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The Body

The bayou gave Renard Arceneaux back on a Tuesday morning in late September, which was the kind of timing that suggested the bayou had opinions.

Callum Pruitt arrived in Lacombe Parish at eleven in the morning, having driven three hours from New Orleans with a gas-station coffee and the specific quality of resignation he carried on assignments that came from above. His captain had not explained why the parish sheriff needed outside help. His captain had simply said: go, and handle it, and do not make it complicated. This was the kind of instruction that became interesting only when you arrived and discovered what complicated actually looked like.

What complicated looked like was a body on a bayou bank, a parish sheriff who was sweating in the September heat and looking at Callum with the expression of a man who wanted very badly to be somewhere else, and approximately fourteen members of the Arceneaux family arranged at the edge of the crime scene tape in the specific configuration of people who had been told to stay back and had decided that staying back meant within forty feet rather than the requested hundred.

Callum ducked under the tape.

The body was face-down in the mud at the waterline, which was where the bayou had deposited it sometime in the night. Male, sixties, well-dressed for someone who'd ended up in a bayou — which meant he had gone in dressed, which meant he had not gone in willingly, or at least not casually. Callum crouched and looked at what he could see without touching anything and thought: this man knew what was happening to him. The hands — the position of the hands — told you that.

"Renard Arceneaux," said the sheriff, whose name was Thibodaux and who had been delivering information with the reluctance of a man testifying against himself. "Seventy-one years old. Owner of Arceneaux Timber, Arceneaux Properties, and — well. Most of what you're looking at."

"Most of what I'm looking at is bayou," Callum said.

"That too, technically. Family's owned this stretch for two hundred years." Thibodaux wiped his forehead. "He was supposed to have dinner with his son last night. Didn't show. The boy called it in this morning."

"Which son?"

"Édouard. The eldest. He lives in Baton Rouge, comes down monthly." A pause. "There are four children. Three of them left the parish years ago. The youngest stayed."

Callum stood. He looked at the tree line, where the Arceneaux house was visible through the moss and cypress, its white columns going grey with age and neglect. A considerable house. A house that had once been the kind of house people drove past slowly to look at, and was now the kind of house people drove past quickly without looking at.

"The youngest," he said. "Where is she?"

"Up at the house." Thibodaux said this with a quality that Callum had learned to identify after fifteen years — the quality of someone saying a simple thing that meant a complicated one. "She came down when we found him. Identified him. Then went back up."

"She identify him and go back to the house?"

"Yes, sir."

"Without being asked to leave?"

"She said—" Thibodaux stopped. Started again. "She said she'd seen all she needed to see and that we knew where to find her."

Callum looked at the house through the moss.

"Take me up," he said.

The driveway was a quarter mile of broken gravel lined with live oaks so old they'd grown into each other overhead, making a tunnel that turned the September light into something green and underwater. Spanish moss hung in curtains. The air was thick with the particular weight of September in Louisiana — heat and humidity and the smell of things growing and rotting in equal measure.

The house itself: Greek Revival, mid-nineteenth century, eight white columns across the front portico, the paint peeling in long strips that revealed the grey wood beneath. A garden to the left that was not neglected — it was tended, deliberately and with apparent care, but along lines that had nothing to do with the original formal design. Something wilder had replaced it. Roses that had gone rogue and been allowed to. Herbs in no recognizable order. A kitchen garden that looked productive and entirely indifferent to aesthetics.

A woman was in the garden.

She was kneeling in the dirt with her hands in the soil, pulling something out by the roots with the focused attention of someone who had decided to garden through whatever the morning had brought her. She did not look up when the car stopped. She did not look up when Callum got out. She finished pulling the thing out of the ground — some kind of deep-rooted weed, he gathered, from the satisfaction with which she regarded it — and then she sat back on her heels and looked at him.

Evangeline Arceneaux was not what he'd been expecting.

He'd been expecting Gothic-heroine fragile. What he got was Gothic-heroine something-else: a woman in her mid-thirties with dirt on her hands and her dark hair pulled back with a pencil, wearing clothes that had been practical once and remained practical, watching him from the garden with the expression of someone who had been expecting him and had decided not to get up.

"Detective Pruitt," she said. Not a question.

"Ms. Arceneaux." He stopped at the garden's edge. Professional habit: he did not enter spaces he hadn't been invited into. "I'm sorry for your loss."

Something moved across her face. Not grief — something more complicated than grief, the expression of a person who has rehearsed for a moment and found the rehearsal insufficient.

"Thank you," she said. The politeness of someone who had been raised to be polite and had not yet decided whether politeness was going to be her strategy.

"I'd like to ask you some questions."

"I imagined you would." She stood, brushed the dirt from her knees in a way that suggested she was not particularly concerned about the dirt, and looked at him with dark eyes that were, he noted professionally, completely composed. "Come inside, Detective. I'll make coffee."

She walked to the house without waiting to see if he'd follow.

He followed.

He noted, as he did: the deliberate quality of her movement, the way she carried the morning. He noted that she had been gardening — actually gardening, down in the soil — two hours after identifying her father's body. He noted the journal on the garden wall, leather-bound, thick with use, that she picked up as she passed it without looking at it, with the automatic claim of someone picking up something that was always in reach.

He noted all of it and said nothing yet.

The morning was young. He was patient.

He was also, he acknowledged to himself as he followed Evangeline Arceneaux up the steps of the oldest house in Lacombe Parish, already very interested.
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The House on the Bayou

The inside of the Arceneaux house was not what the outside promised.

The outside promised ruin — and delivered it, in the peeling paint and the sagging porch rail and the shutter that hung at an angle on the east side. But the inside had been sorted into something functional and, in parts, beautiful: the front parlor was stripped of whatever Victorian excess it had once contained and held now only what was useful — good chairs, actual books, the kind of order that came from someone living alone in a large space and arranging it to their own specifications rather than anyone else's.

The kitchen was warm. An actual fire in the actual fireplace, which struck Callum as excessive for September until he stood near it and understood: the house was damp, the kind of damp that came from proximity to water and age and imperfect windows, and the fire was not decorative.

Evangeline made coffee with the competent efficiency of someone who had been making coffee for herself in this kitchen for a long time. She did not ask how he took it. She put it in front of him black and sat across the table with her own cup and her journal — which she set on the table between them, he noted, face-down but present — and she looked at him.

"Ask your questions," she said.

"When did you last see your father?"

"Three days ago. Sunday. He came to discuss the timber lease renewal. We argued. He left." She said this with the matter-of-fact quality of someone reporting weather.

"What did you argue about?"

"What we always argued about. The property. He wanted to log the back forty, which includes the old-growth cypress along the bayou. I don't want to log the old-growth cypress." She paused. "I have not wanted to log it for fifteen years. He has wanted to for fifteen years. The argument was not new."

"Who owns the property?"

A slight pause. "It's complicated."

"Simplify it for me."

She looked at him over her coffee cup with an expression that was not quite amusement and not quite challenge — something between them. "My mother left the house and the immediate grounds to me when she died. The timber rights and the surrounding acreage belong to the estate, which my father controlled. Now that he's dead, it will go to probate."

"And then?"

"And then it depends on the will, which I have not seen, and the family, which I have been mostly avoiding for fifteen years, and the lawyers, who will be very busy." She set down her cup. "You're wondering if I killed him for the property."

"I'm wondering a lot of things," Callum said. "What were you doing Monday night?"

"Here."

"Alone?"

"I live alone." She held his gaze. "I was in the library until about ten. Then I walked the garden. Then I came to bed."

"Did you go near the bayou?"

The pause was brief. A person less practiced at watching pauses might
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