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All you need in this life is ignorance and confidence, and then success is sure.
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I was idly chewing on a cigarette butt, savoring the rich tangy jolt of punchy flavor—everybody worth their salt knows it’s the butt of the cigarette that packs the most punch—when Karen Dalton walked through the door advertising Ed Turner, Private Investigator, and entered the office. 

Karen’s on the short side. And, coming from me, that’s saying something. Of course, being a woman, she disagrees and tells me she’s average. Then again, anytime I make the mistake of calling her average in any regard, she throws a tantrum and doesn’t speak to me the rest of the day—not that I’m saying that’s necessarily a bad thing. 

Of course, if you’re of Earth, you probably already know this about women. They may not be the weaker sex—Karen’s beaten me two out of three at arm wrestling—but they are the...how shall I put this?...dafter sex?

There, I’ve said it. So go ahead and send your letters and emails to the oval office and, by oval office, I mean the nearest wastebasket. I may not be politically correct but I’m not human, so you’ll just have to accept my...idiosyncrasies. More on those later.

For now, let’s stick to facts, I’m five-foot five inches, five-foot six when the moon is nearest—that chunky rock of displaced earth has that same tugging effect on me as it does on your seas. 

Karen favors tight dreadlocks that spill almost to her slim waist. Those dreadlocks were now toxic-dump leprechaun green. The first day she’d tumbled into my office some months ago asking me to look for her missing brother, those locks had been blue. Next, they’d been purple. What was she going to do when she ran out of unnatural colors? Go natural, gods forbid?

Karen also favors tight jeans—not that I’m complaining—and ridiculous T-shirts, like the buttery yellow one she’s wearing now that shouts: Sex & Cats & Rock’n Roll!

One out of three isn’t bad. It isn’t good either. The saving grace being that the one was Sex. I can’t stand cats and they can’t stand me. Did I mention Karen’s adopted a cat? Against my objections? Or quite possibly, now that I cogitate on the matter, because of my many objections? No? Well, let’s not go down that road or, should I say, wading into that litter box, right now... 

Let’s just say that the woman seems to relish getting under my skin. She’s a lot like a tick that way. Do not tell her I said that. But come on, after we found (and lost) her brother—through no fault of my own—she’s pretty much latched onto me like a tick, too. What more proof do you need as to her ticklike tendencies?

Do I mind? Not at all. I don’t make friends easily, so having one isn’t so bad. Although I seem to have no problem making enemies—such as every secret alien-seeking organization on your planet.

Karen keeps me grounded as does my lack of a proper escape ship but that’s another matter, too. Things just keep piling up...like my debts.

And rock’n roll? Music died when Elvis left the planet.

I hurriedly spat the wet wad of cigarette goo to the floor. Not a pretty sight, if I do say so myself.

“Hey!” Karen slammed the office door shut behind her. “You’re doing it again, Ed.” She planted her hands on her hips and loomed over the desk like she might just topple over on me like a battered stone turret straight out of the Middle Ages.

Damn, she’d caught me. Again. 

If only she’d let me tie a bell around her neck, we could avoid all this unpleasantness.

“Huh? What?” I riposted lamely, giving her the old innocent eyes look.

Her frown told me I was failing miserably. “Chewing cigarette butts again. It isn’t healthy. It isn’t clean. Besides, it’s-it’s...” She struggled for words.

“Disgusting?” I offered, reaching for my IHOP coffee mug.

“Yeah, that. Who’d want to kiss you with that horrible tobacco taste?” 

“You want to kiss me?” I grinned.

“No, I want to kick your butt!” Karen threw herself down in the visitor’s chair. The chair held her weight but just barely. I’d bought it at Walmart when I opened the office, not realizing I’d have to assemble it myself. I did a great job of it, considering I’d never done such a thing in my life, and homo sapiens hands are still something of a novelty to me. How do you survive with only five fingers per? Nonetheless, I had four wood screws and one washer left over after I’d finished the job, too! Got ’em in a drawer here somewhere.

Karen locked her hands around the arms of the chair. Was it my imagination or did I hear the chair give out a choked gurgle of despair?

“Who says you can’t do both?” I replied.

Karen opted to ignore my question and asked one of her own. “What if a client came in and saw you gnawing on a cigarette butt like it was a hard candy?”

“I’d ask them if they want one?” I suggested.

Karen hurled her set of keys at me. I dodged to the right and the keys struck the wall behind me at high velocity. The jumble of keys crashed to the ground and landed on top of my wet cigarette butt. Karen’s a good shot but very predictable. 

The first time she’d tagged me with her keys, I took it right in the center of my chest. Since that time, I’ve come to expect the move. Like I said, she’s predictable. And a consistent shot, as you can judge by the tight grouping of scratches and gouge marks on the wall directly behind my desk where those keys have impacted on more than a dozen occasions.

“Besides,” I added, “you worry too much. After all, when’s the last time we had a client?”

“Yeah,” Karen said, sagging deeper in her seat. “Speaking of clients.” Karen glanced at the anachronistic black Bakelite phone resting undisturbed on the corner of my desk. 

Yes, I have one of those, a real phone. Not one of those wireless jobs everybody calls a phone nowadays. I call those infinite distractors because that’s essentially what they are. No, I have a real phone. Plugs into the wall and everything. Don’t believe me? Think I’m making it up? Look them up in one of your history books... No, wait, real books don’t hardly exist anymore either, do they? So scour the Infernal Net, that’s what everybody’s doing in the twenty-first century.

To be honest, which I am on rare occasions, it’s been a long dry spell, and a very long time since I’d had any real calls on that real phone.

Ah, well, such is life on Earth. And I’ve been here a very long time, since 1947, if you’re keeping a diary and want the deets.

I’d tell you where I’m from, but then I’d have to kill you. Haha. But seriously, I’m of a species whose name translates as something akin to Pazu in your English tongue—and by English, I mean as spoken on this side of the pond. 

As for my home planet or even star system? Forget it. If we Pazu told you that, you Earthlings just might show up there one day. And, no offense, but we really don’t want you visiting. Not even for a pop-in weekend.

“Sorry, no calls,” I confessed. I glanced out the window, where I saw some anonymous accountant with a buzzcut, which looked like a crow had given it to him with a dull pair of hedge clippers, drooling over a computer in the office across the street like he seemed to always be doing. “And no smoke signals.”

“This is serious, Ed,” she admonished. “How are we going to pay the rent?” She pressed her elbows into her knees. “Maybe we should advertise?”

It had been quite a while since we’d had a client. Months. Our last case involved some famous actor’s dimwit son who’d misplaced Iggy, his pet iguana. He’d generously offered us five grand—of daddy’s money, no doubt—to find the lizard. I’m happy to report that we did find it three days later. Dead at the top of an orange tree in their Beverly Hills neighbor’s backyard. Desiccated. Cause of death? I guessed exposure and malnutrition. Not to mention dimwit son’s dimwit negligence. Still, we got the five grand—pocket change to him. Besides, as I pointed out to dimwit son when he’d initially balked at the promised fee, we had found Iggy, after all. 

With a tear in his eye, and a dead lizard in his arms, dimwit son told us he planned to bury Iggy poolside in daddy’s backyard. Pity, I had a hunch dried lizard might make a great jerky.

As I said, that was months ago. Like Iggy, business had dried up. And what little money Karen had inherited from her brother had disappeared on such frivolities as food, cigarettes, whiskey...and rent. LA is great but it is also greatly expensive.

“You’ve said that before,” I said in reply to Karen’s suggestion we advertise. With the landline aka phone on my mind, I lifted the receiver and pressed it to my ear. Yep. Buzz buzz buzz. Dial tone was in working order. Not that anybody knew what a dial tone was any longer.

“And?”

“And I keep reminding you that advertising costs money.” I rubbed my thumb and index finger together. “Money we do not have.”

“Right.” 

“You could stand out on the sidewalk with one of those signs people wave around. Couldn’t cost much to get one of those made up.”

“Not happening.” Karen appeared to think. “Maybe we can—”

The outer door erupted with a bang!

Karen and I looked at one another. 

“A potential client?” Karen asked.

“Or a bill collector?” I replied. “Quite the quantum conundrum. Do we hide or do we answer the door?”

Karen made the executive decision. She jumped from the chair and pulled the door open quickly. “Mr. Ha!”

Chen Ha.

This was worse than a bill collector. This was the bill collector of all bill collectors. This was my landlord. Chen Ha, a sixty-two year old Asian gent dressed in a natty charcoal-colored pinstriped suit and white dress shirt, owned thirty-plus office buildings in and around LA’s Toy District. I’m one of his tenants, have been for several years. The Toy District might be an odd choice of location for a private detective agency but the rent was cheap. 

An illegal alien—of the extraterrestrial variety—without a pension, Social Security, a 401k, or even a bank account to my name, can put up with a lot as long as the rent is cheap. Even if it meant putting up with all those knock-off Barbie dolls, and imported mountains of toys being shilled all around me. With all the weird gizmos, gadgets, robots, and toy spaceships cluttering the District, it’s also a great place for an alien like me to hide. In plain, if quirky, sight.

Mr. Ha is not a tall man, in fact, it takes two of him standing on top of each other to equal me. Okay, so I exaggerate. But he is short. 

I’ve rarely laid eyes on him. Not because he’s short, just because he never comes around. So I had to wonder...why was he coming around now?

“Hello, Miss Pretty Lady.” Mr. Ha smiled at Karen. Either he never could remember her name or he simply preferred to use his own appellation for her. 

“Good to see you, Mister Ha. Nǐ hǎo.” Karen performed a half bow and stepped aside for him to enter. Why hadn’t she barred the door instead? Had she no survival instincts at all?

Spotting me behind my desk, Mr. Ha slammed his tiny fist into the flesh of his palm. “I am here for the rent, Mister Turner. My bookkeeper tells me you are now more than three months in arrears.” He tugged his purple necktie twice. Hard. Any harder and he’d have choked to death.

I glanced out the window. Was that guy I thought was a drooling accountant, Ha’s bookkeeper? Was he spying on me all this time? Should I cover my windows in tinfoil? Could I afford tinfoil? 

I climbed to my feet and approached my landlord. “Mister Ha.” I extended my hand. “So good to see you. Such a rare and unexpected treat!”

“The rent, Mister Turner.” He stared forcefully at me via two dark brown marbles.

I smelled black tea and sandalwood. I also smelled trouble.

“Rent? Sure... Well, I—” I looked desperately at Karen hoping she’d be my salvation.

“I’m afraid we don’t have this month’s rent, Mister Ha. Ed hasn’t had a case in months,” Karen confessed and my salvation went down in flames.

“Then I imagine you also do not have last month’s rent or the rent from the month before that?”

I attempted a laugh which somehow only seemed to scare poor Mr. Ha half to death. Pazus have a horrible laugh, even in human guise. I’m not quite sure why—but I’m not quite sure why everybody says eating an apple a day keeps the doctor away either. Nonsense! I’d be sick. I’d vomit, if I ate an apple even one day. Hell, I’d rather visit some quack with a medical license than eat an apple! Rotten to the core, that’s what they are. Rotten. To. The. Core.

While all this was running through my mind, Mr. Ha was backing up in fright, and frantically waving his hands to ward off evil spirits. This didn’t surprise me and I should have, and did, know better. You see, in laughing, our Pazu voices produce an unfortunate sound that comes across to human ears as something less than pleasant, and more like a platypus giving a cat a bubble bath while a trio of high-pitched wailing witches repeatedly run their hard jagged fingernails across a Saharan chalkboard.

“Won’t you have a seat, please?” suggested Karen. She laid a calming hand on our landlord’s shoulder and urged him to alight in the chair opposite my desk.

“Thank you, Miss Pretty Lady.” Mr. Ha settled himself carefully in the office chair. He crossed his legs and motioned for me to sit, all while fixing me with a leery look. 

I sank into my swivel chair and swiveled, bracing for the attack to continue. Karen leaned against the wall, out of Mr. Ha’s sight but well within mine. She smiled encouragement at me.

I wasn’t feeling it.

“I have an offer for you,” Mr. Ha began.

I puzzled. “An offer?”

“Yes. Let’s make a deal, as you say.”

“You want me to go on a game show?”

“Ed!” Karen admonished. “Would you please let Mr. Ha speak? And stop interrupting. Can I get you something to drink, Mr. Ha? A cup of herbal tea, perhaps?” 

“No, thank you very much, Miss Pretty Lady. No time now. We have urgent business, Mister Turner and I.”

“Oh?” I said showing off my eloquence.

“Yes, Mister Turner.” Mr. Ha fiddled with a loose pencil on my desk. Noticing the countless tooth marks from my gnawing—you’d be surprised how well a pencil will do in a pinch when you’re craving for a blast of flavor and are out of Camels, or maybe you wouldn’t—he hastily dropped it. “It concerns Anna Ping.”

That got my radar up. “Anna Ping?” The elderly and tight-fisted, sharp-mouthed Anna Ping ran the shop in the lobby. She sells everything: chewing gum, Hello Kittys with digital clocks in their tummies, office supplies, magazines and, most importantly, candy, cigarettes, and liquor. You name it, she’s got it or swears she can get it for you. She also charges an arm and a leg for a pack of smokes. And her prices on alcohol are astronomical. Sometimes, I get the feeling she’s taking advantage of me just because I’m not from around here.

Did I owe her money too? Did she complain to Mr. Ha?

“Anna Ping is my sister-in-law. Her young nephew, Fu, is missing. She is worried. We are all worried. When his parents died, Anna raised the boy as her own.”

“We are so sorry to hear that, aren’t we, Ed,” Karen replied.

“Yes, of course.” Thank goodness I didn’t owe her a nickel. “You say his name is Fu?” 

“Yes, his name is Fu Chun.” Mr. Ha pronounced the name as Foo. 

“How old is this kid?”

“Nineteen.”

Practically a baby in Pazu years. An ancient relic in canine years. “How long has he been missing?”

“Two weeks. He left for Tulane University to begin classes.”

“Isn’t that down in Louisiana?” I asked. I’m pretty good at earthly geography. 

“New Orleans to be exact,” Karen answered. “I had a girlfriend who went to school there.”

“Yes, New Orleans,” agreed Mr. Ha. “Young Fu was accepted into Tulane’s School of Business program. We were all quite proud of him. Not an easy school to get into.”

“No, that’s great,” Karen agreed.

“Fu arrived at his dorm but never attended any of his scheduled classes.”

“Two weeks, huh? That’s not so long. College hijinks, maybe? A new girlfriend?” I suggested. Human blood runs hot at nineteen.

“Fu,” Mr. Ha said, pulling himself straighter, “is a serious young man. He would not simply disappear without letting Anna know.”

“No phones calls? No texts?” Karen asked.

“Nothing.”

“Have you checked his social media accounts?” Karen pressed.

“That’s a thought,” I agreed. Social media, the disease of the twenty-first century. Lots of people get lost there and never get out. Maybe Fu Chun was nothing more than a victim of his own internet addiction.

“I-I am afraid I would not know the answer to that question,” Mr. Ha admitted. “I’m not sure if he has social media accounts.”

“Are you kidding? Nineteen years old? Let’s see.” Karen pulled me out of my chair. She sat and began typing. “Hmm, I’m not finding any recent posts by a Fu Chun.”

“You see? He has disappeared,” Mr. Ha said.

“Yes, I see.” I picked up the chewed up pencil Mr. Ha had tossed and rolled the eraser across my teeth. “It sounds to me like you or Ping should contact Tulane University. See if maybe somebody there knows something. Talk to somebody in admissions.”

“She’s done that, Mister Turner. They have provided no answers,” Mr. Ha said. “Nor does anyone in his dorm know anything.”

“You could check with the police down in New Orleans. Report him missing. I’ll bet they could—”

Mr. Ha wasn’t having it. He cut me off and came to his feet. Being so short, it wasn’t so imposing as you might think. Still, imposing enough considering he had the power to toss me to the street, or pay a few goons to do so, for failure to pay my rent.

“The police have been no help.” Mr. Ha pressed his hands against the desk. “Now...it is your turn, Mr. Turner.”

“My turn?”

“Yes, you will go to New Orleans and find Fu. If he is in trouble, you will help him. Get him back in school. Or bring him home. Which of the two remains to be seen. Once we understand what has happened, we will make that decision.”

“Mister Ha, I’d like to help you...”

“You will help me, Mister Turner.”

“Of course, we will. Won’t we, Ed?” Over the top of the computer screen, Karen death-rayed me with her eyeballs.

“Of course, I’d like to,” I began, choosing my words carefully, “but you see, Mister Ha, and Karen, New Orleans isn’t really my cup of tea. It’s hot, humid, and below sea level. Not to mention, getting to the Big Easy isn’t so easy. In case you all haven’t noticed, we are in Los Angeles. New Orleans is in, well, New Orleans. Louisiana.” 

Karen knew I hated flying. I know, I know. Sounds silly coming from a creature who’s blasted a gazillion miles across the galaxy and ended up on this world, but it is what it is and I am what I am.

Deal with it. I do.

Apparently, Mr. Ha had tuned me out because he said, “You will leave tomorrow, Mister Turner, you and Miss Pretty Lady.” Karen blushed with pleasure. “Time is of the essence.”

I, for one, actually for all Pazu, do not believe in time but I wasn’t about to get into a philosophical argument with my landlord, to whom I was in serious arrears, over the matter.

Now was not the time. See what I did there?

I felt myself and my world sinking in cosmic quicksand. “You don’t understand. It’s going to be expensive. I’d have to charge my going rate, plus expenses. And that can get, well...expensive. Maybe you could hire a local detective? Must be plenty of them wandering the French Quarter looking for errant spouses, right?”

Mr. Ha’s face scrunched up in a very good imitation of a ripe persimmon.

“I’ll tell you what,” I added hastily, “I’ll make a few calls and find a detective for you myself. Won’t charge you or Ping a dime for my time.” I thrust out my hand. “Have we got a deal?” And would you please leave now?

Karen bit down on her fingernail. “If we go to New Orleans, there’s so much I’ll have to get done first. I’m going to have to do my hair, pack, let my clients know I’ll be away a few days...” Karen takes some side gigs doing her graphic artist thing. She’d like to be a real artist but real artists don’t make any real money. 

“Oh! Who’s going to watch Jujube?” Karen wanted to know. 

That’s my black cat nemesis.

“No need to worry about that,” I said, swatting her concern away. We were not going anywhere.

Mr. Ha looked down at my extended hand. “I’ll make you a better deal, Mister Turner. You will find Anna’s nephew and I, in return, will forgive your missed rent, keep your rent at the current level for the next twelve months, pay you four hundred dollars a day, cover all expenses and...” Now he winked at Karen. “Watch Jujube.”

Karen punched me in the triceps, leading with those hard, bony knuckles of hers. She could’ve been one of those bare-fisted boxers back in the day and made a fortune. I wish she had been. Then we wouldn’t be in this pickle of the Chen Ha variety. 

“Shake the man’s hand, Ed,” Karen ordered.

I knew when I was beat.

“You have a deal,” I said.

We shook.

I trembled.
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Late August. And here Karen and I stood amidst the chaos swirling around on the curb outside the Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport. This was midday—midchaos. Jets roared overhead, cars, shuttle buses and vans swooshed past. My head ached, my eyeballs itched, and my teeth hurt—the residual effects of the six whiskies, seventy grams of melatonin, thirty grams of tryptophan, and three Benadryl I’d ingested in the hours leading up to and during our excruciating four-hour flight—coach class no less, because Mr. Ha was a miserable cheapskate—from Los Angeles to New Orleans. 

Why all the foreign substances? When you suffer fear of flying, you do whatcha gotta do. I’d recover. I always had so far. Besides, every substance on this planet is foreign to me. I’m an alien, remember? Or did you forget, already?

I saw nothing on the flight but the flight attendant when she popped up on several occasions, and kept my eyes squeezed shut as much as possible throughout our endless journey, belted into my aisle seat. Whose dumb idea was it to add windows to airplanes? I’d had no windows on my now wrecked flying saucer. Didn’t need them. The ship saw everything it needed to see to navigate the cosmos and, if I wanted to see what it saw, I had only to check the monitors. Which I didn’t.

Then again, quite possibly, I wouldn’t have crashed and been stranded on your Earth had I taken a peek every now and then. Such is life. 

Such is the life of a castaway...

I should clarify that we Pazu never once called our spacecraft flying saucers—I just get a chuckle every time I call it one! You humans do have a way with words. If I’d ever seen an actual flying saucer, I’d be wondering what somebody had put in my teacup.

When we finally, mercifully touched down in New Orleans, Karen nudged me awake and forced me to my feet. She grabbed our overhead bags, then gently guided me off the jetliner, and out the terminal door...and the sun slammed me with its fist, beating my flesh down into the concrete like I was nothing more than room-temperature Jello. 

Sweltering.

Oh. The. Joy.

“This isn’t the Big Easy. It’s the Big Sweatbox,” I complained, tugging uncomfortably at the cotton shirt clinging to my chest like a two-dimensional parasite. Five minutes standing outdoors and I was soaked through with my own warm sweat. Basting like an ill-fated turkey. My hair had given up and lay flat atop my skull.

“Stop complaining, Ed,” encouraged Karen, checking her phone, trying to determine how far away our requested ride was. “Think of this as a vacation.”

“From what?” I yawned and stretched my arms overhead, which is the closest I’d ever come to exercise. “Life? Comfort?”

“Okay, then think of it as a paycheck. A vacation from life on the street or sleeping in the car.”

“Right.” The car she alluded to was a Tesla, but an early model, a two-seat Roadster. The vehicle had once belonged to Karen’s brother Ken. Being dead, or at the very least, no longer connected to this plane of existence, he had no use for a car, electric or not. The sardine can on wheels was definitely not something I’d want to sleep in.

“Besides, you could have worn shorts. What about those board shorts I bought you?”

“Those baggy blue ones with the white hibiscus flowers on them? Not on your life. I mean, thank you. But no.”

Karen tsk-tsked me. She loves to do that and I’m always happy to give her the opportunity.

“Suit yourself,” she said.

“You know I don’t do shorts.” Karen does do shorts and she does them well. Like now. She looked hot—and I mean that in an All-American male sort of way, which I wasn’t but you get the drift. Witness the tight-fitted green pair she wore now with a complimentary scoop-neck top.

“I think you’d look cute in shorts, Ed.” 

I tried very hard not to roll my eyes...and failed. Karen was in one of her not-letting-go moods. She’s a woman of many moods. When I tell her that, she tells me she’s simply multifaceted.

“Those board shorts would be perfect for you.”

“Board shorts are for surfing, I do not surf. Unless you count channel surfing.” I could make the US Olympic team in channel surfing, if I do say so myself.

Our KarRyde driver picked us up in a reasonably clean white Toyota Highlander. 

“Welcome, Amil Moreas is here to assist you.” Our driver beamed and half bowed. A waft of some strong cologne—bearing molecules of cinnamon, cloves, cumin, nutmeg (more appropriate for cooking than slathering over one’s skin)—spilled out. His long arms hung loose at his sides. Tall and the definition of gangly, our ebony-skinned driver rocked a short-sleeve buttery-yellow shirt with the tails out and dangling practically to his knees. Faded blue jeans carried down to a pair of wide feet held in sturdy open-toe leather sandals. He had large green eyes and a toadish face—and I say this with nothing but respect and reverence to toads everywhere; wonderful creatures toads; somebody or something has got to eat all those slugs, worms, and flies. 

Slugs are strictly good on toast, flies give me hives. And worms? The only place a worm belongs is at the bottom of a mezcal bottle. Yes, I know those aren’t really worms. They’re the larvae of the agave redworm moth that favors making its domicile in the wondrous and life-enhancing agave plant. Some say the ugly little beasties are hallucinogenic. Some are wrong. I once swallowed a handful I’d saved up just for the occasion and ingested them all in one giant gulp. All I got for my trouble was bloated.

“Thanks,” Karen and I said in unison. Amil promptly scooped up our backpacks. He dropped them in the rear of the Toyota, and carried us directly into the city. The only sound came from the jazz playing over the stereo. I shut my eyes—it was better than watching Amil do what he called “driving.”

Soon enough, Amil was guiding us into the French Quarter, as requested. “Here we are.” His hands played percussion on the steering wheel. “Amazing, isn’t it?” 

“So they say,” I said.

“I can’t wait to explore some,” Karen said, pressing her nose to the window. “I hope we have some free time.”

“It may not be free,” I said, patting Karen’s hand, “but that’s okay. We’ve got Ha’s credit card.”

Amil deposited us outside the entrance to the historic Bourbon Orleans Hotel, located at the corner of Orleans Street and Bourbon Street. Does it get any better than that?

Apparently, Amil agreed with me because he said, “Nice hotel. One of the finest in all the city. You will enjoy your stay.” 

Was that an order?

“I hope so,” Karen said, opening her door and scooting to the sidewalk.

Amil hopped out, popped open the tailgate, and adroitly handed us our bags. He bid us a good day and sped off to terrorize some other unsuspecting passengers. Karen shot him a twenty-percent tip on her KarRyde phone app—courtesy of Mr. Ha—and the liveried doorman, dressed totally inappropriately for the climate in a dark wool suit with shiny brass buttons and black silk bowtie, ushered us inside. 

To paradise.

“Ahh...feel how cool it is.” I threw my arms out. 

“I still can’t believe you picked this place, Ed.” Karen dropped her backpack to the ground and stared at the impressive lobby. Antique furniture and art filled the grand space and history seemed to live in the air lit up by magnificent crystal chandeliers. “This place is gorgeous...and expensive, I’ll bet.”

“Yeah, that’s what expense accounts are for. All this is courtesy of Mister Ha’s credit card, remember?” I’d scoured the Infernal Net in search of the perfect hotel and made the reservation myself.

“Oh, I remember. Let’s just hope he forgets or, at the very least, doesn’t look too closely at his credit card statement.”

“Have I ever told you that you worry too much?” 

“Frequently. Have I told you that you ought to worry every now and then?”

“More times than I can count.” Actually, I was keeping a secret list. “You know, Karen, your Mark Twain once said something to the effect that he spent his life worrying about a lot of things—”

“Smart guy,” Karen said.

“Uh-uh, you didn’t let me finish.”

“Sorry. Go ahead.”

“Thank you. He spent his life worrying about a lot of things—”

“You just said—”

I held up a finger. “Wait for it...”

Karen tapped her foot and held her breath. 

“Most of which never happened.”

Karen frowned. “Cute. But he didn’t have to live with you.”

“Very funny.” I picked up her backpack and handed it to her. Damn thing was heavy! What the hell had she packed? Not that infernal black cat, I hoped. “Besides, this hotel is called the Bourbon Orleans and it is on Bourbon Street. Too good to pass up, wouldn’t you say?” I headed for the check-in desk with Karen tagging alongside.

“Impossible for you, that’s for sure,” Karen agreed. “Probably give you a free bottle of bourbon when you check into your room.”

I stopped dead in my tracks and turned in hope. “You think?”

Karen shoved me onward. “No, I do not think. I was joking. Now, let’s get checked in. I want to freshen up and then we need to get to work.”

“I wish you wouldn’t tease me like that,” I mumbled. “It’s not nice. Not nice at all.” I dropped my arms over the highly-polished wood check-in desk. “Checking in. Turner, for two.”

Fingers did some clicking across a keyboard. “Ed Turner?”

“That’s me. And that’s Karen.” I jerked a thumb at my companion. 

Karen smiled and waved at the clerk. She’s a people pleaser. “I love your hotel. It’s beautiful.”

The clerk, Wendy, as per her bronze pin, had a corpselike white complexion. “If you say so,” she said without expression. Jet black hair spilled down either side of her elongated head. She was attractive...in an Addams Family sort of way. 

“We are pretty filled up.” Wendy wiggled her chin side to side. “Room six-forty-four, sir?” The clerk looked at me expectantly.

What she was expecting, I had no idea.

Was that a question?

Was she waiting for a tip?

“Six-forty-four? Will that be alright, sir?” Wendy asked again.

“Any number will do,” I assured the clerk. Except 9,999 and I’d yet to see that appear in any Earthly hotels. Not even the Dubaians had pushed the limits that high yet.

“Sure, why not.” Wendy shrugged her bony shoulders and prepped us two keycards. She gave us directions to our room, the restaurant and, most importantly, the ‘O’ bar, which I’d read up on online. I was looking forward to trying some absinthe. I was also dying to try a drink called the grasshopper which, disappointingly, according to the ingredient list, did not include any actual grasshoppers. That’s not to say the bartender couldn’t throw some in, if I asked politely. An alien can hope, can’t he?

What else can he do when stranded on a strange planet?

I handed one of the keycards to Karen and we gathered our backpacks and marched to the elevators. Glancing over my shoulder, I caught Wendy alternately shooting looks at us and whispering to the manager as we walked off. “What’s that all about, Karen?”

“I have no idea.”

Our room was small but charming enough, with burgundy and white walls. The furnishing, everything from the bed to the night tables, to the small writing desk, suited the age. Karen stepped to the window and pushed open a pair of white plantation shutters. “Hey, there’s a courtyard down below. And I see a swimming pool!” She sighed. “Filled with people, too.”

“Better than hippopotami.”

“I knew we should have brought bathing suits.”

I moved in for a look and bumped my head. “Damn!”

Karen rubbed my forehead with her thumb. “Yeah, be careful. The walls are sloped.”

“Let’s get out of here before this room kills me.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’m famished. There’s a restaurant downstairs.”

“Fine. Give me a minute.”

After the usual dithering and dallying—to the tune of forty minutes—Karen proclaimed herself ready. She’d changed into a print linen dress and sandals. I clung to the same wrinkled button-down shirt and tan trousers I’d left home in. 

“You going out like that?”

“Why mess with perfection?” I asked, spreading my arms wide.

We got a table in the Bourbon House restaurant. Seafood platter for me and the spring harvest flatbread for Karen. She considers herself a vegan. Personally, with all the weird fruit and veggie stuff she eats, I consider her more a Martian. 

The frozen bourbon milk punch I ordered to wash all the seafood down was quite tasty. Although it would have been tastier minus the milk.

We charged lunch to our room, which by extension meant we charged it to Mr. Ha’s credit card. 

“Give a generous tip,” I said. “Service was great.” 

Karen did.

We hit the streets. And the streets hit us back. It was hot and uncomfortable. Like walking around in a steaming pot of green beans or, this being New Orleans, okra, or maybe even some steamed mussels. 

“You’re the big detective. What’s first on our agenda?” Karen asked.

I shielded my eyes. “We go to Tulane. Talk to the roommate. How far is it?”

“The university?” Karen pulled out her phone and mapped it. “Fu’s supposed to be at the Uptown campus. That’s about five miles from here.”

“Too far to walk.”

“We could take a streetcar—that would be so much fun—but it might take an hour or so.”

“An hour! Too long. The sooner we find Fu Chun, the sooner we can go home,” I said. “Call a cab or one of those rideshares.”

“Done,” Karen said, typing in a request. Within seconds, who should show up at our door but Amil in his Toyota.

Amil beamed. “Hello, Karen and Ed!”

“Hi, Amil. That was fast,” Karen remarked.

“I was napping in my car across the street. I drive day and night so I must catch sleep whenever and wherever I can get it. Hop in.” He yanked open the passenger side door. Karen slid in and I slid in beside her.

In minutes, Tulane’s Uptown campus loomed before us.

“Thanks again,” I said, climbing out of the rear seat and leaving Karen to handle the payment.

Following Karen’s phone map, we walked across the sprawling green campus. Students bustled about in every direction. Uptown covered 89 acres, over which 110 buildings spread. This was where most of the schools and colleges were located, and a large number of first-year residents lived. Moss-infected oak trees along the sidewalks provided relief from the sun. 

“Is this the right way to the Josephine Louise Residence Hall?” Karen called to a geeky kid on a passing skateboard.

He skidded to a halt beside us and dabbed his forehead with the hem of his blue-striped shirt. “JOLO? Straight ahead. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks,” Karen replied, as the kid pushed off again. 

Sure enough, the arched entry to the old brick building soon appeared. We climbed the residence hall steps. There was no one seated at the security desk so we hoofed up to the second floor in search of room 213. 

The door stood ajar. Heavy metal music spilled in from the dorm room next door. Maybe the occupants were trying to drive the cockroaches out.

I stuck my head inside 213. “Hello, Daniel? Daniel Hernandez? You here?” Mr. Ha had given us the name of Fu’s dormmate.

Karen bumped up behind me and inside we went.

“Nobody’s home.” I looked around. Not that there was much to see. It looked like a typical dorm room. Smelled like one two. Sour. Basic sturdy beds pressed against each wall. One bed was a mess, the other was nothing more than a thin bare mattress. I guessed that to be Fu’s bunk. Two battered desks stood close to a pair of white casement windows looking out onto the courtyard. A white porcelain sink occupied one corner. An old-fashioned mirrored medicine chest hung over the sink. I peeked inside the cabinet.

“Ed! You shouldn’t be doing that!” Karen whispered.

“What? Just doing my job.” I closed the medicine chest. Nothing but toothpaste, a bottle of ibuprofen, and a jar of acne cream.

“Hey! What are you two doing in here?” A young man stood in the doorway looking rather belligerent. He had wavy dark hair, swept back over a tall forehead, and equally dark eyes. 

Karen and I smiled to ease the young man’s concerns.

“Daniel Hernandez?” I inquired.

He loosened his stance just a tad. “Yeah... Who wants to know?” Wearing loose-fitting olive green shorts that fell to his knees, an equally loose-fitting Tulane University Green Wave jersey in shades of olive green and sky blue—all of some polyester or other manmade material, and scruffy blue running shoes, Daniel was built more like a rugby player than a basketballer. A gym rat, no doubt. Standing well over six foot, he possessed a keglike chest and ropy calves, the kind that humans only got from regular hours spent pumping iron. 

Daniel’s fingers went to his neck and I noticed the heavy silver chain that disappeared down the front of his shirt.
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