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Job’s Comfort
by AJ
Davidson

 


When
Deputy Val Bosanquet returns from Guatemala his first objective is
to finalize his resignation from the East Feliciana Sheriff’s
Department. Within hours, he is drawn into two investigations that
he can’t turn his back on: nail the hit-and-run killer of a
thirteen-year-old girl and discover who has framed a friend for
murder. The stakes don’t come any higher, compelling Val once again
to carry a badge and gun.

 



Chapter One

 


A house left vacant for a prolonged period
embraces a silent emptiness, as the familiar sounds and bustle of
domesticity are replaced by stillness and mute shadows. The same
sense of emptiness overwhelmed Val at returning home without
Catalina. He dropped his travel bag inside the door of his shotgun
house perched on the bank of a small bayou just outside the town of
Clinton, East Feliciana. Nothing stirred in the dead air inside the
house. No dust motes danced in the shafts of light sloping from the
windows. No creaks sounded from the century-old cypress timbers. No
fading echo of Catalina’s laughter.

Val shook off the melancholy that flooded
over him when he walked in the front door. Expending some energy
would soon bring life back to the house. During the drive from
Baton Rouge Airport, he’d speculated on what chores he would need
to catch up on. Outside, he’d expected an overgrown yard and,
inside, a film of dust to have settled on the furniture, with the
house having been closed up for four months. But the yard was tidy,
the grass freshly cut, and, inside, there wasn’t a speck of dirt to
be seen, and a trace of lemon-scented furniture polish lingered in
the still air. No doubt his best friends, Dave and his partner
Christmas, were to thank for making sure his home was welcoming. He
walked through to the kitchen and opened the door of the
refrigerator to find it well stocked with fresh milk, eggs, a mixed
salad bag, steak, and bread. His friends had thought of
everything.

Val loaded the coffee maker with
a new filter
and poured in a measure of the ground coffee Catalina’s recently
discovered brother-in-law had presented him with before he left the
mountain village of San Pedro in the Southern Highlands of
Guatemala. While he waited for the machine to do its duty, Val
walked through to the living room and sorted through his cherished
collection of 1970s vinyl. He learned of Bowie’s death watching a
news bulletin on the plane. Drawing his copy of Bowie’s 1973
Aladdin Sane
from its cover, Val
placed the LP on the turntable and clicked play. The opening bars
of Watch
That Man filled the air. A fine tune, Val judged, though track
nine, The
Jean Genie,
was beyond doubt one of his all-time favorites.

Returning to the kitchen, Val
poured himself a mug of the freshly brewed coffee, though a rap on the kitchen
door stopped him from taking a much anticipated first slug. He set
his coffee down on the counter so he could walk over and open the
door.

Sheriff Ted Harris stood on the gallery,
his Crown Victoria, the department’s and Ted’s pride and glory,
pulled up next to Val’s vehicle. The eponymous police cruiser was
reputed to be the last one that rolled off Ford’s Californian
assembly line, and the sheriff, bowled over by a bout of nostalgia,
had purchased it.

“Sheriff,” Val said,
pushing open the screen door to admit his former
employer.

“What’s the latest news on
Catalina? She’s still making good progress?”

Val poured coffee for the sheriff and
handed the mug across. “The Guatemalan specialists are delighted
with how well her liver transplant has taken, although they
insisted on a further month of recuperation before she flies back
to Louisiana. I’m not a religious man, but there isn’t a day that
passes that I don’t give thanks for Catalina’s nephew’s generosity
in donating part of his liver. The tissue match scored high and
Cat’s body has shown no sign of rejection, though it will remain a
possibility at any time, even years after the transplant.
Medication and sticking with a healthy diet should help lengthen
the odds on that happening, but the threat will always be lurking
somewhere in the background.”

Catalina’s sister Rosa was thrilled to
have her recently re-united sibling stay in San Pedro until the
rainy season ended. Val would have preferred to remain by her side
until they could have flown home together, but a trial, scheduled
to be held in Clinton’s historic antebellum courthouse, was coming
up fast and the former East Feliciana deputy was a key witness. So,
reluctantly, he said goodbye to Cat and her sister’s family, though
not until after Rosa assured him that she would accompany Cat when
the medics eventually gave the all clear for her to fly.

“Debbie and I both included
Catalina in our prayers,” Ted said. “I know everyone in the
department did the same.”

“Appreciate it. I would like to thank them all
in person, so I hope you don’t mind if I drop in sometime over the
next day or two.”

“You’re still officially on the
roster.” The sheriff took a slug of coffee and his eyebrows shot up
in appreciation. “You had a load of vacation time coming and when
that eventually ran out, you and Dave were raising hell down in
Guatemala. A bunch of paperwork never got signed.”

“I’ll call into the office
tomorrow,” Val said, slightly irked that his connection to East
Feliciana’s Sheriff’s Department hadn’t been completely
severed.

“I was hoping we could head
back there
now. Something’s come up while you’ve been away and I would
appreciate a chance to talk it through with you.”

Val missed a whole raft of court dates during
his time in Guatemala. The majority of pending prosecutions were
successfully pursued either by last-minute guilty pleas after some
legal horse-trading, or where Stuart, the ADA for the Twentieth
Judicial District, considered they had a strong enough case,
proceeded with minus Val’s contribution. A judge sympathetic to
Val’s circumstances had allowed adjournment applications on the
remaining cases.

“What’s wrong with
running
through the court dates here and now?”

Ted shook his head. “That’s not why I made
the trip out. Sure, you’re going to be in court one heck of a lot
over the next six weeks or so, but there’s another investigation I
need to discuss with you, and the evidence, such as it is, is
sitting on my desk. We’ll take my car so I can make a start
outlining the background on the drive into town. You can sign those
papers while you’re there and I’ll give you a ride back home when
we’re through.”

Val was intrigued. Ted was a fine sheriff
from an administrative point of view. That was the reason he had
been reelected unopposed for four of the last five elections. But
Ted was no investigator, as he constantly reminded people. Like a
good CEO, he recognized his weaknesses and hired personnel strong
in those areas.

“Fair enough,” Val said,
draining his coffee. “Let me turn off Bowie and I’ll be right with
you.”

Val switched off his record player,
locked the kitchen door after him, and clumped down the wooden
steps to join the sheriff waiting behind the wheel of his Crown
Vic. He speculated over what could possibly have Ted playing
detective. And why wasn’t Deputy Blemings investigating? Nicki
became the department’s lead investigator by default after Val
announced that he was quitting.

Ted backed away from Val’s yard and
pointed the vehicle towards Clinton. A road crew laying drainage
pipes and widening a stretch of road behind Val’s house was hard at
work, and they were stopped at a temporary traffic light while a
huge Caterpillar dozer pushed quarry stone into the trench, burying
the huge concrete pipes.

With the road works behind them,
the sheriff
had to pull up behind an eighteen-wheeler at the Four Corners. A
Canary yellow Ford Shelby came hurtling towards the junction from
the opposite direction and, without any sign of slowing, fishtailed
onto the Clinton road, almost side-swiping an elderly sedan heading
out of town. Ted reached down and flicked on the strobes of the
Crown Vic’s light bar. He attempted to pull out to edge past the
eighteen-wheeler, but the trucker had already started his turn,
forcing Ted to hang back.

“Troy Andrepoint,” the sheriff
hissed.

Andrepoint was a twenty-two
year-old
college drop-out who was fond of driving his distinctive Mustang
Shelby GT350 at high speed along the parish roads. The East
Feliciana deputies had so far failed to have Andrepoint’s driver’s
license revoked, despite a dozen speeding violations. The game of
chance called law enforcement was notoriously fickle, especially
when played with high stakes, and Troy Andrepoint’s mother was one
of the wealthiest citizens of the Southern States. A permanent
fixture on Forbes’ Rich List, Charlotte Andrepoint was heiress to a
meatpacking fortune, losing her father to a heart attack when she
was twenty-six. Putting her Harvard MBA to good use, the young
beneficiary had taken the reins of her father’s corporations,
expanding the meatpacking side, while also diversifying into
pharmaceuticals, gas and oil, and technology. She married badly and
divorced well, adding hugely to an already impressive reputation,
while also spawning a son during the short-lived marriage. Troy
grew up swaddled in a life of luxury in one of the poorest income
per capita states in the U.S.

Having finally overtaken the truck, Ted
pressed down hard on the accelerator. Val didn’t fancy the
sheriff’s chances of catching up with the six-hundred-sixty-two
horsepower Andrepoint had at his disposal. A quarter mile from the
Four Corners, when the road dipped into a shallow depression, Ted
stood on the brakes and did some fishtailing of his own as he
wrenched hard at the steering wheel to avoid running over a young
girl lying prostrate and broken on the asphalt.

“Andrepoint didn’t stop,” Val
said grimly. Only the Mustang and the truck had been ahead of them
when they turned onto the highway.

“He didn’t hit his brakes either.
No tire marks, before or after the impact.”

Val jumped out onto the road and hurried to
tend to the injured girl, leaving Ted to reverse his vehicle across
the road as a warning to oncoming traffic.

An aluminum guitar case
lay next to
the young girl’s shattered body. A huge dent in the case had sprung
one of the metal catches and the mangled metal had crushed the
acoustic instrument inside. A streak of Canary yellow automobile
paint smeared the grey aluminum.

Val reached down and found a pulse still
beating weakly in the girl’s neck. He recognized the unconscious
victim of the hit-and-run as one of his neighbors. Andrepoint’s car
had struck thirteen-year-old Sunnie Jo Baker, a middle-schooler and
a talented musician who played blues guitar and sang in the choir
of her Baptist church. There wasn’t much blood, but a steady
trickle coming from the ear on the left side of her misshaped head
didn’t bode well. Her right leg lay at a strange angle, making the
injured girl’s foot appear to be pointing backwards. A single tear
slid across her cheek, glinting like a diamond against her black
skin. The guitar case absorbed some of the impact, but not nearly
enough. He lifted an eyelid and saw Sunnie Jo’s eyes roll back in
her head. Checking her throat passage to ensure her breathing
wasn’t being blocked by Sunnie Jo swallowing her own tongue, Val
knew there wasn’t much more he could do for her other than make her
comfortable, while at the same time resisting the urge to move her.
Unfortunately, her injuries were way beyond the scope of his
limited medical knowledge.

The high-pitched squeal of air brakes
announced the arrival of the eighteen-wheeler at the scene. Val
could also hear Ted firing out instructions on the radio for an EMS
crew to be dispatched and an order for any deputies nearby to
respond. A dark green SUV approached from the opposite direction,
slowing as the driver scoped out the scene before speeding up and
driving off. Val committed the vehicle plate to memory; the driver
may have seen something of Andrepoint’s Mustang further along the
road leading into Clinton. A school bus returning from dropping off
children pulled off the asphalt and came to a stop on the shoulder.
Val flinched when a cell phone’s ring tone sounded. He slipped it
from the pocket of Sunnie Jo’s jeans and a quick glance at the
cracked screen told him that Momma was calling. Val let it ring
out; Sunnie Jo’s mother would not be learning on the phone what had
happened to her daughter.

It seemed like a lifetime before
the
paramedics arrived. They worked on Sunnie Jo where she lay at the
side of the road for the best part of an hour, but were unable to
stabilize her sufficiently to chance transporting her to an ER. The
Bakers’ only child died amongst the roadside’s dusty gravel,
discarded cigarette butts, and rusty soda can tabs.

A uniformed East
Feliciana deputy
questioned the school bus driver and learned that a short time
before coming on the collision scene, the woman noticed an oncoming
yellow Mustang driving erratically at speed towards her. The
vehicle’s windshield was badly cracked, she recalled.
Unfortunately, she had the sun in her eyes and didn’t catch a good
look at the driver.

While the paramedics draped a sheet over
Sunnie Jo, the Sheriff Department’s dispatcher broadcasted a report
of a car in flames.

“Take the Crown
Vic,” Ted
told Val. “You’re still technically a deputy up until those papers
get signed.”

It didn’t take long for
Val to spot the
smoke plume and zero in on the site of the fire, about a quarter
mile off the road in a clearing at the heart of a thickly wooded
area. It’d been a while since Val had been there, but he knew it
was a popular location after dark with local teenagers for making
out. The Crown Vic bumped along the dirt track that cut through the
woods. The Mustang was little more than a burnt out shell by the
time Val reached the clearing. There was no Canary yellow left
visible, but he would have bet the farm that it was Andrepoint’s
vehicle. The windshield was cracked, just like the bus driver
reported, and there was a deep dent in the blackened hood. Before
climbing out of the sheriff’s cruiser, Val called in to report that
he had located the burning car and it was the same vehicle
suspected of involvement in the fatal hit-and-run. He requested the
attendance of a crime scene team and another deputy to secure the
site. The department’s dispatcher informed him that she had alerted
Clinton’s FD, though there would be little the firefighters could
do except ensure the fire burned out completely and there would be
no risk of a stray spark spreading to the surrounding woods. Val
wondered who reported the burning vehicle and thought it might have
been a young couple who didn’t fancy their parents asking too many
probing questions about what they were doing in the woods in the
middle of the afternoon.

Val took a walk around the perimeter of
the clearing and came upon a plastic gas can dumped in a drainage
ditch less than fifty yards from the destroyed vehicle. He found a
pack of disposable latex gloves in the trunk of the sheriff’s
vehicle and slipped on a pair before walking back to pick up the
red gas can. Although empty, it smelled strongly of fresh gasoline.
Val dropped the can into a brown paper evidence bag that he brought
from the trunk.

The intense heat from the
fire had destroyed
the Shelby’s plates, and the crime scene team would have to wait
for the hot metal to cool before it would be able to check the VIN.
Val didn’t fancy hanging around for that long, so he took off as
soon as Deputy Peston arrived. He already knew the identity of the
vehicle’s owner and doubted if the VIN or prints taken from the gas
can would add any useful further confirmation. If the arsonist had
had any smarts he would have tossed the empty canister onto the
inferno or taken it with him after torching the vehicle. But nobody
in East Feliciana ever credited Troy Andrepoint with any more
intellect than that of a jack rabbit.

The Andrepoint home was a restored
antebellum plantation house with a widow’s walk around a belvedere,
a second-story gallery that circled the house, and six imposing
Doric columns supporting a portico. Val had never set foot inside
the mansion, though he had often admired its gracious architecture
when he drove past. An African-American maid responded to Val’s
heavy knock on the front door. A young black man wearing protective
goggles and carrying a weed-whacker emerged from behind an
ornamental hedge at the side of the house just as the door
opened.

“I need to speak with Troy,” Val
said, after identifying himself as a parish deputy. The maid didn’t
ask to see a badge, which would have been a problem, as Val had
last seen it when he tossed it on the sheriff’s desk after
tendering his resignation months before.

“Master Troy is out back,”
the girl replied. “I’ll show you the way.”

The house’s interior could have been
transported straight from the 1850s. The worn, oak-planked floors
shone with a dark patina that only decades of wear and beeswax
polish could impart. Portraits of stern-faced Victorian cotton
growers hung on the walls, and there wasn’t a stick of furniture
under a century old. The maid showed Val out from the gloom of the
interior through French doors into the bright evening sunlight at
the rear of the house. Two men in their early twenties were
standing on the antique-brick terrace next to a wrought-iron table
laden with a drinks tray. Troy nursed a glass of bourbon, complete
with a sprig of crushed mint, in his left hand and cradled a
pump-action Remington in the crook of his right arm. The other
young man was loading his shotgun with fresh shells from a box
sitting on the table. A skeet thrower was still half-filled with
brightly colored discs. Shattered orange fragments lightly littered
the stretch of St. Augustine grass that swept around the rear of
the house.

“Deputy Sheriff Val Bosanquet,”
Val said.

Troy took a hefty slug from his glass and
said, “I didn’t anticipate such a quick response to my call. May I
offer you a drink, Deputy?”

Val felt exposed without his gun. Though
neither of the men acted threatening in the slightest way, that
could change in an instant.

“No, thank you. You phoned the
sheriff’s department?” Val asked.

Troy attempted a smile, though it came
across as more of a grimace. “About forty minutes ago. I called in
to report the theft of my vehicle. It’s very distinctive. A yellow
Ford Shelby. Have you located it already?”

“Yeah, I’ve found it. In the
woods, less than a mile from here, and unfortunately it’s been
destroyed in an arson attack.” Not the most original of cover
stories, Val thought, as he orientated himself and looked in the
direction where he had located the cremated remains of Andrepoint’s
car. The house lay directly in line between the terrace and the
wood, blocking any direct view of the arson site.

Troy didn’t bat an eye at news of the
destruction of his expensive vehicle, though his friend fumbled as
he tried to slide another shell home. Both men were far from sober,
so Val could not be sure what exactly had caused the guy to drop
the shell on the antique brick of the terrace, though he had his
suspicions.

“And your name?” Val asked the guy who
hunkered down to retrieve the shell.

“Frasier. Frasier Tate,” the
butterfingered young man said weakly as he stood up, managing to push home
the shell on the second attempt.

“Where were you at three
o’clock this afternoon?” Val asked Troy.

“I was here. Frasier and I
decided to knock down some skeet. Have you made an
arrest?”

“Not yet,” Val said, noting that
there wasn’t as much orange debris on the dark green sward as he
would have expected after two hours of shooting. Less than a score
of spent shotgun shells had been ejected onto the brick. “You
weren’t out driving?”

Troy gave an exaggerated shake of his
head. “No, sir. My buddy and I have been drinking fairly heavily
since mid-day and there’s no way either of us would have been in a
fit state to chance taking a car on the road.”

“Yet you noticed your vehicle
missing?”

“I didn’t, as it happens. It was
Terral who saw that it was gone. He’s our gardener and was working
clearing weeds near the old carriage house where I garage the
Shelby. My car was there at one o’clock, but was gone when he next
passed.”

“What time was that?” Val asked.
He reckoned Troy’s story was a total fabrication and it wouldn’t be
long before he, or his drinking buddy Frasier, tripped up.

Troy drained his glass before answering.
He looked across at Frasier for confirmation. “About an hour ago.
Isn’t that right, Frasier?”

“And how did Terral know
you hadn’t taken it for a ride?”

“I guess he could hear us
shooting skeet and
put two and two together. My mother has her own vehicle, so I’m the
only one drives the Shelby. It’s a beast of a machine and takes a
certain level of skill to handle.”

“You can prove you were
here since mid-day?”

“Absolutely. Ask any of the
help.” Troy refilled his glass.

“Why so many questions?” Tate
asked. “Look around. Troy’s not so short of cash that he’d set fire
to his car for an insurance payout.”

Val didn’t reply straight away. Nothing
rattled the guilty like dead air. Silence was a vacuum that most
bad liars couldn’t resist filling. He allowed his gaze to slowly
sweep between Andrepoint and Tate as he mulled over his options.
Convinced Troy had been driving the car that ended Sunnie Jo’s
life, Val also accepted that he lacked confirmation. Neither Ted
nor he had caught a visual of the driver, and the bus driver had
the sun in her eyes when she encountered the speeding Shelby. He
could ask Troy to come with him to the department on a voluntary
basis and hope that one of the other deputies located a witness who
could place the young man at the wheel around the time of the
hit-and-run. He would have them check the local bars as a priority.
Andrepoint and Tate had clearly been on the juice for some time,
and Val would love to up the ante by tacking a DUI to a vehicular
homicide charge.

Sunnie Jo was owed that at
least.

Between taking hefty slugs from his glass,
Troy kept throwing bemused glances towards his buddy Tate. It
seemed Troy was confident that Andrepoint money and influence would
once again prevent the young man from getting the comeuppance he so
richly deserved. The house staff would back up whatever fiction
Troy came up with. The stories told about Charlotte Andrepoint were
legendary. She was certainly a very successful businesswoman, but
if the tales were true, there was more than just a shrewd business
brain inside her head. It was never enough for Charlotte to close a
lucrative deal, to seal a huge export order, or to sell a property
at a huge margin. For Charlotte to be truly fulfilled, she had to
win, and someone had to lose. Making a healthy profit was not
reward enough. Nothing pleased her more than forcing foreclosure on
a rival business or destroying a family firm which had traded
ethically since before the War Between the States. Her domestic
staff would know what it would mean to go up against her. She would
grind them into the dirt.

Val had to resist the fierce visceral urge
to hook up both grinning men and haul their sorry asses in for
questioning on the hit-and-run. Without a witness who could, and
would be prepared to, put Troy at the wheel, his mother’s highly
paid Baton Rouge corporate lawyers would have him sprung in less
than an hour. Hell, Troy probably had them on speed dial. A wrong
move now and the chances of building a case for a successful
prosecution would melt away faster than summer hail. There’s no
such thing as a slam dunk in law enforcement. Val had seen plenty
seemingly cast iron felony prosecutions crumble to dust for one
reason or other. The case against Troy Andrepoint barely existed at
the moment, but Val reckoned that given time the sheriff’s
department could assemble evidence that would convince any
right-minded jury.

Time was not on his side right
now.

He needed a legitimate reason to have
Troy’s blood alcohol content determined as soon as possible, if
there was to be any chance of adding a DUI. Even then it would be a
long shot. It would require a friendly judge willing to accept a
medical forensics expert’s testimony about Troy’s step-back level
of intoxication at the time of the hit-and-run.

Long shot or not, Val was determined to
find a way to play it.

“Nice hardware,” Val said,
nodding to the shotgun Troy was holding. “Mind if I take a
look?”

“Knock yourself
out. I’m
pretty sure it’s empty, but always best to check.” Troy handed over
the shotgun.

Val pretended to admire
the polished
walnut stock and the engraving on the blued receiver. “What did you
pay for it? Must be worth upwards of a thousand bucks.”

Troy grunted. “You’re way off. Just short
of four grand. Customized American Classic 1100, twelve gauge,
twenty-eight-inch barrel. Bought it last month at a gun show in
Baton Rouge.”

Val allowed the gun to slip from his grip
and clatter onto the bricks.

“Troy Andrepoint, I’m arresting
you on suspicion of contravention of Louisiana State Law on firearm
purchase.”

“Bullshit,” Troy spat back.
“There are no state restrictions on buying a shotgun.” He bent down
to pick up the Remington, but Val pinned the weapon to the ground
with his foot and held it there as he recited the Miranda
rights.

“Your mother had you committed to
a mental health institution last year. That commitment excludes you
from purchasing a firearm for ten years. I also have reason to
believe that you and Mr. Tate have been discharging firearms while
intoxicated. A blood-alcohol content test will confirm or deny my
suspicion.”

Val took the shotgun from
Tate and
ejected the shells. He leaned down and picked up Andrepoint’s.
“I’ll have to take both of you in, as well as the
firearms.”

Neither man protested as Val ushered them
through the house’s gloomy interior to the waiting cruiser out
front. He opened the rear door of the Crown Vic so Tate could climb
in first, telling him to slide over to give his buddy space. Val
supposed that Troy was content enough to cooperate on the minor
charges, which any competent lawyer would have a fifty-fifty chance
of quashing, reassured that there had been no mention of a
hit-and-run. The previous spring, Charlotte Andrepoint had hired a
doctor to commit her son to a celebrity addiction center for ten
days so a deal could be struck by her lawyers preventing her son’s
driver’s license being revoked over a string of speeding
violations.

Sunnie Jo still wasn’t close to
getting the
justice she was owed, Val admitted to himself, as he placed the two
shotguns in the trunk. But it was a start.



The sheriff
walked into
the building that was home to his department just as Val was
finishing the booking process for his two prisoners. Ruby, the
dispatcher, had already requested a doctor to attend Bank Street so
blood samples could be taken. Val had made the decision not to
administer field intoxication tests at the Andrepoint home,
balancing the risk of a possible lengthy delay against the more
credible results of blood sample analysis. Science would be the
better foundation to build a solid case in court. So far, there had
been no contact from the Andrepoints’ lawyers or any word from
Charlotte. Troy and Frasier were sharing a holding cell and neither
man appeared to have a care in the world.

It was evident from the haunted look on
Ted’s face that he was returning from the Bakers’ home after
breaking the tragic news of what had happened to their beautiful
and talented daughter. There was no harder duty for a law
enforcement officer than having to break the news to parents about
the death of their child.

Val wished he had better news
for the sheriff as he filled Ted in on the developments at the
Andrepoint mansion and the charges he filed on Troy and
Frasier.

“Any witnesses found who can put
Troy at the wheel of his car? We won’t have long before Charlotte
and her legal eagles swoop in,” Ted asked, getting straight to the
point. The sheriff knew Troy’s story about his car having been
stolen was pure fabrication, but without concrete confirmation to
the contrary, it just might play.

“None so far,” Val admitted. “I
have Nicki
and three deputies canvassing the bars and restaurants around the
area we saw them approach from.”

“Maybe they weren’t drinking in a
bar. The Tate house is a mile west of the Four Corners. The boys
could have been hitting the juice at Frasier’s place.”

Val nodded. “I’ll have Nicki drive over to
see if anyone’s home.”

The arrival of the Clinton M.D. the
department retained for treating minor injuries, assessing
prisoners’ physical or mental health, and taking blood samples,
interrupted their discussion. Ted made for the shelter of his
office as Val showed the doctor towards the medical treatment
room.

“Val,” Ted yelled across to his
deputy. “We still need to have that talk as soon as you’re through.
I’ll leave the file on my desk.”

Val nodded, wondering once again
what had the sheriff so fired up. It wasn’t like Ted to act with so much
circumspection.

Catherine Bevill, M.D., was a woman who
did not suffer fools gladly. She had been practicing medicine for
the best part of four decades and would have realized instantly
that the charges against Andrepoint and Tate were little more than
expediency so Val could stick them in a holding cell, though Val
was grateful that she refrained from making any comment on his
tactics. She was here to do a job and would fulfill that duty in
her usual professional and efficient manner. Val also knew that no
one would learn of her summons to the sheriff’s department from the
woman herself.

Val escorted his prisoners
one at a time
to the treatment room and watched as Dr. Bevill expertly tightened
a strap around their upper arms and tapped their forearms to select
the most appropriate engorged vein to draw a sample from. The
process took only seconds, the labeling of the samples with a black
Sharpie the most time consuming part of the process. Under
Louisiana state law, the doctor would divide the drawn blood sample
into two. The first portion would be sent for BAC analysis at the
State Police Laboratory in Baton Rouge, the second would be given
to the prisoner on their release so he/she could have it
independently tested at a private facility of their own
choosing.

With Andrepoint and Tate safely back in
their holding cell, Val thanked Dr. Bevill for attending so
promptly and walked with her downstairs so he could show her out.
Three men, wearing suits and serious faces, entered the Bank Street
building just before Val and Bevill reached the front doors. The
man bringing up the rear was close to seven feet tall and would
have looked at home on any pro basketball court. Val might have
taken them for Andrepoint’s legal team, but for recognizing the
middle of the three, Joe Savant, a recently promoted detective
sergeant with the State Police Criminal Investigation Department.
Val had come across him on a number of investigations in the past.
Both when he was a homicide detective with the NOPD and later, as
an East Feliciana deputy sheriff. He had a degree of respect for
the guy. Savant possessed a fiery temper, but he was a dedicated
detective, though it had been while reviewing one of his
investigations, the alleged killing of two West Feliciana deputies
by another deputy, Tom Morrow, when the case blew up in Val’s face
in the worst possible manner, prompting him to put in his
retirement papers.

The papers upstairs in Ted’s office, still
awaiting his signature.

The two West Feliciana deputies
had been killed, not by Morrow, but by an elder of a St. Francisville
church. The killer and the other elders committed group suicide
when threatened with Val’s exposure of the truth. Savant’s partner,
Sergeant Tony Ransom, an elder of the church, died in the fire.
Ransom ensured the wrong man was charged so suspicion would be
diverted from his fellow church elder. Savant played no part in the
deception. No state detective enjoys being made to look foolish,
especially when a lowly sheriff’s deputy is responsible. They
hadn’t spoken since and Val had no way of knowing if Savant
harbored a grudge. When Savant made sergeant, he was stepping into
the shoes of his dead partner.

Val bade a hurried farewell to the doctor
and dashed back inside the department building to catch up with
Savant and his companions halfway up the stairs.

“Joe. What’s brought you here?” Val said,
laying a hand on the sergeant’s arm.

Savant shook off Val’s hand and glared at
him. It appeared that Savant nursed a grievance after
all.

“I thought you
walked,” Savant
said.

“Not quite yet.”

“Is Sheriff Harris in his
office?” the CID sergeant asked. “He’s not pulled a disappearing
act?”

The other two men waited for Savant at the
top of the stairs. The shorter of the two men pulled a folded
document from his inside pocket.

Savant caught up with his pals and they made
a beeline for Ted’s office. Val trailed after them.

The sheriff saw them coming and, rising
from behind his desk, walked out of his glass-walled sanctuary to
meet them.

“Not a good time, gentlemen,” Ted
said, holding
up his hands with the palms facing the three men. “We had a fatal
hit-and-run of a young girl this afternoon, possibly a DUI into the
bargain.”

None of the three seemed interested.
The man with the document held it up.

“Edward Harris, I have a
warrant for
your arrest for conspiracy to commit murder.”

It was Sergeant Savant who stepped forward
to relieve the sheriff of his service sidearm before producing a
set of chrome handcuffs and hooking up Ted’s arms behind his back.
There was no resistance from the sheriff.

Peston and Hayes,
uniformed deputies
working at their desks, could not believe what was happening as
they witnessed the arrest of their boss. Both their mouths dropped
open and they seemed rooted to their chairs. Val said nothing while
keeping a steady focus latched onto the sheriff’s face. The only
emotion he could read in Ted’s muted reaction was a quiet
resignation. It was obvious that the sheriff had anticipated the
arrest, and presumably it was the events leading up to it that he
wanted to talk through with Val. The tragic hit-and-run of Sunnie
Jo Baker got in the way of that conversation.

Eventually, Val found his voice.
“Sergeant,
this could have been handled better.”

Savant shrugged. “The sheriff called the
play. He and his attorney were expected in Baton Rouge at four
o’clock. When he didn’t show up, or make contact with us, we were
left with no option.”

“The conspiracy to murder
allegation has to be a crock. You’re making the biggest mistake of
your career,” Val protested, regretting his choice of words as soon
as he said them. There was nothing to be gained by reminding the
CID sergeant of the reversal of fortune during the last
investigation in which they shared a common
participation.

Savant’s face hardened and he nudged the
handcuffed sheriff towards the stairs, replying as he moved. “The
evidence says different. The DA reckons the case against your boss
is as watertight as a duck’s ass. His own words.”

His tall companion handed Val a search warrant
before entering Ted’s office, emphatically closing the door behind
him. The shorter one grabbed hold of Ted’s arm and guided him down
the stairs.

“Who should I
call?” Val
shouted out after the sheriff as the men descended the
stairs.

“Jerome Mason,” Savant fired
back. “Though, when I saw him last, that bottom feeding defense
lawyer was mighty pissed over his client’s no show in Baton
Rouge.”

Val knew his boss and friend was
in a deep
hole when Savant closed the cuffs on him. He had no idea just how
deep until he heard Mason’s name.

 



Chapter Two

 


Val headed for his own small
office so he could start working the phones. The deputies who
witnessed the sheriff being arrested made a beeline to talk with
Val, but he waved them off. They probably knew considerably more about events
leading up to what had just gone down than he did. He needed to get
up to speed, and fast. As Val waited for phone to be picked up by
Debbie, Ted’s wife, he watched through the glass divide as the tall
CID detective rifled through Ted’s desk. His face seemed familiar,
Val thought, but try as he might, he could not put a name to
it.

The phone rang out at Ted’s house, but
nobody answered. Debbie was not at home. Maybe she had travelled to
Baton Rouge to support her husband, anticipating that Ted would
show up at the State Police HQ on Independence Boulevard as
scheduled. The Boulevard of Broken Dreams, as it was known by those
transported there in handcuffs. He ended the call and punched in
the numbers for her cell phone. No connection…either Debbie had her
phone switched off or the battery was out of power.

Jerome Mason’s secretary answered
almost as soon as Val’s next call connected.

“Deputy Val Bosanquet to speak
with Jerome Mason,” Val barked.

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Mason is in conference at
the moment and is not taking calls. May I take a number so he can
get back to you?”

Val seethed. “Just get me Jerome on the
line. I need to speak with your boss immediately. His client,
Sheriff Ted Harris, East Feliciana Parish, has just been arrested
on a murder charge by state police detectives.”

“I have strict instructions
not to interrupt him. Very strict instructions.”

The woman’s sing-song voice really grated
on Val. Where did these people go to learn that irritating
cadence?

Reluctantly, Val left his numbers with
Mason’s secretary. “Now it’s my turn to give you some strict
instructions. I need Jerome to call me the moment he’s free. I
don’t care what time it is, where he is, or who he’s with; he has
to make that call his number one priority. Do you
understand?”

“I will pass on your
request. Thank you for calling.”

Val resisted the impulse to smash the
handpiece against the corner of his desktop. He tried Debbie Harris
again, but there was still no one picking up at the sheriff’s
house.

Nicki Blemings breezed
into the department
with a huge grin on her face. She was holding a plastic-coated
thumb drive in her hand.

Val waved her through as he tried Debbie’s
cell phone yet again.

“Wait ‘til you see what I’ve
got,” Nicki said triumphantly. “The security footage from Jon’s
Bar, recording Andrepoint and his buddy Tate knocking back tequila
shots less than forty minutes before the Baker girl was
killed.”

Her elation evaporated when she saw Val’s
hooded glance towards the man searching Ted’s office. “What have I
missed?” she asked.

“Three state police detectives turned up a
short time ago to arrest Ted for conspiracy to murder.” Val hung up
the phone and signaled to the other deputies waiting outside to
step into his office. It was only then he realized that his desk
was much the same as the day he resigned. Nicki had made no move to
usurp his territory as East Feliciana’s lead
investigator.

“By the way,
Val, welcome
back,” Nicki said. “Cat still making a good recovery?”

“No setbacks so far. She should
be fit enough to fly in a few weeks. Now, spit out what the hell has being
going on with Ted?” Val allowed his gaze to sweep across the
deputies, finally ending up staring into Nicki’s eyes. “Ted showed
up at my place just as I walked in the door from the airport. He
gave me some spiel about needing to talk over an investigation.
Insisted we talk here, but the fatal Baker hit-and-run put an end
to that.”

Nicki sat down behind her small desk,
switching on her laptop computer as she talked. “Sergeant Joe
Savant and his buddy Howard Little,” Nicki said, dipping her head
towards the tall detective still beavering away in Ted’s office,
“have been here on a couple of occasions interviewing Ted about an
old case. At least that’s what Ted told us.”

Little, the very man, Val
thought, glad to be able finally to put a name to the Baton Rouge giant.
The guy played shooting guard for the New Orleans Pelicans until a
knee injury ended his basketball career. How could he have
forgotten a misnomer like that?

Val looked at the other two deputies.
“Anything to add?”

“He told us the same thing.
That it
involved an incident before our time with the department,” Peston
replied.

Both Peston and
Hayes had been
recruited by Ted soon after he was reelected sheriff close to four
years previously. The Police Jury didn’t much like the extra
expenditure, but Ted fought his corner and the jurors caved. The
next election was just two weeks away, though last time Val and the
sheriff discussed it, Ted hadn’t decided if he would run again. He
and Debbie were making plans for his retirement. To the best of
Val’s knowledge, no other candidate had put their name
forward.

“With hindsight, Ted has
been acting a little odd lately,” Nicki added.

“In what way?” Val
asked.

“He started locking his office door every
time he left the building; even if he was just heading out for a
coffee. He’s been short-tempered and moody; something had to have
been eating him.”

“He cancelled the barbecue last
week,” Peston said.

Ted’s last-Friday-of-the-month barbecues
hosted at his place were legendary and had become part of the
department’s social framework. Nothing short of a hurricane got in
the
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