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      In the village of Cannes Bruleé, Louisiana, death by drowning in nearby Vermilion Bay or one of the many bayous is not uncommon. A body found with bite marks from an alligator – again, not uncommon. A body with a rope burn on its leg and a gash across its belly speaks of another word – homicide.


      
NOPD Homicide Detective John Raven Beau travels to his home town for the funeral of a favorite teacher, who drowned in Crooked Bayou. He is approached by an old classmate, Barbara Dreaux, now a police officer with the Cannes Bruleé Police Department, who asks for his help. “I think our old teacher was murdered.”

Beau is a good choice for the case. He knows the chief suspect well and his innate skills as a relentless pursuer will drive him to find out exactly what happened. And who did it.




    


  





[image: ]


Cover Art Copyright 2012 © O’Neil De Noux


 


The Body in Crooked Bayou


O’Neil De Noux


 


Copyright 2012 © O’Neil De Noux


 


She’d been eye-balling Beau during the wake, but waited until the service was over at the cemetery to walk up and say, “I remember you, John Raven Beau.”


Beau checked out the name plate pinned above the left pocket of her light green uniform shirt – Dreaux, then looked back at her hazel eyes, her face vaguely familiar.


She smiled and extended her hand. “Barbara Dreaux.”


She had a firm handshake, stood only a few inches shorter than Beau’s six-two, a full-figured woman, looked a few years older than Beau’s thirty years.


“I was three classes ahead of you at Holy Ghost,” she said, pulling up her gun belt, nine-millimeter on her left hip, portable police radio in a pouch on her right hip. “Came back to watch you play a couple times. Heard you went off to LSU. What happened?”


“Tore up my knee in the spring game, sophomore year.” Beau leaned to his right to get a better look at the blue patch on her shoulder.


“Best running quarterback I’ve ever seen,” she said. “Ran a little like Gale Sayers.”


He’d never heard that one before.


“Cannes Bruleé Police Department? When did this happen?”


“Last year. There’s only three of us. I hear you’re working Homicide. In New Orleans.”


Beau nodded.


Barbara took in a deep breath and said, “Can we get a cup of coffee? I need your help.”


“OK.” He followed her through tiny St. Bernadotte Cemetery, past oaks dripping Spanish moss and white tombs built above ground because, like New Orleans, the water table was too high. Dig two feet and you found water.


A sweet swamp breeze flowed over them, the familiar scents of home, Beau thought. And for a moment, his mind returned to that rickety house on Bayou Brunét where he grew up with his Cajun father and Oglala Sioux mother, living off the land and the water, fishing and hunting in a lush world of plentiful game. Beau thought he was rich in paradise, until he went to school and found out from the other kids he was dirt poor. Catholic Relief paid his tuition, even to Holy Ghost High where he excelled in the lonely world of sports, track and football, running away from everyone.


“How well did you know Adam Le Boeuf?” Barbara stopped next to her police car.


Beau looked back at the cemetery. “He was my favorite teacher. You take his classes?”


“No, I never liked history.”


For a moment, Beau could see Adam Le Boeuf standing in front of the class, explaining Caesar’s Gallic Wars, telling them all about the French hero Vercingetorix, a name Beau had never forgotten.


“The Crazy Weasel, OK?”


“Fine,” he said. “See you there.”


•


Beau parked his old, dark green ’79 Thunderbird in the shell parking lot of The Crazy Weasel Café, an aluminum building that looked like an Airstream camper with windows added along the side facing Landrieu Avenue, the main drag of Cannes Bruleé village. He took his notepad and pen from his black suit coat, leaving the coat inside the car. He slipped the pad into his rear pocket, the pen in the pocket of his white shirt before loosening his charcoal gray tie. Beau ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. He was a square-jawed man with hooded brows over light brown eyes and a sharp nose that gave him a hawk-like appearance.


Barbara was waiting outside, hands on her gun belt.


“Nice car,” she said. “I like the original T-Birds better, those little, sleek suckers.”


Beau nodded. There was nothing sleek about the ’79 T-Bird, a big car with a long hood and a rocking V-8 engine. Barbara led the way in. They sat in the rear booth, Barbara facing the door, like a good cop. She was still in uniform after all, so Beau accepted facing the rear wall.


A waitress with graying hair approached with menus and Barbara told her just coffees please. The coffees came fast, along with a stainless-steel creamer. Barbara sniffed the cream before pouring a thick slup into her coffee. Beau poured the cream, adding two sugars to his. The coffee was strong coffee-and-chicory and tasted freshly brewed.


“You staying the night?” Barbara asked.


Beau nodded. “At the Come Back Inn.” As if there was any other place in Cannes Bruleé. Seeing the determination in Barbara’s eyes, Beau thought, so much for the Elmore Leonard novel he’d brought to read out on the back verandah of Come Back Inn, overlooking the swamp, listening to the call of cicadas, letting the incessant chatter of insects and the musty scents of the swamp draw him back to the memories of his childhood.


“So,” he sighed. “How can I help?”


“We found a slash across Adam Le Boeuf’s belly when we pulled him from Crooked Bayou. Everyone said it was from a gator, but the pathologist in Abbeville says it was too clean, more like a knife wound. There were wounds from a gator along the back of the legs, but not like the slice along the abdomen.”


“I thought he drowned.”


“Drowning was the cause of death,” she said. “You and I are usually more concerned with the manner of death.”


Beau took another sip of coffee. “It’s listed as an accidental death.”


“Yep. But I think he was murdered.” The hazel eyes stared at Beau’s eyes.


“What does your chief say?”


“He’s in the hospital in Baton Rouge. Broken leg in a car wreck. Needs corrective surgery.”


Beau looked out the window as a tractor-trailer rig moved slowly along Landrieu Avenue. “What does the sheriff’s office say about this?”


Barbara reached into the top pocket of her shirt and pulled out a white business card, passing it to Beau who recognized the name, Detective James Atkins, Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s Office.


“Says he knows you,” Barbara said.


“Yeah, we spent an exciting evening on Bourbon Street last year tracking down a good ole boy from Pecan Island. Wife never let him go anywhere, so he beat her up, almost killed her, then took off for the big city. Wasn’t a homicide case, but I hate wife-beaters more than my ancestors hated the cavalry.”


She gave him a quizzical look.


He lifted his cup to his lips. “I’m half Sioux.”


“I thought you were part Mexican.”


Beau coughed up a mouthful of coffee, spraying the table, barely missing Barbara, who grabbed a napkin and started wiping up immediately. The waitress came with a towel.


When Beau recovered, Barbara said, “Atkins is too busy to look into the case right now and told me, since I have as much jurisdiction as the sheriff’s office, go with it. So I’m going with it.”


The waitress brought both fresh cups of coffee. Beau was more careful this time. Barbara too, waiting for him to finishing swallowing before asking, “Do you know Doctor Shelton?”


“Heard of him. Never met him.” Dr. Shelton’s private practice catered to the more prosperous residents of the parish. His office was in a wing of his mansion on Landrieu Avenue, where patients could park in back beneath the magnolias, next to the large white gazebo.


Beau waited for her to continue and she didn’t disappoint him, leaning closer, elbows on the table. “Mrs. Le Boeuf. Denise. Was seeing Dr. Shelton.” She paused a moment and lowered her voice. “Seeing him too often, for a normal patient.”


Don’t tell me, Beau thought. Peyton Place South. “The doctor’s gotta be pushing seventy. How old’s Denise?”


“Shelton’s sixty-one and Denise is forty. Have you ever met her?”


Beau shook his head. “Saw her for the first time today. She’s a second wife.” Denise Le Boeuf was a thin, handsome woman with light brown hair.


“Third actually. Adam was married for six weeks when he was eighteen. But I don’t need help lining all that up. I think I’ll be able to prove they were having an affair.” She set her lips, took in a breath and said, “I need help with Luke Fenice.”


Beau tried not to react, tried to keep his face as expressionless as a good plains warrior; but he couldn’t stop the coffee from churning in his belly, sending an acidic taste up his esophagus.


“You all right?”


He picked up the small glass of ice water their waitress had brought with their first cups and drank it down.


“What does Luke have to do with this?”


Barbara lowered her voice. “Last couple years Luke and Adam became friends, if anyone can become a friend of Luke Fenice. Luke took Adam fishing. Adam visited Luke the night he died.” She let out a long sigh. “Luke was the one who found the body, in Crooked Bayou not a hundred yards from his camp.”


The first suspect in any murder case was the person who found the body. Usually they weren’t involved, but they were the first one a good homicide detective looked at.


“What does Luke say?”


“That’s the problem. He won’t talk to me or anyone else. Wouldn’t even talk to us when we came to collect the body. He just pointed to it and went back in his cabin.”


It was called City Primeval, the Elmore Leonard paperback Beau knew he’d wouldn’t get to start. Beau thought, this is sounding like village primeval by the moment.


How had she put it? “If anyone can become a friend of Luke Fenice,” she’d said. Beau’s father had become a friend of Luke, so much Luke gave money to Beau’s family when they were hard-strapped for cash. Beau remembered his father explaining to his mother, late one night that Luke had a trust from his mother’s family from some old mine in Arizona. Not much, just a few bucks a month, but he passed some on to them when they needed money.


Beau pulled out his notepad and pen and jotted several notes before asking, “What was Denise Le Boeuf seeing Dr. Shelton for?”


“Migraines. Started seeing him once a week about a year ago. Been seeing him three times a week lately.” Barbara’s right eyebrow rose. “In a year he’s never written a prescription for her. No medication.”


“You talk to Shelton’s nurse?”


Barbara sipped her coffee. “My uncle is the only pharmacist here. He checked Abbeville all the way to New Iberia and Lafayette. I also talked to Shelton’s neighbors. Lady next door swears she saw Denise and Dr. Shelton in his upstairs bedroom window. Denise was in her bra.”


Nothing like nosy neighbors.


Beau kept jotting, didn’t look up as he said, “Isn’t that standard treatment for migraines?”


When he looked up Barbara was smiling. “Does tend to make headaches go away.”


Barbara said she would talk with Le Boeuf’s relatives and neighbors, as discreetly as possible, which wouldn’t be possible in the small village.


“Sometimes,” Beau said, “stirring things up is the thing to do.”


Motive was one thing; but a good homicide detective didn’t work from a motive. He or she went with the facts. Proving a love affair, or a sex affair, didn’t prove murder. They would need more. If was there more to this.


Barbara insisted on paying the bill. Beau left a tip that matched the bill and thanked the gray haired waitress again, especially for cleaning up after him.


“Think nothing of it, chér.” She smiled and scooped up her tip.


“One more thing,” Barbara said as they stepped outside. “I forgot to mention the mark on the victim’s left ankle.”


Beau stared into her eyes, waiting for her to go on.


“Bruising actually. Looked like a rope burn.”


Son-of-a-gun. It’s sounding more like a murder every minute.
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Beau checked into Come Back Inn, getting the promised room at the rear of the long, one story building that was once a cotton warehouse. Along with his room key, Beau was handed a brochure explaining how the old warehouse was converted into an inn back in 1921, how the verandah was added and the rooms constructed. The tin roof had been replaced three times after hurricane damage, the current tin roof painted dark green.


In a room decorated as it was in the twenties with arched doorways and windows, black ceiling fans, cedar chifforobe, frosted glass lamp shades and a large, console Zenith radio, no T.V., Beau changed into a pair of faded jeans. He opted for his light blue Police Association tee-shirt with its white NOPD star-and-crescent badge across the chest and white tennis shoes. He decided the direct approach with Luke Fenice would be best, rather than trying to worm information from the old man. Just ask him, flat out.


Sitting on the double bed with his notebook and pen, he opened the small phone book from the nightstand and called the Vermilion Parish Coroner’s Office. When he was put through to the pathologist, Beau introduced himself in the usual way – NOPD Homicide.


Pathologist Samuel Bristow had a slight New England accent. “Yes, I performed the autopsy on Mr. Le Boeuf. What can I do for you, Detective?”


Beau asked about the slash along Le Boeuf’s abdomen and learned it was a very sharp cut, straight, as if done with a long-blade knife. “It will be in my autopsy report. The wound was post-mortem,” Bristow explained, occurring after death.


“How long after?”


“Not long, but definitely post-mortem. There were also post-mortem wounds consistent with animals bites. Alligator most likely.”


“Did you notice any bruising on the body?”


“Yes.” Bristow explained and Beau took notes, Bruising around the left ankle.


“Could it have been a rope burn?”


“Could have. I plan on filing a revised death certificate, listing the manner of death as undetermined pending investigation. Now I have a question for you.”


“Go ahead.”


“Why is the New Orleans Police Department looking into this case?”


“I’m assisting the Cannes Bruleé Police,” Beau said. “Adam Le Boeuf was a friend.”


“Well, if I can be of any further help, just call.”


Beau thanked him and was also thankful Bristow was so talkative. Coroner’s reports were public record, but most pathologists were too closed-mouth or just too weird to talk to anyone. Beau half-expected the pathologist to just say, “See my report.”


Beau slipped his nine millimeter Glock into the waistband of his jeans at the small of his back and pulled on a pale blue, short sleeved dress shirt, leaving it hanging out to cover his weapon.


He rolled down the T-Bird’s windows on his way to Luke Fenice’s camp, letting the warm, marshy air flow through as he passed the familiar oaks and magnolias along Landrieu Avenue. The white masonry façade of his old high school looked freshly painted, the grass still sparse beneath the huge oaks out front. The long Spanish moss beards hanging from the oaks blocked out most of the sunshine. Between the oaks stood a large white sign with red and dark blue letters reading, “Go Riders!”


He passed Dr. Shelton’s place with its white columns and circular drive and three car garage, one door open with a white BMW parked inside. As the houses fell away and the avenue wound through stands of cypress trees, Beau took a right on narrow blacktop Crooked Bayou Road. A mile down the twisting road, the blacktop gave away to gravel. Slowing to avoid pot-holes, the T-Bird followed the roadway along the curves of the bayou.


The humidity grew denser as the trees closed around the road. Beau smelled the brackish bayou before seeing it through the trees, sunlight glittering off the brown water. The dark foliage was broken only by the occasional snowy egret standing along the banks of Crooked Bayou.


As the bayou bent to the left, the road rose to the right and Beau pulled over at a flat area, parking beneath a tremendous magnolia, the largest he’d ever known, a tree he’d climbed many times when he was young. He stretched as the high-pitched squawking of a crow echoed, followed immediately by the chirping bark of mockingbirds. Shielding his eyes, he spotted them, two mockingbirds chasing a large crow, diving at it, like fighter planes strafing a bomber.


Crossing the road, Beau started down the timeworn wooden planks leading to the bayou and Luke Fenice’s camp. The canopy of trees closed over him, tall bottom-land hardwoods – oaks, cypress and sweetgum trees, an occasional elderberry and sugarberry tree.


Keeping to the right to avoid the prickly palmetto bushes, he could almost hear his Daddy’s voice telling him how its fruit was favored by raccoons, back when they hunted coons and squirrels and large swamp rabbits. Stopping beneath the last oak before the land fell away to the bayou, Beau leaned against the long trumpet vines dangling from the oak’s thick branches.


Fenice’s camp, a one story wooden structure with a rusted corrugated-metal roof, sat perched on creosote pilings a good ten feet above the edge of the bayou. The gallery running around the place was dotted with nets drying in the sun, crab nets, crawfish nets, fish nets. Beyond the place stood a ramshackle dock with three pirogues, those so-familiar flat-bottom Cajun boats.


He took a moment to steel himself, to strengthen his mind in the way his Oglala ancestors emboldened themselves before battle. His mind must be sharp. He must control his emotions, something the Oglala were so good at, something his Cajun ancestors could never master. Every time Beau envisioned his father’s face, it was always smiling, while his mother’s lovely face was always set in grim determination.


Beau stepped away from the oak to the half-broken steps, knowing which ones to avoid even after ten years. Hand on the tilting rail, he saw how the wood had silvered beneath the unrelenting south Louisiana sun.


A warm breeze washed over Beau, bringing the strong scent of highly-seasoned cooking from the camp. His jittery stomach flinched as he realized he’d eaten nothing all day. The door was open and he saw Luke inside, moving from the kitchen into the front room. He looked much older, his salt-and-pepper hair mostly salt now, his face sunken with age, brown age splotches dotting his craggy complexion as he stepped up to the screen door and blinked at Beau. Luke was in his late sixties now.


The deep set eyes became wide and the old man’s lower lip trembled as he mumbled, “Sacré bleu. Mais John, is dat you?”


Beau tried to smile as he opened the screen door.


Luke took a step back and blinked twice, his eyes suddenly wet as he gasped and came forward, reaching up to grab Beau’s shoulders, pulling Beau down to kiss him on both cheeks, the old man’s beard rough against Beau’s face.


They shook hands after, the old man’s grip still strong. “Mais, I am so surprise to see you. Come an eat.” Luke led the way through a front room cluttered with mis-matched furniture, a green sofa, tan recliner, crates used as end-tables and a large wooden guy-wire spool used as a coffee table. There was a portable TV with a rabbit-ear antenna atop a second guy-wire spool.


The kitchen ran the length of the place with a long table at one end and gas stove at the far end, sink and cutting aisle along the center of the floor. Three black kettles sat atop the gas stove. Luke turned the burners off all three, pulling the smallest over to the aisle, lifting the lid to reveal steaming white rice.


“Crawfish etouffee.” Luke explained the second pot as he pulled it to the aisle and waved to the third. “And Filé gumbo wit crab for later.” The strong scents smelled wonderful when mixed.


Cooking enough for a week, Beau noted as he watched Luke pull two white bowls from the cupboard and spoons from a drawer.


“You want a Dixie or a Bud?” Luke reached into the refrigerator.


“You got Barq’s?” Beau sat at the table and wondered when he should start. Eat first, he thought. He let the old man serve him, pouring the etouffee over a bed of white rice. Hot and spicy crawfish tails floating in the soupy gravy, both men dipped slices of French bread into the etouffee as they ate. Beau washing his down with Barq’s, the root beer with bite.


They ate in silence, Beau looking out the windows at the trees across the bayou and the blue sky beyond. He wasn’t sure when Luke noticed the emblem on the chest of his tee-shirt, but spotted the old man’s eyes checking it out twice before they finished.


“You want more?” Luke got up for another bowl.


“No, thanks.”


Luke brought Beau another Barq’s, sat and took a spoonful of etouffee and said, “You wit’ de police now?”


Beau leaned close and looked into Luke’s eyes. “That’s why I’m here.”


Luke looked at his bowl as he ate, slower now. He spoke to the bowl. “I still remember dat game. De only I seen. Dat was a night.”


Beau’s senior year. A big Catholic high school from New Orleans, the Archbishop Rummel Raiders, undefeated state champions of 5-A, came to play the small Catholic school along the bayous, 2-A Holy Ghost High School. Beau returned the opening kickoff ninety-seven yards, weaving through the Raiders, knocking two over as the crowd erupted in Abbeville Stadium.


It was a gorgeous autumn night beneath a brilliant full moon, the November air crisp with nice low humidity. Beau threw a ten yard touchdown pass, ran another in from twenty-seven yards to tie the score in the fourth quarter.


“I remember de play,” Luke said, still looking down at his bowl. “Dat won de game. People here still talk about it, mais yeah. Never seen yoar Daddy smile like dat. Like de jack-o-lantern.”


Fourth down and inches on the fifty yard line. Less than a minute left. Beau handed off to their running back who raced toward right end, Beau drifting around left end, the running back stopping and throwing to Beau, the ball drifting high, Beau having to wait for it, catching it, running through three Raiders and hitting the afterburners, outracing everyone, even the speedy black defensive backs to the end zone.


The Riders mobbed Beau in the end zone, the cheerleaders mobbed him on the sidelines after. Even the pretty blonde cheerleaders he adored from a distance were nice to him that evening. But he still had no date for the senior prom. He’d asked two of the cheerleaders but there wasn’t a girl at Holy Ghost who would actually go out with a dark-complected boy who lived in a swamp shack. Cheering was one thing. Kissing, quite another.


Beau almost smiled to himself, thinking of those lonely nights. No problem with women now, although he still lived on water, in a houseboat at the edge of New Orleans, along Lake Pontchartrain’s Bucktown. Women found his place “quaint” and “charming.”


Luke had a woman who lived with him a long time ago. Beau could almost see her face, but didn’t remember her name. She’s left when Beau was still small.


Looking up, Luke said, “Dey sent you, huh?”


Beau nodded and Luke put his spoon down.


“Dey would send you. I won’ talk to dem, dey know it.” Luke picked up both bowls and spoons and took them to his sink, running water in the bowls, drying his hands with a dishrag. “I jus’ hire out de pirogue. Dat’s it.”


“You going to start lying to me?”


Luke grabbed another beer from the refrigerator and headed for the living room, Beau following with his Barq’s. Luke sat in the recliner, Beau on the sofa. Luke leaned back in the chair, putting his feet up, closing his eyes.


Beau waited. One of the first tricks he’d learned in Homicide was to wait. Let them re-start the conversation.


“Been hard times fo’ me, since de trust done give out,” Luke said, eyes still closed. He sucked in a deep breath. “It weren’t my idea, mais no.”


“I figured. Whose was it? Dr. Shelton or Denise Le Boeuf?”


Luke’s eyes opened and he stared at the ceiling, blinking twice before he said, “Denise is one pretty women, yeah.”


He looked at Beau, eyes damp now. “She come to me all pretty at night. Kissin’ on me. You know what I mean?”


“Yes.”


The old man looked back at the ceiling. “She in love wit’ de doctor and he in love wit’ her. He give her de money and say he done want notin’ more do wit’ it.”


Beau waited, knowing it was coming. Luke couldn’t lie to him. They both knew it. He felt his heartbeat rising and steeled himself again. A son of the Lakota always hid his emotions.


Another deep breath and Luke said, “Denise bring Adam here and I take him out fishing for de catfish. At de front of the pirogue, I got de iron rail under de canvas and a rope tie to it. He dozed, like he always do, and I slip de rope on his foot and roll de rail over de side and it pull him in.”


“He came up didn’t he?”


Luke looked back at Beau, eyes narrow, and nodded.


“Rope came loose?”


Luke nodded again and leaned back. “I wait and he float up. Dead already. So I pull him over and see de rope come loose so …”


Beau finished the sentence. “You sliced his belly to let the gases out, so he’d sink.”


Luke suddenly sat up, the recliner folding under his legs. “He come right up de next day wit’ police comin’ up de bayou in de police boat so I point to de body.”


Beau stood and stared at the old man, thinking even when the solution comes easily, it’s never easy. He had to take this man away from the only place he’d ever lived. Forever. Beau hid his heartache and narrowed his hawk eyes with a fierceness.
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The Cannes Bruleé Village jail was behind the courthouse, a brick building with two small offices in front and two cells across from one another in back. Barbara Dreaux sat typing at the receptionist desk when Beau came in with Luke Fenice and the long-blade knife he’d used on Adam Le Boeuf. She bounced up and said, “I need to talk with you.”


Beau asked Fenice to sit in the waiting area in front of the receptionist’s desk as he and Barbara stepped into the Chief’s office leaving the door open so he could watch Luke who sat staring straight ahead, arms at his side.


“The timeline’s all wrong.” Barbara started excitedly, then lowered her voice. “Denise says she was home at nine o’clock and Shelton says she was with him at the drug store, having root beer floats.”


Beau opened his mouth, but she wouldn’t let him cut in.


“Both deny having an affair but both admitted seeing a lot of each other. Shelton says he was playing marriage counselor. Denise claims he made moves on her, only she rebuffed him.” Barbara’s eyes were alight. “They haven’t had time to get their statements straight.” She suddenly pointed to Luke and asked, “How’d it go?”


“You were right, sending me to talk with him.”


“Yeah?”


Beau raised the knife, blade pointed down, and said, “He copped out.”


She bounced back. “He did?”


Beau rubbed his chin. “We need to get his statement down. Ya’ll have a video camera?”


“No. We have a tape recorder.”


“Good. Let’s get started.” Beau pulled the Miranda Rights card from his ID folder as they brought Luke into the Chief’s office. The recorded statement started with Beau reading Luke his rights and Luke saying he understood each right and agreed to talk with them. The statement closed with Beau asking, “How much money did Denise give you?”


“A tousand’ dollar. I got it here in my pocket.” Luke reached into the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out ten, crisply folded one hundred dollar bills, laying them on the Chief’s desk. “Denise say dey got ‘em from de ATM ting dat mornin’.”


Barbara called in the third Cannes Bruleé police officer, while Beau pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and slipped each hundred dollar bill into a separate clear plastic sheet protector.


“Think their prints might be on them?” Barbara asked as she stepped back in.


“Pretty new bills. The sheriff’s crime lab just might get a latent or two. You need to start on your arrest report.”


Barbara filled out the form with Luke next to her, providing the pertinent details. The old man said he was born on the Marinneaux Plantation in Cameron Parish. “May twenty-firs’, nineteen and twenty-seven. Same day Lindberg land in Paris. mais, yeah. Plantation, she got wiped out in nineteen and fifty-seven by dat Hurricane Audrey.”


Cannes Bruleé’s third cop was named Gaston Voison, a wide-body Cajun who looked a little like Dom DeLuise, without the sense of humor. He was asked to watch Luke.


“I’m puttin’ him in a cell.”


“That’s where he belongs,” Barbara agreed on her way out with Beau.
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Dr. Shelton wasn’t home, so they went by Le Boeuf’s middle-class brick home. Turning the corner, they spotted a white BMW pulling away from the house. Barbara glanced at Beau who nodded toward the beamer. They ran the plate and it was Shelton’s all right, so they tailed it back toward his house, pulling it over a block away, getting Shelton into the police car headed back to the jail.


“Sure, I’ll help all I can,” Shelton agreed but by the time they parked in front of the jail, Beau could see the doctor was nervous, his eyes batting around, a tic had developed on the right side of the man’s mouth.


Shelton was over six feet, thin, with silver hair carefully parted down the center and wore a light gray linen suit and expensive looking black shoes, a thin gold watch on his left wrist.


“I was just at Mrs. Le Boeuf’s,” Shelton volunteered as they sat around the Chief’s desk. “Consoling her.”


Barbara shot Beau a look that read, “I’m sure.”


She turned on the tape recorder as Beau read Shelton his rights.


“Am I under arrest?”


“No. You are, however, suspected of a crime,” Beau said. “You wanna talk about it?”


“Of course. I’ve nothing to hide.”


Beau fought back a smile. He’d heard that line before.


Shelton sat up straighter, the tic still clicking on his face as he signed the waiver of rights form.


Barbara took over the interview, going over Shelton’s previous statement, catching him in several inconsistencies, which she pointed out, Shelton growing more agitated. He almost broke, but recovered, so Beau pulled a copy of the Louisiana Criminal Code Book from the shelf behind the Chief’s desk and read aloud the appropriate crime, “Revised Statute 14:30, First Degree Murder is the killing of a human being when the offender has specific intent to kill or to inflict great bodily harm and is engaged in the perpetration or attempted perpetration of aggravated kidnapping, aggravated escape, aggravated arson, aggravated rape, aggravated burglary, armed robbery, or simple robbery …


“There are five parts, I’ll go to the one that involves you.” Beau stared into Shelton’s eyes. Tic still going strong.


“Part four, when the offender has specific intent to kill or inflict great bodily harm and has offered, has been offered, has given, or has received anything of value for the killing.”


Beau closed the book and shrugged to Barbara. “A thousands dollars qualifies as anything of value, wouldn’t you say?”


Barbara nodded, pulled her chair closer to Shelton and took over the interview again. Beau liked the way she was going with this, smooth, like a homicide veteran.


“But Adam Le Boeuf wasn’t murdered,” the doctor contended. “He drowned.”


“You can’t be that naive, doctor.” Barbara lowered her voice. “The cause of death was drowning. The manner of death was homicide.”


She sat up. “You took a thousands dollars from an ATM Monday night. That’s high for an ATM. You must have a high allowance amount, doctor. ATM’s have cameras now. It takes pictures of people who withdraw money from them and pictures of anyone else in the car at the time.”


She let that sink in a moment, then asked what he did with the money. “It’s going to have your prints on it.”


Shelton covered his face, then sat back. “I gave it to Denise Le Boeuf. I don’t know what she did with it.”


Barbara turned to Beau who leaned across the desk. “You’re insulting our intelligence, doctor. You gave her the money. She gave it to Luke Fenice and he turned it over to us. Along with you.”


Ten minutes later, Dr. Shelton was playing Let’s Make A Deal, he’ll tell everything as a state’s witness against them. Barbara explained the District Attorney’s Office made deals, not cops. “We just investigate.”


Shelton perked up and the tic went away. “I know the D.A. Play golf with him.”


He told the whole story. It was all Denise Le Boeuf’s idea. They booked him, let him make his call to the D.A’s Office up in Abbeville. The D.A. wasn’t in at ten p.m., so Shelton called a lawyer friend who would meet him at parish prison in the morning. They put Shelton in the cell across from Luke. Neither man would look at the other.


•


Denise Le Boeuf wore a tan blouse and brown linen slacks. She’d brushed her lips with red lipstick, but didn’t have time for eye-shadow or blush. Beau couldn’t help thinking she was a looker, all right. A very attractive forty-year old woman, she was slim with sad, brown eyes and light brown hair, freshly brushed and hanging past her shoulders. He couldn’t help checking her out at the funeral earlier but had brushed those thought away. She was a widow then and now, a suspect.


Denise didn’t respond well to Barbara as she was read her rights. Denise started talking to Beau, so he took over. He was about to play nice cop in this interview, until she flipped her hair and gave him that look that told him she was interested. He caught a whiff of her perfume and decided to come right out with it.


“You’re under arrest for first degree murder.”


She sat back as if slapped across the face.


“Luke Fenice has given us a statement implicating you. Dr. Shelton corroborates that statement. They’re both in holding cells in the back. Shelton plans on making a deal with the D.A.” Beau stared into the brown eyes and saw them mist, before Denise wiped them and said, “I suspected Dr. Shelton may be involved in my husband’s death.” She leaned forward, conspiratorially, “He’s been infatuated with me for a while now.”


Beau checked the tape recorder to make sure the tape was still running as he said, “Tell me about it.”


She did, leaving out what she thought would make her look bad. Her relationship with Shelton was never consummated. She gave Luke Fenice the money because he was so poor. She loved her husband and had no idea what Shelton and Fenice had done. It all sounded smooth. Well rehearsed.


•


A pair of sheriff’s office cruisers drove Luke and Shelton to parish prison. Luke refused to look Beau in the eye and for a moment Beau remembered the man’s kindness, helping his father, teaching Beau how to hunt coons and swamp rabbits. He brushed the thought and feelings away. A man was dead. Barbara put a handcuffed Denise in the back of her police car, stepping back to Beau as he stood outside the jail.


It was a beautiful night with a brilliant full moon and low humidity. A breeze brought in the familiar scents from Beau’s youth, the thick odors of the deep swamp, the musty smell of bayou water.


Barbara bounced on her toes.


“It isn’t a perfect case,” he told her. “But it’s pretty damn strong. Better get that ATM film.”


“I will.”


She bounced again.


“Feels good, doesn’t it?”


“God, you know it.”


“Always does when you nail them and you nailed them, lady.”


“With your help.”


Beau looked her in the eye. “I was just a tool. It was your idea to send me to talk with Luke. You did it. A little like Gale Sayers slicing through a defense.”


“Yeah,” Barbara laughed. “A little.”


As Barbara’s police cruiser drove away, Beau rid himself of the good feeling, on purpose, remembering his old teacher lying in a coffin, sealed in a concrete tomb built above ground because they all lived atop a marsh. Beau’s Daddy called it the floating prairie.


Adam Le Boeuf was gone, but not forgotten. His name would echo through the courthouse when Beau came back for the trials. As Barbara’s taillights disappeared down Landrieu Avenue, Beau yawned and headed for the T-Bird, figuring he’d get to start on that Elmore Leonard book after all.


 


The End


 


FOR Eddy


 


“The Body in Crooked Bayou” is a work of fiction. The incidents and characters described herein are a product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. No portion of this story may be reproduced by any means, electronic, mechanical, or otherwise, without the written permission of the copyright holder.


 


The story originally appeared in Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, Vol. 48, No. 10, Oct 2003 Issue.


 


If you enjoyed “The Body in Crooked Bayou” and would like to read more adventures of Detective John Raven Beau, you’ll want to read the new novel JOHN RAVEN BEAU and the short story collection NEW ORLEANS NOCTURNAL.
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JOHN RAVEN BEAU


Before Katrina – New Orleans is the murder capital of America and her troubled streets give rise to a cop who hunts killers with methodical, calculating precision, innate in a man half-Cajun and half-Sioux. While others lose their heads in the maddening hunt for a cop-killer, John Raven Beau focuses his instincts in the relentless pursuit of a murderer.


John Raven Beau must be fearless, must be cunning, ruthless on occasion, but remembers he is part of the good earth. In the midst of this horrendous case, Beau, a loner, meets an alluring, young woman with aquamarine eyes and a mind as sharp as his, a woman who draws him to her.


The story begins in the French Quarter and ends in a swamp, all within the city limits of America’s eternal city, a city that can never be destroyed – New Orleans.


 


LINK: http://www.oneildenoux.net/dx/JOHN_RAVEN_BEAU.html
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NEW ORLEANS NOCTURNAL


A series of nine short stories featuring Detective John Raven Beau. Half-Cajun and Half-Sioux, Beau is a relentless pursuer, a man who will track a killer across miles of dark streets, through swamps, wastelands, over rivers and bayous. He will never give up. And he’s an excellent marksman who also carries an obsidian hunting knife. Claims that he’s scalped a few murderers is a persistent rumor.


Nocturnal. Occurring at night. Darkness.


Not all of these stories occur at night, but each explores the darkest places in the murder capital of America and the dark recesses of the human heart. Come spend some time with John Raven Beau. He’ll show you a few things.


 


STORIES INCLUDE:


“Love and Murder” • “Don’t Make Me Take Off My Sunglasses” • “Murder Most Sweet” • “When the Levees Break” • “Pretty Rita” and “The Bonnie and Clyde Caper” – runner-up for The Short Mystery Fiction Society’s 2009 Derringer Award for ‘Best Long Story’


 


LINK: http://www.oneildenoux.net/dx/Collections.html


 


For more information about other books by the author, go to http://www.oneildenoux.net


Twitter: ONeilDeNoux


 


If you liked the story, pass the word around. De Noux’s short stories will remain at 99¢, while his novels and collections are an inexpensive $2.99 for eBooks. Trade Paperbacks also available.


 


Send O’Neil an email, let him know what you think of the story at denoux3124@yahoo.com


 


That’s all folks. Thanks for coming.
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