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Description

In this supernatural murder mystery that takes place in New Orleans, a nineteen-year-old woman wearing a bridal gown is strangled in Saint Louis Cemetery in the middle of the night. Around the same time, a man in the poor section of town is murdered and the killer writes a letter to the newspaper, claiming to be the infamous Axeman, a real-life character who is part of the city's spooky past. Are these cases related? Along with spicy doses of gumbo, voodoo, witchcraft, ghosts, and all that jazz, female homicide detective Yvonne Dauphin investigates. 
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Chapter One 
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In a small banquet room at the Mariott in downtown New Orleans, a group of police officers and detectives were celebrating the Detective of the Year awards. They were there to honor the career of female homicide detective Yvonne Dauphin and the lieutenant who was her boss stepped up to the podium and tapped on a microphone to make sure it was working. When she began her talk, she told the crowd, “Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen. We are here tonight to pay tribute to one of New Orleans’ finest detectives, Yvonne Dauphin. In the past three years, she has investigated three high-profile cases: a serial killer who went by the name “The Basher”, a human trafficking case about 14 young women who were found dead in a shipping container, and the ‘Fifty Shades of Dead’ case about a young woman who decided to take a walk on the wild side and later ended up murdered. In each of these cases, Yvonne risked her life to solve the murders. She is a consummate detective who is well-respected by her peers. Her investigative skills have always been razor-sharp and earned her the respect of the entire department. She takes her cases to heart and pours everything she has into them.  Her family and friends urged her to pursue a more sedate career, but she wouldn’t listen.”

The lieutenant took a sip from the water bottle she’d brought up to the podium with her and continued, “Yvonne told me that she loved the whole idea of policing and detective work ever since she was eleven and read her first Nancy Drew book.  She loves riddles and crossword puzzles. As she got older, she devoured the books of Agatha Christie and Conan Doyle. Sherlock Holmes was her favorite. She loved his powers of observation. He was a mind of the first order, and she imagined herself working beside him, like Dr. Watson had, dissecting every clue and trying to figure out whodunit. She loved “Masterpiece Mystery” and especially “Prime Suspect”. Inspector Jane Tennison impressed upon her the possibility that a woman could succeed as a detective. Watching Jane battle sexual harassment in an all-male department was a challenge that Yvonne faced daily. Like Jane, Yvonne’s challenge was that when she started working for the police fifteen years earlier, she was a female in a mostly all-male line of work and had to be not just good but superior each and every day at her job. I’ve had the honor of working with her for the past 15 years and I consider her not just a coworker, but a good friend and listener. She is a team player and has helped several in her department who had gone through personal problems. She told me one time that she considers her coworkers family—a family that has its ups and downs but always comes together at the end of the day.”

She took another sip of water and then said to those in the room, “Let’s all give a warm round of applause for Yvonne Dauphin, New Orleans’ Detective of the Year.”

Yvonne looked radiant that night. She wore a floor-length velvet gown and went to the hairdresser earlier in the day to have her hair fashioned into a glamorous updo. She looked like she was ready to go to the Oscars and walk the red carpet. She had just celebrated her 40th birthday but did not look a day older than 30. At a small table, she sat with her handsome husband and equally handsome fellow homicide detective Rick Vente with whom she had worked on several cases. Rick married her younger sister Danielle who sat at the table also. 

Yvonne and her husband had a tempestuous relationship and had divorced and remarried each other. She sometimes referred to Detective Vente as her work husband and they had a sometimes-flirtatious relationship that they never took to a romantic level. She had temporarily lived at his house after the Basher found out where she lived and sent her threatening letters.

After the lieutenant introduced her to the crowd that night, she felt very self-conscious and gave a brief speech thanking everyone for their support.

Before calling it a night, Yvonne, Steven, Rick, and Danielle had drinks at the Top of the Mart which had a rotating bar on the 33rd floor and offered a great view of the Mississippi River and the Crescent City below.

*******
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The next morning, Yvonne got out of her bed feeling frustrated because she had another night of tossing and turning, getting no sleep. She had been too keyed up about the celebration the night before and relived the conversations and the lieutenant’s complimentary speech. She put on her slippers and padded out into the kitchen where she made two servings of café au lait—one cup for herself and the other for her husband to drink after he woke up. When she was done making the coffee, she took her cup out to her balcony and watched as the sunrise gradually illuminated the historic St. Louis Cemetery across the street. She stared at it and thought that maybe she and her husband should have moved to the Garden District where she could wake up with a view of mansions and flowers instead of looking at a cemetery and thinking about dead people. Recalling her younger brother who committed suicide, she heard her husband banging pots and pans in their kitchen and presumed that he was emptying the dishwasher. She went inside a gave him a good morning kiss.

He told her, “Good morning, Detective of the Year.”

“Hi, honey.”

“Did I tell you how positively stunning I thought you looked last night?”

“Well, I’m not looking very stunning this morning. I’ve been up all night.”

“Oh, honey. Not again. Did you take a sleeping pill?”

“I can’t take them every night. I’ll get addicted to them if I do.”

“Maybe you should call Dr. Said. You’ve been having a lot of insomnia lately.” He was referring to Yvonne’s psychiatrist whom she’d been seeing for several years after being diagnosed with bipolar disorder.

“I’m seeing her on Friday. I’ll talk to her about it then.”

“Good. Are you hungry?”

“I’ve been craving Brennan’s Bananas Foster French Toast.”

“Do we have all the ingredients to make it?”

“I’ll check. I made you a café au lait. Hopefully, it’s not cold.”

“Thank you.”

While they were talking, their three-year-old son Justin walked into the kitchen. He looked especially cute wearing his new pajamas that had cartoon images of fire trucks and police cars on them.

“Hi, little dude,” Steven told him. “I hope Daddy and Mommy didn’t wake you up.”

He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and said, “I’m hungry. What’s for breakfast?”

“French toast.”

“Yummy!” He sat at the kitchen table with Yvonne who was looking at a cookbook. The page was opened to the recipe for French toast, and she was checking out the ingredients to make sure they had them. Steven was a gourmet cook in his spare time and kept a well-stocked pantry, so luckily all the ingredients were at hand, and he didn’t have to go to the grocery store.

While he was cooking, he told Justin, “It’s Sunday. What would you like to do after breakfast?”

He thought for a moment before saying, “Let’s go to the zoo again.”

Yvonne didn’t feel like she had enough energy to walk around at the zoo but was willing to make the sacrifice to please her son. She helped Steven make breakfast and just as the three of them were getting ready to eat, her phone rang, and it was the lieutenant calling.

The lieutenant said, “I’m sorry to call you so early on a Sunday morning, but I need you to follow up on a murder at the cemetery across the street from you.”

“What happened?”

“The gatekeeper was making his rounds this morning before he opened the cemetery gates to the public and found a young woman lying on the ground. He called 911 and when the ambulance got there, it was too late. She died. Doctor Cox and her forensics team are already there.” 

“Okay. I’ll get dressed and go over.”

“Call me later.”

“Will do.”

After Yvonne hung up the phone, Steven told her, “Not again. Can’t we get one day to ourselves?”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Are we still going to the zoo, Mommy?” her son asked.

“I’m afraid that you and Daddy must go without me. I got to go to work.”

“Again,” Steven said under his breath. 

She sighed, stood, and kissed him on top of his head. “You know the drill by now. It’s part of my job. You knew that when you married me.”

He shook his head and smirked. Normally, he was a lot more easy-going about the demands of her job, but lately his job teaching high school was getting stressful after the school got a new principal who wanted to shake things up.

As Yvonne was getting dressed, she heard the rumble of thunder overhead and then noticed that hard rain was pelting the roof of her condo. Just great, she told herself. She put on some black pants and a long-sleeved white blouse, along with a raincoat and some ankle boots, grabbed her badge, cell phone, and an umbrella, and then headed out into the pouring down rain, ready to see what the day had in store for her.

*******
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She crossed the street to the cemetery and saw that the entrance was blocked by police tape. A uniformed officer kept guard to make sure nobody came inside. She showed her badge to the officer who let her in. She saw a tent that had been erected by the forensics team. It covered a small mausoleum and the area around it. While the forensics team was busy taking pictures and searching for evidence that would explain what happened, Yvonne saw the coroner who knelt next to a young woman wearing a wedding dress. The woman was slumped over on her side. 

“Doctor Cox,” Yvonne said. “What do we have here?”

“A lovely young woman whose wedding day took a turn for the worst looks like.”

“What’s she doing inside a cemetery?”

“That’s what you folks need to figure out.”
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Chapter Two
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Yvonne took some pictures of the murder victim and asked Dr. Cox, “Time of death?”

“I’ll know more when I get her back to the lab, but I can estimate that she’s been dead for about six hours.”

“So, she died last night?”

“Correct.”

“Do you know who she is?”

“She had no ID on her. No purse. No phone. No keys.”

“How did she get inside the cemetery? It’s surrounded by a fence. From what I remember, the gates close around 6:00 PM.”

“I’m assuming that she climbed over the fence because she has a scrape on her ankle and part of the hem of her dress is ripped.”

“How did she die?”

“The bruising around her neck suggests that she was strangled.” 

Yvonne took a picture of the woman’s face, ankle, dress, and the area surrounding the body. 

“Shall I flip her over on her back so we can get a better look at the bruising on her neck?”

“Yes.”

Upon viewing the young woman’s face and neck, Yvonne told Doctor Cox, “She’s so young. She looks like she’s about 19.”

“Yes. Sad, isn’t it?”

Yvonne took another picture of the young woman and her bruised neck. The rain got heavier, and the forensics team took shelter under the tent, waiting for further orders. 

Doctor Cox asked her, “Have you seen enough before we take her away?”

“Yes. Before it gets too muddy in here.”

Doctor Cox motioned to two of the men on her team and told them to get a gurney to load the victim into a nearby van that would transport her to the coroner’s office. 

Yvonne told the coroner, “I need to talk to the gatekeeper before he leaves.”

“Okay. I’ll send you a report after I examine this young lady more closely.”

Yvonne went to the entrance to the cemetery and saw an elderly man talking to the patrol officer who told her, “This is the man who called 911.”

She shook his hand and introduced herself. “You’re the gatekeeper?”

“Yes, ma’am. What’s happening? Is the young woman dead?”

“I’m afraid so. Thank you for calling 911.”

“I was worried.”

“Does this cemetery have security cameras?”

“It does but they haven’t been working lately. We’re having someone come out this week to look at them.”

“Okay. Tell me what you saw when you got here.”

“Well, the first thing I do is make a tour of the cemetery to see if there’s been any more vandalism. Sometimes, we’ve caught kids partying in here overnight.”

“Have you seen anybody like that lately?”

“Crazy women come here sometimes at night too. They claim that they’re trying to get in touch with their ancestors.”

“How many times have you caught them?”

“A few.”

“When were they here last?”

“On Friday.”

“What did they look like?”

“It was dark, and I didn’t get a good look at them.”

“Were they Caucasian? How old were they?”

“They were white. Middle-aged from what I could tell.”

“I’d like for you to come to the police station, and we’ll get a sketch artist to sit down with you.”

“Why do I have to do that?”

“Because they may have come back again and seen something. They may be the last people to see our victim alive.”

“I guess so. It’s hard to say no to the police.”

She pulled out of one of her raincoat pockets a small notepad and pen. “What’s your name, address, and phone number?”

After he told her, she took a picture of him. 

“Tell me,” Yvonne said, “Have you ever seen the dead woman when she was alive?”

“Yes. I have.”

“How many times?”

“Just once.”

“What was she doing when you saw her?”

“She was crying.”

“Was she wearing a wedding dress?”

“It was a long white dress.”

“What was she looking at?”

“A grave. The Family Baptiste grave.”

“How late do you stay here before you go home?”

“Sometimes I stay longer after work and look on the Internet. I don’t have it at home.”

“So, while you were looking at the Internet, she snuck in?”

“She must have. I make a last check of the grounds before I go home. That’s when I saw her.”

“Let’s take a walk and you can show me?”

“It’s pouring down rain.”

“I realize that. The sooner you do, the sooner you can leave.”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

As they were walking to the grave, Yvonne asked, “When you were making the rounds did you see a purse, cell phone, or keys?”

“No.”

They came to a small mausoleum and the gatekeeper said, “That’s the grave she was looking at. She was sitting in the dirt. Right here. She was looking at the monument and walked up and tried to open the door to it. When she couldn’t open it, she rubbed the name on the tomb.”

Yvonne took a closer look at the monument. There was a door with a small stained-glass window in the upper portion of it. Yvonne stood on her tiptoes and looked inside. She saw six cement shelves (3 on each side) that were large enough to hold bodies. “Looks like there’s room for more than one person in there.”

“Most of the graves here are like that. They’re for entire families.”

“Why is this empty? Where did the bodies go?”

“We’re not quite sure.”

“Okay. Why don’t you get your things and lock up?  Time to go to the police station and work with a sketch artist. I’ll take you.”

“I need to give a tour today.”

“The cemetery is a crime scene. It will be closed today.”

“So, I get the day off?”

“Yes. Lucky you.”

She and the gatekeeper walked to the front entrance and Yvonne told him, “I’m going to get my car. I live across the street. I’ll meet you back here and we’ll ride to the station together.”

“Like I said, I didn’t get a good look at those witches well enough to describe them.”

“Well, give it your best shot. I’ll make some arrangements to make sure somebody will be there to draw the ladies according to your description. We might have to wait a while. A lot of people are off on Sundays and might have to get called in.”

He complained, “What a way to spend a Sunday. At the police station.”

“This ain’t no walk in the park for me either.”

From her car, Yvonne called the lieutenant to let her know what was happening. Since the police did not know the identity of the victim, the lieutenant wanted to arrange a press conference to ask for the public’s help in identifying her.

After the gatekeeper sat down with a sketch artist, Yvonne drove him back to the cemetery and then went back to the station, waiting to hear what time the lieutenant wanted to have a press conference. 

By the time she got home that night, it was 10:00 PM. She ate a late dinner and went to bed. Once again, she had trouble sleeping.
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Chapter Three
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The next day, Yvonne learned that a woman had called the police station saying that she knew the victim who was found dead in the cemetery. 

Yvonne asked her to come to the police station to be interviewed.

When she showed up, Yvonne began the interview, saying, “So, I understand that you knew the young lady who was found in the cemetery?”

“Yes. I worked with her before she got fired.”

“And what is your name?”

“Renee Dupree.”

“Okay, Renee. What is our dead girl’s name?”

“Her name is Roxie Wood.”

“Do you know how old Roxie was?”

“She was 19. Same age as me.”

“Do you know where she lived?”

“She lived across from the Saint Louis cemetery.”

“That’s interesting. I live across from the cemetery, too. Do you remember Roxy’s address?”

“Let me look in my address book. I’ve visited her place a few times. It was an upstairs condo with a balcony.”

“Sounds familiar,” Yvonne answered, thinking of her own condo.

“Here’s the address,” Renee said. “I wrote it down because I wanted to send her a Christmas card.”

Yvonne was very surprised when she learned Roxy’s last address. It was the same as hers and she told Renee, “What a coincidence. I live in that condo now.”

“Really? That is a coincidence. Roxie had to move out when she couldn’t afford to pay the rent after she lost her job.”

“What kind of work did she do?”

“She was a computer programmer.”

“What company?”

“New Orleans Connect.”

“Phone number?”

Renee told her.

After Yvonne wrote down the phone number in her small notepad, she asked, “What can you tell me about Roxie?”

“She was a loner.  Very pretty. A few of the guys at work asked her out, but she told them that she had a boyfriend.”
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