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Chapter 1

Them There Eyes


New Orleans, LA





There are three things a woman needs to be happy: good friends, comfortable shoes, and a reliable taser. 

Daryl Wayne—former bodybuilder and current big finance embezzler—didn’t know about the last item on the list. If he had, he probably wouldn’t be screaming obscenities while waving an embarrassingly small knife at me. 

As he took a step toward me, I knew I could use my years of self-defense training to disarm him with a blow to the inside of his elbow, then incapacitate him with a jab to a pressure point on his neck, before using his own momentum to pin him to the ground and lock his arm behind him. But that seemed like a lot of work for a Monday. So, I simply avoided his knife hand and tased him in the neck. He landed on the hot asphalt in a convulsing heap, smelling slightly of burnt flesh and mostly of urine. 

I kicked his tiny knife away from him. “Honestly, Daryl, you shouldn’t add attempted assault to your list of crimes. Stabbing me won’t prevent me from talking to your bosses. They’re the ones paying me, remember?”

Daryl worked in the finance department of one of the biggest businesses in New Orleans. A few weeks ago, he approached his board of directors with “evidence” of embezzlement and fraud. I’m not sure it was part of his plan for the board of directors to hire me to investigate the matter further, but he played along pretty easily at first, providing me with everything I needed to accuse his work rival of embezzlement. The whole thing smelled fishy to me, and my little profiler brain knew Daryl couldn’t be trusted. So, I gathered some evidence on my own. It turned out Daryl Wayne was the one embezzling, and he was attempting to use me to frame some other fella at the office. Our little confrontation was the result of my letting Daryl know, in the politest way possible, that I would not be manipulated.

Clearly, the conversation had not gone well. 

Once I was sure Daryl was unarmed, on the ground, and would not be getting back up to attack me again, I pulled out my phone and called the New Orleans Police Department’s non-emergency line.

After two rings, Geraldine picked up with, “NOPD. How may I direct your call?”

“Hey Geraldine,” I said, “it’s Chase again.”

“How may I help you, Chase?” Geraldine claims I’m one of her favorite people, but that’s not saying much because Geraldine says that about everyone.

“Do you have a unit you can send out to the Buster’s on Conti Street?” I asked. “This guy just tried to stab me with a ridiculously small knife.”

“Oh ho-ney,” she said, her thick Louisiana accent emphasizing the “h” in a way only a true Southerner could, “did you tase him?” Geraldine knows all my tricks.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I heard her shuffle through the phone, and I’m sure she was leaning in to whisper, “Did he piss ‘imself, too?”

“Yes ma’am, he did.”

She sighed. “Briggs and Chandler are the closest unit to you. You know Briggs ain’t gonna be happy ‘bout puttin’ that man in his car.”

Not a surprise. I’ve never known Briggs to be happy. In fact, Briggs is probably clinically depressed and should not be allowed to patrol the streets. Of course, I didn’t tell Geraldine that. I just said, “Thank you, ma’am.”

“And Chase, you know those fancy new phones like you got, they all got an S.O.S. alert on ‘em. Maybe next time a man tries to stab you, you oughta think about using that. You got folks you can trust to help you out if you need it.”

I looked at the piss-poor pile of Daryl on the ground and couldn’t help but curl my lip. “It’s not really an S.O.S. problem, Geraldine. Like I said, it was a really small knife.”


      [image: image-placeholder]When people think of my city, it’s the smells of beignets and crawfish, the sound of a saxophone playing on the corner, and the vivid pastels and bright colors of the French Quarter. Me, I know better. After finally finding parking nearly a block away from my tiny apartment— which functions as both my office and living residence—I took the long trek down St. Peter Street. I was nearly overwhelmed by the smells of chicory roast and rich chocolate croissants as I passed by Spitfire Coffee, but I forced my tired mind to focus instead on the few people meandering around me. New Orleans is exciting, magical, an adventure waiting to happen, but it’s also haunted by one of the highest murder rates in the nation. There’s an underlying danger, even in the early morning. My years of training won’t allow me to relax without a couple of drinks, and I’ve learned not to drink when I have cases to solve. 

It was a Tuesday morning in the beginning of November—a few days after my small incursion with Daryl. Halloween had only recently passed. So, I was still having to watch my step to avoid the signature plastic beads littering the streets. We locals take our Halloween festivities very seriously. I’d been lucky enough to snag a couple of small cases that would pay the bills, just as things were beginning to cool down after the holiday craziness. 

On that particularly crisp autumn morning, I was just getting back to the office from a long night of casing an older lady. She was suing one of the local restaurants because she claimed she’d slipped on their supposedly wet floor and broken her hip. Yet, somehow, she still managed to make her weekly ballroom dancing class. If her hip was hurting her, she certainly wasn’t showing it as she swung around the dance floor with a smorgasbord of retirement-aged men, not to mention the youthful dance teacher—who had a way of swinging his hips that made me forget what his face looked like.  She hadn’t left the dance studio until nearly midnight, which is 3:00 a.m. in post-seventy-year-old time, and she wasn’t alone, which meant I had to follow her home to take more pictures—not the most fun part of my job. To make a long story short, I had plenty of pictures and was quite sure the lawsuit would never go to court.

As I made my way to my building, 911 St. Peter Street, I was feeling pretty good about my job and was looking forward to the hefty paychecks I’d receive once I turned in my hours.  Sure, I was far past the point of exhaustion from pulling an all-nighter, but overall, I was feeling good.  

The last thing I expected to see was a fifty-something-year-old guy standing just outside the courtyard entrance to my building, wearing jeans and a black hoodie zipped up to his chin. As he paced a small circle on the cement outside the courtyard gate, his left hand fiddled with the zipper on his hoodie. Even from my place on the corner, I saw that he needed a shave. His harried expression and the way he kept examining his wristwatch told me he’d been waiting for quite some time. He stepped toward the door again, his hand shaking as he pressed the buzzer. Call it my “detective instinct,” if you want, but I was positive he was ringing for my apartment, number 6. I was also positive that this guy was hiding something under his hoodie, and it probably had to do with some unresolved trauma from his childhood, likely something to do with his father—  

I shook my head. Reprogramming my brain after years of profiling criminals was no easy feat. I still had trouble not over-analyzing perfectly harmless strangers on the street sometimes. 

“May I help you, sir?” I asked him, walking the rest of the way up to him and the door.

He jumped at the sound of my voice, and if it wasn’t the surprise of my stealthy approach that startled him, it was probably my grungy all-nighter appearance.  “Are you Detective Joanna Harlem?” he asked. He had heavy, severe eyebrows that angled down on their outermost tips as if they were weighed down by wisdom. His eyes were small but compassionate and made me think he was the type of man people trusted immediately. In fact, the way he carried himself, with his shoulders curled forward slightly, made me think he also carried the weight of many people’s secrets. 

“It’s Chase Harlem, Private Investigator,” I corrected him. I love the way that sounds.  What I didn’t love was the look of total bewilderment on the guy’s face when I said it.

“I’m sorry?”

I sighed. It was too early, and I was too tired to be polite. “My name is Joanna Chase Harlem. I’m a private investigator. It’s different from being a detective—detectives are cops, and I don’t have a badge. My clients, colleagues, and people I find generally annoying call me P.I. Harlem, my friends call me Chase, and my mama calls me Joanna. Nobody, absolutely nobody calls me Jo, Joey, Jojo, Jodi, Anne, Anna, or any other stupid nickname you might manage to extract from the name Joanna. I’ve shot people for less.”

His heavy eyebrows raised slightly, and his eyes twinkled with amusement, but I could tell he was still confused about something. He cleared his throat. “I expected you to be … well—”

“Forty?” I finished for him. It was the typical reaction. Even though I’m over thirty years old, I can still pass for a young’un’. Plus, I was standing there with my coffee-colored hair in a high ponytail, no makeup on, wearing a New Orleans Saints hoodie with faded blue jeans and a pair of bright red Chuck Taylor All-Star Converse—my trademark sneakers. In hindsight, I appeared pretty unprofessional. Truth be told, the whole ensemble was my usual look. Since I’m my own boss, I’ve made Converse, jeans, and an old T-shirt a part of my company dress code. Since my company consists only of me, I never have to worry about those pesky rule-breakers. 

The man nodded in response, and I knew I had to do something to instill confidence and wipe that look of confusion off his face. I took a deep breath and explained, “Look, I’ve been working all night, and I’ve got clients waiting for information, so I’m not gonna stand here and list my credentials for you. You can take me as I am or leave me alone.” 

Instilling confidence is not really my thing.

“No, I believe you,” the man answered with a smile, all hesitation leaving his face. I might be better at instilling confidence than I thought. 

There was an awkward silence in which he continued to smile, and I tried to figure out the meaning behind his smile. I didn’t rush it. Truth be told, I relish awkward silences.  I don’t know why.  Does that make me one of those socially awkward people who don’t understand social cues? Probably. Okay… definitely. 

After deciding his smile was neither patronizing nor nefarious, I asked, “And you are?”

“My name is Henry Nolan,” he answered, shaking my hand in greeting once again, as if this whole encounter hadn’t been awkward enough already.  He had a decent grip, but soft hands—definitely not a working-class guy. His thick eyebrows drew closer together as if something had occurred to him. “Are you the same Harlem who teaches the free women’s self-defense class down at the Baptist Church?”

I dropped his hand and stepped away. It was true that I taught that class, but many of my students had boyfriends, husbands, or run-of-the-mill stalkers who did not need to know about their whereabouts on Tuesday nights. I didn’t know this man, and even if he seemed harmless enough, I wasn’t about to risk putting one of those women in danger after working my butt off to keep them safe. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“Some of the women in my church attend, I believe. I’d be happy to spread the word about the class if—”

I turned away from him and toward my courtyard door. “You need to leave. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He must’ve noticed his mistake because he quickly changed the subject. “Daryl Wayne told me you could help me with something.” 

That stopped me. “Daryl Wayne?” 

“Do you remember him?” Henry asked.

“Nope,” I lied.  Of course I remembered Daryl. I’d just tased him two days ago and still had to go by the station to fill out the police report.

“He told me you were an excellent investigator, so I was hoping I…” he stopped as the courtyard gate swung open, and the awkward teen who lives in number 5 came scampering out, down the stoop, and onto the sidewalk between us. She held an unlit cigarette in her hand, which she hid behind her back when she recognized me. She gave me a quick nod before shuffling away down St. Peter Street. 

“Mornin’,” I called after her. I briefly wondered where a kid like that would be going, other than high school, on a random Tuesday morning in November, but quickly reminded myself that the neighbor’s kid was none of my damn business. I turned my attention back to Nolan, who was shuffling his feet again. “May I speak to you in private?” he asked.

“Sure thing,” I said. I pulled my keys out of my camera bag and unlocked the gate, allowing Mr. Nolan to enter before me. He stepped through the entryway and into the small, French-style courtyard, complete with black iron chairs and a fancy fountain that hadn’t worked since before I moved in. I stepped past him, leading him straight back from the gate and to the door of my 360-square-foot apartment. I opened the thin, double French doors and motioned for him to step in ahead of me. 

That turned out to be a mistake. As soon as Nolan stepped into the room, a tiny creature darted across the brick-laid floor in a blur of white fur and scampered up the poor man’s leg before landing on his shoulder, chittering into his ear. 

“Dammit, Louis!” I shouted, yanking the albino ferret off Nolan’s shoulder before striding across the tiny room that served as my living room, kitchen, and office space to return him to his cage. I shoved him through the metal opening of the cage, secured the door behind him, and commanded, “Stay in your cage.” 

I quickly turned back to Nolan, frozen in my doorway, his eyes wide in shock and possibly disgust. 

“Sorry about that,” I said. “He’s a Houdini when it comes to breaking out of his cage.”

“I see,” Nolan spoke slowly, like he was still processing the situation.

“He belongs to a client,” I explained, pointlessly. That was mostly true. Louis had belonged to a client, but when I went to the client’s apartment to collect my due, I saw the ferret mostly hairless, emaciated, and clearly scared of everything that moved. In lieu of the paycheck I was owed, I took the mustelid. I’d planned to give him away to a good home once I got him healthy again, but I’d grown attached to the little guy. 

Nolan simply nodded.  

“Follow me,” I said. I directed him to the corner of my apartment, far away from my cluttered kitchen. My office was really more of a closet under the stairs where I’d managed to shove a desk, two threadbare office chairs, and an empty filing cabinet. It was relatively neat today compared to what it usually looked like, and after moving a few things around, I was able to uncover one of my two chairs so the man could sit. After he had, I plopped down on top of my desk in front of him.

It was at this point that he began to rummage through his leather man-bag—you know, those purses men carry, except they don’t call them purses—and I silently wondered whether he was about to pull out a gun and try to shoot me in the face. I know I’m paranoid, but you have to be a little paranoid to make it in my line of work. Besides, this guy said Daryl Wayne sent him, and Mr. Wayne and I were not exactly what one would call old friends. Worse, I realized my gun was in the camera bag I’d let slide onto the coffee table as I’d shoved Louis into his cage. It wouldn’t do me a heck of a lot of good there, now would it? I guess that makes me stupid, but according to my personal philosophy, so is everyone else.

Either way, Mr. Nolan didn’t pull out a gun and shoot. Instead, he pulled out a copy of a local newspaper and handed it to me. The top story was about a football player whose body had been found at a Halloween party in the Big Easy. The footballer's girlfriend had been found dead of a drug overdose on the same night. Usually, murder isn’t really news in New Orleans, but since this football player happened to be Eli Goldman, LSU’s starting quarterback, the newspaper had made an exception. In case you didn’t know, college football is its own religion in the southern states. 

“Yes.” I nodded after the man didn’t speak.  “I’ve heard of this case.  Do you know something—”

“You need to know that this—in the picture—is my son.”

There was the clincher. I glanced at the newspaper. The photo spread across the front page was of Eli Goldman and his fellow athlete, Jeremy Lackey, who had been at the masquerade, too. Rumor had it Lackey was the last person to see Goldman alive, which made him the primary suspect. 

“You mean, the football player is your son?” I asked, stupidly.

“That’s right.” 

I stared at him in confusion. It didn’t make any sense for Henry Nolan to be Eli Goldman’s father. After all, Goldman’s dad had been doing interview after interview since his son’s death, and he looked nothing like the man sitting across from me. After a moment of confusion, my sleep-deprived brain finally forced my slow mouth to ask the obvious question: “You think Eli Goldman is your son?” I had to be sure I wasn’t hearing things. 

Mr. Nolan shook his head. “No. Not him.”

Ah, that made more sense. “Jeremy Lackey is your son?” I asked.

“That is correct,” he answered. His tone was level, making it annoyingly difficult to interpret.

Something still wasn’t making sense. “But his name is Jeremy Lackey.”

“We don’t share a last name,” he said, simply. “We don’t share much of anything.  It’s a complicated story, really, but—”

“Look, Mr. Nolan,” I interrupted, “whatever your story, it doesn’t matter.” I had managed to avoid any cases having to do with violent crime for the entire two years since I’d set up shop in New Orleans, and I wasn’t about to ruin my streak. 

Mr. Nolan started to argue, but I held up my hands to silence him for a moment so I could explain. “I know the police detective working this case, and I can assure you he’ll figure it out just fine without me.” I wasn’t just saying that because said detective happens to be my best friend; he really is good at what he does. Almost as good as me.  

“I want you, P.I. Harlem.” 

“I don’t—”

“Daryl confessed to me the truth of your business relationship,” he said, interrupting me again.  “I’m positive you remember him despite what you say. Surely, it’s not every day that someone pulls a knife on you.” I thought I saw him smirk, but I was running on too little sleep to know for sure. “Even so, I am impressed that you didn’t brag about your … altercation. I feel most people in your position would have, especially since I’m here to offer you a job.” 

Yeah, I was still salty about the whole knife incident, but this conversation was just too weird. 

“Daryl confessed?” I asked. I needed clarification because I could not wrap my head around Daryl ever confessing anything to anyone.

To answer my question, Mr. Nolan unzipped his hoodie to reveal a white clerical collar, and I mentally berated myself because I knew he was hiding something under that hoodie. I never would have guessed the clerical collar, though.

“You’re a priest?” I asked, quickly re-assessing everything I’d said to the man during our exchange and hoping I hadn’t been a total jerk in the short expanse of time I’d known him.

“Surprised?  I thought you were an investigator,” the priest remarked.  He said this with the same unreadable smile he’d had in the hall. Smiling priests apparently make me nervous.

“You have a son!” I pointed out, though I had to admit—given my day job—that I should have guessed he was a priest. I mean, he was a relatively attractive, fifty-something-year-old man without a wedding ring; he was wearing a jacket zipped up to his neck in the New Orleans humidity and not using it to hide a firearm; he knew about the women’s self-defense class I teach at the church. Plus, he had those trustworthy eyes and that secret-sharing stance I’d noticed on the street.  “Wait, how do you have a son?”

“The same way as everyone else. I wasn’t always a priest. I didn’t even know about Jeremy until he was five years old, and I was well into the priesthood. I served a short term at the Catholic Church in his hometown, or else I might never have known him at all. His mother had gotten married, and I had no place in his life.”

“Harsh.”

“It’s all part of God’s plan.” He said it like a man who never got the chance to live with the consequences of his choices. He wasn’t bitter, exactly, but there was a hint of sadness. “Now, P.I. Harlem, will you help me?”

“Why me?”

“I needed to find someone to help my son. I’m sure you’re aware of the fact that he’s the primary suspect. They haven’t arrested him yet, but it’s only a matter of time. I think he’s a smart kid who knows when he’s in trouble.” He paused, pulling at his collar before looking anywhere but at me. “My son has never asked for my help before, but this time, he did. Then, just when I was beginning to doubt my ability to help, Daryl confessed. He told me about you.” Father Nolan’s kind eyes met mine. “Whether you have faith or not, P.I. Harlem, I believe God sent me to you. Will you do this for me?” 

“Mr.—Father Nolan, I’m not trying to be rude. Really, I’m not. Once upon a time, I would have sold my own grandmother to snag a case like this one,” I admitted. “But the NOPD detectives are more than capable of handling this case without me. And like I said before, I know the detective in charge of this. He’d cut off his left arm before he’d let an innocent kid hang.”

The priest was silent for a moment, obviously considering my stance. Perhaps he was even reconsidering hiring me. His final answer, however, was unchanged. “I admire your honesty, and I’m now even more certain that my hiring you is God’s will.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, rising from my chair. I’d noticed Louis had escaped his cage again and was surreptitiously slinking his way across the living room area and back over to the kitchen, probably planning to steal an apple from the counter. In three strides, I managed to make my way past Father Nolan and scoop the fuzzy creature into my arms. He immediately started to nuzzle under my chin, making a noise that sounded suspiciously like a purr. “I don’t take violent cases,” I informed Father Nolan. “You’ll have to find someone else.”

Father Nolan sighed. His chair squeaked as he leaned toward me, but he didn’t speak. He closed his eyes, and I honest-to-goodness think he said a silent prayer before looking back up at me. “P.I. Harlem, my son is innocent,” he said, his deep voice soft and full of conviction.

“I’m sure he is,” I reassured him. 

The priest looked up at me from his chair, his dark eyes looking into mine with something like pleading, and I felt like my stomach had dropped into my shoes. “You can’t let an innocent man stand accused of murder, can you?”

Damn. He’d looked into my eyes and found my weakness. For a moment, I thought I was going to be sick. The image of a corpse hanging lifeless in a jail cell flashed before my eyes. The moment expanded into a never-ending loop. The room felt like it was getting smaller, and it was hard to breathe. My mouth felt dry, and bile rose into my throat. The only thing that kept me standing was the steady rhythm of Louis’s heartbeat as he sensed my anxiety and nuzzled his fuzzy little head into my jaw. I closed my eyes, took a breath, counted to four, and sighed slowly. After doing that a few more times, I was finally ready to look into the priest’s eyes. “No. I cannot.”

He nodded, staring at me like he thought I might shatter into a million pieces, and honestly, I couldn’t blame him. “So,” he asked, “you’ll take the case?”

I shrugged, scratching Louis behind his fuzzy ears. “I don’t see any other choice.” I was surprised to note that, once I’d agreed, the tightness in my chest seemed to vanish.  

Father Nolan nodded. “You won’t regret this,” he assured me. “I trust you, P.I. Harlem. In time, God will give you the strength to trust yourself.”

I suppose a rational thought pattern would have led me to wonder how this priest could afford my hourly wage, but due to a lack of sleep, my capacity for rational thought was nearly depleted. Instead, I was now Elwood Blues in a black hat and shades, blasting the Blues Mobile over the drawbridge on a mission from God. Needless to say, I took the job.

Father Nolan and I talked for about fifteen more minutes. He didn’t have a lot of information to fork over; the cops working the case were keeping a tight lid on everything. I took notes and agreed to call him as soon as I knew something. 








  
  

Chapter 2

A Beautiful Friendship





What happened next is too boring to recount in a lot of detail. I fed Louis the ferret and called my client—remember, the insurance folks I mentioned—a few minutes after the priest left, which was around 8:00 a.m. The insurance folks and I agreed to meet at three o’clock that afternoon to exchange money and info.   

After that, I tried to sleep, but my never-ending battle with insomnia wouldn’t allow it. The fact that my brain liked to play out scenes of torture and death before my eyes was a major contributing factor. I finally pushed myself off my futon mattress and took five long steps to the top of my stairwell. There, my cheap, sixty-six-key keyboard sat. I played through all the sheet music I owned. I’m not a particularly talented pianist, so it takes a massive amount of concentration for me to play even the simplest of songs, but that’s why it works to calm me. I settled in, my fingers gliding slowly across the plastic keys as I emptied my soul into each fathomless chord, falling deeper and deeper under the spell of the music. The melodious strains shrouded me, sheltering me from any thought of the outside world as my pulse slowed to meet the intricate jazz rhythms.

I was finishing “Don’t Cry Baby” by Madeleine Peyroux when I finally began to feel grit beneath my eyelids every time I blinked—a sure sign that sleep was imminent. I stood up from the stool in front of my keyboard, turned, and lunged onto the futon.

I slept for five whole hours. It was magical. I didn’t even have any nightmares, which would have made my federally mandated therapist happy.

When I woke up, I took another shower and avoided the mirror as I changed into my fancy work clothes—an Irma Thomas T-shirt, jeans, and Converse.  Next, I printed some incriminating pictures of an older lady along with some notes from the Daryl Wayne case, grabbed a snack, met up with my employers, got paid, filled the gas tank, and blah blah blah—you get the point. 

At exactly 7:00 that night, I headed to First Baptist New Orleans. It was one of your typical Southern mega-churches. It featured a youth center and a large gym, which offered a wide array of fitness classes. When the church secretary—my good buddy, Geraldine—suggested to the preacher that they hire me to teach a self-defense class, he scoffed. So, I offered to teach the classes for free. Southern Baptist preachers love when things are free. 

“Hey there, honey,” Geraldine called as I entered the gym area. Being in her sixties, Geraldine was supervising the younger women as they laid down mats for class. She made her way over to me and whispered, “I hope Officer Briggs wasn’t too nasty to you the other day when he came to pick up the man with the knife.”

“No more than usual.” I shrugged, crossing my arms in front of me. Geraldine would lunge in for a hug as soon as she sensed an opening, and I was not a hugger. “His partner, Chandler, was nice enough for both of ‘em.”

“He’s a good young man. A little dull, but good.”

I looked out across the gym as more women entered. I spotted Maria Burke across the room and waved her over. The petite brunette trotted across the floor, braids bouncing, as she moved like a Disney Princess prancing around with her forest pals. 

“Hi, Chase,” she greeted me. “Big class today.”

It was, indeed. The class had started small—just me, Geraldine, and Maria Burke—but had grown quickly. By this November, I will have been teaching for over a year, and classes were usually between twenty to twenty-five women.  I had my regulars, of course, who I always kept a closer eye on. 

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s not bad." I shifted to face her fully. “Look, do you know if your grumpy husband is working the Eli Goldman case?” Her husband was Detective Matt Burke, my work-obsessed best friend. 

“Girl, yes,” she said, rolling her eyes. “And he won’t tell me a thang about it. He knows how much I’m banking on my old team winnin’ the national championship this year. I need to know who’s gonna be leadin’ my tigers now that Goldman is dead.”

My nose scrunched involuntarily at the mention of college football. “Isn’t the season over?”

“Over?” Maria squeaked. “Girl, how do you live in the South and not know anything about college football? We still have the playoffs and National Championship in January. How are we gonna win without Goldman?”

I shrugged. “I’m not a fan. Sorry.”

Maria raised an eyebrow. “Why are you asking about the case, then?”

I turned toward the gym full of women and ordered, “Everybody, find your spots and start stretching.”

“Oh, no.” Maria grabbed me by the elbow and turned me toward her. “You’re not shutting me out like you do with Matt. What’s up?”

“I can’t really say.”

Maria’s eyes lit up. “Someone’s hired you to solve it, haven’t they? It’s your case, too.” She’d always been too smart for her own good. 

I nodded, and she squealed. “This is fantastic! You and Matt can work together.”

“If Burke—erm, Matt—wants to work with me, maybe.”

She rolled her eyes again. “You two are ridiculous. You’re best friends, but half the time y’all act like you hate each other.” Clearly, Maria has trouble understanding what “friendship” looks like to law enforcement officials. 

At that moment, I notice one of my regulars, Bianca, coming through the gym doors. She’s only been late once before. I smell trouble. 

“Lead stretches for me, will ya?” I threw the question to Maria over my shoulder as I crossed the room to Bianca. 

Bianca was a full-bodied woman, taller than me, with tight curls cascading down to her round shoulders. Her skin was almost as dark as her chestnut hair, and to me, she looked like a model for an expensive makeup company. She was putting her bag down on one of the bleachers when I approached, and she flinched when I called her name. She turned toward me and flashed a brilliant smile that didn’t meet her eyes. 

“Hey, Chase,” she called. “You good?”

“Always,” I answered, keeping my voice low, cautious. Bianca was one of my girls, and I didn’t want to scare her off. “You?”

“All good here.”

“How’s your sister?”

“She good. Real good. Kids are a handful, though.” She laughed, but it was forced, and it reminded me of the sound my papa’s geese would make when the water in the pond got too low.

“Good thing she has you around to help out, right?”

“Yeah. Course she do.” She shuffled from foot to foot as she spoke.

I was already smaller than her, but I lowered myself to the bleacher and looked up at her. “You know, if it’s too much on her to drop you off, I could always come pick you up for class.”

“No, uh, that ain’t necessary.”

“It’s no problem. Her place ain’t far from mine.” A couple of weeks before, Bianca had come to class with bruises. After a brief conversation, I cut class short to help move Bianca out of the apartment she shared with her waste-of-oxygen boyfriend and into her sister’s place.

Bianca turned her head, eyes studying the floor. I stayed quiet, waiting for her to say what she needed to say. After what felt like ages, she murmured, “I ain’t stayin’ wit’ her no more.”

I feigned surprise. “Oh, that’s cool. Where are you staying?”

She finally met my eyes, and she looked so scared I thought my heart might break. “I moved back in with Tarant.” Oh, the waste-of-oxygen was back. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t like him, but—”

“Hey, hey,” I shushed her, standing to take her hands in mine. I made sure she was looking me in the eyes before I continued. “I don’t judge, Bianca. Safe space here.” It wasn’t what I wanted to say. I wanted to drive her back to Tarant’s and do exactly to him what he’d done to her a few weeks ago, but court-appointed anger management classes had taught me not to solve all my problems with punching. 

“He’s just been real nice here lately, you know? He apologized and bought me flowers—like how he used to be.” Of course he had, because abuse is a cycle—something easy to see when you're on the outside looking in. 

“Isn’t that what happened last time?” I reminded her as gently as I could.

She sniffed. “He ain’t never apologized before, not like this.”

I took a breath, sorting through all the things I couldn’t say, knowing that if I said the wrong thing, Bianca might walk right out those doors and never come back—losing the strongest support system she had. “Just—just promise me that at the first sign of trouble, any little thing, Bianca, that you’ll call me. You got my number.”

She nodded and gave me a shaky smile. “Girl, you know it.”

“And remember, the best self-defense is—”

“Being aware and being prepared so you can remove yourself from danger as quickly as possible.”

It was the best I could get; I had to start class. 

After I taught a couple of basic techniques to escape holds, I paired the girls up to practice. I purposely paired up with Bianca. She was confident, and by the end of class, her fear of my judgement seemed like a distant memory. It was still hard to watch her go, though. As always, I had to remind myself that I can’t save everyone. 








  
  

Chapter 3

Trav’lin’ Light





After an unnecessarily exhausting class, I decided to grab a bite to eat and check my email. What better place to do that than The Gambler? 

The Gambler is a little bar and grill located on the corner of Bourbon and Saint Peter Street. At first glance, it looks like a pretty sketchy place, and that reason alone keeps the tourists at bay. Inside, well, the place still looks pretty sketchy. It has the look of an old-time saloon mixed with a speakeasy that might have hosted Al Capone back in his heyday. It also has the benefit of free Wi-Fi, cold beer, and fantastic Cajun cuisine—none of which exist in my apartment—so it remains a great place to take my antique laptop and do research or check emails. 

You’ll soon realize that my favorite thing about The Gambler is the people who work there. 

First, there is Domino, the bouncer who always stands at the front door to greet everyone with his massive bulk. 

“Hey, big guy!” I greeted him as I walked through the door. 

He grunted in response from his seat next to the enormous bar. 

“How’ve you been holding up?”

He shrugged. He never answered that question.

Domino is the biggest, most intimidating man I’ve ever seen in real life, and I have been to a professional wrestling match before. Seven feet tall, Paraguayan, and covered in tattoos—the man could bounce a rhino if it dared to enter the bar—but he has the brightest, prettiest green eyes I’ve ever seen on anyone. Those eyes are almost enough to make him more beautiful than intimidating ... almost. He’s also terribly protective of people he likes, and by some miracle, I landed on that short approval list. 

“Ain’t seen you in a while, little Harlem,” Domino said as I sidled up beside him. He always calls me “little Harlem”—I’m not sure why. Maybe he knows of a bigger Harlem somewhere out there?

“Yeah, I’ve been working on this case,” I told him. “Some old lady was trying to cheat her insurance company.” I didn’t mention the whole taser incident because it would have seemed like I was bragging.

“Catch her?” he asked me.

“You know I did,” I said with a laugh.  “How are things going around here?”

Domino answered with another shrug, which I translated to mean things had been pretty boring, and thumbed toward the tables. During the weekends, The Gambler is packed with locals, but on this particular Tuesday night it was nearly abandoned. There were only about four or five guys, all regulars who knew better than to talk to me, so I knew it’d be a good night to get some work done. 

“How’s the new guy?” I asked. By “new guy,” I meant the man who had come into the bar a few weeks before and put on a show that had me laughing just remembering it. He was one of those obviously fashion-sensitive guys but not so obviously a card shark. He sharked the reigning poker champ who had been working at the bar for as long as I could remember.  Of course, he was hired immediately.  

He called himself Ace Maverick—ridiculous pseudonym, I know, but I didn’t pick it—and had he wanted, he could have used his steely-eyed, strong-jawed good looks to become a Hollister model. A somewhat skinny Hollister model, but a Hollister model, nonetheless.  

“He’s working out okay. Deuce hates him,” Domino answered.  

“Deuce hates most people,” I pointed out. The “Deuce” who Domino was referring to was Deuce Marlboro—if you haven’t noticed, nobody who works at The Gambler uses their real name. Deuce was the bar’s on-staff server, bartender, and backup bouncer. He also enjoyed playing pool with anyone who entered. His twin sister, Dice Marlboro, was also a server and the former poker champ at The Gambler. And that, in a nutshell, is the main reason that Deuce didn’t like Ace; the guy sharked his sister and took over as the house poker champ. Oh, and the bet was that if Ace won, Dice would have to kiss him. Ace won, and Dice kissed him. Deuce is a very overprotective twin brother.

“Well, I’m sure Deuce will warm up to him, eventually,” I said, my voice laden with sarcasm. Just for giggles, I added, “He warmed up to me, after all.”

Domino smirked. The truth was that Deuce had warmed up to me—maybe a bit too much, but I’m not complaining. I mean, I’m pretty sure he’s some kind of criminal, but he’s hot and relatively harmless, so I’m not complaining. 

I passed Domino and entered the room, sliding my hand across the rustic wooden bar that crowded the downstairs area before making my way up the stairs. There were even fewer customers scattered about the upstairs balcony—bringing the total number to nine, including myself, a number which doubled that of the four-person staff.  The boss, who I knew simply as “Boss,” was behind the much smaller upstairs bar, as usual.  He was one of those older men who you’d easily recognize as a badass—a Clint Eastwood type. His thin, wrinkled lips puckered around his ever-present toothpick like it was a lemon, and his squinty eyes seemed to look at everyone, yet at no one.  

Dice was serving beer to a few guests on the balcony. She was about my height, with the same hazel eyes as her brother. She always wore colorful eyeliner that usually matched her hair, which changed color every other week. This week, it was dark violet with bright lavender streaks. Looking at her, you might think that she was just another punk-pop chick with a nose ring. You’d be wrong.  

I spotted Deuce and Ace playing pool at a table closest to the bar, tension radiating off them like steam on New Orleans asphalt in the summer. It explained why everyone had chosen to sit outside, even in the cool weather—far away from the two men. I took note and made my way across the bar and out to one of the iron tables on the balcony. I sat down and tried to relax, taking in the sights and sounds of my city as jazz music floated up from somewhere below. My relaxing moment was cut short when a crash and shout of pain exploded from the pool tables—Deuce had broken a pool stick across Ace’s chest. Ace was going to get himself killed if he wasn’t careful. 

I rolled my eyes at the over-dramatic men and pulled out my laptop, immediately opening to an article about Eli Goldman’s murder.

Dice had run inside to make sure Ace had not already gotten himself killed when Deuce looked up and noticed me. He threw what was left of his pool stick on the table they’d been playing at and made his way over, plopping down in the chair beside me and sliding his arm along the top of the seat behind me. 

“Considerin’ a career change, ma chèrie?” he asked, noting the LSU article I was perusing on my laptop. That’s another thing: Deuce was a Cajun hottie, meaning a hottie with an accent. He was also about 6’2” with jet-black hair, big doe-eyes, and some serious fight moves. Now do you see why I frequent The Gambler?

“Thinking I might try out for the team,” I joked.

Deuce laughed and let his arm drop just enough for his hand to graze my shoulder. I didn’t mind. He smells like mangos, which I find suspicious, considering he works in a bar that serves Cajun cuisine. 

“You’d definitely give ‘em hell,” he said.

“It’s what I’m good at.” Not meeting his eyes, I casually asked, “Did you kill Ace?”

“Nah, he’ll live.” Deuce didn’t make it sound like a good thing. 

“You know, he could have you arrested for assault.”

“He’s too into my sister, but if you wanna see me in a pair of cuffs, ma chérie, I can oblige.” 

This invite was enough to make me look up and meet his gaze. He was in a flirty mood, but heck, so was I. I batted my eyelashes in the most ridiculous way I could manage and said, "I do have a pair of cuffs in my office.” 

“You’re working the masquerade murder case, aren’t you?” Dice asked, suddenly behind me. Here’s the truth: Dice Marlboro is almost as good of a sleuth as I am—almost. Really, she reads people like nobody I’ve ever met, and despite her rocker chick appearance, she’s crazy smart. As if to prove this fact, she sat a tall glass of stout on my table. I only drink when one case is finished and another is about to begin, and she knows it. 

She’s also really good at sneaking up on people, which I think would make her Catwoman if this were a novel about superheroes. 

“Yup,” I answered.

“What, you ain’t got any cases of your own?” Dice asked. Her Cajun accent has never been as strong as her brother’s. Sometimes it disappears completely, depending on the crowd, but I guess that’s how siblings work. I know I couldn’t be more different from mine. 

“This is my new case,” I answered with a grin. 

Dice’s brows rose marginally higher—a subtle look of surprise I admit I enjoyed far too much. What can I say? The lady is rarely surprised by anything.

Deuce, on the other hand, started at that. Never bothering with subtlety, his hand dropped from the back of my chair as he pivoted his body to face me. “Thought you didn’t do violent crimes no more?” he asked, and bless him, I could hear the concern in his voice. 

I shrugged. 

“You’re serious?” Dice asked. 

“I’m serious,” I confirmed. 

The twins looked at each other, and I could sense the silent conversation going on over my head. 

“Stop it,” I said.

“Stop what?” Dice asked. 

“Stop with the creepy twin stuff. It makes me uncomfortable.”

Dice rolled her eyes. Deuce put his arm back around my shoulders and, thankfully, changed the subject. 

“You know,” Deuce said, and I could feel his calloused fingers playing with my hair, “I always wanted to get into the detective game. Think I’d make a good dick?”

“Shut up, Deuce,” Dice said, sliding into the chair across from her brother and me. “Who’s your client?”

“I can’t answer that.”

Dice thrummed her platinum nails on the table as she stared at me. 

“Go ahead,” I told her. “Say what you gotta say.”

“It’s just—” Dice hesitated, “this is the first seriously violent case you’ve had since you came here. It’s murder. I didn’t think you took murder cases.”

I shrugged. “I have my reasons,” I assured her, unconvincingly. 

Dice smirked. “It’s about damn time.”

“What?” I asked.

“It’s about damn time you put on your big girl panties and started doing what you’re good at again. Your skills are wasted on insurance claims and cheating spouses,” Dice told me. 

I stared at her in shock before responding, “Thanks? I think.”

“You know,” Dice told me, “the papers have been saying that the—”

I cut her off, “I don’t want to know what the papers are saying. Reporters lie, and I don’t want the facts to mix with the fiction and confuse my delicate brain.” I then added the confession, “Besides, I’d already read most of the print articles before I knew about the job.”

Dice raised an eyebrow. “And where do you plan to get your facts?”

“I’ll have the usual,” I said, turning my attention back to my laptop and avoiding the question as best I could.

Deuce let out a groan beside me. “You not workin’ with that couyon detective, are you?”

“Burke’s not a couyon,” I argued.

Deuce raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, he’s a couyon,” I admitted, “but so are you, and so am I. He’s a grade-A detective, and I need an in.”

“Do you think the NOPD’s letting him work the case?” Dice asked. “It’s pretty high profile.”

“He’s their lead detective,” I said. “Of course he’s working it. And I already checked with his wife.”

Dice snorted. “You’d think the cop would be a little concerned about the army of women you’re raising in which his wife is your colonel.”

“You should really come back and help me with another class,” I told her. She’d come once or twice, and we’d sparred. It was the most fun I’d had in a while. More importantly, it reminded my ‘army of women’ that women can be dangerous, so they shouldn’t underestimate their opponents. 

“We’d probably start an uprising.”

“Sounds like a fun Tuesday night to me.”

Deuce cleared his throat. “And how do you plan to get the couyon to work with you, eh?” 

I shrugged. The answer was obvious. “With beignets and coffee.”

Deuce laughed. “Laissez les bon temps rouler, ma chèrie!” he exclaimed before ordering me another stout.
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