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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In The Boy I return to a setting my longtime readers know is a favorite of mine—Louisiana’s French Triangle, Cajun country. It is a place like no other—ecologically, sociologically, culturally, and linguistically. I have done my best to try to impart some of the rich flavor of the region to you, in part through language and dialect. Cajun French is a patois as unique to Louisiana as gumbo. Imagine Elizabethan-era French that evolved isolated from its home country, influenced by the spice of Spanish, Creole, Native American, and African languages. Because Cajun French evolved predominantly as a spoken language, spellings and even meanings of words may vary from one area to the next. According to the last census, about one in ten families in south Louisiana still speak French in the home, and many words and phrases find their way into the speech of English speakers. I have included a glossary in the back of the book for words and phrases used throughout the story.











ONE


She ran down the gravel road, struggling, stumbling. Her breath sawed in and out of her lungs, ragged and hot; painful, like serrated knives plunging into and pulling out of her chest. The night air was too thick, too heavy. She thought she might drown in it. Her legs wobbled beneath her like rubber, heavy with fatigue. Sweat streamed from her pores. It felt like her skin was ready to peel away, leaving her red and raw and bloody.


Blood. So much blood. On her hands. In her hair. On her face. She was painted with it. When she found someone—if she found someone—they would see the blood, too. They would see the whites of her eyes and the red of the blood that streaked down her cheeks and across her jaw. They would see the blood that stained her hands like red lace gloves. They would be horrified without even knowing the true horror of what had happened.


She replayed it over and over in her mind’s eye, the images flashing like a strobe light, like random scenes from a movie. The flash of the knife. The flailing arms. Blood spraying everywhere.


She could taste the blood: bitter and metallic. She could taste the salt of her sweat and her tears. The mix made a nauseating cocktail in her mouth. She choked on it as she tried to swallow. She could smell it. The stench of fear: blood and body odor, urine and feces. The memory was so strong and so real she gagged on it.


Then suddenly she was falling, sprawling headlong. The road rushed up to meet her, slammed into her, the gravel biting into the flesh of her hands and bare arms and knees and the side of her face. The impact rattled her brain and knocked the wind from her. She tried to gasp for air, frantic, thinking she might die.


Maybe it was better if she died. Maybe she should just lie down and quit. Everyone in her life would probably be happier, relieved, unburdened.


The night waited, ever-patient, oblivious to her pain, not caring if she lived or died. Things died in the swamp all the time. Death was just a part of life here.


As the roar of her pulse in her ears subsided to a dull throb, the sounds of the bayou came through: crickets and frogs, the groan of an alligator somewhere nearby, the splash of something hitting the water, the distant rumble of thunder as a storm rolled up from the Gulf. Something moved suddenly in the brush at the side of the road. A bird flew up, its wings thumping against the thick, still air.


Startled, gasping, she scraped and scrambled, swimming on the rock, struggling to get her feet under her and to get herself upright.


Headlights appeared around a bend in the road. A driver in the dead of night in the middle of nowhere—would this be help or harm? She knew all about the kind of men who prowled the darkness and preyed on women. A part of her wanted to crouch in the brush and hide. A part of her knew she couldn’t.


She stood in the middle of the road and waved her arms above her head.


“Help me! Stop! Help me. Please!” In her mind she was shouting, but she could barely hear the words. They seemed nothing more than a rasp in her throat.


The car drew closer. The headlights blinded her.


The driver had to see her now.


“Help me!”


The vehicle slowed to a crawl.




“Help!” She flung herself at the driver’s side of the hood as if she could physically force the car to stop. “Please, help me!”


She slapped the hood with one hand and the windshield with the other, smearing the glass with blood. For just a second her eyes locked on the terrified face of the driver, a woman, and then the engine roared. The tires chewed at the gravel. The car leapt forward, and she fell to the side, trying to grab hold of a door handle. Her head cracked hard against the window. Bang! Thump! Thud! She hit the ground and rolled, choking on the dust, spitting out blood and gravel and a tooth.


She could have closed her eyes and willed it all away, slipping into the deep abyss of unconsciousness. She might lie there and die, be run over by a truck, or dragged into the swamp by an animal. But then she was on her hands and knees, crawling, coughing, crying, blood and tears and snot dripping from her face.


The thunder rumbled in the distance, but above her the moon was still white-bright, so bright that the sky around it glowed metallic blue. Down the road she could see the outline of a house, a shabby little box of a house, a yard with an old pickup parked near a sagging porch. A yellow bug light burned beside the front door.


She wobbled to her feet like a newborn deer and staggered on, one foot in front of the other, her focus on the house. Would someone come if she made it to the door? Would they call the police at someone knocking in the middle of the night? Or would they just mistake her for an intruder and shoot her?


Exhausted, she tripped on the front steps and fell onto the weathered boards of the old porch. Beyond feeling pain, she dragged herself the last few feet and banged a fist against the screen door. She wanted to cry out, to call for help, but her voice died in her throat. She slapped at the screen door, her strength draining out of her, rushing out of her like water down a hole.


Help me. Help me. Please God, someone help me . . .


“You done forgot your key again?”


The complaining voice seemed to come from a long distance, from a dream.




“I swear! I ought to leave you sleep with the hound dogs! Dat’s all what you deserve, you! I oughta shoot you first, coming home at this hour. Stinkin’ drunk, no doubt.”


The inner door creaked open.


Genevieve looked up at the woman in the doorway—a narrow, lined face, eyes popping, mouth open in shock, teeth missing, a halo of frizzed red hair shot through with gray. The face of an angel.


“Oh, my God in heaven!” the woman exclaimed.


“Help me. Please,” Genevieve whispered. “Someone killed me and my boy.”


And then the blackness of oblivion swallowed her whole.











TWO


Annie Broussard listened to the thunder rumble in the distance. The sound echoed the restlessness that stirred inside her. She felt anxious, on edge, as if she was waiting for something bad to happen. This had been going on for weeks now, ever since that night in June, when a call had awoken her from a deep, peaceful sleep.


Not that she wasn’t used to the phone ringing at all hours with bad news, but it was always someone else’s bad news, and she or Nick or both of them were being called on as sheriff’s detectives to come out and sort through the latest human catastrophe in Partout Parish. She had never been called to a catastrophe of her own until the night her tante Fanchon had been rushed to the hospital after suffering a stroke.


What had followed that call had been days and nights of breathless anxiety, Annie clinging by her mental fingertips to hope that ebbed and flowed like an erratic tide.


Fanchon Doucet had been her anchor since childhood. And even though Annie’s mother had exited her life without warning when she was small, Annie had never imagined Tante Fanchon doing the same. Fanchon and Uncle Sos were as constant as the North Star, as solid as stone—until that night in June.




Now, every time the phone rang in the middle of the night, Annie’s heart bolted at the thought that the call would be for her, not as a detective but as next of kin. She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in four months.


Carefully, she slipped out of bed and padded across the cypress-wood floor to the window to peek through the blinds. The moon had yet to be overrun by the clouds, casting the night in a silver glow. Lightning spread across the sky in the distance like spiderweb cracks across dark glass. The thunder rolled after it and right along her nerves.


She liked to think she was too logical and practical to believe in signs and portents, but she couldn’t escape the fact that she had been raised by superstitious people in a superstitious place. The French Triangle of south Louisiana may have embraced all the modern amenities technology had to offer, but there were people in bayou country who still half believed in the loup-garou—a mythical swamp werewolf. Uncle Sos, as Catholic as any Cajun man in these parts, still wore a dime on a string around his neck to ward off bad gris-gris—curses and such. “Just in case,” he would say with a grin and a playful gleam in his dark eyes.


Annie wouldn’t have gone so far as to drill a hole in a dime, but she secretly wished for some protection against that now-familiar sense of dread that sat like a rock in her stomach.


It didn’t help that the unrelenting heat and humidity had everyone on their last nerve. Summer should have been a distant memory by now, but like a big ugly snake, it had sunk its fangs in deep and hung on, pumping its venom into the citizens of south Louisiana. Tempers and patience were running short. Bar fights and domestic calls were up, along with the temperature and the consumption of alcohol.


Everyone in the Sheriff’s Office was feeling the effects—on the job and off. And if the rise in calls to come between contentious citizens wasn’t enough, ten months into the tenure of their new boss, there were still problems and personality conflicts in the office. Most of the staff had worked their entire careers under the long reign of Gus Noblier, and no matter how any of them had or hadn’t gotten along with Gus, he had become a saint in absentia.




The new sheriff was an outsider, a usurper; too stiff, too arrogant, too brash. It didn’t matter that Gus himself had brought Kelvin Dutrow on board as chief deputy the year before his retirement. Dutrow wasn’t from here. He wasn’t one of them. Tensions within the department exacerbated the tensions out on the road. It was a vicious cycle, and every deputy and detective took that tension home to his or her family at the end of their shift. The Broussard-Fourcade household got a double dose.


The chaos and fury of a good old-fashioned thunderstorm would be a welcome break.


As if in answer to her thought, way out over the Atchafalaya Basin, lightning again chased itself across the sky, and the ominous low rumble of thunder followed seconds later.


On the other side of the room, Annie’s husband stirred in his sleep, grumbling, sweeping an arm along the empty space beside him.


“’Toinette? Where you at?” he asked, his voice a low, raspy growl.


She didn’t answer for a moment, still irritated with him for something he’d said to her earlier in the evening. He sat up, the sheet puddling around his narrow waist. It was too dark to make out his features. He was a broad-shouldered silhouette as he rubbed a hand over his face.


“There’s a storm coming,” Annie said.


She turned away from him and opened the blinds. The wind was starting to come up, ruffling the treetops and fluttering the ribbons of Spanish moss that draped the limbs of the big oak trees in the yard. That sense of anticipation rose within her again. Behind her, the sheets rustled and the bed creaked as Nick got up.


“Good,” he said.


He stepped too close. She slipped to the side.


“You gonna be mad at me forever or what?” he asked.


“Maybe.”


He bent his head and sighed, his warm breath stirring the hair at the nape of her neck as he moved close again, corralling her between his arms, trapping her between himself and the window. He whispered something in French and brushed his lips against the curve of her shoulder.


“Don’t.” Annie shrugged him off and ducked under his arm. “You know that just pisses me off,” she whispered. “I’m angry with you, and you think you can just brush it aside like it doesn’t even matter, like I’m liable to just forget about it if only you can get me to have sex with you.”


Of course, he wouldn’t have been wrong in that assumption—a truth that made her even more irritated with herself.


He tipped back his head and blew out a sigh. “Mon Dieu.”


Annie’s temper spiked another notch. “Oh, I’m sorry my feelings are so tedious for you.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You didn’t have to.”


“It’s the middle of the damn night,” he said wearily. “Do we have to fight now?”


She didn’t want to fight at all, but that seemed to be their new normal of late: too many sharp words and tense silences. It seemed the only place they didn’t rub each other the wrong way was in bed, where the tension between them seemed only to ratchet up the sexual heat. What transpired between them during sex was explosive and incredible as they both tried to reach beyond their frustration to connect as they always had on this other plane of being that was beyond words. Out of bed they were out of step with each other, like awkward dancers hearing two different beats.


They both blamed their jobs and the heat, the stress of Fanchon’s stroke, and Nick’s difficulties with a sexual assault case he’d been working all summer and fall to no conclusion. The various pressures had rubbed their nerves raw.


It was an unfamiliar place for them to be, this awkward limbo. To the bemusement of many, they had a rock-solid marriage—six years now. Considering their relationship had essentially begun when Annie had arrested Nick for assaulting a murder suspect, it wasn’t surprising that people had doubted they would last. She was a hometown good girl, while Nick had a long reputation as a difficult man with a checkered past.


Plenty of people had believed he was more than a little disturbed and dangerous when he had first come to Bayou Breaux—many thought that still. He had a volatile nature, always teetering on the edge of darkness. His temper was a thing of legend, and he did not suffer fools. But he was the way he was, not because he was crazy but because he cared too much about what he did and the people he did it for.


“Bobby Theriot called last night,” he confessed.


“Oh, Nick.” Annie sighed, her annoyance with him instantly gone. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“What’s to tell? The man wants justice for his daughter, and me, I can’t give it to him.”


“It’s not your fault.”


“Whose fault is it, then? It’s my case. That buck stops with me, does it not?”


“You can’t give him what you don’t have.”


“And therein lies my failing.”


The Theriot case was a straight-up whodunit. The sexual assault of Vanessa Theriot, a nonverbal girl with autism, who was unable to communicate what had happened to her. If she knew the identity of her molester, that secret was locked inside the labyrinth of her mind. The forensics had given them nothing to go on. No witness had come forward to point the investigation in any direction. They had no clear suspects.


“The Theriots want someone to blame,” Nick said. “Until we have the person who hurt their daughter, I’m it.”


Annie’s protective instincts rose up like hackles. She knew how hard Nick was working the case. She knew how much sleep he’d lost, the toll it had taken on him. She wanted to rush to his defense against Bobby Theriot’s verbal abuse, which had steadily escalated over the past month, but Nick wouldn’t have it.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, sliding her arms around his lean, hard torso, pressing her cheek to the thick muscle of his chest.


“Me, too,” he murmured, softly kissing the top of her head. He wrapped his arms around her tight and whispered, “Je t’aime, mon coeur, ma jolie fille.”


He had grown up a swamper’s son, speaking French at home as a fair number of families in these parts did. French was still his preferred language. He thought in French, spoke French to their son, made love in French.




“I love you, too,” Annie whispered.


“Come back to bed, ’Toinette,” he said. “I need to hold you for a while.”


She tipped her face up to look at him and met his lips with hers. He kissed her slowly and deeply. As always, the wave of heat was instantaneous, washing over her, through her, pooling deep within her body. When he lifted his mouth from hers, she murmured, “I think you may need to do more than just hold me.”


He groaned deep in his throat and took her mouth again, with more urgency, sweeping a hand down the curve of her side and pulling her hips hard against his.


Across the room, his cell phone came to life on the nightstand. They both sighed in frustration. A call this late at night to a sheriff’s detective was never anything good or anything quickly resolved.


Outside, lightning cracked like a whip across the night sky. Thunder boomed like distant cannon fire behind it.


“I’m going to go check on Justin,” Annie said, as Nick moved to answer the call.


She slipped into her robe and padded barefoot down the hall. She could hear their son stirring in his sleep, whimpering softly as she cracked open his bedroom door. At five, he was still afraid of thunderstorms, most times ending up tucked between her and Nick in their bed. He was a sweet, sensitive little boy—a little too sensitive to the recent tensions between his parents, making him moody and clingy. Bad timing, as he started kindergarten. Another stressor for Annie, another pang of guilt.


The nightlight allowed her to see his face. He was a miniature of Nick with his straight dark eyebrows and full lower lip. He was frowning in his sleep, just as his father did. Her heart swelled to overflowing with love every time she looked at him.


“I gotta go,” Nick said, suddenly behind her.


Annie jumped and turned to face him.


His expression was set in the grim lines of a comic book hero’s: the high cheekbones and iron jaw, a hawkish nose, brows lowered over dark eyes. He had pulled on a black T-shirt and a pair of camouflage cargo pants. His badge hung on a ball chain around his neck. This was what he wore to death scenes: the badge hanging for easy identification, the cargo pants for the usefulness of the pockets.


“You’re up, too, cher,” he said. “That thunder’s not the only storm brewing tonight. Our victim is a little boy.”











THREE


The house was less than a mile from town, a small, sad rectangle of cheap siding and asphalt shingles squatting on concrete block pilings in a yard of dirt and weeds. It was one of those houses that would inevitably end up miles down the bayou when the next flood came. The nearest neighbor wasn’t near enough. The property lines out here were defined by trees and scrub—nature’s privacy fencing—all trembling now as the wind picked up and shook the branches.


There were no streetlights on this road, just a yellow porch light on the house and the headlights and red-and-blue roof lights of two Partout Parish sheriff’s cruisers parked on the road. What was left of the moon shone intermittently as the clouds scuttled past in advance of the coming storm.


Nick pulled in his Jeep at an angle alongside one of the radio cars and got out, slinging his backpack over one shoulder. A deputy sat sideways out of the driver’s seat of the cruiser with his head in his hands, sobbing, the anguished sound punctuated by staccato bursts of noise from the radio. A second deputy was patrolling a line of yellow crime scene tape across the driveway. He shined his flashlight in Nick’s face as he approached.




“Detective Fourcade,” he said, turning the bright beam to the side. “Hell of a night this is.”


“It’s about to get worse, Ossie,” Nick said. His words were followed by a drumroll of thunder and the rattle of tree branches in the wind.


“I don’t see how,” Ossie Compton said grimly. He was a veteran on the job, nearer to retirement than not. He had seen a lot of crime scenes in his day. If he thought one was bad, there was no need to doubt him.


“You were first on the scene?”


“No. Young Prejean here.” He waved his flashlight toward the deputy sobbing in the car. “His first murder, poor kid.”


“What do we know?”


“The call come in from a house down the road. The mother ran there for help. I guess they don’t have no phone here, or the lines were cut or something.”


“No cell phone?”


Compton shrugged. “Anyway, Prejean got here first. He was coming out the house, hysterical, when I pulled up.”


Nick glanced over at the young deputy, his head still bowed beneath the rolling blue-and-red lights of his vehicle. He remembered his first murdered-child call. He remembered all the time, even now, so many years later. A little girl, three years old, scalded to death by her mother’s boyfriend for wetting her pants. He saw that baby girl’s face in his nightmares still, more than a dozen years later. Hers and too many others. He wanted to go to Deputy Prejean and tell him to get out now, to go get a job selling shoes or working on a shrimp boat or something where death didn’t look you in the face on a regular basis and follow you home at night.


“Anyone else in the house?” he asked.


“No. I went in, seen what I seen, and come back out to wait for y’all,” Compton said. “Made me sick, too. I’m not ashamed to say it. What kind of evil bastard kills a little child that way?”


“The devil,” Nick said as a black Dodge Charger pulled up.


“A junkie kills another junkie for drugs,” Compton said. “One man kills another for messing with his woman. A robber shoots a store clerk to get rid of a witness. There’s always a reason. But to kill a l’il child . . .”




“There’ll be a reason for that, too,” Nick said. “Just not a good one.”


“Hell of a night this is,” Chaz Stokes grumbled as he joined them. “A call out on something like this in the middle of my beauty sleep and it has to fucking rain on top of it. I’ve got to rethink my career choices.”


He was in the same clothes he had worn to work the day before—gray slacks and a black button-down, a thin red tie pulled loose at his open collar. There was a good chance he hadn’t been home—not to his own home, at any rate.


They had been working together for the better part of a decade. Stokes, the department lothario, quick with a joke and a strategy to benefit himself. Fourcade, the department time bomb, dark and brooding, always on the edge. Somehow, they balanced each other out. Nick tolerated Stokes, and Stokes had sense enough to stay just on the right side of Nick’s boundaries most of the time.


“Any sign of a break-in?” Nick asked Compton.


Compton shrugged his thick sloped shoulders. “The back door is locked, but the front door was wide open when we got here. And half the windows are open. The air-conditioning don’t seem to be working.”


He pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket and mopped the sweat from his forehead.


“Young Prejean!” Nick called out to the deputy in the car. “Make yourself useful and get the lights out your trunk. We need to light this yard up as best we can and see what we can see before this rain comes down.”


“Where’s our fearless leader and his toy box?” Stokes asked sourly, ducking under the crime scene tape.


“Lost, if we’re lucky,” Nick muttered.


They were a small department in a small rural parish—just six full-time detectives to cover everything. Most of their crimes were the small-time variety: break-ins, thefts, petty drug deals. Personal crimes generally involved people known to one another—barroom brawls, domestic violence, disputes between neighbors or rivals.


The detectives had always done their own evidence collection at crime scenes. Nick preferred it that way. They were trained to do it, had the experience of many cases. Having too many people at a scene was a recipe for trouble, as far as he was concerned. He wanted people he knew and trusted. He wanted to know exactly who found what, who touched what, who stepped where. When they had a big scene, a complicated scene, they had the option to call in the state police crime scene unit to collect and process the evidence. It was a system that worked well. He saw no need to change it.


The new sheriff, however, had won the office on bold promises to bring the Sheriff’s Office into the new millennium. Part of that promise had been a dedicated crime scene unit—something the voting public had decided was essential after Dutrow had told them that it was. People liked to think they knew about such things because they watched CSI on television. But the reality of the shiny new van purchased with grant money was a staff of one Dutrow-recruited seasoned crime scene investigator, a retired deputy, and a handful of trainees who had little experience and a steep learning curve. And they were on their way to Nick’s murder scene.


“Y’all walk the outside,” Nick ordered as he dug a pair of latex gloves out of a pocket on his cargo pants and pulled them on. “Find a point of entry. Find some footprints.”


“How about a bloody knife with fingerprints on it?” Stokes asked sarcastically. “And a driver’s license with an address.”


“That’d be good, too.”


Pelted by the first fat, slow raindrops of the storm, Nick hustled up the steps to the sagging little front porch. A crack of lightning, a boom of thunder, and the porch light went out. He swore under his breath and held up his flashlight to examine the doorjamb. Several bloody smears stained the peeling paint where someone might have grabbed hold on their way out the door. The assailant? The mother?


Was the assailant someone known to her? A spouse, a boyfriend, an angry ex? Or was this the rare monster in the dead of night, intent on harm, preying on a mother home alone with her child? Every woman’s worst nightmare.


Nick could still feel the tension in the air as he entered the house. Violence had an energy that lingered. It made the hair stand up on the back of his neck.


He took a pair of paper booties out of a pocket on his backpack and pulled them on over his boots. The beam from his flashlight illuminated the room in vignettes: a broken lamp and a chair on its side; streaks of blood on the wall and a picture hanging askew, belongings scattered on the floor. The aftermath of a struggle.


He turned and made his way down a short hall, careful not to step in any of the blood smears on the floor. Tension dug into his shoulders like talons as he made his way toward the first of the bedrooms. Acid burned in his stomach and up the back of his throat in anticipation of what he was about to see. Dread pressed down on him like a giant hand.


Because he was human, a part of him wanted to turn around and leave now, before it was too late. Because he had a duty, he moved forward, knowing that what he was about to see would change him. The dead always did that. What lingered of their souls grabbed hold and tore away a little piece of him, never to be recovered. The last breath of the victim’s pain and fear seeped into him like a stain. He had never become immune to it.


He stopped at the open doorway to the first bedroom and shined his flashlight inside. The first thing he saw was a kitten. A little black-and-white kitten, two or three months old, walking back and forth in the small puddle of light, looking up at him expectantly. It meowed at him and arched its back, padding in a figure eight, its white-tipped tail straight up in the air.


Nick stared at it, allowing himself to be mesmerized for a moment. He hadn’t expected to see a kitten, something innocent and alive. He let himself be distracted by it, just for a few seconds. Then slowly he realized the cat was rubbing itself along the pajama-clad leg of a small boy lying motionless on the floor.


Spider-Man pajamas. His own son had gone to bed wearing a pair just like them.


“I like Spider-Man ’cause he’s a good guy and he helps people and he can climb everywhere on everything. I wanna be Spider-Man when I grow up.”


“I thought you wanted to be Karate Kid.”




“I can be Karate Kid when I’m not Spider-Man. I can turn into Spider-Man and then turn back into Karate Kid. Right, Papa?”


“You can be anything you set your mind to, but what you need to be right now is asleep.”


Nick thought his heart would burst every time he watched Justin fall asleep. Until the birth of his child, he had never imagined it possible to contain that much love within his being. He loved his wife with all his heart, but even that love paled in comparison. It amazed and terrified him every day.


Now he stood over the lifeless body of another father’s son, trying not to imagine what he would feel if this boy were Justin.


Lightning split the sky outside, as bright as day in a black-and-white movie, as bright as the explosion of an old-fashioned camera flashbulb. The illuminated image burned itself into the backs of his eyes. It would be there for eternity. He would see it every day for the rest of this life and the next.


The boy lay on the bedroom floor, one arm outflung, one hand curled on his bloody chest; one leg straight, one bent at the knee. A dancer’s pose, frozen in death. He might have been six or seven—a little bigger than Justin, but still just a little boy. He should have been a picture of innocence, not a picture of violence. He should have been asleep in his bed, not dead on the floor. He shouldn’t have been painted in red by a madman’s brush.


Nick didn’t know how long he stood there. It could have been a minute. It could have been an hour. He felt detached from his body, as if the essence of him might float free of its shell and go wherever this child’s being had gone.


At least the boy was free of the pain that had been inflicted upon him. He had been stabbed again and again. Wounds to the upper chest, to the arms, to the face. It was impossible not to imagine his terror. He had gone to bed in his Spider-Man pajamas, curled up with his kitten, dreaming the sweet, simple dreams of childhood. He had awakened to a nightmare. Now he would never wake again. He would never grow up. He would never drive a car or drink a beer or kiss a girl.


As he stared at the body, the smell of blood coagulated into a thick knot in Nick’s throat that threatened to gag him. Tears burned hot against the backs of his eyes. He felt like he couldn’t breathe. He sank to his knees on the floor beside the boy, reached out, and touched the child’s dark hair. The pain that rolled over him was crushing.


“Nick. Hey, Nicky, come on,” Stokes said softly, carefully resting a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Let’s take a breather, man. I need a cigarette. You need a cigarette? Come on, dude. Let’s step outside.”


Nick flinched away from the touch as if it hurt. Slowly, he got to his feet.


“When I find the person who did this,” he said, his voice low and rough with emotion, “I’m gonna send him to hell, if I have to carry him there myself.”


He was trembling. He felt hot and cold and sick and angry. His pulse was roaring in his ears. He wanted to hit someone, smash something, scream.


“You’re gonna have plenty of help with that, my friend,” Stokes muttered. He groaned and swore as he shined his flashlight down at the dead boy. “Fucking hell. I really do need that cigarette now.”


“Did you find anything outside?”


“No,” Stokes said. “Dude, it’s pouring rain out there.”


Beyond the open bedroom window, the rain came in a pounding downpour, erasing any small hope of finding footprints outside the house or tire tracks in the driveway. Nick went to the window that had been propped open with an old paint stirring stick, cursing whatever entity had brought the weather this night of all nights. Carefully, he lowered the window to preserve the crime scene as best he could.


“There’s no screen,” he noted.


He shined his flashlight on the floor near the window, wet now with rain, looking for footprints, seeing none. The floor was covered in old gray linoleum tile that looked like it hadn’t been truly clean in decades.


“There’s no screens on half the windows,” Stokes said. “This place is a fucking dump.”


“Check the other bedrooms.”




Had the killer come in through this window because it was the easiest access point? he wondered. Had the child been killed for the sake of silencing him before he could alert anyone else in the house? That made some kind of cold, heartless sense, at least. If the assailant had come in through the window of the mother’s room, would the mother be the one dead on the floor? Or had the killer been invited in? Or living here?


What would have been the point of breaking into this house anyway? These people clearly had nothing of real value to steal—unless there might be drugs somewhere. Or unless the motive had been a sexual assault. Had the mother been assaulted? How had she managed to get away? She had somehow made it to a neighbor’s house to beg for help.


Who murdered a small child and let an adult escape?


“The window in the other bedroom is painted shut,” Stokes said, coming back into the doorway.


“Does it look like anything happened in there?”


“Looks like a bomb went off in a women’s boutique, but I didn’t see any blood.”


Nick shined his light on the unmade bed and the tangle of bloody sheets. The attack had initiated on the bed. The child must have awakened, possibly screamed, certainly struggled, tried to get away, ended up on the floor . . .


Another wave of sick fury washed over him.


“Do you know anything about these people?”


“Me?” Stokes said with surprise. “Why would I?”


“’Cause you’re nosy, that’s why.”


Stokes was always in everybody’s business at work and beyond, just on the off chance that knowing something might in some way give him an edge down the road. It wasn’t a bad trait for a detective to have, as far as that went.


A frown curved his mouth inside the framework of his neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. “Man, I don’t even know where the hell we’re at. This ain’t my neighborhood.”


“The mother ran for help,” Nick said. “Where’s the father?”




“Who’s to say there is one?”


“There’s one somewhere.”


“Where’s the mother now?”


“At the hospital. ’Toinette’s there with her.”


As much as he hated to disrupt their son’s life with the grim reality of their profession, as lead detective he knew whom he wanted interviewing a female victim or witness: Annie. Unlike himself, she was good with people. She had a way of putting them at ease and getting them to talk. And she was nobody’s fool. She knew bullshit when she heard it.


She had taken Justin to her cousin Remy, their designated babysitter on the rare occasion they both got called out at night, and had proceeded to Our Lady of Mercy.


“What’s the mother’s condition?” Stokes asked.


“I don’t know.”


“Why ain’t she dead?”


“I don’t know.”


“How’d she get away?” Stokes asked. “There’s a car sitting in the side yard, but Ossie said she ran to a neighbor’s house down the road.”


“There’s blood in the hallway,” Nick said. “The front room looks like there’s been a fight.”


“Let’s see.”


Nick looked down at the dead boy. He didn’t want to leave the child alone. As if it mattered now.


“Come on,” Stokes prodded. “Tick-tock, man. Time’s a-wasting. We gotta see what we can see before Dutrow gets here.”


They made their way down the short hall, flashlight beams bobbing and crossing each other as they hit on the evidence of a struggle: blood smeared on the wall, on the floor; furniture tipped over and shoved aside. A chair had been overturned near a small dining table toward the back of the main living space. The table itself was loaded down with stacks of mail and magazines, a pile of unfolded laundry, an opened bag of Cheetos, an abandoned can of soda, a half-drunk glass of who-knew-what.


Nick leaned over and sniffed at it. Whiskey and Coke.


An open doorway led into a small, cramped kitchen that smelled of grease and garbage. Dirty dishes filled the sink and were stacked on the counter. A woman’s handbag sat on a tall stool near the back door.


Nick fished forceps out of his backpack. Stokes shined his flashlight in the handbag as Nick picked through it with the tool. Kleenex, gum, a handwritten grocery list, two prescription bottles of pills, a wallet, car keys.


He carefully plucked out the wallet with his gloved hand and opened it to see a small amount of cash and several credit cards. A woman’s Louisiana driver’s license was tucked into a clear plastic window.


She was pretty. Brown hair, brown eyes. Five feet, six inches. One hundred fifteen pounds. Twenty-seven years old.


“Genevieve Gauthier.” He pronounced the name the French way: Jhun-vee-ev Go-tee-ay.


The address was not the house they were standing in or even the parish they were in. The address was a good hour away, a small town down in Terrebonne Parish. He wondered how long she had been living here and why she had come, trading one small town for another. Mostly, people moved from one place to another for a fresh start. Genevieve Gauthier had moved all the way to Bayou Breaux to have her little boy murdered in the night.


Setting the wallet aside, he reached back into the handbag and plucked out one of the pill bottles and held it in the beam of the flashlight. Xanax (benzodiazepine) prescribed to Gauthier, Genevieve. Antianxiety medication. What was she anxious about? Her job? Her life? A bad boyfriend? A threat?


He dropped the bottle back in the bag and picked out the other one. Oxycodone, a narcotic painkiller. An opioid—the prescription drug of choice among abusers these days. This bottle was prescribed to Marcel, Clarice. The address was in town. There were three pills in the bottle.


“Pill freak?” Stokes asked.


“Could be.”


“That’s a popular combo: Oxy and benzos. The house is a mess. Looks like she don’t have a pot to piss in nor a window to pitch it out of.”


Common traits for an addict. They were too strung out to bother with housekeeping and spent what money they had on drugs. Oxy wasn’t cheap on the street—about a buck per milligram, fifteen to thirty dollars per pill, depending on the dose. That added up as resistance built and the addict needed more and more to achieve the kind of high they wanted.


Nick put the bottle back in the handbag and stared at the dark window in the back door. Lightning brightened the yard beyond, giving him the briefest glimpse of a small car parked in front of a ramshackle little garage.


“Her car keys are in her purse. She left the bag on this stool,” he mused. “She must come in and out through this door. But for some reason she didn’t try to leave this way tonight.”


“Probably she was being chased,” Stokes ventured. “But then why he didn’t catch her?”


Nick walked past Stokes as if he were invisible, back into the main room, shining his flashlight from the doorway to the hall, across the trail of a struggle. If the killer came in through the boy’s window . . . If the commotion brought Genevieve out of her room . . . A struggle down the hall into the living room . . . Escape out the front door . . .


He stepped onto the front porch. The rain was still coming down, though the worst of the storm had already moved north. The lightning flashed, but without the sharp bullwhip crack! The thunder rumbled, rolling away into the distance.


“What neighbor did she run to?” he asked as Stokes joined him.


“Up the road this way,” Ossie said. “Half a mile or so.”


He pointed to the right. Deeper into nowhere. Headed into the swamp. Nick looked to the other direction, to the glow of town in the night sky, less than a mile away with the promise of more houses and more people between here and there. Had she run east for cover of darkness? Had she run to hide in the brush? There was another house less than fifty yards away. Had no one been home to answer her cries for help?


How had a small woman on foot, presumably injured, escaped? Had the killer panicked? Had he chosen to run over risking a second murder? Had something or someone interrupted him, spooked him?




“It doesn’t make sense,” he muttered.


“Yeah, well,” Stokes said, nodding in the direction of headlights and strobe lights coming down the road. Dutrow and the crime scene unit. “If you think it doesn’t make sense now, hang on to your hat, partner. Here comes the damn circus.”











FOUR


Kelvin Dutrow pulled his Suburban to the side of the road, shoved it into Park, and stared at the house. It seemed to crouch in the darkness just beyond the reach of the portable lights that had been set up along the driveway. The storm that had knocked out the power was trailing away, rolling on toward Lafayette, but the rain continued.


The Suburban’s windshield wipers beat against the glass, keeping time with the pounding in Kelvin’s head. He was tired and anxious, thinking about the scene he was about to enter. A child murder. Everyone in Partout Parish—everyone in south Louisiana—would be watching, waiting, wanting answers. The burden would fall on his shoulders. He welcomed it. He did. He would show the voters they had chosen well when they had chosen him to be their sheriff.


The house lights came on suddenly, revealing two figures standing on the porch. Stokes and Fourcade. Stokes smoking a cigarette at a crime scene. Fourcade—instantly recognizable by his fighter’s build—powerful shoulders, hands jammed at his narrow waist. He was staring out across the yard, straight at Kelvin’s vehicle. Kelvin imagined he could feel Fourcade’s dark gaze, intense with the detective’s dislike for him.




The man had an edge that hinted at potential problems. He had a history—albeit an old history—of crossing lines that shouldn’t be crossed during his days with the New Orleans PD and in his early time with the Sheriff’s Office here. He had famously once beaten a murder suspect senseless, six or seven years past. The story went that the female deputy who had later become his wife—now Detective Annie Broussard—had arrested him at the scene.


Gus Noblier had told Kelvin that Fourcade was best left to his own devices, that he didn’t play well with others but was a first-rate detective, well worth the headache of having to deal with his volatile personality. He had gone so far as to promote Fourcade to Detective Sergeant, giving him a certain amount of power and autonomy within the division. The other detectives answered to Fourcade. Fourcade answered to no one save the sheriff himself.


Noblier’s philosophy made Kelvin uncomfortable. He liked to run a tight ship. Nonconformists didn’t fit into his picture. A former military man, he wanted order and respect from the people beneath him. But Fourcade was by far his most experienced detective, and the squad functioned well with him as their unlikely leader. Fourcade: the antihero.


And so, he kept Fourcade on.


Against my better judgment, he reminded himself as he opened his car door. He settled his hat on his head as he stepped out, the rain pecking at the plastic cover and running down his slicker. He was immediately sweating inside the jacket. Damn this weather.


The crime scene unit pulled up, stopping with the van’s nose on the yellow warning tape that had been stretched across the driveway to the house.


This was not going to go well. Kelvin already knew that. Fourcade had automatically—and defiantly—called the state police to request their assistance processing the scene. That had been their standard operating procedure for years with complex crime scenes. Cops liked to cling to their ways. Kelvin had come to the Partout Parish Sheriff’s Office with the determination to modernize and expand the department in creative ways he believed would ultimately benefit the community. He had written the grant proposal for the CSI van while Gus Noblier had still been sheriff.




Kelvin believed having their own crime scene unit would free up the detectives to do their investigating instead of losing valuable time collecting fingerprints and fiber evidence. On a case where they would ordinarily call in the state CSI unit and then have to wait for them to arrive, there would be no wait time. Having their own unit provided jobs and encouraged local young people to pursue schooling as technicians and stay in a parish that steadily lost its population to more metropolitan areas for lack of opportunity. And contracting with nearby rural parishes and municipal police departments to attend their crime scenes would mean revenue for Partout Parish.


Kelvin was a visionary. Nick Fourcade was not, nor was he going to accept this progress without a fight. That was a fight Kelvin was prepared to have.


A heavyset black deputy in a bright yellow rain slicker stood at the driver’s-side window of the crime scene van, shaking his head and gesticulating with his hands.


Compton, Kelvin recalled. He prided himself on memorizing the names of as many of his personnel as possible. When he had first come to the Partout Parish SO as Noblier’s second-in-command, he had set up a flashcard program on his computer with the ID photos of all his deputies, detectives, and unsworn employees. He went through sections of it every day as a mental exercise. It was good for morale and inspired loyalty for the people beneath him to feel a personal connection to him.


“Is there a problem here, Deputy Compton?” he asked.


“No, sir,” Compton answered. “Not as long as the van stays on this side of the tape.”


“That’s bullshit,” Keith Kemp declared.


The senior crime scene investigator, Kemp was a lean, hard stick of a man with a sour expression that spoke of his general outlook on humanity.


“We’re supposed to collect evidence and carry it all the way across this yard in the goddamn rain?” Kemp asked.


“Unless you can fly,” Compton replied. “Detective Fourcade set the perimeter, and here it is. Storm came before we could get a good look around. He don’t want no vehicles in the yard in case we might find some tracks or something once we can see again.”


“So we make footprints everywhere instead? That’s fucking genius,” Kemp said sarcastically.


Compton shrugged, unconcerned with Kemp’s opinion.


Kelvin glanced up at the house, at Fourcade, who was still standing on the front porch, staring at them.


“This is ridiculous,” Kemp complained. “I didn’t move to this fucking backwater to get bossed around by some coonass detective.”


“That’s enough,” Kelvin warned.


“How am I supposed to do my job?” Kemp demanded.


The sheriff turned toward Compton. “Take the tape down, Deputy.”


Compton hesitated, frowning. “Detective Fourcade’s crime scene—”


“Is now my crime scene,” Kelvin said. “Take the tape down. That’s an order.”


“Yassir,” Compton said, then muttered half under his breath as he turned away, “Lord have mercy.”


He moved like molasses as he reached for the tape.


Instantly, Fourcade was off the porch, coming toward them at an aggressive pace.


“Is there something about a perimeter you don’t understand?” he demanded. He wore no hat or jacket. The rain soaked his dark T-shirt, plastering it to his chest and shoulders.


“No,” Kelvin returned. “Is there something about authority you don’t understand, Detective?”


“No. My crime scene, my authority.”


“That’s easily remedied.”


Fourcade arched a brow. “Oh? You gonna investigate this case yourself, Sheriff, or what? Maybe you wanna do all our jobs for us.”


“I can do without your attitude.”


“Likewise.”


Kelvin weighed his options. Push the issue into an all-out battle or find some more diplomatic way to work around the detective in front of him. Fourcade wouldn’t back down, and he wasn’t entirely wrong. The detective in charge took control of a scene and established the perimeter. No one was allowed inside the perimeter without his knowledge and consent. That was procedure for a reason. Nor was it all that unusual for a detective to take a proprietary attitude toward a murder scene. Emotions ran high in the aftermath of a crime like this one.


Still, Kelvin could see Ossie Compton and Keith Kemp and the trainee in the van’s passenger seat watching him, waiting.


“Give me your flashlight,” he said to Kemp.


The crime scene investigator handed him a heavy black Maglite through the van window. Kelvin ducked under the yellow tape and swept the beam of light back and forth over the dirt and crushed shells and muddy puddles of the driveway, looking for discernable tire tracks, something with a tread pattern, anything they could use.


“There’s nothing here,” he declared. “We’ve got a crime scene to process. I want this van as close to the house as possible.”


“I don’t want these people touching my scene,” Fourcade said loudly.


“You got no say in that, Detective.”


“I called the LSP—”


“And I canceled them,” Kelvin said. “We have our own crime scene unit—”


“That don’t know a damn thing about a scene like this!”


“Fuck you, Fourcade!” Kemp shouted out the van window.


Fourcade didn’t spare him a glance.


“Kemp has plenty of experience—” Kelvin started.


“Not on my scenes, he doesn’t.”


“Coonass motherfucker!” Kemp yelled, half hanging out the window of the van. “Come over here and say that!”


Kelvin wheeled on him and shouted, “Shut up!” then turned back to Fourcade. “Kemp’s been running crime scenes for years. I can vouch for him myself.”


“And the rest of them?” Fourcade asked. He pointed at the kid in the passenger seat. “Is that one old enough to vote? I don’t want—”


“It’s not up to you, Detective,” Kelvin said. “The taxpayers of this parish are paying for a crime scene unit. I won’t have them double-billed by the state of Louisiana for no good reason.”




Fourcade’s eyes widened. A muscle pulsed at the back of his square jaw. “No good reason?” he said, his tone of voice dangerously quiet, somehow more unnerving than rage. He stepped to within a few feet of the sheriff. “There’s a dead child in that house. Someone came into his bedroom and stabbed the life outta him. You want to turn his justice over to a pack of amateurs?”


“Every person on this team is a trained professional.”


The detective barked a laugh. “Oh, right. For what? Five minutes? Five weeks’ training and a fucking Wheaties box top? They’re certified? The hell!”


“Stand aside, Detective,” Kelvin said. “Don’t make me say it again.”


Stokes finally joined the party then, reaching out carefully to touch Fourcade on the shoulder. “Hey, Nicky, come on. It ain’t like you can’t stand right there and watch ’em do the job. Come on. Let’s go back inside.”


Fourcade shrugged him off violently, cursing in French. He threw his hands up in the air, waving them off, as if they might just go away and leave him, then he turned and stormed off toward the house.


“You need to put a leash on him,” Kelvin snapped.


Stokes laughed without humor. “Yeah, right, boss. I’d sooner crawl up an alligator’s ass and work my way out through its teeth. He barely tolerates me—and I’m his partner going on seven years.”


“He can rein in that temper or he won’t make that anniversary.”


“It’s a kid,” Stokes said.


“What?”


“The victim. It’s a little boy. Nicky’s got a boy about the same age.” He tilted his head and gave a shrug. “Just sayin’.”


Kelvin swallowed back his anger. The aftertaste was bitter.


“Our people are going to process this scene,” he said. “If Fourcade doesn’t like that, he can leave. His choice.”


“You’d have better luck taking a bone from a pit bull,” Stokes said. “Nick won’t walk away before he gets justice for this boy.”


He motioned toward the road as a hearse drew near. “Great,” he said without enthusiasm. “The coroner’s here, too. We got us a regular goddamn three-ring spectacle. Let the shit show begin.”




*    *    *


INHALE. FOCUS. CALM. Patience. Exhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Inhale.


Nick moved around the boy’s bedroom, forcing himself to breathe slowly, in through his nose, out through his mouth, counting the seconds—four seconds in, four seconds out—focusing on his watchwords in the attempt to disconnect from his temper.


His heart was still beating too hard, too quickly. His hands were still trembling with rage as he photographed the scene. His thoughts kept racing over the top of his mantra.


The hell if Dutrow’s people were coming in this room before he was finished. He wouldn’t have it. Dutrow would have to have him physically removed, and there was no one here stupid enough to lay hands on him except maybe for Kemp. What a welcome diversion it would be to beat that cracker asshole to a bloody pulp.


Four seconds in, four seconds out. Inhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Exhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Inhale.


He looked at the screen on the back of the camera. The truth seemed less real reduced to two inches by three inches. The boy looked like a doll that had been cast aside by some careless child. Even so, Nick could feel the emotions amplifying inside him: anger rising to rage, sadness sinking to despair. He pulled in another long, slow, deep breath. Inhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Exhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Inhale.


He photographed the body from all angles, moving as quickly as he could. He photographed the floor, the bed, the window, the doorway to the hall. With the electricity back on, he was able to see the details that had been left to the imagination in the dark. Blood spatter on the wall and ceiling. Cast-off spatter from the blade of the weapon as the killer pulled it out of the victim and raised his arm to deliver another blow. Blood smeared on the floor where someone had stepped and slipped. A partial shoe print.


He crouched down, zoomed in, and snapped several pictures. The tread of a sneaker, maybe. Just a few wavy lines. Probably too small to discern much in the way of identification. He would follow the blood trail into the hall and to the front room in hopes of finding a better example.




“Damn.”


He looked up to see the sheriff standing in the doorway, sober-faced as he stared at the dead boy.


In his late forties, Dutrow stayed fit in the gym, where people could see him. He had the physique of someone who lifted too much iron, with his black uniform shirts tailored to advertise that truth. Despite the fact that he was really a politician with an office job, he favored the black uniform and boots of a tactical squad leader, as if there was some chance of his needing to be ready to fight danger at a moment’s notice. It was a costume, a fraudulent image the public gobbled up with a spoon. Kelvin Dutrow: Man of Action.


He had removed his raincoat and left it somewhere and had put paper booties on over his boots so as not to track anything into the crime scene. Fastidious and vain were the words that came to Nick’s mind when he looked at the sheriff, as if the booties were to protect Dutrow from the gore of the crime scene instead of the other way around.


“You have a son, don’t you?” the sheriff asked as Nick went to photograph what might have been a palm print in blood on the wall near the door.


The answer stuck on Nick’s tongue for a moment. Somehow, sharing that information seemed too intimate, as if it was knowledge that might be used against him. Dutrow looked at him expectantly. His small dark eyes were hard and bright beneath straight dark brows that were a stark contrast to his close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair.


“Oui,” Nick admitted.


“About the same age?”


“He’s five.”


Dutrow nodded. “My fiancée has a son. He’s fourteen. She’d lose her mind if something like this happened to him.”


Nick said nothing. He didn’t give a shit about Kelvin Dutrow’s fiancée. He didn’t like Kelvin Dutrow, even though Gus Noblier had recruited the man from Houma PD to be his chief deputy. Nick loved Gus like an uncle and had respected him as sheriff, but he had pegged Dutrow as an opportunist and a showboat from the start, and nothing that had happened since had changed his mind. How Gus hadn’t seen that was beyond him.


Dutrow embraced the spotlight and was a creature of social media. Following in the footsteps of several Louisiana law enforcement personalities who had gained national attention doing so, Dutrow had built a following on the Internet as the tough-talking star of his own YouTube videos, calling attention to himself in the name of fighting crime. It was a style that grated on Nick like a rasp.


“If someone did this to my boy,” he said, “me, I’d kill ’em with my bare hands, and I’d take my damn time doing it.”


Dutrow’s brow knit with disapproval. “That’s not the wisest thing to tell your boss, Detective.”


Nick shrugged a shoulder. “C’est vrai. That’s for true, but true it is.”


He looked at the boy on the floor, took a measured breath, and released it slowly. Inhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Exhale. Focus. Calm. Patience. Inhale.


“If you wouldn’t do that for your child, you shouldn’t have one,” he said.


“You’d condone murder?” Dutrow said. “Vigilantism?”


“It would be my obligation to avenge my family. Let the law call that what it will.”


Dutrow scowled. “That attitude has gotten you in trouble before. You—or any man in this parish—would go to prison for taking the law in his own hands. I’d make sure of it.”


“A man has to be willing to do the right thing,” Nick said, “regardless of the consequences or the moral injustice of the price he might pay. That’s the definition of sacrifice, is it not?”


Dutrow’s face was growing red. “You’re sworn to uphold the law, not advocate for vigilante rule. If you’re going to have a problem with that, you shouldn’t be working for me.”


“I do my job,” Nick said calmly. “I do it well. That doesn’t mean my societal obligations and my higher beliefs always mesh. Inner conflict is the evolving man’s daily struggle, no?”


Dutrow clearly didn’t know what to make of him. Nick knew he made the man uncomfortable. He made most people uncomfortable. Sometimes it seemed to be his purpose in life to make people uncomfortable, to make them step back and question. He accepted that role, embraced it, even. What else could he do? He was the way he was.


“Professionally, I am on the side of law enforcement, if not the side of the angels,” he said. “The two are not always the same, are they?”


“Both answer to a higher power,” Dutrow said. “Remember that.”


“‘You get justice in the next world. In this one you have the law,’” Nick said, quoting William Gaddis, not that Dutrow would recognize it.


He sighed and went to look more closely at the partial handprint on the wall. The shape was right; the pattern was wrong. Not the random lines and whorls, which demarked human flesh. Not the smooth smearing of a glove. The pattern had almost a stamped quality, like a stencil. Strange . . .


“Detective Broussard is with the mother?” Dutrow asked, surrendering the philosophical discussion for the moment.


“At Our Lady.”


“Do we know the extent of her injuries?”


“No. She was able to make it down the road to a neighbor before she collapsed, but she’s a mother trying to get help for her child. In my experience, there is no more fierce a creature on the earth. She might have dragged herself there with no legs.”


“Why didn’t she call nine-one-one?”


“There doesn’t appear to be a phone in the house.”


“Cell phone?”


“Haven’t seen one yet.”


“What do we know about this woman?” Dutrow asked.


“Her name. Genevieve Gauthier. Moved here from Terrebonne Parish. Don’t know when.”


“Where?”


“Dulac. You know it? It’s not far from Houma.”


The sheriff seemed to ponder the question—or the answer to it. The kitten chose that moment to dash from under the bed and pounce at the dead boy’s bloody bare foot.




“Jesus!” Dutrow startled. “What the hell? Get that cat out of here! We can’t have animals running around a crime scene!”


Nick scooped up the kitten in one hand and held it close to his chest. It curled against him and immediately began to purr, a sound that might have offered him some comfort if not for the voices coming from the front room of the house.


“The coroner is here,” Dutrow announced.


Nick muttered a curse. A small, rural parish, Partout Parish had no medical examiner, only a coroner, an elected official who got the job by default because he had no natural aversion to touching dead bodies. Ulysse Wilson was neither a doctor nor a forensic pathologist, and yet he had the power to determine where a body would go and what would be done to it.


“You’re gonna send a murdered boy to the funeral home with that old fool?” Nick asked. “Let him decide whether or not there needs to be an autopsy? I want the body sent to Lafayette.”


“The cause of death is not exactly a mystery here,” Dutrow said. “We don’t need to send this boy out of the parish to know he was stabbed.”


“Right,” Nick said. “But what was he stabbed with? A knife? A screwdriver? How long was the blade? How wide? Was it smooth? Was it serrated?”


“I take it you haven’t found the murder weapon.”


“Your powers of deduction are astonishing,” he snapped, his voice dripping sarcasm as his blood pressure began to rise again. “It’s a damn good thing you’re a politician—”


“You can leave the rest of that statement in your mouth, Detective,” Dutrow snapped back. “I’ll request the body go to the morgue at Our Lady for the time being. And if you have so little faith in my decision making, I can assign you duties elsewhere in the department and this case will cease to be a problem for you. Do you understand me?”


Nick looked down at the kitten sleeping against him. He looked down at the little boy lying broken on the floor. If he had any sense, he would get himself fired and find another line of work. Instead, he would swallow his temper because it was already too late for him to back away. This boy was his boy now, his responsibility. He had made a promise. He would no more walk away than he would stop breathing.


“I asked you a question,” Dutrow said. “You might be my best detective, but you are not my only detective. I won’t have you question my authority every time I turn around. I’m damned tired of it already. I know you’re used to Gus letting you run your own show, but I am not Gus Noblier. I run the show now. Do you understand me, Detective Fourcade?”


Nick said nothing, too stubborn to concede defeat, his attention still locked on the boy.


“Detective?” Dutrow asked with irritation.


“I heard you.”


“Good,” Dutrow said, with more satisfaction than the answer warranted. “Now you stand back and let these other people do their jobs.”











FIVE


“I don’t know how coherent she’ll be,” Travis Benton said.


They walked down the ER hallway toward a private examination room, shoulder to shoulder, their voices hushed. He’d been a grade behind Annie in school, the annoying little brother to her first big junior high crush, Big Ben Benton. Big Ben had tragically died of lymphoma at the tender age of nineteen. Travis had gone off to college and come back to Bayou Breaux with a medical degree.


“Has she said anything about what happened?” Annie asked.


“Not that’s made much sense.”


The hospital was quiet. Weeknights in Bayou Breaux, the sidewalks were rolled up by ten. The population consisted of working people who saved their hell-raising and sport heroics for the weekend. The only lights on in the hallway were down low, giving the polished floor a pearly glow. The conversation going on among staff at the front desk faded behind them.


The hair on the back of Annie’s neck rose as she became aware of an eerie, soft keening in the distance.


“That’s her,” Travis said. “She’s been going back and forth between near-catatonia and hysteria since the ambulance brought her in. She wouldn’t say anything at first, then all of a sudden she jumped off the gurney and tried to run, screaming like a banshee. It took three of us to hold on to her ’til the drugs kicked in.”


“Do you think she was high on something?”


He shrugged as they approached the closed door. He’d been at Our Lady of Mercy long enough to have seen pretty much every kind of chemically induced high that had made it to the bayou country in the past five years.


“Could be. But her pupils were normal. She doesn’t smell like she’s been smoking anything. Maybe a little whiskey on her breath. I guess we’ll see what the tox screen says. But the woman has been through something horrific. That can be worse than any bad drug trip.”


“What are her injuries?”


“Knife wounds. She’s got cuts on her hands and forearms, consistent with defense wounds. She’s got a deep cut on the top of her left shoulder. The knife must have come down like this,” he said, pantomiming a downward chop with his right hand to his left shoulder and slicing toward his chest. “Actually nicked the collarbone. Missed her jugular by a few millimeters.


“Other than that, she has a lot of bruises and abrasions, a couple of cracked ribs. Her feet are cut up pretty bad from running barefoot down a gravel road. I want to get a head CT. She might have a fractured orbital. Her left eye is just about swollen shut. Looks like she took a pretty nasty punch.


“I’ve called the CT tech,” he said. “He lives up in Plaquemine, so he won’t be here for a while.”


“Sexual assault?”


“She wouldn’t consent to the exam. Freaked out when I even made a move in that direction. That could mean she was raped, could mean she wasn’t. For what it’s worth—just as a visual observation—I didn’t see any obvious outward signs of a violent sexual attack. No ligature marks, no finger marks on her throat or her thighs. But that certainly doesn’t mean she couldn’t have been raped.


“I didn’t press the issue,” he said. “She’s upset enough. I thought you might be able to persuade her to say yes to the exam. We have a nurse available to do the rape kit if she consents.”




“Did she have clothes on when they brought her in?”


“A T-shirt and panties. Something she might have worn to bed. Covered in blood. They’re bagged and ready for you to take.”


He cracked the door open, and Annie looked in. Genevieve Gauthier lay on the hospital bed across the room, the head of the bed raised up. She looked young and small and forlorn against the stark white sheets, her face swollen, misshapen, and discolored in splotches. She was as still as death, the keening sound coming from her the only indication she was alive. The sound rose and fell like a distant siren call, strange and otherworldly.


“No one’s brought the son in,” Travis murmured. “I guess we have to assume the worst.”


Annie nodded and whispered, “’Fraid so. Dead at the scene.”


“Damn, Annie. What’s the world coming to?” He shook his head, his mouth twisting. “I sound like my old man.”


“People been asking that question since Cain,” Annie said. “We still don’t have an answer. I sure don’t.”


“You’re not shoring up my faith in law enforcement, Detective,” he said, joking the way first responders often did in the face of tragedy—wry, sarcastic, a little jolt of absurdity to take the edge off a terrible situation.


“You’ll have to appeal to a higher power on that,” Annie said. “I’m just part of the cleanup crew, catching the bad guys after the fact.”


“I sure hope you get this one,” he said. “Ring the buzzer if you need anything.”


“Thanks, Travis.”


Annie took a deep breath and let it out as she stepped into the room. The woman in the bed seemed not to notice her at all. She stared off at nothing, one eye nearly swollen shut, the other unblinking, and began another long keening note, starting soft, slowly growing louder and then tapering off, fading to nothing.


“Genevieve?” Annie asked softly. She walked to the far side of the bed, stepping into the woman’s line of sight. “Genevieve, my name is Annie Broussard. I’m a detective with the Sheriff ’s Office. I’m here to talk to you about what happened tonight.”




No response.


She pulled a rolling stool to the side of the bed and sat down, slipping her phone out of the pocket of her khaki pants. She set it to Record and placed it on the stand beside the bed then looked at Genevieve Gauthier, taking in the bruises and bandages, the IV that snaked into the woman’s thin, pale arm. She had a look of birdlike frailty—small bones, slight frame, hollow cheeks. It wouldn’t take much for someone larger and stronger to hurt her.


“Can you tell me what happened?”


Silence. Annie waited, giving the woman time to accept the idea of reliving the horror of what had happened to her by retelling the tale. A victim was victimized many times over by the system. There was no avoiding it. The crime was only the beginning.


“Where’s my son?” Genevieve asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Where’s KJ?”


Annie hesitated, wishing she could get the answers she needed before having to answer that question. To tell a mother her child was dead and then interrogating her about how that tragedy had come to pass was nothing short of cruel. But it was her job to get answers from this woman, and the sooner she got those answers, the sooner she could relay them to Nick at the scene. There was a killer on the loose. Time was of the essence.


“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Genevieve made eye contact for a second and then let her gaze slide away before the answer could come. “My baby’s dead.”


“I’m so sorry,” Annie said. “Yes, your son is dead.”


Tears welled up, making the young woman’s good eye look huge. A fine trembling shuddered through her, and that eerie keen twisted up out of her soul, escaping her body like a wraith to swirl around the room. The ghost of grief. It would slip under the door and float down the hall to touch anyone in earshot and run a chill through them.


Automatically, Annie reached out and touched her on the shoulder to offer the comfort of human contact. “I’m so sorry. I have a son, too. I can only imagine the pain.


“Is there someone I can call for you?” she asked. “Someone you might want to have come stay with you? A relative? A friend?”




The woman shook her head. “No . . . There’s no one . . . Just me and KJ.”


“What about your son’s father? Would you like me to call him?”


“No.”


“Does he live in the area?”


“He’s not part of our lives.”


“You shouldn’t have to go through this alone, Genevieve.”


“I’m always alone,” she murmured, her empty gaze sliding past Annie again. “That’s just how it is.”


“You don’t have a work friend who might come?” Annie pressed. “Someone from your church, maybe?”


Genevieve didn’t answer, clearly tired of having to say she had no one in her life who cared about her at all.


For a second Annie flashed back to her childhood. Her mother had come to Bayou Breaux pregnant and forlorn, no friends, no family. The couple Annie had always known as Tante Fanchon and Uncle Sos had taken in Marie Broussard, had given her a place to live and work.


Annie had been absorbed into the Doucet family from birth even though she was no blood relation to them, as far as she knew. She had no idea what it was to be alone in the world. You couldn’t swing a stick in Partout Parish without hitting half a dozen Doucets. But her mother had been intimately acquainted with that kind of emotional isolation. Her mother had always been alone, even in a roomful of people. Marie Broussard had lived her life in a crystal-clear bubble of isolation, never letting anyone truly know her. She had died by her own hand when Annie was nine years old, a mystery even to her own child.


“How old is KJ?” Annie asked.


“Seven . . . Almost eight . . . He’ll be eight . . .”


But he would never be eight.


Annie sighed. “Genevieve, I know this is hard and you’re in pain, but we need as much information as you can give us tonight so we can find the person who did this to you and your son. I know you ran to get help tonight. I’m it. I’m your help. The other detectives who are at your home right now looking for clues—they’re your help. You need to tell us what happened.”




Some victims opened the floodgates and spilled information in torrents, talking so fast they barely made sense. Others were so traumatized they could barely speak at all. Genevieve Gauthier seemed like she might drift away into a fog of physical pain and emotional numbness and whatever pharmaceutical haze Travis had injected into her veins. Annie rolled her chair a few inches to the left, back into the woman’s line of vision.


“Who did this to you? Did you see? Was it someone you know?”


No answer. Annie snuck a glance at her phone, touching the button to check the time, half expecting to see a text message from Nick, asking for information. There wasn’t one.


“We were asleep. I was asleep,” Genevieve began at last, her voice a murmur. “I was having a dream, a bad dream, that there was someone in the house, someone who wanted to hurt us . . . And then there was . . .”


“What woke you?”


“The pain.”


“What pain?”


“The pain in my chest.”


Travis had said nothing about a chest wound. There was no telltale blood on the front of her gown, though the wound on her shoulder had bled through the bandage. Annie could see the dark stain in the gauze through the flimsy cotton garment.


“Do you mean the cut on your shoulder?”


“No . . . I felt it . . . Here,” she said, lifting her bandaged right hand toward her sternum. “I sat up. I cried out. I heard KJ cry out.”


She was seeing it in her mind. Her eyes had that glassy glaze that reflected vision inward on the memory. Her respiration rate was picking up, quicker, shallower breaths that came with fear and an increased pulse.


“I heard KJ cry out, and I-I jumped out of bed. My foot got caught in the sheets, and I tripped and fell on the floor. He was crying for me, and I couldn’t get to him. Like that horrible nightmare . . . you’re running and running . . . you can’t get there . . .”


The tears came again, streaming down her battered face. The end of her upturned nose turned bright red.




“He was calling for me, and-and I-I ran into the hall. I w-was scr-screaming his name. And-and-and he came out of the bedroom—”


“Who came out of the bedroom? Your son?”


“No. Him. He-he h-had a knife.”


“Did you see his face? Can you describe him?”


She was quiet for a second, glancing around as if looking for eavesdroppers. Then she looked at Annie and whispered, “He was a demon. A demon straight from hell.”


A visible shudder went through her body as she recalled the image. “His face was twisted . . . eyes empty, black holes . . . his mouth was like a black horseshoe. He had horns. Like the devil.”


“He was wearing a mask?” Annie asked, trying to discern if the memory was real or imagined.


“I was so afraid . . . It happened so fast . . . He came at me with a knife, slashing and slashing.”


She raised her arms as if to fend off the attacker. Annie pictured the assailant’s knife cutting Genevieve’s hands and arms as she tried to defend herself. One stroke had breached her defenses, slicing deep into the top of her shoulder, just inches from her neck. A blitz attack. She would have been frantic, just trying to survive from one second to the next.


The memory seemed to be nearly as real to her as the event had been. She pressed her lips together, squeezed her eyes closed as if to hold back the coming flood of tears. But the wave of emotion was too strong, overwhelming, and it burst out of her in a terrible, wrenching sob.


“Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” she cried, her small, frail body curling in on itself, shaking with the force of her hysteria. “He killed me! He killed my baby!”


Annie reached out again, placing a hand gently on Genevieve’s back, trying to offer some kind of comfort, trying to calm her with words as empty as air. What could she say that could possibly soothe emotions so raw and so justified? Nothing.


She rubbed the woman’s back, and said she was sorry, and waited for the worst of the storm to pass so she could poke a stick in the open wounds with more questions to elicit more terrible memories.


Was he tall? Was he short? Was he black? Was he white? Was he thin? Was he fat? Did he speak? Did he smell? What was he wearing? What color was his hair?


Questions with no reliable answers. Victims of brutal crimes often had very distorted memories of the event. The part of the brain that took over during an attack was the part of the brain where animal instinct lives. Fight and flight, self-preservation. It was not the orderly, logical, problem-solving, list-making part of the mind. There was no time to think and reason, only to react. All energy went to survival, not to making plans and storing memories. Consequently, memories couldn’t always be trusted. Assailants described as massive often turned out to be average-size, black turned out to be white, a cannon of a handgun turned out to be a .22, a machete turned out to be a steak knife.


“Genevieve,” Annie said. “Did he harm you sexually? Did he rape you?”


The answer was too long coming to be believed.


“No,” she whispered.


Annie let it go. Her time for getting information was running out. Genevieve was exhausted from the ordeal, from her injuries, from the emotional roller coaster. She curled on her side in the bed, looking smaller and smaller as her energy ebbed away.


A nurse stuck her head in the door, frowning at Annie. “The technician is here for the CT scan.”


“We’re about done.”


“I should hope so,” the nurse said, her eyebrows pinched low and tight with disapproval.


“Just a few more minutes,” Annie said, earning herself a curt tsk as the nurse disappeared.


“What happened then, Genevieve?” she asked softly, like a child wanting more of a scary bedtime story. “How did you get away from him?”


Genevieve blinked slowly, barely hanging on to consciousness. “I just ran,” she said. “I ran and ran . . . I had to get help, but there wasn’t anybody . . . There never is . . . I’m always alone . . .”


The door swung open, and Travis Benton stepped in with a strapping orderly dressed in purple scrubs behind him. Annie pushed away from the bed and stood up.


“We’re going to take Ms. Gauthier for her head CT now,” he said. “Then she should get some rest. Maybe you can come back later, Detective.”


Annie nodded. She bent down and touched Genevieve Gauthier on her uninjured shoulder. “I’ll be back, Genevieve. You’re in good hands here. And you’re not alone anymore. Myself and the other detectives are going to do everything in our power to find the person who did this to you and your son and bring them to justice. That’s a promise.”


“Take care of my baby,” Genevieve whispered. “Please take care of KJ. Tell him I love him. Tell him I’m sorry.”


“I will.”


ANNIE LEFT THE room and went down the hall, past the nurses’ station and the triage desk. She went into the ladies’ room and washed her hands and splashed cold water on her face, trying to wash off the imagined grime of dragging a victim through the gruesome details of the crime that had been perpetrated against her.


As she stared at herself in the mirror, she thought she looked every bit as weary as she felt: dark smudges beneath dark eyes, sallow complexion, a worry line digging deep between her eyebrows. Even her dark hair looked tired and limp. She looked and felt like shit. But she hadn’t been attacked by a madman, she reminded herself, and she wasn’t on her way to a head CT. Her son was safe in bed at her cousin Remy’s house. She had a life full of family and friends.


“I’m always alone . . . That’s just how it is . . .” Genevieve Gauthier was alone, had no one—not a relative to come to her aid or a friend to sit by her side. The father of her child didn’t even warrant a phone call in the wake of this tragedy.


There was a story there. That’s what an investigation was: a story put together piece by puzzle piece until it all made sense. It was not just the story of the crime itself but the stories of each individual involved. All those pieces had to come together and fit in exactly the right way at exactly the right moment in order for the crime to happen. If one of the people in this night’s story had turned left instead of right at some point in time, their paths might never have crossed, and KJ and Genevieve Gauthier would be home, asleep, safe in their beds.




The storm had come and gone, but the heat and humidity remained, Annie noted as she walked out of the ER into the night. Such strange weather for this late in the fall. Though, technically, hurricane season was not quite over; people had usually quit worrying about it by now and moved on to more pleasant seasonal thoughts like fall football and decorating for Halloween.


The parking lot gleamed wet like a smooth black sea under the security lights. A bright white statue of the Virgin Mary stood in the center of the driveway, its arms opened wide to welcome the sick, the wounded, the people who loved them, and the people who worked to save them.


A large two-story brick L, the hospital had been built in the ’70s when money ran as thick as Louisiana oil and philanthropy was a status symbol. Even now, years and economic ups and downs later, Our Lady of Mercy was an anchor of the community, always featured on the cover of the annual Junior League calendar. The broad manicured lawn and carefully tended gardens sloped down to the banks of the bayou.


Annie turned away from the parking lot and took the path to the garden. She breathed deep the familiar dark, rich scents of wet vegetation, flowers and earth, and the bayou. The reassuring smell of home, of normalcy. This was the place to come to walk, to pray, to escape the chaos of trauma and the grief of illness and death. The live oak trees were hung with fairy lights and ringed with benches—too wet to sit on now.


Annie stood under one of the trees and pulled out her phone to call Nick just as the phone began to vibrate. His name came up on the screen.


“Where you at, ’Toinette?” His voice was gruff with smoke. Once a pack-a-day smoker, he had curtailed the habit early in their relationship because he knew she didn’t like it. He had given it up entirely, cold turkey, the day they found out she was pregnant with Justin. Nearly six years later, he still never smoked at home, but he would take it up again at work if the case was bad enough. He’d been at it heavy of late. It was a point of irritation between them.


“I’m still at Our Lady,” she said. “They just took our victim away for a head CT.”


“Is she conscious?”


“Yes.”




“What kind of shape is she in?”


“Physically: cuts and bruises. A couple of cracked ribs. She’s got a bad-looking eye—that’s what the scan is for. Emotionally: she’s hanging on to the ragged edge with broken fingernails.”


“What did she say? Did she see the guy? Did she give you a description?”


“Yeah,” Annie said on a sigh. “She said it was a demon from hell.”


Nick was silent for a beat then echoed her sigh. She could imagine the smoke drifting through his lips and curling into the night air.


“Hell, ’Toinette,” he said wearily, “I coulda told you that.”


“It’s that bad?”


He said nothing.


“I’m on my way.”











SIX


The first thing that struck Annie about the location was that it was so close to town yet seemed so remote. The road ran along a shallow, tree-choked bayou populated with snakes and nutria. It wasn’t a place for pleasure boating or sport fishing. No one would come down this road if they didn’t have to. Yet not half a mile from here was one of Bayou Breaux’s newer subdivisions, Blue Cypress, where the houses were fashioned after Caribbean plantation-style homes and traditional Acadian houses.


No pricey architect had been involved in the design of Genevieve Gauthier’s house. It was a cheap cracker box with a sagging front porch. No doubt she lived out here because it was all she could afford. Surely there was no better reason. Even with all the lights on, and an array of law enforcement vehicles parked along the road, the place gave Annie the creeps.


She got out of her SUV and walked toward the driveway with a cardboard carrier of steaming cups of coffee in each hand. Caffeine was like molten gold at a crime scene in the middle of the night. They had been here for hours already. They would probably be here for hours more, examining every inch of the scene. And it would be hours beyond that before they got a chance to sleep. She had swung into the Quik Pik on her way here, the only convenience store in Bayou Breaux that stayed open all night, serving cops and shift workers from the oil refinery and the lamp factory.


“Coffee?” she said by way of greeting as she came up to the two deputies standing guard at the head of the driveway.


“Annie, you an angel of mercy, you are,” Ossie Compton said, snagging a cup.


“That’s Detective Angel of Mercy to you,” she quipped back.


She had known Ossie Compton since her first days in a uniform. He had been one of her lesser tormentors when she had been the only female deputy in a department of hard-ass chauvinists. They had been relentless in their teasing and bullying, some of it good-natured, most of it not. She had learned to give as good as she got. Seven years had somehow gone by since her promotion to detective, but she would always be Annie or just Broussard to the old guard—out of either affection or disrespect. With some, she minded. With Compton, she did not. He had a good heart and a good sense of humor. She considered him a friend.


“You coming late to the party,” he said.


“I was at Our Lady with the mother.”


“She all right?”


“I wouldn’t say that, exactly. She’s alive. Her wounds will heal—at least the physical ones.”


She held out the carrier toward the younger deputy, who had yet to speak. Everyone called him Young Prejean because he was a nephew to the Prejean with whom Annie had once worked. He looked too young to have a job and had grown a scraggly goatee, as if that might fool someone into thinking he was a grown man.
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