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      Rose. Not Rosie. Not Roseanne. Not Roxie. Just Rose. That is how the cream-colored girl was known on Airline Highway. She had a reason to be at that locale. It was where the lonely men of Baton Rouge came to find a professional date.

      Midsummer. Hot and humid. Her thick black hair clung to her head and neck. Beads of sweat covered her brow. The lower back of her shirt stuck to her skin. Even when the sun fell, the heat and humidity remained.

      "We gots to find a better way, girl," the hooker next to Rose said. "This ain't no way to make a living."

      "It's the only way we have," Rose said quietly. She didn't use street talk until a john arrived. For some strange reason, they preferred to think less of the women performing sexual acts with them. Instead, they choose to see her as an object lesser than themselves.

      "Maybes for youse. You gets dates every night," the older hooker said. "The rest of us stand on our feets all night and don't get diddly."

      Rose had an advantage. Her father was a strong Caucasian of European ancestry. Her mother was an Egyptian with high cheekbones and an aura of grace. The girl on the street inherited the best of both.

      Even in a predominantly white high school, Rose was most popular. Certainly the most desired by the male students. The flawless, creamy skin attracted guys of all races.

      She tried crack cocaine. She combined cocaine with opioids. Her parents paid her a generous allowance, more in a month than most students received in a year. It wasn't enough to support her new habits.

      The easiest way to make ends meet was to use her incredible looks. At first, she would comply with a boy's wishes in exchange for the drugs that set her free. Eventually, she accepted cash.

      Now she spent ten to fifteen nights a week walking on Airline Highway with the rest of the hookers. She never had trouble with any of them. Once a pimp threatened her. After facing the barrel of the .25 caliber pistol, he left her alone. She knew he wouldn't stay away forever. Sooner or later, there would be a showdown.

      A huge pickup truck with a camper shell pulled beside her. The glasses were tinted so dark that the driver was invisible.

      "Don't you do it, girl," the older hooker said. "Don't never get in a truck with no camper or a van with no windows."

      Rose usually heeded the advice of the women who had been on the street much longer than she had. Another drop of sweat fell down her face. To get out of the oppressive heat, she jumped in the cab.
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      The knock on Niki's door came a little after ten o'clock the following day. The private investigator found a broad-shouldered, fit man when she opened it. He had a military posture, straight and erect. His hair was cut short. Almost a buzz cut.

      "I need to hire you," he said without preamble.

      "C'mon in," Niki said. "We just made a new pot of coffee. I'll get you a cup."

      "I'll get us all one," said Donna Cross, Niki's junior partner in the investigative business. The hourglass blonde's primary talent was digging up hidden information on the World Wide Web.

      The man showed his hurt. He didn't watch Donna's symmetrical curves disappear to the kitchen. That alone separated him from the vast majority of males.

      "How can I help you?" Niki asked after they were seated.

      "It's my daughter," he said. "She was murdered last night."

      "I'm so sorry," Niki reached over and touched his arm. "Do the police have any leads yet?"

      "They don't care." The broad man struggled to keep his emotions intact. "The report says Rose was a prostitute. The police won't miss one more whore from the streets."

      "I see," Niki said as Donna emerged from the kitchen with a tray of steaming cups. "Why don't you start at the beginning? It'll help if we know your daughter's background."

      "As I said, her name is… Was Rose," he said. "She was beautiful. Absolutely beautiful."

      "What is her last name?" Niki asked, purposely using the present tense. This man's daughter was still his daughter.

      "I'm sorry. I'm Adrian Ellington. Rose still used our last name. Rose Ellington."

      "Do you have a photograph?" Niki asked.

      Adrian produced an eight-by-ten portrait that confirmed his assertion. Rose Ellington was indeed beautiful.

      "How old is she?" Niki asked.

      "Nineteen. She was supposed to be in class at LSU."

      "You had no idea she was in the business?"

      He shook his head. "None at all. I'm still not sure. The police were adamant. Said they've seen her on Airline."

      "How was she killed?"

      "They won’t tell me," Ellington said. "They're keeping that information confidential because of the investigation. Like there will really be one for a prostitute."

      "I know the Chief of Homicide, Samson Mayeaux," Niki said. "He'll make sure there'll be a proper investigation."

      Adrian looked at her with sad eyes. "Where do you think my girl will fall on their list of priorities? There were two other murders last night. One was a banker. Where do you think the Chief's interests might lie?"

      Niki wasn't naïve. Despite all the claims of Lady Justice being blind, a prostitute getting killed would be relegated to the back burner. Later assigned to a rookie detective. She agreed to help Adrian find the murderer.
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      Meg Fulton, the diminutive Medical Examiner, was on a well-deserved vacation. She was a legend and East Baton Rouge Parish despite her small stature. Her assistant, Dan Brock, performed the autopsy on Rose Ellington.

      Niki waited outside the cold room until he finished. If Meg had been there, the Examiner would have gladly asked the strawberry blonde to join her. She had on many occasions. The investigator had never met the new assistant. She didn't know if Brock preferred to be alone during an autopsy. She deferred to the safest route and waited.

      "Hey," the amiable man said as he came through the doors. "Are you a relative?"

      "No," Niki replied. "I'm a private investigator. Rose's dad asked me to look into her case."

      The long-legged investigator caught a glimpse of sudden awareness in the man's eyes. She had no idea the cause. Just that it happened.

      "Meg has spoken of you often," he said. "Always in glowing terms. Definitely a fan of yours."

      "I'm also a fan of hers. Meg is amazing," Niki said.

      "She left me instructions to be straight with you and the police, in that order," Dan laughed. "What do you need to know about the victim?"

      "How was she killed?"

      "Let's sit down." Dan pointed toward a visitor's lounge. "This may take a while."
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