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Acclaim for J.M. Redmann’s Micky Knight Series

Death by the Riverside and Deaths of Jocasta

“Maybe we should call .M. Redmann ‘Lady Spillane’...When this woman
puts up her dukes, you’ll put everything else down to follow her.”—Vicki
P. McConnell, author of the Nyla Wade mystery series

“One of the best mystery debuts of this or any year, J.M. Redmann’s
page-turning Death by the Riverside, featuring a fabulously sexual, all too
fiercely independent lady dick to rival any hetero or homo counterpart on
the market, female or male.”—Helen Eisenbach, QW

“J.M. Redmann once again keeps you at the edge of your seat. A gutsy,
fast-thinking Pl in the Raymond Chandler tradition, Micky Knight is a
detective mystery fans both gay and straight will want to see again and
again.”—Booklist

“Fine, hard-boiled tale-telling.”—Washington Post Book World

“Imagine Kinsey Millhone as a leshian and you’ve got Micky Knight.”—
The Nation

The Intersection of Law and Desire

“A gritty, involving mystery. Pretty good for a woman!”—(Sneaky Pie
Brown) Rita Mae Brown

“J.M. Redmann is simply a wonderful writer. And Micky Knight is a
terrific character. I enjoyed this book immensely.”—Sandra Scoppettone,
author of the Lauren Laurano series

“J.M. Redmann’s new mystery is an unbeatable combination of high-
stakes thriller and believable love story, which takes on the issue of child
sexual abuse and explores it with insight and outrage. Best of all, its hero
Micky Knight is a smart, generous, in-your-face dyke detective that any of
us in trouble would want on our side. | guarantee you, you’ll stay up late
with this one.”—Barbara Wilson, author of Trouble in Transylvania

“Superbly crafted, multi-layered...One of the most hard boiled and
complex female detectives in print today.”—San Francisco Chronicle (An
Editor’s Choice selection for 1995)

“An edge-of-the-seat, action-packed New Orleans adventure...Micky
Knight is a fast-moving, fearless, fascinating character...The Intersection
of Law and Desire will win Redmann lots more fans.”—New Orleans
Times-Picayune



“Crackling with tension...an uncommonly rich book...Redmann has the
making of a landmark series.”—Kirkus Review

“Perceptive, sensitive prose; in-depth characterization; and pensive, wry
wit add up to a memorable and compelling read.”—Library Journal

“Powerful and page turning...A rip-roaring read, as randy as it is
reflective...Micky Knight is a to-die-for creation...a Cajun firebrand with
the proverbial quick wit, fast tongue and heavy heart.”—Lambda Book
Report

Lost Daughters

“Micky Knight is exotic and down-to-earth, tough and funny—and Lost
Daughters is the best in a series that just keeps getting better and better.”
—Kevin Allman, author of Tight Shot and Hot Shot

“When Micky Knight takes a case, she takes on herself, and she couldn’t
find a more stubborn, gritty opponent. The only sure winner is the reader;
Lost Daughters, with Micky as exacting, angry, and engrossing as ever, is
the perfect Redmann tale.”—Linnea Due, author of Life Savings

“Few writers understand the human heart as well as J.M. Redmann. Lost
Daughters manages the rare trick of being a mystery packed with surprises
as well as a moving exploration of the pain of loss between parents and
children.”—Val McDermid, Gold Dagger-winning author of The Mermaids
Singing

“As tightly plotted a page-turner as they come...One of the pleasures
of Lost Daughters is its highly accurate portrayal of the real work of
private detection...and Knight is a competent, tightly wound, sardonic,
passionate detective with a keen eye for detail and a spine made of
steel.”—San Francisco Chronicle

“For finely delineated characters, unerring timing, and page-turning action,
Redmann deserves the widest possible audience.”—Booklist, starred
review

“...tastefully sexy...”—USA Today

“Like fine wine, J.M. Redmann’s private eye has developed interesting
depths and nuances with age...Redmann continues to write some of the
fastest-moving action scenes in the business.”—New Orleans Times-
Picayune

“An admirable, tough PI with an eye for detail and the courage, finally, to
confront her own fear. Recommended.”—Library Journal

“The best mysteries are character-driven and still have great moments of
atmosphere and a tightly wound plot. J.M. Redmann succeeds on all three
counts.”—Outsmart
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Lost DAUGHTERS

CHAPTER 1

here was she? [ wondered, as I finished arranging the cheese
platter.

The doorbell rang.

It was Joanne Ranson, a longtime friend, briefly lover, and sergeant
in the New Orleans Police Department.

Cordelia and I were giving a party tonight. [ had just gotten back
from some last-minute errands and | was beginning to worry about
where she was.

“Believe it or not, Alex is working late and 1I’m the one on time.
She’s at some stupid press conference with the mayor and she can’t
get away.” Alex was Joanne’s lover. Her day job was being a political
flunky, though she wouldn’t have described it that way. Her polite terms
were liaison for culture and arts for city hall. She was good enough at
her job to have survived more than one administration.

As | closed the door behind Joanne, | said, “She’s not the only one.
Cordelia is working late, too.” I hoped it was just working late.

“I’m the first one here? Am I that early? I came here directly from
work.”

“No, you’re just not as fashionably late as everybody else.”

“Three years. How does it feel?” Joanne wasn’t just asking a
throwaway question; she could be far too discerning at probing my soft
spots and weak thoughts.

“I don’t know. How do you feel about that?”’ I deflected her.

“Asked you first,” she rejoined easily.

“l don’t know,” | repeated, groping for an answer. “Sometimes it’s
wonderful and...sometimes it’s terrifying. | feel | have so much to lose.
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Is she all right? Does she still love me? What’s wrong with her that she
loves me?”

Joanne shook her head at that, but said nothing.

“Sometimes...” Then I paused, wondering if I could be this
honest even with Joanne. She and Alex have had their difficulties, 1
reminded myself. “...1 feel caught. Cordelia gets in her let’s-clean-
the-house-now mode and I’'m in my chill-out-and-read-something
mindless state. She goes into the kitchen and bangs pots around just so
I’ll know she’s working and I’m not. And, of course, | don’t go help
her, just to make the point that we’re not going to do everything on her
schedule just because she’s a big important doctor and I’'m a shiftless
Pl. And at some point, she curses in an un-Cordelia-like way and she
mutters something like, ‘“This would be a hell of a lot easier if I had
some help.” And I...well, I think I wouldn’t have to put up with this
shit if I lived alone.”

“Last night?” Joanne asked with her usual annoying discernment.

“I told her I’d clean up today and not to worry about it. But...oh,
hell.” I decided that | didn’t want to do the blow-by-blow, particularly
as it ended with me yelling at her that she could forget about any
anniversary party because we’d only make it to two years and three
hundred and sixty-three days as far as | was concerned, before | stomped
out in righteous indignation. And realized that | had no place to go, so
I ended up sitting on the porch in indignation that rapidly became less
and less righteous.

“| gather things worked out. Or is this a divorce party?”

“No, we sort of worked things out.” At least | thought so, but
where was she? | had waited on the porch until the lights went out
and Cordelia had gone to bed before I came back in. The kitchen and
downstairs bathroom were both clean. She’d left a note on the kitchen
counter, asking if I could please do the bathroom upstairs after my
morning shower and a list of things that needed to be picked up. The
sight of her scribbled handwriting caught me in a flux of emotions: I
was both annoyed and relieved that she assumed we were still together
and that we would be celebrating our third anniversary tomorrow. | was
also abashed at my behavior, though not abashed enough to completely
overcome my irritation.

Cordelia had still been awake when I’d come upstairs.

“Do you still love me?” | asked as | slid under the covers.
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“Of course I do,” Cordelia answered, with just the right amount of
vehemence to reassure me. “Do you still love me?” she asked softly.

“Yes, | do,” | said realizing that she, too, needed reassurance.
“Although there are times...times when your...work ethic is very much
in evidence.”

“An interesting way to put it. But it’s not my fault. | have a Yankee
mother.”

“At least you have one.”

Cordelia was silent for a moment. “I can’t win that competition.
I’m sorry your mother left when you were five, but I can’t change that.”
She sighed softly, then said, “I’m too tired for this.” She turned on her
side, facing away from me.

I lay stiffly on my back, staring at the ceiling, wondering what
to do next. | considered getting up and going downstairs and doing
something like vacuuming just so she would know what it felt like to be
disturbed by someone else’s industriousness. Some thinking part of my
brain vetoed that. Finally, that pesky thinking part of my brain pointed
out that I could either keep this going or I could end it. | decided that
all the gossips of New Orleans who predicted that a former bayou slut
like me could never stay in a relationship with a nice uptown girl like
Cordelia would get too much enjoyment if we broke up on the eve of
our third anniversary.

| turned on my side and curled around Cordelia. “I’m sorry,” |
murmured in her ear.

She responded to my touch and apology, taking my hand in both
of hers. “I’m sorry you don’t have a mother. But | can’t—"

“No, you can’t fix that,” I had finished for her. “You’re not my
mother, you can’t be.”

“But I can be your lover,” she had answered.

“Hey, you going to come to your own party?” Joanne broke into
my thoughts.

“Yeah, [ am,” I replied. “I was just thinking...thinking that love is
wonderful and exasperating.”

Joanne gave a short laugh, then said, “Yes, it is. So what is it right
now? Wonderful or exasperating?”

“Both.” Then 1 echoed her laugh. “Why is everything so
complicated?”

“Because it just is,” Joanne answered easily.
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The doorbell rang.

“More guests. You won’t be the only one,” | told Joanne as | went
to answer the door.

Danny and Elly entered. Danny and | had been friends for a long
time, meeting in college, though we had actually grown up in the same
small town. The same small segregated town. We had briefly been lovers
after college. She was now an assistant district attorney for Orleans
Parish. Elly was her lover; they had been together over five years. She
was a nurse and worked with Cordelia at the clinic.

We did the usual round of hugs and greetings and Joanne and |
launched into explanations of where our lovers were.

The doorbell again sounded and this time I ushered in my cousin
Torbin and his lover Andy.

“We’ve been across the street watching, waiting until a reasonable
number of guests arrived. Not too early, nor too late,” Torbin said. He
and Andy weren’t loitering. They lived in the neighborhood.

Torbin and I were first cousins, though, of course, we looked
nothing alike since we’re not really related. He is the classic tall blond.
It had taken us a while to clue in that we were both gay, but once we
realized that we shared the common bond of coming from the same
family and being queer, we had become close friends and allies. Torbin
had many talents, but his most visible one was being a drag star in the
Quarter. We both enjoyed immensely how much it annoyed our family,
particularly my Aunt Greta. Andy, seemingly Torbin’s opposite, was
dark, bookish, and a self-described computer nerd.

The phone rang. It was Cordelia. “I’m at the morgue.”

“But it’s our anniversary,” | blurted out, before the thinking part of
my brain engaged. “Why are you at the morgue?”

“They want me to ID a body. Her pants pocket had an appointment
card with my name on it,” Cordelia replied.

“How long will you be?”

“l don’t know, not too long, | hope. | don’t like to look at dead
bodies. Particularly ones...” She trailed off.

Masochist that I was, I left an expectant silence for her to fill.

“Particularly ones that haven’t been discovered for a week or
so. I’ll have to shower and change before I can enjoy myself. They’re
calling me. Got to go.” Cordelia hung up.

I put the phone down, wondering why whoever couldn’t have
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found the body a day or so earlier. We would have been happier all
around. Cordelia and the morgue people wouldn’t have had to deal with
such a decomposed body and | wouldn’t have had our third anniversary
celebration disrupted.

“She’s at the morgue,” | told the assembled guests.

“Stood up on your third anniversary. How tacky,” was Torbin’s
comment.

“l don’t think it was her idea.”

“The morgue? I hope not. Unless the fair Cordelia is a good deal
kinkier than we ever suspected.”

“Torbin...” I cautioned, even though Cordelia wasn’t around to be
embarrassed by his speculation on her sex life.

“As long as she doesn’t ask you just to lie there and play dead, you
needn’t worry,” he continued.

I left Torbin to enjoy his wit while I fulfilled my hostess duties.
Just as | had gotten a libation of some sort in everyone’s hands and the
cheese and veggie trays placed around the room, the doorbell again
chimed.

| opened the door to Cordelia’s cousin Karen. She was, as usual,
impeccably dressed, just casual enough to fit in. Cordelia had never
been comfortable coming from an old, moneyed New Orleans family.
Karen had no such qualms. She liked money and the things that it could
buy. She was still struggling with the things it couldn’t buy. Despite both
being lesbian, she and Cordelia hadn’t been close in the way Torbin and
I were. Only in the last few years had they done more than see each
other at the obligatory family events. Karen had recently become the
chair of the fund development committee for Cordelia’s clinic. She was
good at being greedy and she had discovered how uplifting it was to be
greedy on someone else’s behalf.

“Where’s Cordelia?” she asked, not seeing her cousin. “Not hiding
in the kitchen?”

“No, she got held up with work.” | forwent the morgue explanation.
Karen had problems with pimples, let alone dead bodies.

She rolled her eyes, not able to understand having the kind of
work that required missing a party. Karen took advantage of Cordelia’s
absence to give me a quick kiss on the lips. When I’d first met Karen
several years ago (before | met Cordelia) we’d had a brief—more than
brief, one-night—fling. Karen still had a bit of a crush on me.
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Cordelia was a great believer in the virtues of monogamy and she
didn’t like being reminded that I had a past that was anything but.

“She’ll be here pretty soon,” | told Karen. | didn’t return her kiss,
particularly when | caught sight of the next guest.

Lindsey McNeil was making her way across the lawn. The cane
she had to use was the only evidence of the damage done by a car wreck
years ago.

Cordelia had to navigate through the women that I’d slept with.
Given the size of the lesbian community in New Orleans and how
active 1’d been, there was no avoiding it. Lindsey was the only one of
Cordelia’s ex-lovers that | had to encounter. It didn’t help that Lindsey
was a strikingly beautiful woman, a highly respected psychiatrist, and
currently single. It was even less helpful that she and | had had a brief
affair. I’d tripped down jealousy lane more than once because of Lindsey.
She and Cordelia remained friends. My jealousy journey wasn’t helped
any by Lindsey working one afternoon a week at the clinic. I had made
it a point to start showing up on that day to meet Cordelia after work,
until I realized how ridiculous I looked. Then I purposely stayed away,
until 1 hit the ridiculous mark in the other direction.

“Hello, Micky,” she said. “Congratulations on three years. Hi,
Karen.” She nodded in her direction.

Karen took a moment before recognizing her. “Lindsey? | thought
you’d gone to Europe.”

“I did. I came back.” Lindsey leaned in to kiss my cheek, her hand
on my shoulder to steady herself.

“Come on in,” | said, wanting to get back into the living room
with other guests to serve as chaperones. | ushered them in with a
quick, “What would you like to drink?” That gave me an excuse to
busy myself at the bar.

Then the doorbell rang again and I let in Hutch and Millie. Good,
a safe straight couple. Hutch Mackenzie was Joanne’s partner. He was
Saint-sized—the football sinners, not the canonized variety. He and
Millie Donalto had been living together for a number of years and had
always put off marriage for “just a few more years of sin,” as Millie
put it. She was a nurse and also worked at the clinic with Cordelia and
Elly.

Their arrival required another round of explanations for Cordelia’s
absence.
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“1’d die if | went to the morgue,” was Karen’s comment.

“That’s one sure way to get there,” Lindsey added.

Cordelia’s presence at the morgue prompted Danny, Joanne,
and Hutch to reminisce on their many trips there. With their medical
backgrounds, Elly, Millie, and Lindsey found nothing remiss in
descriptions of dead bodies and lost brains. However, Karen looked
like the wine (fairly good wine, I might add) she was drinking was
rancid vinegar.

“Good thing you’re not serving steak tartare,” Torbin commented.

Hutch didn’t notice the underlying suggestion in Torbin’s comment
and continued, “It had been over three weeks before they found that
body. Let me tell you, three weeks off in the swamps of New Orleans
East isn’t a pretty sight. And a water moccasin was curled up on his
chest, cozy as could be, like a boy and his puppy. It wasn’t the body that
was the problem, it was that damn snake.”

“Alive snake can do more harm than a dead body,” Joanne pointed
out.

“Yeah, so there’s this putrid, stinking, rotting corpse”—that sent
Karen to the kitchen—*"“with one huge snake coiled on top of it and four
big policemen and the hunter that found him, and we’re all just looking
at each other.”

“Vegetables. We’re going to eat vegetables for the next week.
Nothing resembling meat,” Torbin muttered.

“No tomatoes or red peppers,” | whispered back at him.

“Perhaps we should suspend the gross body competition until later.
It seems not all of us are enjoying these tales,” Lindsey said, earning a
few points in the sensitive shrink department.

The door opened and Cordelia entered. It was an understatement
to say she didn’t look like she’d had a good time at the morgue. | was
glad that she had just missed walking into a discussion about dead,
putrid, rotting bodies.

“Hi, sorry I’m late,” she said. Her face was tired and haggard-
looking, as if it had already been a long day before viewing a dead body
was added to it. She put up her hands to forestall the chorus of greetings
and questions. “I’ll be social in a bit. Right now I’ve got to change.”
She headed upstairs to our bedroom.

| started to follow her, but the doorbell rang again and | was the
only host in the vicinity. | let in Alex, Joanne’s lover.
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“You know it’s a sad day when doctors, lawyers, cops, and drag
queens can get to a party on time, but political flunkies can’t,” Alex said
as she entered. She sighed and put her briefcase down next to the door.
“Where’s your better half?” she asked me.

“Changing. She just got here.”

*Good, so I’m not so late.”

“No, you’re late. She was just late, too. Your much better half is
trading dead body stories with Danny and Hutch.”

“Why | love her—tales of dead bodies and always hugging around
the gun.”

“Not to mention the handcuffs.”

“Micky, I’m not that kind of girl.” Alex pretended to be shocked.

I heard the shower upstairs come on. | didn’t think Cordelia
needed me checking on her there. “So can | borrow them sometime?”
| bantered.

“Cordelia’s not that kind of girl, either,” Alex returned in kind. She
and Cordelia had been friends for a long time. Alex claimed that they
were born in the same hospital, but Cordelia amended it to meeting in
junior high.

“How do you know? Ever try to cuff her?” Alex had slotted
Cordelia into the “nice” girl category a long time ago and left her there.
I tried not to let her assumptions lie peacefully.

“No, I haven’t. But I do know Cordelia fairly well and | doubt that
she’s chained up every night.”

“Naw, it gets boring after a while,” | told Alex.

“What are you two going on about?” Joanne asked as she joined
us.

“Your handcuffs and what you do with them off-duty,” |
answered.

“Flirting again?” Joanne asked Alex.

“No,” Alex replied. “Micky’s just trying to convince me that she
plays with handcuffs in the boudoir.”

“I’m sure Micky has,” Joanne said. Her slight emphasis on my
name was enough to let me know that she didn’t like the length of time
Alex was spending with me.

“That’s right, Micky’s done anything and everything,” I retorted.
“Let me go see how Cordelia is.” I turned away from them.

e ]2



Lost DAUGHTERS

I heard Alex’s “Joanne!” but nothing after that.

Alex and I had been bantering, Joanne read it as flirting, and she
didn’t want to watch her lover flirt with another woman. But I didn’t
like being reminded that three years with one woman was a major
distinction for me.

Cordelia was just coming out of the shower when I got upstairs.
She still had a bit of a tired and distracted look, as if caught in the past
events of the day.

“Hi,” she said. “Thanks for keeping things going.”
“No problem. Alex just got here, so you’re not even the latest
one.”

She gave a slight smile, letting the evening slowly replace the day.
“That’s good to hear. I’d hate to be the last one to arrive at a party I'm
giving.”

“We’re giving.”

Clad only in a towel, her hair still wet and tousled, she turned to
me as if | had said something that needed to be paid attention to. And
she smiled, not a half-smile, but a full, open smile. “Yes, we are. Thank
you for the last three years, Micky. Can | have thirty more?”

“Only thirty?”

“It’s a start.”

With the ease of those who have touched often, we were in each
other’s arms. It changes so quickly, | thought. Whatever annoyance 1’d
felt with Joanne had disappeared, chased away by Cordelia’s smile and
the comforting warmth of her arms around me.

Then we kissed, a deep kiss that turned from comfort and closeness
to passion.

“Think our guests will notice if we don’t appear for a couple of
hours?” I said when we finally broke off.

“We could just tell them to go home.”

We kissed again, lingering together before finally bowing to the
demands of the evening.

I knew | should have gone downstairs to be with our guests, but
I wanted to hold on to this moment of closeness. | watched her dress.
She didn’t even have to ask if | would hook her bra; a slight turn in my
direction was a perfect and complete communication.

“How do | look?” she asked.

0130



J.M. REDMANN

“Gorgeous. No one will wonder why we’ve been together for three
years. They’ll wonder what took me so long to find you.”

“Thanks. My ego needed that.” With that, she took my hand and
we went downstairs.

“Well, if you two were virile men, we’d know what you were up
there doing,” Torbin heralded our entrance. “But I’ve heard from good
sources that two women can’t do it in less than half an hour.”

“Torbin, I hate to disillusion you, but your fellow drag queens are
not the best source of what two real women can or can’t do.”

“Oh, so you were doing it?” he shot back.

“l took a quick shower and changed my clothes,” Cordelia
prosaically answered.

I shook my head at Torbin to indicate that this topic was closed.

“Sorry to be so late coming to my own party,” Cordelia apologized.
“But I’m sure most of you know about these last-minute things.”

“I vaguely remember them,” Danny said. “This last month has
been mercifully slow.”

“Yeah, | know,” Hutch seconded her. *“A few barroom brawls, the
usual drug shootings. We could use a juicy serial killer to enliven our
days.”

He had spoken jokingly, but Cordelia’s hand suddenly tensed. That
gesture told me that the body she’d identified hadn’t died of natural
causes.

“Be careful of what you ask for,” Joanne cautioned her partner. As
a harsh punctuation, her beeper went off. Then another beeper sounded.
It was Danny’s. A moment later, Hutch’s pager added its note to the
cacophony.

Joanne clicked hers off and turned to Cordelia. “Just a hunch, but
could this have anything to do with your reason for being late?”

Cordelia’s grip on my hand again tightened. “It may.” Her voice
was strained. “The woman was...she was...murdered.”

“How? Can you give me any details?” Joanne had left the party
and was at work.

“Wait,” Alex cut in. “There are civilians here. I want to be able
to sleep tonight. If you must discuss this, can you LEOs at least go out
back?”

“Leos?” Karen puzzled. “Are we doing astrology here?”
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“Law Enforcement Officers,” I supplied.

Danny had gone into the kitchen to make the required phone call.
Hutch was trying to decide whether to head in her direction or to stay
with Joanne.

“You’re right,” Joanne relented. “Sorry. Let me call in and see
what’s up.” She headed for the kitchen phone, saw Danny was on it,
paused for just a beat, then went to listen in on Danny’s conversation.
Hutch followed Joanne into the kitchen.

I glanced at Cordelia. Her face had regained its haggard look.

Danny finished her phone conversation and, after a moment of
talking with Joanne, came back to the living room. “So much for not
working overtime. Sorry, Mick and Cordelia,” she said.

“Will you be late?” Elly asked her.

“Don’t know. | hope not.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Millie said to Hutch, digging in his pockets
for the car keys. “The boys in blue can drive you home. I’'m not going
to be stuck trying to get a cab to the Westbank.”

After a bit more sorting out on the car front, the three of them
were gone.

“Isn’t it the PI who always solves the murder cases?” Torbin
kidded me.

“Only in books and on bad TV shows. No, I’m perfectly content
to let other people go after murderers and rapists. Give me a missing
poodle any day to a serial killer.”

“What kind of things do real Pls do?” Lindsey asked.

“Boring, mundane stuff, for the most part. We sit at our computers,
we make phone calls, we wait for our calls to be returned. | do a lot of
missing person stuff. Other Pls specialize in things like white-collar
crime, or work for defense attorneys. Some do only divorces, but | hate
that kind of stuff, so | avoid it.”

“How do you actually find a lost poodle?” Torbin quizzed me.

“It’s my specialty—Lost Poodles-R-Us. The reality is that you put
up flyers, go to the pound, call the roadkill folks, stand on street corners
and call, ‘Here, Precious,” and make a fool of yourself. | did once help
a guy get his stolen snake back.”

“What kind of snake?” Lindsey asked.

“l didn’t ask. My task was to canvass all the local pet stores and
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see if any of them had been selling more than their usual load of live
mice to his brother or his cousin, the suspects. The brother appeared,
bought his more-than-enough mice, and | asked him some putatively
innocent questions about what he was going to do with the mice—you
know, subtle things like, ‘Are you going to feed those to an anaconda?’
He claimed to be a mouse lover, but his garbage gave him away. |
never actually saw the snake, which made me happy.”

“His garbage?”

“Glamorous Pl work—we sometimes go through people’s garbage.
His had a very incriminating snakeskin in it.”

“How do you find missing people?” Torbin asked.

“Depends on why they’re missing. Is it an army buddy you’re
looking for or a deadbeat dad skipping out on support payments?”

“There’s a kid in the show who’s making noises about finding his
real parents. How hard is it to find a parent who gave up a child for
adoption?”

“That depends on whether they want to be found or not. Some
parents want to know what happened to the kid they gave up. They’re
willing to be found. Was it a formal adoption? Are the records
sealed?”

“l have no idea. But if he keeps whining about it, I’ll send him
your way.”

“Sometimes | think you made the better choice,” Alex said to
Cordelia. “A lover who has enough sense to choose lost poodles over
chasing murderers.”

“I’m very happy with the choice I made.” Though the reply was
to Alex, Cordelia looked at me as she said it, with a smile that was both
soft and radiant.

I couldn’t help but smile back at her, although | tend to avoid the
mushy stuff in public.

“You did make a good choice,” Alex said.

Then I did a round of hostess duties, filling wineglasses and the
like, redistributing crackers so the plate didn’t look so one-sided.

While | was busy with my duties, the party sorted itself into two
groups; Cordelia, Elly, Millie, and Lindsey were in the living room
discussing fun and exciting things from the world of medicine. Torbin,
Alex, Andy, and Karen were in the kitchen, pursuing the topic of the
differences between gay men and lesbhians.
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“It’s not just the cat thing. Gay men have cats, too,” Torbin said,
defending his ownership of two of the beasts.

“And | don’t know a single lesbian who eats tofu, so it can’t be
that,” Karen said.

“Maybe it’s the penis thing,” Alex commented. “If it doesn’t come
off, you’re a gay man.”

That conversation sounded much more interesting than winding
my way through medical jargon, but I edged myself onto the couch next
to Cordelia. Somehow it was important to be close to her, to just feel
the warmth of her leg against mine. | remained close to her for most of
the evening, except when hosting demands pulled me elsewhere.

Despite the party not breaking up until almost one o’clock, Joanne,
Danny, and Hutch didn’t return.

After everyone had left, | poured Cordelia another glass of wine
and told her to sit while | did the cleaning and putting away that had to
be done tonight. She didn’t argue, she just gratefully sat down on the
couch.

“Thank you, Micky,” she said as I came by to pick up some glasses
in her vicinity. “I feel like our three years was properly celebrated.”

“Good, that’s how you’re supposed to feel,” | answered as | headed
back to the kitchen.

When | came back into the living room a few minutes later,
Cordelia didn’t notice me at first. She was staring into her wineglass,
her face somber.

“You okay?” | asked as | sat down beside her.

“Yeah...yeah,” she said, looking up at me. “I’m just...that woman
upset me.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No, not really. | want to get her out of my mind.” Cordelia took
my hand in hers. She was quiet for a moment before continuing. “She
didn’t die an easy death. I know enough about forensics to know that
not all her wounds were postmortem.”

“How was she killed?” Despite her protest, talking about it seemed
to be what she needed to do.

“I’m not sure. She could have bled to death. | only saw her face
and torso. No marks of strangulation.”

“Was she battered?”

She didn’t reply immediately. “No, not really. At least as far as
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I could tell. No bruises. But...” Again she paused. “But she...was
mutilated. She was... I don’t want to talk about this. I’'m sorry...I just
can’t. Hold me. Just hold me.”

I put my arms around her. “Did you know her?”

“Not really. She came in once several months ago. | only saw her
long enough to refer her to Jane, our gynecologist. She had another
appointment for sometime next week.”

“You think this might have anything to do with you or the
clinic?”

“No, that’s very unlikely. Just bizarre luck that she happened to
be one of our patients. But...what disturbs me is that...| think she was
a leshian. 1 don’t know for sure, I’ll have to look at her chart, but...”
She trailed off.

“Could that have had anything to do with her being killed?” |
asked.

“l don’t know. 1...hope not.” She downed the last of her wine,
then put her head on my shoulder.

“Do | need to do anything more in the kitchen?” Cordelia asked,
although she didn’t stir.

“Nope, all taken care of,” | assured her.

We sat still for a few minutes more, then she took my hand and
we went upstairs. But Cordelia couldn’t suppress several yawns as we
undressed.

“No wild sex tonight?” | said after her fourth one.

“Probably not. I’m sorry. | really wanted you earlier. Now I’'m
just tired.”

With that, we got into bed.

“Curl around me, at least until | fall asleep?” Cordelia asked.

I didn’t reply, | simply did as she asked, molding myself into her,
wrapping an arm around her waist.

It seemed not to be thought out, but Cordelia took my hand in hers,
pulling our arms tightly together, then she moved my arm and hers over
her chest and breasts, as if wanting the protection of bone over flesh.

We fell asleep that way.
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CHAPTER 2

h, Mick, I’'m sorry. I didn’t mean to really do it. I was just
joking at the party. But I do promise not to do it again.”

Torbin’s voice caught me with my head in the trunk, stretching for
the grocery bag that had shifted out of easy grasp. | let the cat food go
for the moment and looked at my cousin.

“What are you sorry about?” | asked.

“It was late at night, the show was over, and a snifter of decent
cognac loosened my tongue and the thought processes that control it.”

“Yes?” Nothing would speed up Torbin’s storytelling, but he did
require a few prompts and nods from me to prove that | was giving it
the attention it deserved.

“l don’t think you’ve met him. He goes by Bourbon St. Ann. Not
very original, using Quarter street names.” Torbin’s current name was
Lola Nola.

“I’ve got ice cream.” | pointed to the grocery bags still in the
trunk.

“Ice cream? Must be nice to be a lesbian. You don’t need to watch
your girlish figure.”

“Torbin!” I responded to his implied insult.

“Men are such beasts. All they ever think about is the physical.
But women can see the inner light of the soul. That’s what I meant.”

“Of course. | never doubted it. But can we get back to what it is
you’re sorry for?”

“Oh, that. The scene is set. Late night, my fingers entwined about
a snifter of cognac, and Bourbon St. Ann still in costume plops himself
down next to me. He’s one of those needy fellows. His life story if you
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so much as ask him the way to the john. He’s young, twenty at most. Bit
of a drifter. Came here last Mardi Gras and hasn’t left.”

I gave Torbin his well-deserved nod of encouragement.

“His parents threw him out when they found out he was gay.
His adopted parents,” Torbin emphasized. “He wants to find his real
mother.”

I couldn’t stop myself from groaning. “And you gave him my
name?”

“And I gave him your name,” Torbin confirmed.

“Why do people think that someone who rejected them as a cute
little baby is going to love them as an adult?”

“I think B. St. Ann is in that obsession stage, seeing Mom, apple
pie, and the American flag all rolled into some long-lost maternal
parent.”

“You did give him my office number and not my home number?”

“I wasn’t that big a fool. Is Cordelia home?” Torbin was standing
on the porch, waiting for me with my grocery bags. “It’s past the time
most normal people sit down to dine.”

“If only sick people would observe the dining hour...” | let us into
the kitchen.

“Surely you don’t want to sup alone?” Torbin began putting away
the groceries. He had been here enough times that he knew where
things went.

“Sorry, tonight is microwave night in this house.”

That was enough to persuade Torbin to saunter across the street
to his house.

There were definite advantages to living across the street from
Torbin and Andy—cat-sitting, company, sharing things from drills to
spices needed at the last minute. (Contrary to conventional wisdom,
they had the drill and we had the spices—Andy likes to do carpentry
and I enjoy cooking.) Support whenever one of us needed to deal with
the family “out there” as Torbin referred to them. We were the lavender
sheep and not always welcome at family gatherings.

And there were a few disadvantages to having Torbin so close.
Like the tacky comments when we didn’t retrieve our paper until the
afternoon. Or when | did something foolish like storming out after an
argument, Torbin was there to witness it.

I ran back the day’s accumulation of phone messages. The first
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was Danny wanting my recipe for oyster dressing. Then Alan from FM
Books to say that my order had arrived. Then the machine clicked off.
No call from Cordelia saying she had to work late. Or identify dead
bodies in the morgue.

Last week, she had worked late every night. Being a doctor’s wife
has, as far as I’m concerned, more minuses than pluses. A lot of suppers
alone, everything from sleep to sex interruptible, and sometimes | had
to ask Cordelia to tell me about her day in a language that resembled
English. If there was a benefit, it was that being a doctor was what she
wanted to do and she was good at it. Better a happy, absent doctor than
a grumpy, present executive.

[ finished putting away the groceries, then started a load of laundry.
| knew better than to start supper until she actually came through the
door, but I could throw together a salad while waiting for her. | had
just finished cutting up the carrots when the phone rang. So much for
dinner, I thought as | picked it up.

But it wasn’t Cordelia.

“Micky,” Torbin said.

| started to ask him what he was sorry for now, but something in
his voice stopped me.

“Charlie’s dead,” he said quietly.

“What?” was my first reaction, then, “Oh, Torbin, I’m sorry.”

Uncle Charlie was Torbin’s father. Charlie had not been pleased
when his only son had turned out not just gay, but flamboyantly gay.
He and Torbin had a relationship that seesawed from love and affection
to estrangement. After the third threat of being disowned, Torbin had
taken to calling his father by his given name. Charlie never objected,
as if he preferred to be less of a father to Torbin, less connected to the
changeling his son had become.

“Heart attack. Right in the middle of dinner,” Torbin continued as
if trying to make sense of it. “Alice just called. She said it was quick—
that Charlie didn’t suffer. She said... Oh, hell.” Torbin was silent. I
could hear him fighting tears.

“I’m coming over,” | said.

It was a moment before he replied. “No, no, don’t. I’ve got to go.
I’m going to meet them at the hospital, then go back to...Mom’s.” It
had been Mom and Charlie’s.

“Do you want me to go with you?”
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I heard the door open, then Cordelia called out a hello to me.

Torbin started talking again. I didn’t answer Cordelia.

“No, maybe not just yet,” he said.

“Micky?” Cordelia came into the room. | waved her silent with
my hand. She merely nodded and went back into the kitchen, not sure
what she was interrupting.

“Alice says Mom is just staring at the wall, she hasn’t even
mentioned that there’s a half-eaten roast sitting on the table. I think it
needs to be just us kids tonight. Mom would be mortified if it got out
she left a pot roast on the table for hours.”

“All right. Call if you need to. Late’s okay.”

I went to the kitchen. Cordelia was looking through the mail on
the counter.

“Uncle Charlie’s dead. That was Torbin on the phone.”

“Oh, Micky...” She put the mail down and wrapped her arms
around me. “How’s Torbin taking it?”

“Shock. Grief. He and Charlie needed another fifteen years to
work things out. Now he’ll never get it.”

Cordelia didn’t say anything. She didn’t point out that I, too,
needed years to work out my relationship with my father—and my
mother—and | hadn’t gotten them, either. | rested my head on her
shoulder, unable to stop the rush of memories.

My father, Lee, officially Lemoyne Robedeaux, was the oldest of
three brothers. He wasn’t my real father, but marriage to my mother had
given him the legal status. She had been sixteen and pregnant enough
to have been thrown out of her house. My father had taken her in, then
married her. When I was five, she left. The memories of a young child,
a few very old pictures, and some letters were all | had left of her.

My father was killed in a car wreck when | was ten years old. Aunt
Greta and Uncle Claude had taken me in. Uncle Claude, the youngest
brother, had deferred to his wife in anything that concerned the
children: their three—Bayard, Mary Theresa, Augustine—and then me.
Aunt Greta thought that the solution to my crying and sleepless nights
was discipline. If she punished me enough, my terror would go away.
Of course, it hadn’t, it had changed into hatred and then bitterness. At
midnight on my eighteenth birthday, | had left that house.

Uncle Claude was the most successful in the material sense. He
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was white-collar, middle management in a company that sold marine
paint.

Uncle Charlie had been the middle brother. Never as financially
successful as his younger brother, he never had the blank, disappointed
look of a man trapped in a dry marriage like Uncle Claude did. Uncle
Charlie and Aunt Lottie enjoyed each other’s company. He would
follow her around in the kitchen as she cooked dinner. Sometimes in
the evening they would sit on the back porch, Uncle Charlie smoking
his cigar, Aunt Lottie sometimes knitting, shelling peas, her hands
always busy.

I was always welcome there. But Uncle Claude, with his white-
collar success, had moved us to the suburb of Metairie, with its tidy
houses, neat lawns, and servants of a different color who came only
by day. Charlie and Lottie remained in their Irish Channel home even
as the neighborhood changed. It was the life they knew, near the docks
where Charlie worked. Aunt Greta, and thus us children, didn’t visit
that neighborhood very often.

Now Uncle Charlie was gone, only Uncle Claude left of the
Robedeaux brothers.
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CHAPTER 3

orbin called in the morning. Cordelia had already left for

work. We didn’t talk long; he was exhausted and had been up
most of the night. He gave me the details of the visitation and funeral.
There would be a big family gathering after it.

Torbin passed the phone to Aunt Lottie. I murmured a few words
of sympathy that she barely heard. She wasn’t ready to let go of Charlie.
Then the phone was passed to Alice, Torbin’s oldest sister. She and I
weren’t close, but we’d always gotten along. She was a nurse and had
seen enough real tragedies not to worry about who a few of her relatives
chose to love. Torbin had two other sisters. Mary Maria Grace, whom
we referred to as Mary Mary, was a paralegal at a snobby corporate law
firm and she thought that having a brother who did drag was the worst
thing that could happen to her. | heard her voice in the background,
but we didn’t talk. She usually avoided me as if afraid that because |
was attracted to women, | would have to make a pass at her if she got
too close. | occasionally considered doing it because it would probably
turn her hair all gray, a tragedy comparable to having a drag queen
brother. Torbin’s other sister, Francine, had gone to college in Oregon
and stayed in the Northwest. She was flying in from Seattle, her latest
perch, that evening.

After Alice and | hung up and | performed the necessary cat
feeding, I headed downtown to my office.

It used to be both office and apartment until Cordelia and I had
moved in together three years ago. First in her apartment in the French
Quarter, and the past year in the Faubourg Marigny, a gay neighborhood
just downtown from the Quarter. I’d had a good year and earned enough
to put up half of the down payment. Cordelia, who knew how important
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it was to me to have that kind of equality, had made no comment, simply
let me pay my share. It had been a struggle, but | was slowly beginning
to accept Cordelia carrying more of the financial burden, letting her get
the check when we went out to eat, even paying the mortgage when
| had a slow month. (Even getting a mortgage was a concession to
my foolish pride—she could easily afford to buy our house outright.)
Not only was she a doctor, but she was the granddaughter of Ignatius
Holloway. She’d had several generations of money passed down to her
when he had died.

Gradually, | began to accept that for Cordelia, money was not
power. At least, not with me. What she had, | had, and the choices
we made were equal. That she paid for the couch didn’t mean that
I couldn’t veto her color choice (and I had: color and design aren’t
Cordelia’s forte).

One of the great luxuries her money had given me was the freedom
to choose which cases I took. I kept my downtown office because |
wanted to be that kind of detective. No uptown divorces for me. | still
occasionally accepted the kid-with-a-lost-cat case.

I got to my office a little after ten. I started to do paperwork, that
ubiquitous accompaniment to daily life, but Uncle Charlie’s death kept
tugging at the edges of my concentration. His heart had beat only sixty
years before giving out.

A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. There was a time
when | could have kept it unlocked, but that time was past. | crossed to
the door, glanced through the crack in the less than perfect fitting frame,
then opened the door.

| didn’t recognize the woman who entered. She was in her late
fifties, maybe early sixties, wore a frumpy flowered dress and a cloth
coat that fit better ten pounds and a few years ago. But the clothes were
clean, the dress with pleats that had been perfectly ironed when she left
the house this morning.

“Micky Knight?”” was her first question.

I affirmed that I was and ushered her to a chair.

| waited, offering her the respect of silence.

She finished arranging herself, looked at me, and said, “I need to
find my daughter. [ haven’t much left anymore and I need to hold what
I can.”

“Tell me about your daughter.”
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Her eyes clouded for a moment, not tears but the weight of
memory. “Oh, she was the prettiest baby, cooed and gurgled from the
day she was born...but | guess that’s not what you need to know.” She
pushed the memory away.

“How old is she now?” | asked.

“Twenty-eight years and six months. I haven’t seen her in ten
years.”

“She left ten years ago, when she was eighteen?”

For a moment, the woman didn’t reply. | realized that | didn’t even
know her name yet. “She didn’t leave, Lord help me. My husband was
a good man. Thought he did the right thing.”

“Was she pregnant?” | gently probed. My mother’s story.

“No, no,” she said slowly. “Worse than that—at least we thought
S0 at the time. My husband—God rest him, he only passed a year ago
and already I’'m going around him—my husband, he said he didn’t sit
at that counter and he didn’t go to Selma to have his daughter turn into
that kind of unspeakable trash. He told her to get, get out. We lived in
a small world. Talk got back to me. Enough for me to know where she
was, some idea of what she was doing. Went to stay with her friend. A
white girl, had her own car, new car, did well, | guess.” She couldn’t
bring herself to say “lover,” to admit that her daughter was a leshian.
“Then she and her friend stopped getting along. And Lorraine wasn’t
around to be talked about anymore. Like life swallowed her up.” The
woman was silent.

I had listened to her without taking any notes. Now | opened a
notebook. I knew life couldn’t just swallow you up, not even death
could—we all leave trails of paper and numbers, a life reduced to the
coldness of type on paper.

“Let me get your name,” | said.

“Mrs. Joseph Drummond,” she answered, still tied to the
husband who had banished her daughter. It was, | realized, a powerful
combination of courage and need that had compelled her to search
for her daughter. “I’m Mazzie, Mazzie Drummond.” She handed me
her voter registration card. | copied the spelling of her name, then her
address from it.

Mrs. Drummond had come prepared. She brought Lorraine’s birth
certificate, high school transcripts, baptismal record, vaccination charts,
all the pieces of her daughter’s life that she still could touch.

« 26



Lost DAUGHTERS

“You’re very thorough, Mrs. Drummond,” | told her as | took
them all and made copies, even the ones I saw no use for. They were
pieces of her daughter’s life and | treated them as such. | handed her
back the originals. She seemed relieved that they had come back so
quickly to her.

“Do you know the name of your daughter’s...friend?”

Mrs. Drummond replied slowly, her face carefully masked.
“Suzanna Forquet.”

As she had, | kept my face neutral. Suzanna Forquet would not
like me asking about a long-ago black woman lover—oh, no, not at all.
That I would enjoy her discomfort immensely I counted as one of the
perks of the job. Suzanna Forquet was married to Henri Forquet IV.

Karen, Cordelia’s cousin, had her faults, but being an inaccurate
gossip was not one of them. She had told me that Suzanna Forquet
had refused to make a donation to Cordelia’s clinic (Cordelia never
referred to it as her clinic, but I always thought of it that way) because
“Cordelia is being a little too open about the way she is. | can’t be
associated with that.” Karen, as the chair of the fund development
committee, had taken great offense at Suzanna’s refusal. After some
debate, we decided not to tell Cordelia. Oh, yes, I would enjoy
questioning Suzanna Forquet.

Mrs. Drummond was fumbling with a frayed cloth coin purse.
From it, she pulled a wad of bills. “I want you to look for my daughter
for a hundred dollar’s worth.” Her face was proud. She had worked
hard for this money. “It’s all | can afford right now. If a hundred dollars
won’tdo it...”

| took the proffered bills. Mrs. Drummond would not accept
charity. “You’ve given me a lot of information, made it as easy as
possible. I’ll do my best to find your daughter.” The hundred wouldn’t
cover anything like my usual expenses and fees. But this was one of the
cases that Cordelia’s money would allow me to take. Mrs. Drummond
was a mother who had bothered to look for her daughter. Mine never
had.

| used the computer to print a contract.

After she signed it, she asked, “Do you think you can find her?”

I replied with a question. “Do you think your daughter wants to
be found?”

It was only then that she considered that her daughter might not
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want to be reunited with her. “Oh, good Lord, yes. | hope so.” And that
was when she broke down.

I handed her a tissue, but didn’t interrupt with words.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she wiped the wet streaks. “Don’t know
what came over me.”

“You love your daughter.”

“I do love my daughter,” she quietly affirmed.

“I’ll do my best to find her.”

After she left, | sorted out the copies | had made, creating a
biography of Lorraine Harper Drummond from scattered pieces of
paper.

She was five feet four inches tall and weighed one hundred and
twenty-one pounds. Her hair was straightened, paying obeisance
to the fashions of the time, but it wasn’t an elaborate style. Lorraine
Drummond was not a woman who paid great attention to her looks. She
did what she had to do to get along, but that was all she did.

In Lorraine’s high cheekbones and direct eyes, | could see what
had attracted Suzanna Forquet. She was a handsome woman, with an
air of independence about her that even a standard high school picture
couldn’t hide. That she had never contacted her mother after being
thrown out meant that her independence went deep.

I hoped that it was her stubborn independent streak that kept
Lorraine Drummond away. That finding her wouldn’t lead me to one
of the common tragedies of life: the teeth of an unnamed corpse finally
matched to dental records. Or that Lorraine had moved far away a long
time ago, making her trail difficult to follow.

I again glanced through the material Mrs. Drummond had given
me. Lorraine was a good student, mostly A’s and B’s, taking college
prep courses, biology instead of home economics. Mrs. Drummond
had included letters of acceptance from Tulane, LSU, and UNO, as if
saying, “I may clean peoples’ houses, but my daughter is smart enough
to go to college.” Mrs. Drummond probably was, too, but people of her
skin color hadn’t been welcomed into either LSU or Tulane when she
was a young woman.

Mrs. Drummond had given me everything but Lorraine’s Social
Security number. But given what | had, that would be easy to get. |
probably didn’t need to question Suzanna Forquet. | made a deal with
myself; I would call up a friend who worked in the alumni office at
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Tulane. If she gave me Lorraine’s current address, I would skip Suzanna.
She had a one-phone-call reprieve. But more than one call and she and |
were going to have a little chat.

A mother looking for her daughter. For a moment an image of
another mother intruded. But my mother had left when I was five.
Sporadic letters and postcards arrived until I was around ten. Then
nothing. | had kept writing to the last address | had for her, but my
letters always came back. The first few times, I hoped it was just
some bizarre mistake—I hadn’t written the address neatly enough or
something like that. | laboriously printed out the address, then tried
typing it, going through four envelopes before I was satisfied. But they
still came back. I kept writing for the next year or so. That address was
the only connection | had to her. It was so hard to give it up, admit there
was no way | could reach her. Somehow, 1’d felt certain that when she
found out my father was dead and that | was living with Aunt Greta and
Uncle Claude, she would come to rescue me.

I rescued myself, | thought bitterly, left when | was eighteen.

The past was gone. I found a manila folder and labeled it LORRAINE
DRUMMOND. | put my notes and the copies into it.

Then I hauled out the New Orleans phone book. Always try the
simple and easy first. It usually doesn’t work, but if it does, you feel
like an utter fool if you’ve spent several hours trying the difficult and
complicated. No Lorraine Drummond, L. Drummond, or any likely
variation listed. Last chance, Miss Suzanna. | dialed my friend at
Tulane. Lorraine Drummond had not gone to Tulane.

Well, I thought with the satisfaction of those forced to do what
they wanted to do all along, Suzanna Forquet could give me some idea
of whether or not Lorraine had gone to college.

Who knows her? I ruminated as I flipped through my address
book. The three names that seemed most likely were Karen; Alexandra
Sayers, Joanne’s lover; and Lindsey McNeil. | looked at that short list.
Sometimes it seems like there are only fifty lesbians in the world.

Alex seemed like the safest bet. | dialed her work number. Her
secretary informed me that Alex was in Baton Rouge and was expected
to be there for several days.

| tried Karen next.

“Suzanna Forquet? Oh, dear,” was her response. “You haven’t
heard?”
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“Heard what?”

“l ran into her and Henri at one of those boring art openings.
American champagne, that kind of affair.”

I resisted debating Karen about her snobbishness. It was an
ongoing battle and one that would only waste time now.

Karen continued, “I was with a woman, so she was avoiding me
like | was a poor relation. Anyway, Henri had to tell this horrible AIDS
joke—did you know I just went through the NO/AIDS Task Force
training to become a buddy?”

NO/AIDS was the local AIDS service organization. “You did?
Good for you.” | didn’t rush Karen; this was the way her thought
patterns worked. | would get the story eventually.

“Can you believe that? | haven’t been matched yet. Sometimes |
think I’m crazy. What the hell do | have to offer someone dying?”

“You’re not crazy. And you can certainly offer good gossip and a
great video collection.”

“Yeah, | guess. Doesn’t seem like much.”

“Nothing seems like much when someone is dying.”

“As I was saying, Henri made this stupid joke about AIDS and
fags. So | decided to put a stake in his little upwardly mobile heart
by inquiring if he was descended from the Forquet that was a corrupt
carpetbagger who was killed in a brawl in a whorehouse with his pants
down. He, of course, denied it. I, of course, in my most innocent voice
then asked, ‘Oh, so when did your family arrive? Couldn’t have been
earlier than the turn of the century, then, unless you’re related to that
Yankee carpetbagger and his bastard children.””

“Karen, you are evil.” New Orleans is a class-conscious town.
Being a descendant of one of the original French settlers is a thing
much desired.

“Miss Suzanna got huffy, she didn’t want anyone to think she’d
married a mere descendant of a carpetbagger. She told me how much
I’d upset her hushand with my inaccuracies. So I, of course, after all
that American champagne, had to reply, ‘But dear, the rumor mill says
that Henri is more upset by the sight of a vagina than anything | might
have said.’

“I have seen nothing of Miss Suzanna or Mr. Henri since that fateful
evening. Of course, their circle is a bit more nouveau than mine.”
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“No great loss there.”

“No loss at all. Are you being sarcastic?”

“Me? Am | ever sarcastic about the movers and shakers of New
Orleans?”

“You’re being sarcastic,” Karen decided.

“Any idea of how Suzanna and Henri arrange their trysts?”

“Henri travels a lot. He’s too paranoid to do anything suspect
within a one-hundred-mile radius of the greater New Orleans area.
Suzanna...well...Suzanna is going to take a hard fall someday soon.”

“Why’s that?”

“She slums.”

“Slums? Perhaps you mean sleeps with people not in her upwardly
mobile snobbish class?” Karen wouldn’t have to ask if | was being
sarcastic this time.

“No. Well, no. She favors young black women. Has affairs that
last a few months, then boom, they’re over. Suzanna gets bored. That’s
a good way to create enemies. So far, nothing’s blown up on her, but it’s
probably just a matter of time. Talk is getting around. People who aren’t
gossip mavens have repeated these stories to me.”

“Any useful details? Names, dates, that sort of stuff?”
“No, usually just along the lines of, “We saw her with another
one.””

“Another one?”

“A young black woman.”

“Oh, that’s right, slumming.”

“Look, Micky, you know what I mean. White women like Miss
Suzanna do not, in polite society, make a habit of sleeping with black
women.”

“I’m half-black,” | baited her. “What does that make your cousin
Cordelia?”

“l thought you were Greek!” Karen said, clearly taken aback. |
couldn’t tell whether it was at her faux pas or that I might be telling
the truth.

“My mother was Greek. But my father? Who knows? Olive skin,
black curly hair. Could be.”

“You’ve made your point. I’ll try and toe a more PC line,” Karen
offered as a hasty defense.
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“Just because you were brought up a racist doesn’t give you an
excuse to remain one,” | shot back, annoyed at her dismissing me with
the PC cliché.

“Remember, Micky, it’s not my PC-ness that gets me invited to
the kind of parties that gives you this information. Besides that, | like
your friend Danny and her lover Elly.”

“Karen!”

“What?”

“Some of my best friends are bubble-headed blonds. Get it?”

Karen was silent for a moment. | don’t know whether she got it or
if she decided retreat was her best option. “All right, all right. I’ll see if
I can get any more dirt on Miss Suzanna. Talk to you. My call waiting
is calling.”

It’s not my job to educate the Karen Holloways of the world, I
thought as I put the phone down. To her a racist was someone who
burned crosses if he could get away with it. Since she didn’t do that, she
couldn’t possibly be a racist.

I debated for a moment letting go of Suzanna Forquet. Talking
to her wasn’t necessary, | wasn’t kidding myself about that. But
my aggravation with Karen goaded me. | looked up Lindsey
McNeil’s number. | called her at work, giving my inquiry a patina of
professionalism, and left a message. A psychiatrist, she was with a
patient.

While waiting for her to call back, | focused on the routine of
finding a missing person. The first thing was to make sure that Lorraine
Drummond was still alive. I filled out the paperwork to see if the Social
Security Administration had notice of her death.

As I finished up, I heard footsteps on the stairs. There was a knock
on my door.

Opening it, I ushered in a young man who had to be Bourbon St.
Ann. He was skinny—effete, even. His hair was a slicked-back brown
with too-obvious blond highlights in it, and hadn’t been recently cut.
His face had the raw, naked look of makeup hastily washed off, the pale
skin seeming to need the rouge and grease paint to come alive.

“You Micky Knight? Torbin sent me,” he said in a mumble that
was both hasty and defiant.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” | asked as we seated
ourselves.
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“Torbin didn’t tell you?”

The slight hint of a whine in his voice annoyed me. “I’d like to
hear it from you,” | replied neutrally.

“I can’t pay a lot. But I’d like to find my mother. My real mother.”
He didn’t elaborate.

I guess that for him not giving much money and not giving much
information went hand in hand. “You were adopted?”

His “Well, yeah,” indicated that 1I’d asked a painfully obvious
question.

“Adoption records are sealed.”

He stared at me. He had a problem. | should solve it. It should be
that simple. | wasn’t meeting his expectations.

“I guess you can’t help me, then,” he finally said, his whining
turning into truculence. “Torbin said you could. Guess he was wrong.”
He pushed himself out of the chair, ready for his dramatic exit.

I should have let him just walk out the door. But his last shot
rankled me. | took the challenge.

“Sit down. I can help you. Get rid of your TV detective notions.
I’m not going to solve this in an hour with commercial breaks. You
have a part to play here, too. | need to know everything you know about
your adoption. I can’t just pull your mother out of thin air.”

“If you think you can help,” he sighed as he sat back down. The
Queen had granted me an audience.

“Do you know where you were born?”

“Here.”

“Here?”

“Somewhere around here.”

“New Orleans? Louisiana? The South?”

“Around here. New Orleans, I think.”

“The more you can narrow it down, the less work I’ll have to
do.”

“Isn’t that what I’'m paying you for? To do the work?”

“*Can’t pay much’ is what I recall you said. How would you like
that money spent? On me finding out things you already know? Or on
things you don’t know?”

“Somewhere in the greater New Orleans area. That’s the best I
can do.”

“How did you get that information?”
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“My adopted mother blurted it out. Said | was the bastard of a
New Orleans whore.”

“Do you think it’s true?”

“Only info I’ve got.”

“Have you registered with any of the agencies that try to reunite
adopted children with their biological parents?”

“Uh...well, not yet,” he slowly acknowledged, sheepish at
admitting that his desire to find his mother hadn’t been strong enough
to take the first easy step. “But I don’t know how to do that.”

I went to one of my file cabinets and pulled out how-to-do-that and
made copies for him. Finding people is the bulk of what | do. “Here’s
how. Go do it.”

He reluctantly took the paper. “I’m not real good at this.”

“Do you want to find your birth mother or was that just a drunken
whim?”

“Well, yeah, I"d like to find her, but...” He trailed off into
boyishness. His shy smile probably worked on straight women and gay
men.

“But you want it handed to you in a neat package, without spending
much of your time or money on it.”

“Well, no, that’s not...I'm just...paperwork flusters me.” He
cocked his head and lowered his eyes. In a dim bar after a few drinks,
he was probably cute.

“I’m a queer girl, it won’t work,” I told him bluntly. “These are the
easy hurdles. You can jump them yourself. Right now what I’ve given
you is free. Next time it costs. Save your money and do it yourself.”

“I’m eighteen years old and I’m dying,” he blurted out.

“You have AIDS?”

“HIV positive,” he corrected shortly. Bourbon St. Ann was
manipulating me. This was probably his trump card. If cute boyishness
didn’t work, then it was time to pull out the deathbed routine.

I didn’t doubt that it was true (if | were a true cynic, 1I’d decide he
was lying about being infected). But | resented the way he was using it
to try to bully me into doing his bidding.

“If those don’t work, call me and we’ll take it from there.”

“Thanks for all your help,” he said sarcastically. He tromped out
the door, leaving it open just to be extra annoying.

I started to refile the papers I had copied for him. What if my
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mother was looking for me? What if her name was in one of those files,
hoping someday 1’d come searching? No, | told myself, hastily shoving
the file back in the drawer. I wasn’t adopted, my mother had left me.
But she’d occasionally written until 1 was ten. It was only after I’d
moved in with Aunt Greta and Uncle Claude that her letters stopped.
Could she have lost track of me then?

I pulled the file back out and looked at the instructions I’d given to
so many others. It was very unlikely.

I'made another copy of the form and filled in the information. I did
it quickly, as if speed wouldn’t give hope time to build.

I glanced at my watch. Uncle Charlie’s visitation was tonight. I
had to go home and get ready. | locked up hurriedly, casually tossing
the envelope in my to-be-mailed box, as if it were routine.
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CHAPTER 4

Cordelia and | dressed for the funeral, her in a sober navy suit
and me in my basic black dress, one of the few dresses I
owned (I didn’t feel right about calling up Torbin to borrow one of his,
given the circumstances).

I said little as we drove uptown. I thought of Torbin confronting
the family bigots and ignoramuses through the grief of his father’s
death. I wasn’t really a Robedeaux; no one had expectations for me to
dash. Torbin was Uncle Charlie’s only son. I may have violated major
taboos, but he had crashed through sacred ones when he came out.

“You’re pensive,” Cordelia said as she turned into the parking lot
for the funeral home.

“Thinking,” I answered slowly. “Ready to go in?”

Cordelia followed me into the funeral parlor. Charlie and Lottie had
a lot of friends; they were active in the church and other organizations,
and were always surrounded by people. Even in death Uncle Charlie
was surrounded by people. The room was full.

Of course, my Aunt Greta would be the first gauntlet we’d have
to face. She was standing in the widow-guard position, the place where
everyone who wanted to speak to Aunt Lottie would have to pass by. |
glanced around the room, looking for Torbin and an excuse to bypass
Aunt Greta.

“Michele, darlin’. Glad to see you managed a dress.”

I turned to the voice. | knew it well.

Five years older than me, my cousin Bayard was not aging
gracefully. His paunch had spread, pulling his suit jacket to a tight
sheen. His dark brown hair was too uniform in color, he had to be
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retouching it, and it was plastered across his head in an attempt to hide
how thin it was.

“Hello, Bayard,” I replied as neutrally as I could. “Too bad that
suit’s so tight on you. Been a few years?”

“Now, Michele, it’s Uncle Charlie’s funeral. You be nice,” he
chided me. “This your latest gal pal?”

The five years he had on me—that and being the legitimate older
son—had given him tremendous power over me when | had lived in
that house out in Metairie. He had used that power in ways | didn’t care
to remember. He still liked to play at the memories of those days, by
being just a little too pushy, until he got a reaction from me.

The press of the crowd was too close to easily brush by him. I
determined that I was not going to cause a scene at Uncle Charlie’s
visitation.

“Ain’t gonna introduce me?” Bayard prompted me.

“This is my cousin, Bayard Robedeaux.” I paused for a moment
before allowing him access to her name. “My lover, Cordelia James.
Dr. Cordelia James,” | added.

“Adoc, huh?” Bayard put his hand out. “It’s gettin’ to be time for
my physical exam.”

I didn’t know what Cordelia would do. I clenched my fist,
fingernails into palm, to keep from losing my temper. I wanted to get
her away from his leer.

Cordelia gave his hand a brief glance, but pointedly didn’t take
it.

“Aren’t gonna shake my hand?” Bayard baited her.

But Cordelia didn’t have years of stored anger and powerlessness
inside her ready to explode. She merely replied, “No, | think not.”

Bayard, taken aback by her cool refusal, tried again, “No? Why
not?”

“1’d prefer not to.” Cordelia took my arm and pulled me through
a gap in the crowd.

“Goddamned dyke,” Bayard said, causing several heads to turn.

“You’re magnificent,” I told her.

“My mother always told me that a lady was someone who never
did anything unintentionally rude. And trust me, my rudeness to him
was intentional.”
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“There’s Torbin,” I said, spotting him beyond a column.

“He’s a very handsome man,” Cordelia remarked. “Reminds me
of you.”

“Torbin’s blue-eyed, blond, and not a blood relation, remember?” [
watched him as we approached. He was in a black suit that fit perfectly,
a plain crisp white shirt, and a tie that was just a cobalt blue. His stark
simplicity bespoke an elegant eloquence. Torbin always dresses well, 1
thought wryly, even for his father’s funeral.

“Maybe it’s your sensibility,” Cordelia murmured.

“Micky!” Torbin called when he spotted me.

I was warmed by the genuine smile that crossed his face. The
bonds that hold us to life and love are as fragile as a smile, the warmth
of'a hand in yours. Uncle Charlie’s sudden death was a reminder of how
quickly these bonds could be taken from you.

I wrapped my arms around him.

“Thanks,” he finally whispered as we disengaged.

We stayed with Torbin and Andy until it was time to leave.

As 1 hugged Torbin good-bye, he asked, “You’ll come to the
family thing tomorrow after the funeral? Both of you?”

“Yes, we’ll be there,” | assured him as Cordelia nodded her
assent.

With that, she and | threaded our way through the people still left,
carefully avoiding both Bayard and Aunt Greta.

“Thank you,” I told Cordelia as we unlocked the car door. She
looked tired. “You must love me a lot to put up with my family today
and tomorrow, through all this.”

“Micky, I’d do it just for you even if I didn’t know Torbin. And I
do love you a lot.”

With that we drove home.

I had to wear the same black dress to the funeral. Dressy clothes
aren’t the mainstay of my wardrobe and Cordelia and | are too different
in size for me to pilfer anything from her. She did lend me a string of
pearls to add some variation to last night’s basic black.

I tuned out the service, turned away from memories of a childhood
spent in churches like this one. No, not quite. Only after I moved in with
Aunt Greta did church become a twice-weekly obeisance. My father’s
attitude toward church was that God shouldn’t have made the fish jump
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so high on Sunday if He had wanted him to go to church. Or as he said,
“You find God in your everyday or you don’t find Him at all.”

The service was over, people stood up. The pallbearers brought
Uncle Charlie’s casket down the aisle.

Cordelia and | made our way out of the church. “You’ll have to
give me directions,” Cordelia said as we got in the car. “l don’t know
my way around Metairie very well.”

| told Cordelia the way to the house I had run away from on my
eighteenth birthday.

It seemed unchanged. For as long as | had been away, there should
have been some mark, some sea change to note the absence of over
fifteen years. Still pale yellow brick, the lawn losing its summer luster
of green, the shrubs surrounding the house the three feet tall they had
always been. Only the car in the driveway was different, a late-model
Cadillac.

The door was ajar, not a wide-open welcome, but just enough room
to say, Come in only if you belong here. Cordelia followed me in.

The front living room, the formal room that we kids were rarely
allowed in, was filled with people.

“Michele! Little Micky!” We were waylaid by Great-Aunt Eunice,
in her late eighties or early nineties, whose head barely made it past
my waist. “Lordy, how you’re grown. | keep asking Greta when
you’re going to come visit. Rosemary, look who’s here, Little Micky
Robedeaux.”

“Hello, darlin’,” Cousin Rosemary drawled. “It’s so good to
see you. Oh. Except at an occasion like this,” she said suddenly
remembering we were at a funeral gathering. “l mean, it’s good to see
you, even at this occasion, but this isn’t a good occasion, if you know
what | mean.”

Great-Aunt Eunice called out, “Hello, Billie Ray. Look who’s
here. Little Micky Robedeaux, Lee’s daughter, all grown up.”

Billie Ray was another of the myriad cousins. He looked somewhat
familiar, but | couldn’t claim to really remember him.

“Hey, ya, Little Mick. | shoulda known you were Lee’s daughter.
You look just like him.” Billie Ray gave me a hearty handshake.

“Most people say | look like my mother,” was the only reply |
could come up with to his obvious lie.
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“There’s that. Now, you ain’t got his coloring,” Billie Ray went on.
“But you’ve got his chin. All three Robedeaux brothers had it, though
Claude’s is gettin’ a little lost these days. Lee’s forehead, too.”

I nodded, unable to avoid stealing a glance at Cordelia. Her face
was carefully neutral, giving no sign of how fanciful she knew Cousin
Billie Ray’s claim of family resemblance to be.

“That may be,” Great-Aunt Eunice cut in, evidently a bit more up
on family gossip than Cousin Billie Ray was. “So, Little Micky, you
living here in the city? You married yet?”

“I live down in the Marigny.”

“Oooh, that’s dangerous,” Rosemary interjected. “So close to the
French Quarter.”

“I’m sure she lives in a safe block,” Great-Aunt Eunice cut in.
“You married yet?” She wanted her question answered.

“Um...no, 'm not. Not the marrying kind, I guess,” I fumbled
out. “Cordelia and I are roommates.” There, that should be obvious
without being obvious.

“Oh, that’s nice,” Cousin Rosemary put in. “Good to have someone
to talk girl talk to until the right man comes along.”

“Well, you must’ve got it from your mother,” Great-Aunt Eunice
said dryly. “She wasn’t the marrying kind, either.”

Another swarm of cousins descended and Cordelia and | extricated
ourselves during the chorus of hellos. | didn’t feel like being introduced
over and over again as Little Micky.

We found Aunt Lottie back in the den. She had never been
comfortable in the formal front room. She gave both me and Cordelia a
hug. | caught a glimpse of Aunt Greta in the kitchen. She was not going
to let anyone outdo her in the food department.

This place where I hadn’t been for so many years, the faces I
hadn’t seen—only together for a death. I found Torbin. He looked tired
and drawn.

“Half of them talk to me to offer sympathies. The other half
are curiosity-seekers. Have to have a good look at the queer son,”
he muttered to me. Then he was claimed by another horde of the
sympathetic and the curious.

“Keep Andy company,” | told Cordelia. “I’m going to do my
distasteful duty and offer to help in the kitchen.”

“You’re a brave heart.”
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I nodded and headed for the kitchen. All the counter space, the
breakfast nook table, everything was covered with food. | saw at least
two hams and a large turkey. People always brought food for funerals.

Aunt Greta was in the midst of this, an ironed apron on over her
proper black funeral dress. Uncle Claude was with her.

“l don’t know why you can’t put it on the grocery list when you
use something up,” she was saying to him. “Now how am | going to
make cocktail sauce for the shrimp with no horseradish?”

“I’m sorry, Greta. Guess | forgot,” he mumbled a hasty apology.
He wasn’t looking at her, instead glancing around the kitchen seeking
escape. He saw me. “Hey, Mick, how are ya?”

“Michele?” Aunt Greta turned around to face me.

“Hi. Uh...I thought I’d see if you needed help.” I suddenly
wondered why | had come in here. Was it habit? Old places bringing
back old patterns? When | had lived here, it was understood that | would
always help in the kitchen.

Aunt Greta looked from me to Uncle Claude, obviously caught
between the fact that she did need help and not wanting to accept it
from the bastard child.

“Hey, Greta, better get some food out or your kitchen’ll be
invaded.” Cousin Rosemary poked her head in. “You need a hand?”

“Yes, please, Rosemary, dear. If you could put things on the
serving platters. | don’t need your help, Michele.” She turned from me
to point Rosemary to the stack of platters.

“Come on with me and let’s get some horseradish,” Uncle Claude
said. “We’ll be right back, Greta,” he added as he made his exit. |
followed him out through the front room.

“Looks like we’d better walk,” he said once we were outside. He
nodded at the cars blocking the driveway.

“That little store still down the block?”

“Still a store there. One of them chain places now.”

I considered congratulating Uncle Claude on the used-up
horseradish. It was certainly a convenient excuse to get out of the house
and away from Aunt Greta. But that would be acknowledging what
everyone knew, but no one spoke about—that Claude and Greta were
not the happiest of married couples.

“Nice of you to offer to help out. Mary Theresa ain’t stuck her
head in yet,” he said.
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“Or Gus or Bayard. Sons can help out in the kitchen, too.”

“Well, not Greta’s sons. She don’t think a man’s place is in the
kitchen. Unless it’s to fix something.”

We walked on for a bit in silence. I noticed that Uncle Claude was
moving slowly. Beads of sweat were on his brow.

He is getting old, | thought. His hair was starting to go from gray to
a lighter white-gray. There was a puffiness to his face, as if the beating
of his heart were too sluggish to pump all the fluid away. Maybe he felt
old because his brother, with only two years between them, had just
died. Claude was the only brother left.

“l know | gotta stop this,” he said as he took out a cigarette. “Doc’s
been after me. So | don’t smoke in the house anymore. It’s a start.”

“Got to start somewhere.”

“Yeah. Somewhere.” He loosened his tie, then unbuttoned the
collar. “Been a while since I’ve done much walking. Too many years
behind a desk.”

“I can run on to the store, if you’d like,” | offered.

“Naw, that’s okay. Nice to be out of the house for a while. It’s
Greta’s show, anyway.”

“Okay, we’ll take it slow. It’s hard for me to walk in heels,” | said
as | slowed my steps even further.

“Sure is humid. Don’t feel much like fall,” he commented as he
wiped his brow. “Mind if we sit a bit on this bench?”

“Good idea. No sense in hurrying back,” | agreed as we sat on a
bus stop bench.

“Your business going okay?”” Uncle Claude asked.

“Fair enough. I like the hours. How’s yours?”

“Pretty good. Nice thing about sea water and salt air, makes boats
need to be painted every so often.”

For some reason, he wanted to talk to me. I didn’t know if it was
to get away from Greta, and | was a convenient excuse, or because he
was clumsily trying to make up for all those years of neglect. | let the
silence be. He could fill it if he wanted.

A bus came by. | waved it on.

“I was just talkin’ to Charlie a few hours before. Then gone, just
like that. But when your brother goes...makes you realize how quick
that grim reaper can come for you. | guess I’m old enough I got to think
about things like that.”

4D e



Lost DAUGHTERS

“No one gets out of life alive. We’ve all got to think about it
sometime or another,” | said.

“I’ve got some regrets.” He took a puff on his cigarette. “Figure
if | get to heaven Lee’s gonna kick my butt for the way I let Greta treat
you.”

It’s too goddamned late, | almost retorted. Don’t apologize now
that it doesn’t matter. But it mattered to him, | realized. With death
hovering so close, he needed to make some atonement for what he had
done. | didn’t say anything because | knew I couldn’t keep the bitterness
out of my voice.

“There were rules back then. Home, kitchen, kids, those all
belonged to the women. Men went out and worked, took care of cars,
that sort of stuff. And you know how Greta is about rules.”

“Yeah, | know.”

“Husbands and kids gotta obey the rules.”

“Or at least not get caught disobeying them,” | amended,
remembering the things Bayard had done to me.

“Yeah, old Greta had a third eye about that.”

“Not with her own kids,” I retorted.

“She was strict with everyone, but | guess stricter with you. Felt
you had been raised out in the bayous with no mama, that Lee had been
too loose with you. She felt girls had to be brought up right.”

“And boys were to be brought up wrong?”

“Well”—Uncle Claude shrugged—*boys will be boys.”

“And what will girls be? Victims?” | shot back. | knew how this
script was supposed to go: Uncle Claude would get this off his chest,
I would be a nice girl and forgive him, and everything would be okay.
But life takes things from you. I lived part of my childhood in terror,
stalked by my cousin. There could be no recompense that would wipe
that away.

Uncle Claude was silent. I wondered if he was going to pretend
that he didn’t know what I meant, or just ignore what I’d said. But
finally he replied, “Did Bayard or Gus mess with you?”

“Gus was glad that there was someone else to blame, but that was
all he did.”

“Bayard?” he asked softly.

“Bayard,” was all | replied.

Uncle Claude rubbed both his hands across his face as if trying
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to wipe some stain away. “How long?” he asked from between his
hands.

“It started a few months after | came here. It ended two days
before I left.”

“Oh, Jesus,” he muttered. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“Because he would have said | was lying and Aunt Greta would
have believed him. What other outcome could there have been?”

“Oh, Jesus,” he repeated, rubbing his face. Then suddenly he sat
up straight, his face turning an angry red. “That slimy son-of-a-bitch.
He’s my son and | call him that. Goddamn him!”

His anger left me strangely unmoved. Like the apology, it was far
too late.

“He shouldn’t’ve taken advantage of you like that!”

“No, he shouldn’t have. He shouldn’t have been able to.” | shifted
my gaze from him, not wanting to see how my words had affected
him.

“Oh, Jesus, oh, God,” | heard him say. “I hoped it wasn’t that bad,
but hope don’t make things go away.” He was silent for a moment. “I
don’t suppose it’d help much if | went back to the house and whupped
his ass. I’m like-minded to do it.”

“No, it wouldn’t help much,” I said gently. “And Aunt Greta would
be screeching at us both for ruining all her hard work.”

“Yeah, she sure would. Gotta pick your battles with Greta. The
day she’s trying to outdo Lottie’s potato salad ain’t the day to do it.”

I looked at him, the red in his face subsiding back into the worn
and aged gray. We’re all so frail, | thought. One misstep, one blind eye
and damage that you never wanted and that can never be undone.

“Never should have married her. But by the time | knew that, we
had two kids and one more on the way. Too late to change. You got one
life and | make a stupid mistake like this. Don’t you do it. Don’t do like
1 did. Boy or girl. I used to think it mattered. Just find someone to really
love you. If | failed in anything in life, that’s what | failed at. And | was
stupid enough to think it hurt mostly me.” He looked at me. This time
we met each other’s gaze.

That simple statement would do. You have been hurt and | am
sorry. Sometimes that is the only recompense that you can hope for.

“Guess we should be headin’ back.”

“Guess we should get the horseradish first.”
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“Guess you’re right.” Uncle Claude grinned at me, the smile that
reminded me of my father so much, that as a kid | would do anything
to get from him.

“Why don’t you stay here and let me run my younger legs down
to the store? Can’t have Aunt Greta upset ’cause you’re sweating and
huffing and puffing.”

“You go ahead. I'll just sit and watch the buses go by.” He gave
me another smile, then handed me five dollars to go to the store with.

Uncle Claude had already started back to the house when I caught
up with him, horseradish in hand.

I gave him his change.

“Thanks,” he said. “You know, sometimes I think, of all my kids,
you turned out the best.”

“Don’t tell Aunt Greta that,” | answered, but | was surprised that
he had referred to me as one of his kids.

“Well, not today. But maybe...” He trailed off.

We walked in silence until we were almost to the house. Uncle
Claude spoke, as if he had to get something in before we entered.
“Now’s not the right time, but there are some things you should know.
Things we kept from you as a kid. You’re not a kid now. Got the right to
know your past. Maybe next week, you and me can get together, when
we get through this funeral stuff. I got some things to give you. From
your dad...and mom. Also, you should know...hell, it’s complicated,
I’ll tell you then.”

Part of me wanted to take Uncle Claude’s arm, stop him there on
the lawn and demand some answers, at least a bare outline. But it was
the day of his brother’s funeral. Guests—and his wife—were waiting
for him.

“Next week sounds good. There are things I’d like to know.” It
had waited this long, another week or so wouldn’t matter.

We entered the house. Uncle Claude took the horseradish to Aunt
Greta in the kitchen. I went to find Cordelia, wondering how she was
faring in the midst of all my relatives. Fine, it seemed, as | caught sight
of her, sitting with Andy and Torbin and Alice, Torbin’s oldest sister.

As I joined them, Torbin said, “Oh, dear, it looks like we’re about
to endure the ritual of the sit-down family funeral dinner.”

I glanced in the direction of what had caught his attention. Aunt
Greta, assisted by Rosemary and a few other cousins, was bringing
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out several laden platters from the kitchen. Aunt Greta was going all-
out, as if this were some sort of competition. Her cooking had never
compared to Aunt Lottie’s, although all of us had enough sense not
to say that to her. But she knew, the second helpings not taken, the
leftovers from family gatherings always hers. Today was her day; what
better triumph than to cook for the widow who had always been the
better cook? | counted two hams, a turkey, several kinds of bread, and
two large bowls of the potato salad that had always been Aunt Greta’s
cooking Waterloo.

There were three tables set up. The corner one that Torbin and
I claimed with Cordelia and Andy seated six. Then there was Aunt
Greta’s formal dining table, a showy Queen Anne with all the leaves and
extensions stretching it to fit ten. Then there were two shoved-together
card tables with a fancy tablecloth thrown over them to disguise the
summers that they had spent in the backyard.

The last two chairs at our table were claimed by my cousin Gus
and his girlfriend (wife? | didn’t know).

Now in his late twenties, Gus still had the little-boy hangdog look
that he’d always had when we were growing up. He’d never been as
clever, or as devious, as his older brother Bayard. His girlfriend had
high, teased blond hair and too much makeup for any viewing closer
than ten feet.

Gus, as usual, didn’t talk much. He had never gone out of his
way to be mean to me the way Bayard and Mary Theresa had, but he
had never stood up for me, either. Given that Bayard was seven years
older and Mary Theresa five, that was probably a pragmatic stance. His
girlfriend Ronnie (“Hi, I’m Veronica, but call me Ronnie”) did most of
the talking for them. To her credit, she was unfazed when Andy was
introduced as Torbin’s lover and Cordelia as mine.

“Oh, I love those shows down in the Quarter! We’ll have to come
see you sometime,” she told Torbin when she found out what he did.

She and Gus were running a video rental shop on Old Metairie
Road, so most of the talk was about movies.

My attention wandered as they chatted about a movie | hadn’t
seen. I watched Uncle Claude, carving first a ham, then the turkey, Aunt
Greta helping him with her instructions. “Not so big a piece, Claude.”
“That knife’s not good for cutting through bone, use the other one.”

o 46 .



Lost DAUGHTERS

He looked tired and constrained, dutifully changing knives or cutting
smaller pieces as Aunt Greta requested.

How do you resign yourself to this kind of life? | wondered. Pass
your days in small bits with TV or sports magazines, like he had when
| was here as a child? What happens when you realize that you only
have one life and that it will never be what you wanted it to be? Surely
Uncle Claude had dreams beyond a stale wife and a middle-of-the-pack
suburban house? Was this why he wanted to talk to me? Was forgiveness
and recompense what he had to hope for?

I had a vision of shaking him and saying, “It’s not too late. Divorce
Aunt Greta. Find some cute bimbo. Sail to the Bahamas like you always
said you wanted to.” Maybe next week, when we talked, | would say
it. | didn’t know.

Plates of turkey and ham made their way to our table. Ronnie told
a funny story about her and Gus’s “Aunt Greta warning system,” that
they always had to cover up the porno videos (“We rent more of those
than Cinderella, you betcha”) with drop cloths and claim that they were
doing renovation. Aunt Greta never questioned that the renovations had
been going on over a year. Ronnie opined that Aunt Greta didn’t want to
know what was under those drop cloths. “Though I’'m tempted to stick
one of those tapes in their VCR just to see if it would spice up Claude
and Greta’s sex life.” Gus blushed slightly at Ronnie’s suggestion that
his mother and father still had sex. | had been so unconvinced that
someone like Aunt Greta could have a sex life that | was beginning to
suspect that it took a triad of virgin births to produce her three children.
But maybe, like Uncle Claude, she was trapped by what life expected
of her; unlike his slide into the oblivion of hours of TV, she had settled
for trying to control life’s details.

“You look preoccupied,” Cordelia said to me in a soft voice.

“Oh...family.” I shrugged.

“Ah, yes...family.”

I watched them. Torbin and Andy discussing Bette Davis movies
with Ronnie, Gus looking on. Who they were, and who they had been,
came to me as a kaleidoscope of images: Gus, once beckoning “this
way” to get me out of the path of an oncoming Aunt Greta; Torbin as
a young skinny cousin | talked to at family gatherings, some sense of
connection between us before we realized what that connection was.
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I glanced over at the main table. Uncle Claude, finally relieved
of his carving duties, was sitting still, as if needing to rest from slicing
through a ham. Aunt Greta was beside him, but with no connection
beyond that proximity. Two strangers with three children between
them. Next to Aunt Greta was her daughter, Mary Theresa. Years of
smoking and suntans had taken their toll on her skin. | remembered her
teenage phone conversations and being referred to as the “brat from the
bayou.” Bayard sat at the end of the table, as if no one should question
his deserving the extra space, the cousin who had taken me with him
when he got a puppy and let me pick it. And who had used that kindness
against me.

“Oh, Claude, is that all the potato salad you’re going to have?” |
heard Aunt Greta say.

I looked back at them. Uncle Claude was passing the potato salad
down the table. I couldn’t see the amount on his plate, but obviously it
didn’t meet Aunt Greta’s expectations.

“Can’t eat it all. Gotta leave some for other folks,” he said with a
sheepish grin at her hectoring.

“Don’t worry. | made plenty.”

Cousin Rosemary passed the potato salad back to Uncle Claude,
his fate sealed. He smiled weakly at her.

Abruptly, he set the bowl down on the table with a clatter. He can’t
hold it, I thought. Uncle Claude, the always-obedient man, wouldn’t
choose this time to rebel. His hand wavered, then clutched at his
chest.

Death took him utterly by surprise. Somehow | knew that that
was what it was, that contained explosion inside him. He sat like a
man whose legs would never again support him. His clutching hand fell
limply into his lap. And, as a macabre and absurd finale, his head rolled
forward into the potato salad, splattering it across the table.

They’re all dead. All the Robedeaux brothers are dead.

Cordelia was the first to move. She knew too well what had
happened.

“Help me,” she said to me as she headed for him.

Aunt Greta let out a high-pitched wail, though it was hard to tell
if it was because of her husband or the glob of potato salad that was
dripping down her face.

I followed Cordelia. She lifted Uncle Claude by his shoulders,

e 48 o



Lost DAUGHTERS

pulling him out of the potato salad. Grabbing his napkin, she wiped his
face off.

“Help me put him on the floor,” she instructed me. Together, we
lifted him from his chair and laid him on the floor. His face was ashen
and gray.

Alice, who was a nurse, joined us. Cordelia was kneeling beside
him, her face close to his.

“He’s not breathing,” she told Alice.

“Claude,” | heard Aunt Greta wail, “Claude, you’ve made a
mess.”

Shut up, silly woman, I wanted to say. Then I realized she was in
shock. She had to know something was terribly, terribly wrong.

“Call nine-one-one,” Cordelia instructed.

I was kneeling next to her and started to get up, but Cousin
Rosemary jumped up from the table to do it.

Cordelia started giving him artificial respiration.

“What are you doing to my dad?” Bayard bellowed.

Also in shock, so I wrote it off.

“Saving his life, you asshole,” someone answered. It sounded like
Torbin.

Cordelia paused in her breathing to feel for a pulse. “No heartbeat,”
she told Alice.

“Oh, God,” Alice responded. “I’ve got a bad shoulder. Can
you...?”

“Yes,” Cordelia answered. She moved away from his head, then
locked her hands together and placed them over his breastbone.

“Oh, good Lord, what’s the address here?” Rosemary called
from the kitchen, flustered at the 911 operator’s request. “I don’t live
here, you see, and...” Someone called out the street and number, but
Rosemary was too busy explaining to the 911 operator why she didn’t
know the address to listen to the address. “What was that? What?” she
called.

Cordelia began forcing Uncle Claude’s heart to beat, counting
five, then pausing to let Alice breathe for him.

“What’s wrong?” | heard Rosemary from the kitchen. “He was
eating potato salad, well, he wasn’t actually eating it, but...”

“Myocardial infarction,” Cordelia called out to her, obviously not
thinking about the level of her audience.
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“What?” Rosemary said.

“Heart attack,” Alice answered as Cordelia was counting the
number of heartbeats she was trying to push through his chest.

“Heart attack,” | repeated for Rosemary. Alice was again breathing
for him.

“Heart attack. Heart attack. That’s what they’re saying. Heart
attack,” came Rosemary’s flustered voice from the next room.

Can they do it? Can they pull him back from death? | watched
Alice and Cordelia working, intense concentration on their faces. How
we push limits, refuse to accept them, forcing a heart to beat and lungs
to breathe to hold death at bay.

“What’s happening? What’s wrong with Claude?” Aunt Greta
wailed.

“Come, Greta. Don’t watch this,” Aunt Lottie said. She led Aunt
Greta away from the table, the widow leading the almost widow. Aunt
Lottie carefully wiped potato salad off Aunt Greta’s face. She seemed
not even to notice.

“I’ll wait out front for the ambulance,” Torbin said, walking past
us.

Other conversations swirled for a moment around me, then stilled
into a chasm of expectation. But his heart did not start beating, Cordelia
was still pushing on his chest, and the hushed whispers began again.

Bring him back. It’s not time for his life to be over, | silently
pleaded.

The wail of the ambulance approached, drowning the hushed
whispers as it drew closer.

There was a brief moment of silence, then the sound of voices.
I could make out Torbin’s “This way,” and the clatter of the EMTs as
they came into the living room. | stood up and backed away to give
them room.

Suddenly Uncle Claude was surrounded by men and women. The
reverent hushed whispers replaced by the purposeful cacophony of
those to whom this was another day and another stranger.

I didn’t want to watch anymore. My witnessing would not
influence this dance on the edge of death. I didn’t want the memory
of the ways they would probe and pry at him, as if his body could be
shoved back into life.

I turned and went into the kitchen. Rosemary was there, covering
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and wrapping food, as if a perfectly preserved ham would make a
difference.

“Oh, is he going to be okay?” she said when she saw me.

“They’re doing all they can,” I answered.

She nodded and went back to her plastic wrap and tinfoil. And
maybe it did matter. She couldn’t stop him from dying, but she could
prevent the food from spoiling.

I walked through the kitchen to the backyard. It was still as small
as | had remembered it, but someone had planted flowers, yellow and
white roses against the back fence. This flowered backyard seemed so
foreign. I couldn’t imagine Uncle Claude back here with the pansies
and roses. Aunt Greta? Did she have a soul that included flowers? But
could even the most perfect flower garden balance out the dryness of
her heart?

The screen door slammed.

“So you had to get away from that mess in there, t00?” It was
Bayard.

I didn’t answer him.

“Daddy sure found a new way to get out of eating Mama’s potato
salad.”

“Shouldn’t you be in there with her?”

“What’s the matter, don’t like my company?”

“Not especially.”

“You used to.” His leer bordered on sadistic.

I just stared at him. Could he really be doing this? Clinging so
ferociously to the old patterns of power that he was blind to everything
from the intervening years to his father’s dying inside the house? “Shut
up, Bayard,” I retorted harshly. “I’ll let it pass that this is some bizarre
way of dealing with what’s going on inside, if you shut up now.”

He took a step toward me. “C’mon, Mick, you don’t mean that.”
He took another step.

I moved back. He’s too blind to see how things have irrevocably
changed. The same house, the same backyard, the same people, but
things have changed.

“We had some good times together,” he continued.

“We didn’t,” I shot back. “Maybe you did and you were too selfish
to see how much | hated it.”

“You didn’t hate it.” He reached for me.
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“Don’t touch me.”

“You didn’t hate it. Don’t pretend you did.” He put his hand on
my shoulder.

But things had changed. I slapped him as hard as | could. | wanted
there to be no mistake in this message.

Bayard’s head snapped back with the force of my hand against
his cheek.

“You bitch,” he sputtered. “Hitting me while my father is in there
dying.”

I didn’t even stop to consider it. | spat in his face. With that |
shoved past him and reentered the house.

Evil has a beer belly and a receding hairline.

Cousin Rosemary was now doing dishes. Bayard didn’t follow me
back in, the only glimmer of an intelligent thing he’d done yet.

I remained in the kitchen with Rosemary as a chaperone. Framed
in the doorway, I had a partial view of Uncle Claude surrounded by
EMTs. His shirt had been cut open. Off to one side, Cordelia and Alice
stood, not saying anything, just watching the men and women around
Uncle Claude, as if their vigilance would help keep his heart beating. In
unison, they backed up, heralding the approach of a stretcher.

Wias his heart beating? Had they brought him back? For a moment
I hoped, then I saw the grim expressions of the EMTs. They were
rushing him to the hospital, still pushing for a miracle.

Aunt Lottie came into the kitchen. “Where’s Bayard?” she asked.

“Uh...I think out back,” I muttered.

She gave her head an angry shake. “Well, he needs to act a bit like
a man and take his mother to the hospital.”

Her evident disapproval of him took me by surprise. | had always
thought that Bayard put up the perfect facade of a paragon of virtue.

“He just needs to settle down,” Rosemary said to mollify things.

“He’s about forty. | suspect he’s settled as far as he’s going to
settle,” Aunt Lottie dryly replied. She went into the backyard to find
him.

I went back to the living room. | wanted to be near Cordelia when
Bayard reappeared.

Gus and Ronnie were supporting Aunt Greta between them. She
looked scared and confused, an expression | had never seen on her face
before.
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“I’m sorry, Aunt Greta,” | murmured as they passed me. She didn’t
answer or even look in my direction.

She stopped to look at Cordelia. “What happened? What did you
do to him?”

At times, you know people and how they will act, where they will
stumble and fall, because they’ve tripped on the same place so many
other times. | wanted to stop what | knew was about to happen, but
as Cassandra had learned, knowing the future doesn’t mean you can
change it.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Robedeaux,” Cordelia said. Her voice, low and
compassionate, was a contrast to Aunt Greta’s harsh whine.

“If he dies, it’ll be your fault,” she retorted.

“That’s not—" I started, but Cordelia put her hand on my wrist to
silence me.

“We did all we could, Mrs. Robedeaux,” she replied, her voice
still soft and gentle. “He’s getting the best medical care possible.”

Aunt Greta turned from her, almost by instinct realizing that
attacking Cordelia would be fruitless.

“Where’s my son?” she wailed.

“I’m here, Mama,” Gus, still awkwardly supporting her arm,
answered.

Again, | knew what would happen, actions and reactions written
on the wall as if we can never change.

“Bayard. Where’s Bayard?” Aunt Greta dismissed Gus.

“Here, Mama,” he answered, Aunt Lottie having found him and
made him do his duty. “Don’t you worry, I’m right here.” He smoothly
edged Gus away. Gus’s face had that defeated look that | had seen so
many times when we were growing up together. Ronnie started to let go
of Aunt Greta’s arm to remain with Gus.

But Bayard said, “C’mon, Ronnie, you come with me. | need
you to help with Mama. Gus, someone needs to stay here and hold the
fort.”

Cousin Rosemary, in her innocent bumbling way, came to Gus’s
rescue. “Oh, no, Gus, you go on. I’ll clean up everything here.”

Seeing a crack in Bayard’s maneuver, Ronnie reached out with her
free hand to Gus. “Gus, honey, you need to be with us.”

“Don