days.

			I passed the statue in the front of the Loyola campus that everyone calls Touchdown Jesus, which always made me think of my parents. Crossing the street heading into the park, I looked at my watch and started around the track. I felt the droplets of sweat under my chest dripping down onto my stomach. I wiped my brow with my hand and adjusted my visor. As I turned a bend in the track, I passed a few people but not anyone I recognized. I accelerated to the shade of one of the massive live oak trees, its moss-laden branches cresting over the track, then slowed and timed myself for thirty seconds before accelerating again. My old criminal law professor, who did a lot of 5K races and often saw me in the park, had told me I needed to speed up a little bit if I ever wanted to get faster. He was the one who encouraged me to intern at the DA’s office during law school. I don’t think even he could have predicted that I would have turned it into my default career. I’d applied to some of the big firms and gotten a few interviews, but mostly I received polite rejection letters. I repeated my thirty seconds of speeding up and thirty seconds of rest method, sprinting around the park’s track. I was panting hard when I rounded the bend coming back to where I’d started. I veered off the track, my sneakers crunching on the gravel, and I slowed to a walk heading towards the playground area to hit the drinking fountain over by the swings. The swings were moving from the tiniest breeze, but otherwise all was quiet.

			The water in the fountain was warm, and I let it cascade over the side of the bowl for a minute. I tested it with my hand, then leaned down and slurped some of the metallic-tasting, still-warm water. I closed my eyes and let the water splash into my face, shaking it off like a dog and wiping my eyes with my shirt.

			“Over here, please help me!” A woman’s voice yelped through sobs. 

			I spun around and saw a woman lying on the dirt at the base of a big oak tree. I hadn’t noticed her before.

			“Please, over here,” the women’s words slurred. 

			“Are you okay? Shit! What happened?” I jogged over and knelt beside her. She looked like she was about twenty, with her long curly hair half out of her ponytail, her face smudged with dirt. She was wearing a short skirt and a shimmering gold-and-black top; clearly, she’d been out the night before and never gone home. She tried to hide a pair of bloodied underwear clutched in her left hand. As I moved closer, I saw a bump on her forehead that had broken the skin. “Don’t move, I’ll go and get you some help.”

			“Please don’t leave me,” she said as her voice cracked. She shuddered, then grabbed the tree and tried to get up, but her knees buckled and she stepped back.

			“You’re okay now. Do you have your purse? Your phone?” I’d decided to go without anything except my house key and my watch this morning.

			“I must have dropped it when I was running from him and then I tripped and must have passed out. I found these lying over there,” she said, pointing towards the back of the playground area and then looking down at the underwear. She started to sob and when she put her hand up to her forehead, she winced. 

			“Should I take another look over there for your purse?” I asked as I tried to console her.

			“You can check, if you want to,” she said, letting her tears fall down her cheeks.

			I ran over to where she had pointed and scanned the ground, but not wanting to leave her alone, I ran back. I crouched down next to her and held out my hand and said, “Do you think maybe you dropped it somewhere else? Let me walk you over to the fountain to get some water, then I’ll get help….” She looked at her bloodied underwear and started to cry again. 

			I grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Come on, let’s get you up and out of here.”

			“Thank you for not running away. Someone else was here earlier and I thought she was going to help, but then she went away.” I could smell the alcohol still on her breath when she said this. She took my hand, stood up and wobbled. “I’m okay, I’ve got it.” She steadied herself, gripping my elbow.

			“Hang on to me and we’ll walk slowly.” I held her as she fumbled and fixed her skirt, hiding the scratches and bruising on her inner thigh, pressing it with her hands as if she were trying to get the wrinkles out.

			“I feel like an idiot,” she said and wiped her face. “I’m Darcy.”

			“You’re not an idiot and you’re going to be okay, Darcy. I’m Abby.” I led her across the jungle gym area, and she stopped again to pull down her skirt. She hunched her shoulders, held her hand to her chest, and tried to cover her skin with her ripped shirt. We crossed a grassy area without trees. The sun beat down on us, and I pulled my visor down on my head and saw sweat beading on Darcy’s brow. More cars were flowing on St. Charles and people were starting to enter the park. 

			“I’m fine now,” Darcy said and gently pushed away from me. “Maybe you can just help me get home.” Her flat accent had Midwestern tones.

			“Sure, we can do that, but I really think you should get yourself looked at by a doctor just in case you’re hurt more than you think.” I knew what could happen. I’d been afraid to go to the hospital, too, and since I didn’t, I was never able to press charges. 

			“I think if I just go home and clean up, I’ll feel better. People are staring at me.” I looked around and saw one elderly man walking with a yapping black Westie, who scowled and turned the other way.

			“Listen, I know what you’re going through. I’ve been there. You need to get yourself checked out, especially if you were knocked out. You need to make sure you don’t have a concussion.” 

			“I don’t want to get anyone in trouble!”

			“You won’t get in trouble. You didn’t do anything wrong.” I nearly bellowed when I said this. I wanted to shake her and tell her it wasn’t her fault, she didn’t ask for it, that people would believe her and that she didn’t have to be afraid of what people were going to think. I knew how alone she was feeling.

			“The guy who I was with, he…” Darcy’s lower lip quivered.

			“He can’t hurt you now, Darcy. I’m going to help you make sure of that. Walk with me over to the sidewalk and we’ll find a phone, or we can hop on the streetcar and go straight to the hospital.” She gripped my arm so hard I thought I was going to bruise.

			“Abby, you’ve been so nice to me. Thank you.” Her face softened and she started to tear again. 

			I squeezed her hand gently and continued toward the sidewalk and scanned for someone with a phone. Darcy started walking slower and limping. 

			“Let’s stop for a second and take a few breaths,” I said. As we got closer to St. Charles, I saw a woman with a baby carriage and knew she’d have a phone. Darcy looked down at the ground, away from me, but I could see her tears rolling down her face. She was breathing hard, as if she’d been the one running. 

			“Can I please use your phone?” The woman looked at us wide-eyed and dug into her bag, handing me her phone. While rocking the baby, she pulled out some wipes and handed them to Darcy. “Thank you so much,” I said and called the ambulance.

			“Are you sure I’ll be okay if I go to the hospital? I don’t want to make a scene,” Darcy whispered to me as the police and ambulance arrived and started taking out the stretcher.

			“It won’t take long and I’ll go with you, okay?” Someone could cover my cases for an hour or so; I’d need to call the office and see who was available. 

			“If you must be somewhere, Abby, you should go,” Darcy said as they were putting her into the ambulance.

			“Darcy, I’m going to get the guy who did this to you if you let me help you.”

			“You coming?” A big paramedic, with fingers thick like sausage, put his hand out for me to climb into the rig. 

			“Just wait one second,” I said. I told the police officers where I found her so that they could take a quick look around to see if they might find anything. The one cop rolled his eyes at me until I told him that I worked at the DA’s office.

			“Alright, Miss, for you, we’ll give it a quick look,” he said and headed off in the direction of the swings.

			“I’m ready to go,” I said and stepped up into the ambulance, sitting down on the bench against the window. Darcy was in the stretcher in the middle covered by a light sheet and belted in except for her arms. Sprinkles of blood speckled the lower part of the sheet. The paramedic snapped an ice pack, put it in a cloth, and laid it on Darcy’s head, placing her hand on top of it to hold it in place. He wrapped a blood pressure cuff around her arm and pulled a stethoscope out of a cubby over her head.

			“Don’t be scared, Darcy,” I said.

			She looked at me and reached out and dropped the ice pack. I picked it up and grabbed her hand. The siren of the ambulance screeched as we ran through the red lights all the way down St. Charles, but it felt like we were in a tunnel. I was surprised to see how much equipment was stuffed in every little cubby in the back of the rig. Darcy shut her eyes. The paramedic scribbled notes on his clipboard and the driver spoke code on the radio to the hospital.

			The paramedic wrote a few notes after taking the cuff off her arm and asked, “Are you hurt anywhere else?” Darcy put her other hand on her stomach and tried to turn over, but the belts were too tight. He loosened them. “I think I have what I need. You’re going to be alright,” he said and looked over at me with his eyebrows raised. I started to agree, but when I opened my mouth I had nothing to say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Two months later
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			I was already sweating through my white blouse under my blue suit—the air-conditioning was always broken in our office. I’d practiced my opening statement so many times, I was confident it would go off without a hitch, but Darcy was late. I’d fibbed to Darcy about court starting at nine so we’d have a chance at being on time for Judge Kehoe. My heart was pounding. I sucked down the last of my iced coffee and tried to relax. I wanted to prove everyone wrong—this rape case could be won. Pacing by the window of my shoebox-sized office, which I shared with another newbie ADA, I hoped that the jury would be able to see what I’d seen that morning a few months ago in Audubon Park.

			I walked around to my faux-wood desk that abutted my office mate’s and pretended to be busy. While waiting for my computer to boot up so I could review a few more notes or at least check my email, I sifted through my desk drawer. There were the five postcards from Val, who was already three weeks into our six-month trip around the world that I’d opted not to go on because I had gotten this job in the DA’s office.

			 

			* * *

			“Blow it off, Abby,” Val said when I told her that I just couldn’t follow through on my promise to take the trip we’d been planning for years. “It’s a job, you’ll get another one. What’s the big deal?” Val, my best and longest friend from kindergarten, had been living a week-to-week life waitressing in New York to Florida and back since we’d graduated from high school. She worked and then traveled in her offseason, always begging me to go with her. I’d tried to meet up with her when I could, once when she was waitressing in St. Thomas and another time when she was traveling with a surfer boyfriend in Puerto Escondido, Mexico. Even before law school, we’d been planning the trip around the world.

			“It’s not that simple, Val. I have this degree and a huge student loan. I need to get a real job, and then I can take a break.” She didn’t talk to me for a few weeks and then called me the day before she was leaving to say goodbye.

			Almost every day I looked at Val’s postcards and emails. In Oahu, she’d run up Diamond Head. She met some surfers in Kauai and managed to exchange beer for surfing lessons in Hanalei Bay. On the giant Sleeping Buddha postcard from Bangkok, she told me about watching bootlegged movies and eating Pad Thai on Kho San Road. She was headed to islands where, she told me, she’d be eating green curry shrimp every day while getting scuba-certified. She’d even sent a postcard from her stopover in Alaska.

			 

			* * *

			“Look, I’m on time, I’m on time!” Darcy flew into my office and tossed her red messenger bag full of books on the ground. When she swung around to look at the clock above the door, she knocked over the stack of files I had arranged precariously on the left corner of my desk.

			“We need to leave now….” I bent down to pick up the files and tried to compose myself without blasting her. “You look nice.” Darcy squirmed when I said this, running her fingers through her hair. She was a bit sweaty and in disarray from running but aside from her chipped red nail polish, she wore an almost respectable-length black skirt and high-heeled black sandals. I took a deep breath. 

			When my phone rang, I answered, thinking it might be related to the case. “Abigail Callahan.” I answered.

			“Abby?” my mother said. She sounded early-evening drunk. Although it was tempting to hang up, I knew it would be better to appease her or she wouldn’t stop calling for the rest of the morning.

			“Got to make it quick, Ma, I’m on my way over to the trial.” Standing, I gathered the necessary files, shoved them in my briefcase, and motioned to Darcy to speed things up. 

			“Your father needs to see you; he’s not doing that great. He needs to see you.” She started to get choked up.

			“I know, Ma, I know. Listen, I’ll call you when I get a break later this afternoon, and we can talk some more about this. I’m sorry, but right now I have to go, I can’t be late for this judge.”

			“Good luck then, Abigail,” she said and hung up. After Dad’s diagnosis, I’d been meaning to get home, but I hadn’t felt pressed to do it. He seemed to be managing with the chemo and the prognosis seemed positive. 

			“Do you have it together, Darce? Know what you have to do in there?” I pulled my long brown ponytail, feeling guilty about last week when I harped on Darcy about her clothes. When I said that I didn’t want the jury to perceive her as a bimbo, she started to cry, which made me feel terrible. I’d only wanted her to be aware of what we were up against so she’d be prepared.

			Everyone, including my friend, Jill, and my boss, had been trying to talk me out of going forward with this case. “You can’t win it. You just feel responsible because you found her and you want to help.” Maybe they were right, but that couldn’t sway my determination. Since I hadn’t gone on that trip with Val, I was surely going to try to do something good with my career.

			Darcy pulled her skirt down against her tanned thighs. If I noticed her legs, I wondered what the judge would think. Maybe the jury wouldn’t pay attention when she walked over to the jury stand. Unlikely. But it was too late now and we needed to head over to court. 

			“Abby, I’m nervous and want to get this over with,” she said as we got into the elevator taking us down to the garage.

			Me too, I thought, but said, “You’re going to do great.” 

			“Your dad doing any better?” her tone reminded me of the old Darcy I met at the hospital a few weeks ago when we started this case.

			“It doesn’t look good. He’s just getting worse and worse. After we win, I’m headed up to New York for a visit. The chemo is absolutely killing him.” 

			My mother had been calling so much lately that it was hard for anyone not to notice. In a way, Darcy knowing part of my story was good. I think it made her trust me. While I was visiting her at the hospital, we talked a lot.

			“Chip didn’t pressure me the first time we had sex, but after that it was just weird working at the same place, so I didn’t want to anymore,” she disclosed to me one afternoon, which I knew would confuse things. After the ambulance trip from Audubon Park, she stayed at the hospital for a few days because of internal bleeding and a possible concussion. I visited her every day.

			“Just because you gave someone consent once doesn’t give them the right to take it again,” I told her. I knew that wasn’t going to help our case, but I hoped that a smart jury would still sympathize with her.

			“Everyone at school liked him. He’d come around the sorority house, just to visit me, and then he’d talk to my friends.” 

			I didn’t believe that he was just some sweet guy coming by a sorority house to say hello, but I let her continue.

			“Me and Chip were having drinks that night and I must have had a lot because the last thing I remembered was being at the club drinking this crazy drink, what was it called—which tasted like Kool-Aid by the way. When I woke up, he was making me breakfast and kissing me. I was afraid to tell him that I didn’t remember, and he seemed so sweet.”

			I knew that Darcy was afraid that she was going to be perceived as a slut, but she was even more afraid of Chip and his dad’s connections. Ever since we’d refused to drop the charges against him, she’d gotten more hang-ups on her phone than usual and often had the feeling she was being followed. We’d gotten into the parking garage and hurried over to my old navy-blue Honda Accord. I clicked the lock open and we both got in, throwing her bag and my briefcase in the back seat.

			“Let’s do a little more prep on the way over.” I glanced into the rearview mirror to make sure my mascara hadn’t smudged. I only wore makeup on court days.

			“I drank, he wouldn’t take me home, and then he fucked me and left me for dead in the park. No one is going to believe me.” Darcy looked out the window and rubbed her eyes, then started fiddling with the radio that was already playing some mellow jazz on WOOZ.

			“Darcy, we’re almost there, and I know you can do this. They are going to believe you. Please, I want us to focus and get there on time so we can do a great job.” I didn’t want to show how nervous I was; I did believe in this case. Chip needed to be taught a lesson that his dad couldn’t bail him out every time he violated another woman. Although I couldn’t find any documented proof, my guess is that this wasn’t the first time that Chip had gotten himself in a situation like this. It was probably the first time that someone called him on it and his daddy couldn’t clean up the mess. 

			“What if he comes after me, Abby?” Darcy’s tone was soft, like a little girl’s.

			“That’s exactly why we’re doing this. You’re strong, Darcy, and you have me. We’ve got to stop him from doing this to someone else.”

			“Abby, I’m scared.”

			“Darcy, you’re braver than I was. Don’t be like me; you’ll regret it your whole life.”

			“You think so?” She shifted in her seat, pushed her hair back and I believed, once again, that she was an innocent twenty-year-old who’d just gotten caught up with the wrong guy.

			“I’m on your side, and I won’t let you down. I promise,” I said. Guys like Chip made me so angry and if we could stop him from doing this to someone else I think we could both feel great.

			“Any final words?”

			“Tell the truth and answer my questions. Most important, don’t elaborate for the defense, just answer ‘Yes’ or ‘No,’ if possible. The defense attorney will try to distract you; just slow down and look at me if you get nervous.” 

			I was worried about Elias, the defense attorney. He had a way of making witnesses, especially ones like Darcy, scramble their words and turn them around. The other problem was, not only was Elias smart, but he had the most outrageous lazy eye that was completely distracting to witnesses. Between his good ol’ boy style and the lazy eye, he could get witnesses into a trance. Luckily, I’d had quite a few misdemeanor cases against him and had even won a few, but sometimes witnesses couldn’t get past that eye.

			At twenty-five after nine, we arrived at the courthouse and hustled up the steps. “Morning, Abby,” said Darren as I flashed my ID badge.

			“How’s it going, Darren?” I said as I waved Darcy in through the metal detector. He ogled her and winked at me.

			“Knock ’em dead, kid,” he said. I nodded with a smile, even though I wanted to give him the finger, and headed to the right with Darcy in tow.

			We found our way to Judge Kehoe’s courtroom, a sea of blue suits with black briefcases. Darcy winced and cleared her throat. I told her to sit while I went up to the clerk to check in. 

			Elias and Chip were in the second row and looked like they were old friends at a party. Chip had a new haircut and wore an expensive pinstriped blue suit he had probably borrowed from his father. He looked like any fraternity boy dressed up for a formal. I gave Elias a nod. Chip looked back at Darcy and smirked. Darcy stayed stoic and didn’t acknowledge him. I hoped we would get through our opening statements before noon.

			We waited while the court went through a short docket of mostly pleas and continuances that took about an hour. I couldn’t blame the judge for not wanting to be backlogged after a two-day trial. He ordered a short recess and the sea of suits started to dissipate. Darcy started to fidget. She whispered to me that she was going to go to the bathroom, and just then, the clerk called out, “The State of Louisiana versus Richard Hebert Junior.” The clerk went to the back room to gather up the jury while I moved Darcy and myself beyond the gate into the corral of the immediate courtroom. 

			We sat down at the large oak table to the left side of the room, away from the jury. Chip and Elias sat right next to the jury box, as we had agreed during motion hearings last week. I pulled out two yellow legal pads from my briefcase and gave one to Darcy and whispered, “Write down any questions or if you remember something you forgot to tell me. I’m assuming I know everything, right?” Darcy looked at me wide-eyed, then nodded.

			 “Is the State ready to proceed?” Judge Kehoe directed in his monotone drawl, which somehow made him sound like he was from Brooklyn. The judge had been a defense attorney in his prior life and didn’t have a lot of patience for the DA’s office.

			“We are, Your Honor.” I stood up.

			“Defense?” he asked. 

			“We are as well, Your Honor,” said Elias, who stood and sat down again.

			“Ms. Callahan, you may begin,” said the judge and he rocked back on his chair like he might be considering a nap.

			“Thank you, Your Honor.” I strategically stood next to Darcy for the first part of the opening. 

			“May it please the court, ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” I said and began by telling Darcy’s story.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3
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			“And the evidence will show that the defendant and Darcy left F&M’s together,” I said as I stood in front of the jury. I concentrated on making sure my hand motions were meaningful. After watching myself on video during my advanced evidence class in law school, I knew I could look like an idiot with hands moving all over the place, as if I were at a cocktail party chatting with my girlfriends or a patient in an insane asylum.

			I told them about how Darcy had been drinking and passed out in the car on the ride over to the park. “When they got to the park, Darcy came to, and only agreed to get out and walk if Chip would take her home right afterwards. 

			“Darcy and Chip had one prior consensual sexual encounter,” I said. A female member of the jury shifted in her seat and diverted her eyes to the floor. “You will see photographs of her bruises and scrapes from the incident and from the trauma of being in the park overnight.” I told the jury what they would hear from the medical testimony and evidence from her clothing. I didn’t want to box myself in by saying that Darcy would testify. I still wanted to keep that option open in case I decided that we could win without her testimony. 

			The worst thing that could happen would be Darcy taking the stand, then falling into a rhythm of “Yes” or “No” questions from Elias from which I couldn’t protect her. I was afraid that she would admit feeling confused and jilted by Chip, which would give the jury reasonable doubt about the validity of the rape. I’d gotten the testimony knocked out about Darcy being blackballed from her sorority because of Chip’s sister, but Darcy was nervous, and Elias would look to exploit that.

			“As jurors, I thank you and urge you to pay close attention to the evidence and details so that you will come to a decision where justice will be…served,” I’d finished despite the door slamming at the back of the courtroom, and when I’d glanced back I saw two police officers walking in. I shrugged it off. There was a lot of interest in this case because not only did it get a spot in The Times-Picayune, but The Gambit had run a story on date rape, mentioning the DA’s office and lack of police cooperation on this case, inferring it was probably because of Chip’s dad, according to a source. I walked back to my seat and tried hard not to flop down with relief. The air in the confining courtroom was starting to smell like the French Quarter on a hot day. The judge waved his hand and whispered something to the court clerk. 

			When I’d started working with Darcy, I hadn’t realized how connected Chip was, even though I knew that his father was a well-known defense lawyer. My boss, Bruce, who was also my supervising attorney, gave me the scoop on Chip when I told him I wasn’t going to plea out the case. He said a friend of his over in the NOPD told him that things had a way of disappearing when it came to Chip Hebert. Unfortunately, nothing Bruce found out could be admitted, and he didn’t really have any factual details, only that there was some assault stuff and a few college fraternity fights involving alcohol. With no real evidence or paper trail, I had a boatload of hearsay, but not much else. 

			“We are going to take a fifteen-minute recess, and then will continue with opening statements,” the judge said. 

			The clerk shuffled the jury into the side room and then went to the back of the room towards the officers, inviting them into the judge’s chambers. I looked at Elias, who was looking ahead, writing notes for his opening statement. Chip looked over at the cops and looked away, then back again to the rear of the courtroom. 

			I looked back at the cops, then at Chip, and over to the judge, who was waving his hands, giving instructions to his clerk. If the case was continued, I wasn’t sure if I could convince Bruce to let me keep moving forward. I gestured to Darcy to come with me outside the courtroom during the recess.

			“What’s with those cops who went into the judge’s chambers?” she asked. We both walked into the bathroom to freshen up. She put her bag on top of the sink and started digging for more makeup while I went into a stall.

			“I’m sure it has to do with another case or maybe they need a warrant signed by the judge that can’t wait.” I didn’t want to admit to Darcy that I was concerned.

			“Is this going to be over soon?” She sounded exasperated.

			“Darcy, just look forward and write notes when you get nervous. We’ll probably break for lunch before anything else happens.” I washed my hands and used the paper towel to wipe off some of the mascara that had melted under my eyes. Other than that, I looked pulled together, lawyerly even. My father would be proud. “Let’s get back in there and show Chip that you are not afraid.” I squeezed her shoulder. I thought, we can win this, I know we can. 

			When we got back into the courtroom the cops were flanking the judge. He was talking loudly, “You don’t have anything! How dare you interrupt my courtroom! I’ll sue you myself!” Darcy and I stood at the back of the courtroom until it finally looked like the judge agreed to walk out. They cuffed him and took him out the side door. I walked up to Elias.

			“It’s only been five minutes. What the hell happened?” I barked.

			“Looks like we’re continued,” Elias said and started putting his files back into his briefcase, cleaning up his table.

			“This is ridiculous—Elias…” I was tempted to say something about Elias having something to do with this but thought better of it.

			Elias picked up his briefcase, signaling to Chip to follow. “All I know is, at this point, you should be expecting a motion to dismiss. You don’t have a chance...” he said to me.

			For a moment, I was enraptured by his lazy eye. “I look forward to that,” I lied. If he didn’t get his motion to dismiss, surely Darcy would lose her steam or Bruce would force my hand.

			“I was looking forward to this. Until next time.” Elias smirked. “Abby, you sure you don’t want to start working for the dark side?”

			“Not a chance, Elias.”

			Elias winked at me and walked away as Darcy was coming up to me from the other side of the courtroom.

			“What’s going on?” Darcy said.

			“Well, we are continued until we are assigned a new judge.”

			“Must have been Chip’s dad—I knew something like this was going to happen!” 

			My mind was churning. “I’m sure it’s something bizarre that has nothing to do with you. Just go home now, and I’ll call you as soon as I know more.” Although it was possible that she was right, I needed to find out before I started speculating what happened in the judge’s chambers. With this glitch, Bruce might tell me to drop it and then gloat that it was a waste of time.

			“If we’re not going to do this today, then I’m finished. I want this to be over.” Darcy was already dialing her cellphone.

			I gathered my notepads and shoved them into my briefcase. “Darcy, check in with me later today to see if we know anything.”

			“I’m scared, Abby.” 

			“Darcy, we’re going to see this through, trust me, okay? You’re going to be okay and we’re going to work this out.” She nodded, gave me a hug, and left the room.

			If another judge didn’t take this case right away, Elias would be able to argue right to a speedy trial and probably win on that technicality, but I was going to do everything possible to prevent that. I had to head back and get working on my response to Elias’s motion. 

			I headed out of the courthouse and Darren yelled, “Have a nice day, young lady!”

			“Catch you next time, Darren,” I said. 

			I stepped outside and turned on my phone. “Jesus, ten calls!” It was hazy, and I put on my big French Market sunglasses. I pressed redial and was relieved when it hit the third ring. I could tell Mom was completely panicked but maybe things had died down.

			“Abby, where have you been, where have you been?” Mom said this so quickly I had a hard time understanding her.

			“Remember, I was in trial. I’m on break. You’ve sent me a million messages. What’s going on?”

			“It’s your father. He’s…he’s missing. No one can find him!” she said. I was confused that she hadn’t mentioned this to me earlier.

			“Did you call the firehouse? Charlie? What about the hardware store?”

			“You know he’s been going around giving people goodbye letters.” She started to cry.

			“It doesn’t mean anything.” Mom was forgetful and this wasn’t the first time this had happened, especially when she was drinking. One time, she’d called the police, only to remember after two hours that Dad had gone fishing with Charlie out in Montauk for the day. 

			“What if he…what if he actually did something?” she whimpered.

			“Call Bill at the police station, have a few of the guys look for him. Then call me back and let me know what happened.” Then I thought better of it and said, “You sit down, make some coffee. I will call Bill, someone will call me, then I will call you.” 

			Instead of taking out an APB, I figured it would be good to give Jason, my ex-boyfriend, a call to push things along. We were still friendly even after I’d broken off the relationship and gone to law school. He’d stopped hating me after he’d gotten laid again, which he’d called to tell me about the next day and then told me, “I’m so over you.” 

			“Jason, hey, it’s Abby,” I said stoically.

			“What’s up?” Jason was just as abrupt.

			“I’m sorry to bother you, but Dad is missing, and I thought you might be able to help. Would you mind checking around?”

			“No problem,” he said and hung up. My dad had been Jason’s baseball coach when he was a kid. When we’d broken up, my dad might have been more disappointed than me. 

			I got back to the office, sat down, and immediately started going through the files stacked on my desk. Then, I turned to my computer to start my response for Elias’s motion. I already knew exactly what he was going to say. All I wanted was a dismissal without prejudice so I could refile. This fiasco with the judge and the case could potentially set me back months in misdemeanors, but I wasn’t about to give up on Darcy. 

			I picked up my office phone on the first ring and hoped it was Jason, “Hey, Abby, want to meet me for happy hour? I just heard what happened.” 

			“Uh, hey, Jill, how’d you hear so fast?” Jill was probably my best friend and since she worked at The Times-Picayune as a freelancer, she always seemed to know gossip at lightning speed.

			“You know, I have my sources. Actually, I knew you were there so I thought I’d try to see some of the trial today along with some other stuff I was covering at the courthouse.”

			“Can you ask your dad if he’s heard anything really bad about Judge Kehoe that might explain why he got nearly dragged out of the courtroom by the police?” Jill’s dad was a prominent New Orleans attorney himself, although he mostly focused on maritime issues. Jill also worked part-time for him because the pay at the paper was a pittance, but Jill was convinced she needed to cut her teeth there so she could be a traveling journalist on assignment.

			“Listen, let’s meet for happy hour. Call me when you get off and I’ll meet you,” she said and hung up. 
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