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Being a cop is hard work. Whether you patrol the streets or investigate homicide scenes, the work takes dedication, courage and doggedness. I hope that my characters always portray the deep compassion and intense passion of those who serve our community.


A rage… that nothing can allay, nothing but blood.


—William Shakespeare





Prologue
   
Birmingham, Alabama, Monday, August 2, midnight
A big flash of lightning streaked across the sky, making the room bright. Devon Chambers counted the seconds in his head. He didn’t like storms. He hadn’t wanted to come out of his house, but he’d heard the baby crying.
Six-one-thousand… seven-one-thousand… thunder clapped, almost drowning out the baby’s wailing.
It was raining hard outside and Devon was dripping on the tile but the mommy wouldn’t mind.
She was dead.
His stomach hurt even though he couldn’t see the mommy now. It was too dark. But Devon understood dead. His mommy had died, too. He remembered watching her in the pink coffin and waiting for her to breathe. She never did. Not even once. No matter how long the preacher talked she still didn’t breathe.
Devon hadn’t liked it much when they closed the lid and put her in the ground where she couldn’t get any air for sure. He’d worried about that until the next day at school when his teacher told him about being dead and going to heaven. He was glad about heaven. All the preacher had talked about was the angel taking Devon’s mommy in his arms and giving her to God. Devon decided he didn’t like angels much. But he guessed that was the only way to get to heaven. Couldn’t hang around down here forever, his teacher said.
Lightning flashed again and he knelt on the floor and touched the blood. It was thick and sticky. He shuddered. Not because he was afraid. He wasn’t afraid. Not for real. Rubbing the gooey stuff between his thumb and fingers he wished the lightning would come faster so he could see if the mommy had changed her mind about going to heaven and started to breathe again.
Maybe if he put her head back she would decide not to go with the angel. Patting the darkness until he touched her hair, he scooted the mommy’s head back to where it was supposed to be. He couldn’t figure out why the angel would cut it off like that. Wouldn’t she need it in heaven?
He wondered if God would be mad about the bad words. They were written on her forehead. He could wipe ’em off, but the angel had written them there.
He didn’t want to make the angel who took the dead people to heaven mad.
When the lightning had first shown him the angel taking the mommy, his throat got too tight and his heart had beat faster and faster. He’d had to go inside himself for a while. He tried not to, but he couldn’t control it sometimes. Sometimes he just had to hide. The doctor said it was his safe place.
When he’d come out of his safe place, the baby had been crying and he’d sneaked out of his house to see if it was okay. If anybody found out he’d come over here he would be in big trouble, especially with his sister. She would be really mad. But the baby was crying harder and louder, so he had to do something. The mommy wouldn’t like her baby crying. She could probably hear it all the way in heaven.
He waited a minute for the lightning to come again so he could see where the glass was on the floor. The light flashed, blinkity-blink, and real carefully he walked around the broken glass and the blood and made his way through the house waving his arms around in front of him so he didn’t bump into anything. He felt like a blind kid. He was glad the lightning came a little faster now, even though the thunder growled like a mean old bear faster and faster, too.
The baby’s room was dark like the rest of the house. Devon thought about turning on the light but that might make the angel come back and he wasn’t ready to go to heaven. He couldn’t leave his sister all by herself. She would be sad. She pretended not to like him much but he knew she loved him. Working too much and trying to go to school made her grouchy. And he was a lot of trouble. When his mommy was sick Devon had heard her talking to his sister. She said that even though he was a lot of trouble, he was her brother and she should love and take care of him always.
Ever since then he tried not to be so much trouble, but always was a long time and sometimes he forgot.
He wiped his hands really good on his shirt, then he reached into the crib and touched the baby. It stopped crying but made funny sounds and flailed its arms.
What did he do now?
He thought about all the times he’d watched the mommy out by the pool with the baby. Sometimes when it cried she got a bottle and that made the baby happy.
He felt around in the crib until his fingers closed around a bottle and he smiled. The mommy must have put it there before the angel came. Mommies were smart like that.
Devon shook the bottle and he frowned. It was empty. Oh well. He gave it to the baby anyway. The baby sucked and sucked. Sounded kind of like when he got to the bottom of a milk shake and he just kept trying to get that last bit of foamy stuff through the straw.
The sucking stopped and the baby started to cry again. Devon didn’t like the crying. Maybe he could take the bottle in the kitchen and put milk in it. Babies liked milk. He was pretty sure the daddy would be home soon. He would know what to do if the milk didn’t help.
Devon took the bottle and felt his way down the hall and the stairs. He counted the steps so he would remember to go slower and to be careful. That was a rule. Be careful on the stairs. Don’t eat while I’m gone. And never call 911 unless the house is on fire or you’re hurt. If you think someone’s trying to get in the house, go out your window, climb down the trellis, and run to a neighbor’s house. His sister had a lot of rules. She was smart. Really smart. Not like him.
He held his breath as he opened the fridge door. The light made him squint. He blinked a couple of times, then got the milk. With the door open he could see to fill the bottle but he made a mess anyway. He cleaned it up and put the milk away. Always clean up your mess. That was another rule.
Finding his way back to the bedroom was easy. He remembered the way even if it was dark. He hid in the dark a lot. It wasn’t so bad. His sister told him being afraid of the dark was dumb. He didn’t want to be dumb about that.
The baby was still crying real loud. He hoped the milk would make him happy. As soon as he put the bottle to its mouth it started trying to suck at it.
No more crying.
Devon smiled. He did good.
A door slammed somewhere in the house and he jumped. Was the angel back?
More lightning made the room as bright as the inside of the refrigerator. He didn’t see anybody before the room went black again but he could hear someone bumping around in the house. Thunder rumbled and he shivered.
The bumpy noises sounded closer.
Someone was coming.
Devon hid in the baby’s closet. His body shook so much he could barely stand up and the urge to hide inside himself was real strong. He couldn’t see ’cause of the darkness, not even when he tilted his head to look through the slats in the door, but he smelled the angel. Smelled like flowers. The same as the angel that came and took his mommy to heaven.
Would the angel know he was hiding in here?
Angels could probably see through doors like this for sure.
His heart pounded so hard he could hear it in his ears. Tears burned his eyes and he squeezed them shut real tight. In his head, where no one would hear, he prayed for the baby.
Please, God, don’t let your angel take the baby, too. The daddy will be so sad.
The angel left the room without taking the baby.
Wow. God heard him fast. Devon’s knees felt like the Jell-O his sister made him eat when he was sick. He hated Jell-O. Especially the green kind.
He waited, listening for a while. The baby was happy. No more crying. The angel was gone. Devon should go home. The daddy would be coming soon. He might get mad if he found out Devon came into his house. He might blame Devon for the mess.
As quiet as a mouse he sneaked out of the closet and crept to the door. He didn’t hear any more noises, so he hurried down the hall and all seven of the steps. He walked past the mommy, making sure he didn’t step in the glass or the blood. The lightning let him see the way. It was still coming fast.
He stopped at the broken door. It was raining harder than before. He’d have to run across the yard in the rain and squeeze through the fence at the corner where it was sagging a little bit. He was almost too big to fit anymore.
Glass cracked behind him.
His heart bumped against his chest.
Run! the voice in his head told him.
He darted across the yard. Didn’t look back. Skidded to a stop at the fence and squeezed between the boards. Something grabbed his arm. He jerked to get loose. Nails clawed him. He yanked and twisted. He hit the ground, then scrambled up to run. He didn’t stop until he was on the other side of his house and under the floor, in the crawl space.
He hugged his scratched arm and hoped the angel couldn’t find him here. And then he went inside himself.




   
Five Points, 7:35 a.m.
Hello Jess.
The appearance of those two words on the screen of her cell phone should not have stolen her breath or weakened her knees, but they managed to do both in the space of a single heartbeat, forcing her to wilt down onto the toilet seat.
Jess Harris shoved a handful of damp hair behind her ear, then hugged her knees to her chest. It wasn’t really the words that had her crouched on the toilet seat of the cramped bathroom. It was the identity of the sender.
Tormenter.
Eric Spears… the Player.
Jess curled her fingers into her sweaty palm to stop their trembling. She pressed her fist to her lips and fought the trepidation howling inside her. Answer him! This might be the last time he reached out to her if she didn’t do something.
She touched the text box on the screen and prepared to enter a response. Before she tapped a single letter another bubble of words appeared.
I watched you on the news last night. Your ex has impeccable timing. I can’t wait to see who wins this round.
Pulse fluttering wildly with an infusion of anger, she considered telling Spears that, as he was no doubt aware, his current location could be tracked via this connection and that she intended to promptly inform the bureau.
But that would be a lie. Worse, he would recognize the lie. Spears knew her far too well.
Using the pad of her thumb she tapped one letter at a time until she’d filled the text box with the message she wanted to send the sociopath who had murdered dozens of women, maybe a hell of a lot more, in his sadistic career as a serial torturer-murderer. Jess smiled as she reread the words she hoped would prompt his need to grow ever closer to her.
One thing’s for sure, it won’t be you. I’m the one who got away, Spears. Guess that makes you a loser and a coward.
After hitting send, she reveled in the idea that her words would burrow under his skin and fester like boils until he just had to claw at the itch. Eric Spears’s malignant narcissistic side wouldn’t deal well with failure. Not only did he not like to lose, he hated the idea of being wrong about anything or anyone. He’d made several mistakes of late. Skating so very close to getting caught was one of them. Allowing Jess to live was another.
Whatever it took, she would get him.
Her cell clanged that old-fashioned tone, announcing an incoming call. She jumped. Nearly dropped the damned thing. Spears wouldn’t dare…
Harper calling appeared on the screen, banishing the stream of conversation between her and Spears.
“Jess, you are truly pathetic.” She swallowed back the lump of undeniable fear that had risen into her throat and forced herself to breathe normally. “Harris.”
“We have a homicide, Chief. Shady Creek Drive off Columbiana Road.”
Jess dropped her feet to the floor and banished thoughts of Spears. “How many victims, Sergeant?”
“Just one… but…”
The silence that filled the air for several endless seconds had Jess’s pulse revving with the surge of adrenaline charging through her veins.
“It’s bad, Chief. Really bad. It’s the wife of one of our own. Lieutenant Lawrence Grayson’s wife, Gabrielle.”
Oh damn. “Crimes Against Persons isn’t working this one?” No need to start the week off like the last one, in a pissing contest with Deputy Chief Harold Black, bless his ornery heart. Today’s staff meeting was supposed to clarify some ground rules and cement the team spirit to ensure better cohesion as they moved forward. That meeting likely wouldn’t happen now. Couldn’t be helped. Justice was the last thing the dead should have to wait for.
“I got the call since the first officers on the scene felt the murder might be connected to the Lopez situation,” Sergeant Chet Harper explained. “The wife was decapitated and there’s a message including some of the buzz words from this weekend’s hit on your place.”
“Jesus Christ.” Jess scrubbed at her eyes with her free hand. Images from the destruction that had been her room at the Howard Johnson Inn flickered through her mind. They had to get a handle on this escalating gang situation. It was turning into a blood bath and resurrecting the ugly memories of the city’s violent, racially unjust past.
The MS-13 clique operating in Birmingham, once lorded over by Salvadore Lopez, was at war with a faction that had split off to follow his younger sister, Nina. The sister was currently in custody for kidnapping Jess, among other charges. Salvadore had gone into protective custody with the promise of rolling over on his infamous father, Leonardo. The elder Lopez was the messiah-like leader of the West Coast’s rampant and ruthless MS-13 activities. Every three-letter agency in the country wanted him to go down, and now they had their chance.
Squaring her shoulders, Jess began the process of tuning out her personal frustrations with the whole damned Lopez family and the regret for the loss of life—particularly an innocent life—that would only get in the way. “Is Captain Allen on the scene?” Allen headed up Birmingham PD’s Gang Task Force. His insights would be invaluable if a gang connection was substantiated.
“En route as we speak.”
“I’ll be there shortly, Sergeant. You know what to do.”
Jess ended the call as she pushed to her feet and headed for the door. She caught her reflection in the mirror over the pedestal sink and paused mid-stride. Her damp hair would just have to dry on its own. She shoved her phone into her robe pocket so she could pile her blond locks into a manageable mass that was annoyingly curly when wet and snapped a claw clip in place. Makeup she could take care of en route. A flick of mascara and a dab of lip gloss would do.
She silently repeated the mantra she’d clung to for the past thirty-six hours or so. I’ll be okay. It would take more than being kidnapped by some ditzy, power-hungry teenybopper and having her place and her things destroyed to knock Jess off her game.
The tone that accompanied an incoming text had her rummaging for her cell.
I’m deeply wounded, Jess. I thought by now you would miss me as much as I miss you. See you soon.
“The sooner, the better,” she grumbled. Jess Harris was not afraid of anything. Except maybe the possibility of failing to get Spears before he added more victims to his heinous résumé.
With renewed purpose she deleted the conversation and emerged from the bathroom to find Lori, on her cell, probably getting the news about the murder. Jess grabbed the one suit that had survived last night’s kill-the-deputy-chief’s-stuff episode and ripped it free of the dry cleaner’s plastic. She’d failed to pick it up from the dry cleaner on Friday, which was the only reason it had been spared from the carnage.
Since her Audi had been at the lab for processing related to her abduction—and still was, damn it—the car and this one suit were about all that remained of the belongings she’d rolled into Birmingham with. Well, except for the dress and the turquoise pumps she’d been wearing last night. The pumps would just have to do until she had time to shop.
“You need a cup of coffee to go?” Lori asked as she headed for the kitchen with her own mug. Her Five Points studio was one big room with a small bath and closet carved out of the already-tight floor space. Any level of privacy was basically impossible.
“That’d be great.” Jess stepped into her pumps while she picked through the bag of undergarments, cosmetics, and necessities she’d purchased at Walmart late last night. Living out of a plastic bag was no fun, and though Lori insisted she was happy to have her as a guest, Jess was anxious to get a place of her own. She liked Lori a lot, and was proud to have the detective on her team, but staying on Lori’s couch was going to get old, fast. Maybe it had something to do with being in her forties and set in her ways, but having alone time felt immensely important, especially when she hadn’t had any in about forty-eight hours. She needed her space. Along with a new wardrobe and almost everything else a woman required to operate on a day-to-day basis.
Unfortunately, all of that would have to wait.
She had a homicide to get to.
Shady Creek Drive, 8:30 a.m.
“Whoa.” Lori surveyed the crowd gathered as she turned off Columbiana Road. “This is going to be complicated and”—she blew out a big breath—“messy.”
News vans cluttered the intersection of Columbiana and Shady Creek. Birmingham Police Department cruisers lined the street on either side of where they needed to turn. This tragedy had befallen one of their own and a show of strength was expected. The gesture was heartfelt, but there was no place for crowds at a homicide scene. At least not until after complete scene documentation and thorough evidence collection. The potential for contamination and/or loss was far too great with every warm body that entered a crime scene.
“Do you know Lieutenant Grayson?” His name sounded familiar but Jess couldn’t recall meeting him. She’d been introduced to so many of Birmingham’s finest since her arrival scarcely three weeks ago that she couldn’t say for sure whether she’d met him or not.
“I’ve seen him around but I don’t really know him.” Lori powered down her window and showed her badge to the uniform controlling access to the block. When he’d waved her through, she went on, “Grayson is with Field Operations, South Precinct.”
Still didn’t click for Jess.
“What kind of reputation does he have?” As wrong as it seemed, close family members were always the prime suspects in a case like this until evidence and alibis proved otherwise. Lawrence, aka Larry, Grayson was a cop, so the fundamental steps in a homicide investigation would be no surprise to him.
“A good one as far as I know. I’ve heard his name a few times when accommodations were handed out.” She glanced at Jess. “If you’re asking me if he would kill his wife, I don’t know him that well, Chief.”
“I guess that’s something we’ll need to learn.” They were on duty now. Jess was the deputy chief of SPU, Special Problems Unit, and Lori Wells was one of her detectives. Their ability to be friends and step back from those roles as needed fascinated Jess. After nearly two decades doing investigative work, this was her first time to have friends, in the true sense of the word, on the job. She’d certainly never been the houseguest of a coworker.
Maybe an old dog could learn a new trick.
The houses along Shady Creek were modest Brady Bunch –style ranches and split-levels, circa the seventies; it was a typical blue-collar neighborhood. Good folks who were forever stuck on the low end of middle class while being overworked and underpaid.
Crime scene tape circled the yard, using trees and shrubs for support and announcing that bad things had happened to those who called this address home. Outside that gruesome yellow line a host of cops had surrounded an emotionally distraught man and were struggling to get him into the passenger seat of a sedan.
“That must be him.” He looked vaguely familiar, but Jess still couldn’t say for sure if she’d met him.
“Yeah. Damn.” Lori shook her head. “Looks like he’s lost it.”
Jess grimaced at the emotionally charged scene. “Who wouldn’t?” She steeled herself in preparation for what was to come. No matter how experienced the investigator, when murder hit this close to home—a fellow cop—it was difficult to take in stride.
“You see any sign of the coroner’s wagon?” Between the cruisers and all the other vehicles crowding the street, not to mention what looked like a brigade of cops and no shortage of neighbors, it was difficult to see beyond the driveway.
Lori guided her Mustang as far to one side as possible considering the middle of the street was about all that was left in the way of unoccupied pavement and shut off the engine. “It’s the van right behind that Camry riding my bumper.”
Jess craned her neck to see. There appeared to be a male passenger but, with the sun glinting on the other side of the windshield, she couldn’t see the driver. Opting to jerk to a stop in the middle of the street, whoever was at the wheel of the van didn’t seem to care if more of a bottleneck was created.
Jess climbed out of the low-slung Mustang. Instantly the heat crushed around her. The humid air was as thick as molasses. Last night’s storm had ensured a sweltering morning and that little or no viable evidence would be found outside the home.
With one more glance behind her, she checked to see if the ME had climbed out of the van yet. She probably wouldn’t be lucky enough to get Schrader again. For all she knew Dr. Harlan Schrader could be on his way to the job offer at the Mayo Clinic by now. They’d worked a case together last week and not having to go through that awkward first time business again so soon would be nice.
The driver’s side door of the van opened and a female emerged. Shoulder-length brown hair, pale complexion. No one Jess had met so far, that she recalled anyway. The woman wore a lavender wrap dress with matching strappy stilettoes. Her sophisticated—scratch that—arrogant body language confirmed they had not met. Jess was one hundred percent certain she would remember that cocky stride, not to mention the haughty tilt of the woman’s chin.
“This should be interesting,” Lori murmured as she moved up to the front of the Mustang, where Jess waited.
“What’s that?” At the scene perimeter, Jess showed her badge to the uniform.
“That’s the associate coroner, Dr. Sylvia Baron. She’s the lieutenant’s ex-wife.” Lori ducked under the crime scene tape and Jess followed. “She’s a little pushy. No one likes getting stuck on a case with her.”
Pushy or not, sounded like a conflict of interest to Jess.
An older man had gotten out on the passenger side of the van and joined the woman’s purposeful movement toward the house as Jess and Lori made their way up the sidewalk. He looked vaguely familiar. Sixty maybe. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Blond and tanned. All he needed was a diamond stud in one ear and he’d have the whole Harrison Ford thing going on.
At the front door she and Lori stopped long enough to drag on shoe covers and gloves. “Who’s the man with her?”
“That’s Dr. Leeds.”
That was Martin Leeds, the Jefferson County chief coroner? Jess really had to find some time to get to know the various chains of command in Birmingham. She was woefully uninformed. In her own defense, she’d held the position for only two weeks and she’d been embroiled in murder and mayhem all fourteen or so of those days. Well, maybe she’d had a small break here and there. The unbidden memory of steamy, stolen hours spent between the sheets with Daniel Burnett the weekend before last had butterflies taking flight in her belly.
Those frantic and breathless minutes in his fancy Mercedes just last night wouldn’t exactly be dismissed any time soon either. Particularly since he was her boss.
“I don’t want that bitch anywhere near my wife!”
Jess’s attention snapped back to the street as Lieutenant Grayson’s angrily shouted words reverberated in the impossibly thick air. Those closest to Grayson were trying to calm him, but he was having no part of it.
Jess decided that an introduction to Leeds and the former Mrs. Grayson could wait until they were inside and had surveyed the crime scene. The situation outside was a ticking bomb and it wasn’t going to get any calmer until Lieutenant Grayson had been removed from the scene. The man’s wife had been murdered. The ability to think clearly or to reason was long gone.
Inside the house the atmosphere was somber and cold. Jess shivered. It was a sweltering dog day in August here in Alabama but she was wishing she had a sweater just now. Her nose twitched. Even the frosty temperature couldn’t completely conceal the distinct odor of coagulated blood hanging in the air as if she’d stepped into a meat locker rather than a home where a family lived.
Techs were already on-site documenting the scene and gathering evidence. Jess’s first step and top priority was to find the motive, in part based on what she observed here this morning. Had the wife been murdered during the commission of a robbery? Were drugs, money, or both the reason she was dead? There was always a slim chance the killing was a random act of violence. Slim because this was the home of a cop and the neighborhood was not exactly a prime target location for thieves. These weren’t rich folks with a treasure trove of readily sellable goods for the taking.
In Jess’s experience, when a cop or a cop’s family was the target the motive was often vengeance. There was always jealousy, of course, if one or the other had a problem with fidelity. Whatever evidence Jess discovered here, final assessments and conclusions could not be reached until all witnesses or persons with knowledge were found and interviewed. Every hour that passed before all those steps happened lessened the likelihood of success in solving the case.
Harper spotted their arrival and made his way through the main living area and into the foyer. “Chief, the body’s this way.”
“Detective Wells”—Jess hesitated before following Harper—“why don’t you find the officers whose duty it is to protect the scene and explain how that concept works.” She surveyed the number of warm bodies milling around inside the house and shook her head. “I want anyone who’s not a witness or who doesn’t belong to the Crime Scene Unit or the coroner’s office out of here now.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Lori headed in the opposite direction as Harper led Jess through the kitchen and down a few steps to a large room at the rear of the house. Jess stalled in the entryway of the room and gave herself a few moments to absorb the details of the scene.
There was so much blood.
Words were scrawled in blood around the walls.
Pig. Whore. Kill the bitch. Kill the pigs. One by one.
The chilly air seemed to freeze in Jess’s lungs as she stared at the other word written in large, sweeping strokes.
Rage.
She blinked away the images from her motel room that attempted to transpose themselves over those currently burning her retinas. Shaking off the eerie sensation of déjà vu, she visually inventoried the rest of the room.
A massive flat panel television hung over the stacked-stone fireplace. A local morning talk show filled the screen but the sound had been muted. Beefy, well-worn leather sofas stood like sentinels on either side of the fireplace waiting for the family to gather. Windows, blinds tightly closed, spanned the walls. The only natural light breaching the space was from the broken sliding door, its two panels of glass lying in pieces on the tile floor. Beyond the broken door, a wood privacy fence surrounded the backyard and swimming pool.
Jess shivered again. “What’s going on with the air-conditioning, Sergeant?”
“The thermostat was adjusted as low as it would go,” he explained. “It’s about sixty-two degrees in here.”
“Seems our killer took the time to think things through before taking his leave.” And he or she obviously knew a little something about skewing attempts at determining time of death. Just another reason to hate all those CSI shows.
“I believe the murder was carried out right here,” Harper said as they moved across the room. “The child, a six-month-old boy, was left in his crib in a bedroom. Nothing in the house, as far as we can tell, was disturbed beyond the damaged patio doors. The standard grab-and-run items like laptops and jewelry are still here.”
“Where’s the child now?” Jess hoped he wasn’t out there amid the chaos on the street. Grayson was in no condition to care for himself, much less a child.
“The lieutenant’s partner, Sergeant Jack Riley, called his wife and she took the baby home with her as soon as a paramedic confirmed the child was unharmed.”
After fishing for her glasses, Jess shoved them into place and moved closer to study the placement of the body. Dressed in a yellow spaghetti-strapped nightgown, the victim lay supine on the tile floor, a pool of coagulated blood around her, her head severed from her body but left right next to the stump of her neck. Tissue was torn in a jagged manner as if the perp had had a hard time getting started with a sawtooth-type tool. Multiple stab wounds along the torso had dotted the pale yellow gown with ugly rusty spots. Her arms were outstretched at her sides, crucifixion style. Legs were straight and together.
Across the victim’s forehead, written in what appeared to be her own blood, were the words PIG WHORE.
Jess stepped nearer and eased into a crouch. She pointed to the victim’s upper arms. “Looks like our killer had a good grip on her at some point.” There was bruising on the chest, just above her breasts. Jess passed a gloved hand over the area. “He held her down while he committed this final atrocity. Judging by the bruise pattern I’d say he was right-handed.”
Harper nodded. “I counted ten stabs to her torso. All postmortem, like the beheading. Didn’t see any indication she had been sexually assaulted.”
“I agree, Sergeant.” The coroner’s office would check for sexual assault, that was SOP. As for the rest, there wasn’t nearly enough blood for the visible damage to have been inflicted while her heart was still beating. No arterial spray from the decapitation. A little castoff from the saw, but that was about it, other than the blood that gravity drained out of the body. In fact, seemed as if the killer waited until livor mortis was well under way before bothering to play psycho surgeon.
Harper pointed to the victim’s hands. “No defensive wounds on her hands or forearms to indicate she fought her attacker. No ligature marks to indicate she was restrained.”
Very strange. Lividity indicated she had been in this position since her death or very quickly thereafter. But why here and like this? Had the victim been watching television when her attacker crashed into the room? Had she fallen asleep on the sofa? Or did she hear the breaking glass and come to check it out? How had he disabled her?
“Could be damage to the back of the head,” Jess suggested. There didn’t appear to be any to the temple areas or the forehead.
“I don’t see any blood matted in her hair close to the skull.” Harper pointed to the long hair fanned around her head.
That was true. Jess rubbed at the wrinkle furrowing her brow with the back of a gloved hand. “Once he’d killed her, what distracted him for so long before he did the rest?” She glanced around the room. Had someone come to the door and interrupted his work? Had the baby started crying and thrown him off balance? The latter wasn’t likely, since the baby was still alive.
“Reminds me of the Manson murders,” Harper said. “I watched a documentary the other night. The anniversary is coming up this weekend.”
Jess had noted that similarity, too, but she wasn’t about to say it out loud. Not with so many ears around. All they needed was the media bringing that kind of connection into this. She scrutinized the tile floor around the victim. Not a single footprint. The perp had been exceptionally careful. “No blood anywhere else in the house?”
“Nothing we’ve found so far. Looks like someone showered recently in the hall bath. The shower floor is damp and so’s the rug in front of it. There’s a faint smell of shampoo, gardenias.”
Surprised, Jess said, “The shampoo should be logged into evidence. We need to be sure the techs check the drain as well. What about a towel?”
Harper grunted a negative sound. “Not in the bathroom or laundry room. If the perp was the one who took the shower, he took the towel with him. Already took care of the rest.”
Jess lifted the victim’s arm. “We have full rigor. She’s been dead nine or ten hours anyway. Maybe longer.”
The manner of the decapitation was primitive. As if the perpetrator hadn’t been able to get the job done on his first attempt, he’d started over a couple of times, mutilating tissue and making one heck of a mess. “No murder or mutilation weapon lying around?”
“No, ma’am. Whatever the perp used, he took that with him as well.”
With no weapon and no ready signs the perp had been careless, the odds of nailing him were stacked against them. “Who discovered the body?”
“Johnny Trenton,” Harper said. “The pool guy.”
Jess made a face. “They have a pool guy?” She’d noticed the pool out back, but this wasn’t exactly the kind of neighborhood where one expected to encounter a cabana boy.
“He arrived at six this morning, as scheduled, to clean the pool. He has a key to the garage and the door that leads out of the garage into the backyard.” Harper gestured to the patio and sparkling pool beyond the broken sliding door. “He made the nine-one-one call. Says he didn’t come inside for fear of stepping in the blood or otherwise damaging the scene. Since it was obvious Mrs. Grayson was dead, he figured there was nothing he could do anyway.”
“He didn’t come in the house to check on the child or the husband?” If he knew the family, he had to know there was a kid and a husband.
“He says the place was as quiet as a tomb when he arrived, so he assumed anyone else in the house was dead, too.”
More likely he hadn’t wanted to risk suspicion by entering the scene and leaving behind a footprint or fingerprint. “Where is this pool guy?”
“In the dining room. I didn’t see any blood on him and his hair definitely doesn’t smell like gardenias.”
“Well, that certainly rules him out,” Jess mused.
Harper cast a somber look at the victim and shook his head. “I don’t think he did this, Chief. This involved some serious rage and a good chunk of time. Trenton doesn’t seem like the type to invest that much emotion, if you know what I mean.”
“Have him transported downtown. I’d like to question him in a more formal setting.” Being driven downtown in the back of a police cruiser should have him eager to cooperate if he knew anything at all. And Jess did understand what Harper meant. Like a crop of choking crabgrass the I-don’t-care-about-my-neighbors attitude had taken root among Southern folks, too. No one wanted to get involved anymore.
She pushed to her feet and walked to the now useless slider and stared across the yard. The lawn was thick and lush. No sign of mud, which meant no footprints out here either. Only the tops of neighboring homes were visible above the fence but one, at the farthest end of the yard, was a two-story like the Grayson home. A pair of side-by-side windows overlooked the Grayson’s backyard.
“Have the neighbors been canvassed?” Jess strained to see any movement beyond the windows across the way. Anyone looking out those windows at just the right time would have had a clear view of the murder.
“Yes, ma’am.” Harper pointed to the house with the windows that had captured Jess’s attention. “We checked that one first. Looks abandoned. Yard’s all grown up. The utility meter has been pulled. No answer and no vehicle in the drive.”
“Damn.” She turned her attention back to the victim, Gabrielle Grayson. Dark hair and olive skin. Thirty or thirty-two. “Latino?” she asked Harper.
“Mrs. Grayson was born in this country but her parents moved here from Spain. Lieutenant Grayson’s partner told me she was a nurse until her son was born and she opted to become a full-time mother.”
“We need to know if she has any connections whatsoever to the gang world.” This was the fifth decapitation Jess had encountered in the last week. The other four ritual killings had been carried out by members of the MS-13 against those they deemed traitors. The major difference was those decapitations had been accomplished while the victims were still alive. This one looked wrong. The words scrawled on the walls were unfocused. The whole scene, including the possibility the perp had showered, was way off when compared to an MS-13 assassination scene.
“There’s no connection that we know of, ma’am.”
Another of those aggravating frowns tugged across her brow. “Where is Captain Allen? I thought he was en route.”
Harper looked away and cleared his throat. “He… ah… dropped by. Took a quick look and said he’d let us know if he heard any rumblings about this. He knows Grayson. Said the lieutenant and his partner have been helping out with GTF but neither has been involved on a level that would ignite something like this. He doesn’t think there’s a connection.”
“He couldn’t hang around until I arrived?” Jess understood the guy had it in for her since she’d barged her way into the Lopez case and stolen the big takedown Allen had had planned, but this was a homicide for Christ’s sake. A cop’s wife.
Jess took a breath, brought her voice down an octave or two. “Stay on Allen, Sergeant, and find out from Grayson’s division chief if he’s worked a case, past or present, within the division that may have landed him on someone’s hate list.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Jess was as sure as anyone could be that this murder didn’t have anything to do with the MS-13. It was way too neat and there were too many discrepancies. But she couldn’t rule out that possibility just yet any more than Allen could. “We also need cause of death ASAP,” she said, more to herself than to the detective next to her. “The media will have a field day with this. We need something to give them before they start making up stuff.”
In the past forty-eight hours a Lopez hangout had been blown up and three clashes in the streets of downtown Birmingham had barely been defused without bloodshed. A couple of fires had been started in abandoned houses. No matter that the Lopez clique was falling apart all on its own, there were some in the community who were looking for an excuse to take matters into their own hands. The murder of a cop’s wife—the mother of a small child—would fuel that fire into a raging inferno.
“There was another clash in Druid Hills just before daylight,” Harper mentioned. “Another house burned after being hit by Molotov cocktails, but no one was injured.”
Damn. Druid Hills was the neighborhood where this war had started. Jess had lived there for a while as a kid. Not much had changed in all this time. Harper’s news just confirmed what she already knew. They needed damage control on this one. “What the devil is taking Leeds and his colleague so long?”
She hated waiting. Worse, Jess’s attention settled on the victim; she hated for this woman to lie here like this any longer than necessary. She hoped Grayson and his ex hadn’t gotten into a war outside.
“I’ll check on that,” Harper offered.
“Do that, Sergeant, and make sure—”
“If you’ll get out of the way,” a haughty female voice announced, “we’ll try to make up the time we lost due to BPD’s incompetence at securing the scene and preventing the flash mob outside.”
Jess turned and came face-to-face with the tall brunette in the lavender dress who appeared determined to live up to her reputation of being pushy. Sylvia Baron.
“Somebody adjust that damned thermostat,” she shouted at no one in particular. “Are we trying to turn this vic into a Popsicle or what?”
“I’ll take care of that,” Harper said as he made himself scarce.
Jess thrust out her hand. “I’m Deputy Chief Harris. I’ll be investigating this case.”
“Dr. Sylvia Baron, associate coroner and medical examiner. This is Dr. Martin Leeds, Jefferson County’s chief coroner. As I said, if you will get out of the way, we’ll attend to our responsibility in this matter.”
As true as it was that the coroner had jurisdiction over the body, Jess was king of the hill when it came to the scene. “Dr. Baron, I’m certain this is an awkward and perhaps difficult time for you. Be that as it may, considering your ties to the victim’s husband, I have strong reservations about your ability to maintain objectivity under the circumstances. Your being here obviously represents a conflict of interest.”
Baron didn’t look surprised that Jess had already heard about who she was. In fact, the ME laughed. “Like I care about your reservations. Now step aside or I’ll call Chief Burnett and have you removed from this case.”
A bad, bad feeling struck Jess. Was this woman another of Burnett’s fancy private-school cronies? Or maybe Sylvia Baron was a former lover or another ex-wife? The man had at least two exes Jess hadn’t met. Either way, she wasn’t running this investigation. Jess was.
Big breath. Stay calm. She stepped around the body and moved closer to Baron. “I think that’s a very good idea. Calling Chief Burnett, I mean.” Jess kept her smile in place as she reached into her bag and retrieved her phone, then offered it to the other woman. “Why don’t you use my phone? Burnett’s at the top of my contact list.”
The woman matched Jess’s fake smile with one of her own. “No need.” She whipped out her iPhone and made the call with scarcely more than a swipe and a tap. “He’s at the top of mine as well.”




   
Birmingham Police Department, 11:30 a.m.
Sandy-haired, golden-eyed, and well-tanned, Johnny Trenton was thirty-two years old and, judging by his rap sheet, a former male prostitute who had discovered a better way to earn a living amid the wealthy and prominent in Birmingham by cleaning their pools and offering private swimming lessons to the kiddies.
Or maybe he’d just assumed a better cover for work in one of society’s oldest professions. At the moment, seated at the interview table and with murder on her plate, unless his occupation was relevant to the case, Jess didn’t particularly care.
Problem was, to her knowledge, the Graysons were neither wealthy nor prominent.
Jess surveyed the file Detective Wells had prepared on Trenton. She reminded herself not to rest her right arm too heavily on the table, since it had one leg shorter than the other three, which was inordinately annoying. “This is your second summer working for the Grayson family?”
Trenton’s boredom with the proceedings loud and clear, he remained slouched in his chair on the other side of the table, barely bothering to lift his gaze to meet Jess’s. “You got it.”
“Who hired you? Mr. Grayson or his wife?”
“Mrs. Grayson.” A smirk twisted his lips. “She said her old man was never home and she needed someone to take care of the stuff he neglected.”
Do tell. “What sort of stuff, besides the pool, was her husband neglecting?”
Trenton hunched his shoulders in a shrug, a lackluster gesture at best. “No clue. She hired me to take care of the pool and that’s what I did.”
“Did Mrs. Grayson seem worried about anything lately that you’re aware of?”
Jess would ask the husband that question as well. She hadn’t gotten to interview him at the scene, which was understandable. He had followed the coroner’s vehicle back to Cooper Green. He was most unhappy that his ex-wife had not been instructed to back off. In fact, according to what Jess had overheard the other cops outside saying, Grayson and Baron had carried on quite the screaming match outside the murder scene. Dr. Leeds, the official coroner of record on the case, had stood his ground on having her at his side and that was that.
“She never mentioned anything to me.” Trenton made a face that suggested he’d just remembered something. “She did complain that since her husband was never home and she got no breaks that the kid was driving her nuts. I didn’t pay much attention though. That’s what I hear from most of the wives. Sometimes it’s a come on,” he added bluntly, “but not with Mrs. Grayson. She wasn’t interested.”
“Interested in what exactly?” Jess closed the file and waited for his response. The man had no shame. She agreed with Harper. Trenton was far too shallow to have invested enough emotion to murder a victim the way Gabrielle Grayson had been murdered.
“In sex.” He lifted his shoulders and let them drop in another lackadaisical shrug. “Some are lonely, others just need a little excitement in their lives. It’s one of the perks that comes with the job, you know. A fringe benefit.”
“Do the wives pay you for these additional services? We do have laws against that sort of transaction, Mr. Trenton. But then you’re aware of that, aren’t you?”
His posture tensed just the slightest bit. “I don’t get paid for sex anymore, Chief Harris. That was a past life I don’t care to revisit. I maintain very expensive pools for very wealthy people. If I provide an extra service here and there or just a little intimate companionship I get a better tip, that’s all.”
Jess resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “But Mrs. Grayson is not wealthy, correct? And she didn’t live in one of the mansions you typically cater to.”
He exhaled a big breath. “All right. You got me. Mrs. Grayson’s pool wasn’t on my regular billing plan. She paid me what she could afford. But I would have done it for free for the rest of my life if she’d let me. But she wouldn’t. This year, she even insisted on paying me the same as everyone else since her finances were better.”
“Why is that, Mr. Trenton?” Guys like Trenton rarely did anything nice for anyone other than themselves. The comment about Grayson’s improved finances she would follow up on soon enough. “Why would you have worked for free for Mrs. Grayson?”
“Three years ago I did a stint in rehab.” He puffed out a big breath. “Gabrielle was the head nurse. She helped me through it. I would never’ve gotten my act together again without her help, and I didn’t make it easy for her to help me, trust me. I owe her my life.”
The seconds ticked off as his admission elbowed its way into what Jess had surmised about him. She hadn’t expected honesty or compassion and it felt as if she’d just gotten both. She suspected there was more behind that peacockish facade he paraded. “Thank you, Mr. Trenton.” She scooted back her chair and stood. “If we have additional questions we know where to find you. Be advised that you’ll need to remain available until this investigation is closed.”
“You got a pool, Chief Harris?” he asked, his gaze blatantly roving over her as he got to his feet. “My rates are reasonable and I’ve never had a dissatisfied customer.”
Jess laughed. “No, Mr. Trenton, I do not have a pool.” In fact, she didn’t even have a roof to call her own. She had to do something about that. Soon. “I’ll see that someone takes you back to your SUV.”
Outside the interview room, Sergeant Harper waited. “Trenton ready to go?”
“He is and, unfortunately, if he knows anything he’s not ready to share just yet. Has Lieutenant Grayson arrived?”
“He and his attorney are waiting for you in Chief Burnett’s office.”
It wasn’t surprising that Grayson would have an attorney already. As an experienced cop he would understand his position in the investigation. Husbands always had to be cleared when wives were murdered. And he was likely still furious that his ex-wife was involved in the case on any level. That decision had legal trouble painted all over it. Who wouldn’t want legal representation considering all that?
“I just spoke to Chief Waters over at the South Precinct,” Harper went on. “He wanted to be sure we understood that Grayson is one of the best BPD has and we’d better take care of him. I let him know the case is in good hands.”
“Thank you, Sergeant.” Chief Waters’s assurances were exactly the accolades she expected. Grayson was a highly decorated veteran detective. Waters and his division couldn’t be involved with the investigation but his input as regards Grayson was duly noted.
Jess’s senior detective gave her a nod. “Waters is reviewing the cases assigned to Grayson over the past two years but he doesn’t recall anything that would have earned him this brand of enemy. He believes the trouble came from his work with Captain Allen’s team.”
Just another reason for her to want to wring Allen’s neck. Was it too much to ask for a little professional courtesy? “Whatever he’s been doing for Allen, we need full disclosure.”
“Already on it, ma’am.”
“Keep me posted, Sergeant, and please escort Mr. Trenton back to his vehicle at the Grayson home.” She leaned in a little. “See if you can learn anything more about his time in rehab. The victim was the head nurse when he was there.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Burnett’s office was on the fourth floor and Jess opted for the elevator. Not that she was opposed to climbing the two flights of stairs, but these were her only shoes at the moment. Snapping a heel would be a problem. And the truth was she hadn’t gotten into a fitness routine since her move south. Even two flights of stairs would probably kick her butt at this point. No need to go into an interview out of breath.
Tomorrow, she promised herself. She would get into some sort of normal workout routine tomorrow. Next week at the latest.
Detective Wells was back in the SPU office gathering the latest financials on the Graysons, along with Gabrielle’s family and employment history. Officer Cook, another member of Jess’s small unit, was tasked with going over the information in Grayson’s official personnel jacket. Jess had scanned his as well as his partner’s as soon as she arrived back at her office. Unless Grayson had changed his mind since bringing in his attorney, he had given carte blanche to this investigation.
As much as Jess wanted to assume the husband was completely innocent, it was her job to vet him the same as she did all other persons of interest and potential suspects.
Tara, Burnett’s receptionist, greeted Jess as she entered the cozy and richly appointed lobby of Birmingham’s chief of police.
“Chief Burnett’s expecting me.”
“Yes, ma’am. Sheila’s still at lunch so you should just go right on in.”
Jess thanked Tara and made the short journey down the hall to Burnett’s private office. His personal secretary’s desk stood in a more intimate waiting area just outside his door. Jess gave the door a rap as she opened it.
At the head of his conference table, Chief of Police Daniel Burnett stood and motioned for her to come in. His gaze swept over her as if he needed to ensure she was in one piece. Or maybe he was remembering those frantic minutes in his SUV last night before all hell had broken loose.
Lieutenant Grayson and his attorney rose, joining Burnett and yanking Jess back to attention. She didn’t recognize the attorney and Grayson looked as if he’d barely tacked himself back together for this meeting.
“Gentlemen, this is Deputy Chief Jess Harris, head of our SPU and the lady we’ve been talking about for the past fifteen minutes.” Burnett underscored the last with a pointed look at her.
Jess paused at the chair directly across the table from Grayson. “I apologize for keeping you waiting, Lieutenant. I assure you it was in the interest of this case.” She extended her hand toward him. “I am so sorry for your loss.”
Grayson accepted her offered hand and gave it a feeble shake. “I’m grateful that Chief Burnett put your team on this. I’m aware of your reputation, Chief Harris, and I want whoever did this found as quickly as possible. My wife”—he visibly struggled to maintain his composure—“deserves speedy justice.” A single tear slid down his stony jaw.
Jess studied his face and eyes. The agony was genuine. She’d bet her scrawny savings on it. “I appreciate your confidence, sir.”
The attorney offered his hand next. “Marcus Davenport. I’ll be representing the interests of Lieutenant Grayson and his family during these grim proceedings.”
Made sense. Davenport was the city attorney. Jess hadn’t met him before but she knew the name. Davenport would want his thumb on the pulse of this investigation.
“Of course.” She shook his hand. “It’s a shame we have to meet under these circumstances.”
They settled in their seats and Burnett started the conversation. “Lieutenant, you’ve been in the department far too long for me or anyone else to presume to enlighten you on how this investigation will proceed. Why don’t you offer whatever suggestions or questions you have and we’ll go from there?”
“I’ve tried all morning to think if anything was different… but the truth is, nothing comes to mind.” More of those tears glittered in his eyes.
“What about your work with Captain Allen?” Jess prodded. The gang-related avenue was one she’d like to close as quickly as possible, since her instincts were pointing her in a different direction.
Grayson blinked as if just waking up. “I only started working with the Gang Task Force a week ago.” He dragged in a shaky breath. “I’ve had no run-ins with any gang members. Nothing. I can’t imagine how any of them even know I exist. And yet, somehow…” His face crumpled. “How could this happen?”
“Mrs. Grayson hadn’t mentioned any strangers in your neighborhood? No encounters at the supermarket?” Jess asked.
Grayson cleared his throat and took a breath. “Nothing. We talked every day at lunch and if I worked late, I always dropped by in time to help tuck in our son.” His voice cracked on the words. “There just wasn’t any warning. And absolutely nothing in the house appears to be missing. It doesn’t make any sense.”
Jess reached for her notepad and pencil, then settled her eyeglasses in place. She had resigned herself to the fact that without them she was blind when it came to reading. “Lieutenant, do you work the night shift often?” According to the report made by the first officers on the scene Grayson had been on duty until the call came in about his wife’s murder a few hours ago.
“I hadn’t worked nights in years until I volunteered to support the GTF,” he explained. He lapsed into silence for a long moment. “I should have been at home last night.”
“As you said, there was no warning or reasonable expectation of danger. You couldn’t possibly have known your family was a target.”
Grayson was fifty. Fit and more than a little vain, judging by the lack of gray in his blond hair and the contacts his personnel file indicated he wore. Nothing wrong with that. But he had a small child at home and a wife nearly twenty years his junior. Why volunteer for extra duty? Especially dangerous duty?
“What made you decide to give Captain Allen a hand with GTF?”
Obvious frustration crept into his expression. “My partner, Jack Riley, has been picking up extra shifts with the GTF for months. He believes Captain Allen’s efforts are making a hell of a difference in the mounting wave of gang activities washing over this city. Jack’s conviction made me want to do my part, too. I have a son, Chief. I need to help put these bastards out of business. That’s the only reason I wasn’t home with my wife and child last night,” he said with a notable hint of anger in his tone now. “If that makes me a suspect in your eyes there’s nothing I can do about that except pray you won’t waste valuable time.”
Jess accepted the lieutenant’s not so subtle rebuke with a nod. “A more than worthy cause, Lieutenant. I hope you understand that every question I ask is essential to getting to the bottom of this awful business. I’m not in the habit of wasting time.”
He scrubbed his hands over his face, the platinum wedding band glistening on his left ring finger. “It’s hard as hell to sit here and answer your questions” he admitted, “but I recognize we have to do this. Ask your questions so we can move on.”
“All right. Beyond your recent support of the GTF, have you worked any cases that could have somehow put you on someone’s revenge list? Think carefully, Lieutenant. Sometimes trouble can come from the last place we expect. Could be something that happened in your personal life.”
Grayson shook his head. “I’ve gone over and over the cases in my head, frontward and backward. Not one comes to mind. My partner and I have been pulling surveillance for GTF, nothing more. Most of the time the field ops are reserved for those trained specifically for drug and gang enforcement. Jack and I have been involved in only one field operation. You might not remember but I was on the scene at your recovery Saturday night.”
That was where she’d seen him. “I appreciate the backup, Lieutenant.” The reality that his wife had been so gruesomely murdered scarcely more than forty-eight hours after he’d come to Jess’s rescue made keeping her emotions at bay more difficult. She cleared her mind of the sickening images of the scene at his home and steadied her full attention on the man and the case. Even regret was a distraction she couldn’t afford on this case.
“Nothing in your personal life comes to mind either? No problems between you and your wife? Sometimes the birth of a child can change things. Drive a wedge between a couple.”
Fury lit in Grayson’s eyes. His jaw hardened as if holding back his initial response took enormous effort. “My wife and I could not be happier. Our marriage is…” His expression turned haunted. “Our marriage was as close to perfect as any couple could hope for.”
Jess held his gaze when she felt confident he would have looked away. “Even with you away from home so much? Some women might not have been so understanding. There are, after all, husbandly duties around the house and in the bedroom.”
Burnett sent her a warning look. The attorney shifted in his chair. No one wanted her to go down that path, but the question had to be asked.
“I took care of my family, Chief. Always,” Grayson promised. “If you can find anyone who’ll say otherwise I’ll be shocked.”
The man was sure of himself. He’d thrown down that gauntlet without hesitation. Maybe Trenton was wrong about Gabrielle feeling overwhelmed… or maybe Grayson didn’t know his wife as well as he thought.
“I’m not making any accusations,” Jess reminded him. “Just asking the necessary questions. To your knowledge Gabrielle was having no regrets over giving up her work to be a full-time mother? No depression issues?”
“None.” The snapped word echoed in the room.
“There were no problems when you last saw her around eight last night?” Jess pressed. “She wasn’t upset or feeling bad or ignored?”
“Hell no.”
“But you were there only ten minutes or so”—Jess glanced at her notes—“according to your statement to the first officers at the scene. You didn’t have coffee or anything with your wife. How can you be so certain of her state of mind?”
“I know my wife.” He ground out the words from between clenched teeth.
He was angry at Jess right now and she couldn’t blame him. She made a note or two on her pad before settling her full attention on him once more. “So you and Gabrielle hadn’t argued recently? Neither was mad at the other? No frustrations or grudges at all?”
“No, no. and no,” he said flatly, anger still simmering in his eyes.
“All right then. You have my word, Lieutenant, that my team and I will do everything we can to find the person or persons responsible for this tragedy. I hope you’ll call me with any questions or with anything you recall that might be useful to our investigation.”
Grayson’s only response was a steady glare.
“This has been a terrible morning for you, Lieutenant,” Burnett said, breaking the awkward silence. “I would urge you to stay with extended family or friends and allow yourself to grieve this loss. As Chief Harris said, it’s imperative that you keep her informed of any relevant information.” Burnett pointed his attention in her direction. “As I am sure she will keep you fully informed as well.”
Jess flashed him a smile as she dug around in her bag for a business card. “I absolutely will,” she said to Grayson as she passed a slightly dog-eared card to him. She’d crossed out the bureau logo. At some point she needed new business cards. Along with a new apartment and clothes… and her car back. The list of all that needed doing was overwhelming.
Grayson accepted the card and tucked it into his interior jacket pocket. “Thank you, Chief.” He pushed to his feet. His attorney did the same. “My partner insists my son and I stay with him and his family for now. So that’s where I’ll be.” He seemed to lose his train of thought for a moment. “I have people to call and… arrangements to make.”
Jess stood. “Lieutenant, just one last question.” She didn’t have to look at him to know Burnett would be aiming another of those warning stares at her.
Grayson said nothing but waited for her to go on.
“Your ex-wife, Dr. Sylvia Baron, remains adamant about being involved with this case when I feel strongly that she should step aside. Her superior, Dr. Leeds, has backed her up. In any event, are you and Dr. Baron still friends? That wasn’t the impression I got this morning, but there must be some reason she refuses to budge on the issue.”
“Chief Harris,” Davenport offered, “as Chief Burnett pointed out, my client has suffered a great deal today—”
“No,” Grayson cut him off. “I’ll answer the question. That crazy woman”—he spoke through gritted teeth—“is likely reveling in my pain. She refused to be a real wife to me or to have children in the ten years that we were married. Her career was too important. And now…” His voice cracked and trailed off. He shook his head. “We are not friends. I don’t trust her motives. I can’t believe she’s getting away with this.” He closed his eyes a moment. “The idea of her touching my wife pains me more than you can imagine.”
“I understand your reservations,” Burnett put in. “Unfortunately the decision belongs to Dr. Leeds. We spoke just before you arrived. He is aware of the department’s objections and has assured me that he will be personally responsible for your wife. Dr. Baron will be an observer and nothing more.”
That was news to Jess. A few hours ago Burnett had basically told her to back off on the Sylvia Baron issue. Sylvia Baron had reveled in setting her iPhone to speaker so Jess could hear the words straight from the horse’s mouth. So far there hadn’t been time in Jess’s day to demand an explanation from Burnett. But she’d get around to it.
“I’ve lodged my objections with Leeds as well,” Davenport added. “I suspect we haven’t heard the last on that issue.”
Burnett assured Grayson and Davenport that he would stay on top of the matter. Jess waited until Grayson and his attorney were gone before turning to Burnett. Here they were, just the two of them, with a few minutes on their hands. She decided now was as good a time as any to question him about Sylvia Baron.
But she’d have to tread carefully or he would see right through her motives. No one wore jealousy well. And as much as Jess would love to say that distasteful emotion had nothing to do with her curiosity, she tried not to lie to herself too frequently.
“This is going to be a tough one,” Burnett said before she could launch her interrogation. He plowed his hand through his hair. “Grayson’s holding up a hell of a lot better than I would, I can tell you that. The guilt over not being there to protect his family has to be eating him alive.”
“It’s the kind of nightmare no one ever wants to face,” Jess agreed. “And speaking of which, I should get to my office so we can begin building a case board.” She could ask him about the haughty ME later. Right now she had far more important things to do than whine about the women in his life, past or present. Besides, Wells or Harper could get the skinny on Sylvia Baron. Being armed with a little more info before questioning Burnett would be a good thing. To bring it up right now would simply look petty.
As Jess gathered her notes, he moved closer, making a deep breath ridiculously burdensome. Damn it. She hated that she had absolutely no control on her most basic reactions when it came to him. But after nineteen days back in Birmingham she had no choice but to admit defeat on some level.
There was still something between them, even after two decades apart. She could deny that until the day she died and it would be a lie. It had been there ten years ago when they’d run into each other in that damned Publix the night before Christmas and it was there now.
And, much to her dismay, she had learned that every cotton-picking southernism she’d ever heard as a child still lived somewhere in the far recesses of her brain. Evidently changing latitude and longitude had somehow propelled her vocabulary into some sort of time warp.
“You okay? You need anything?” he asked softly.
And Burnett knew just how to make her squirm. His simple question wouldn’t have carried nearly as much impact had he not moved in close enough for her to smell that subtle yet sexy aftershave he wore. “I’m fine. Thank you.” She hefted her bag onto her shoulder and scooted away a few inches. “I should be prepared to brief you by the end of the day. Say five thirty?”
“We’ll need a statement for the press before the department briefing at six. I’ll need time to prepare. So how about five?”
“Why don’t I just give you a statement for the press now?” She gifted him with a big old smile. “We are doing all we can to solve this heinous crime,” she said in her most authoritative and somber tone. “Any information that might facilitate that effort would be deeply appreciated. Otherwise, stay out of the way and keep your innuendoes and unsubstantiated claims to yourselves.” She flashed another fake smile. “How’s that?”
He ignored her question. “Whatever you do, be careful. I’m not happy with you moving forward as if Saturday night didn’t happen. You’re still a target, Jess. Your face has been all over the news. You really should be lying low for a while.”
She made a derisive sound. “And let Chief Black hijack my case? I don’t think so. Besides, you know you want me on this one. Grayson mentioned this was your idea.”
“I need you on it,” he corrected. “There’s a difference. I want Wells or Harper with you at all times. You can keep your head down and still work this case. Stay out of the limelight. Don’t piss off any reporters and have them hounding you more than they do already. Their focus on you adds to your visibility as a potential target.”
“As long as they stay out of my way we won’t have a problem.” She absolutely did not need Burnett telling her how to play nice with the reporters or how to take care of herself. They had been over this before.
Instead of arguing with him as he spouted all the reasons he was right and she was wrong, she used the most ridiculous observations to distract herself. He was wearing the navy suit today. The one she really liked. With the pale blue shirt and the red tie. The suit with its narrow lapels and sleek cut accentuated his broad shoulders and the color did amazing things for those blue eyes of his. None of which she wanted to notice, but she had no more will power where he was concerned than she did with a bag of peanut M&M’S.
The abrupt silence made her blink. He had stopped talking and was watching her stare at him. “You shouldn’t wear that suit.” She made an unpleasant face for emphasis. And to think just the other day she’d almost told him it was her favorite.
He looked down at his jacket, smoothed a broad, long-fingered hand over the trim lapel to the one button fastened at his lean waist. “I like this suit. What’s wrong with it?”
Her shoulders poked up then fell. “Don’t know. Maybe it’s the color.” She backed toward the door. “Or the cut. Something is”—she held up a hand and moved it back and forth as if she couldn’t excavate the precise words—“just not right with that one.”
He waved her off and headed for his desk. “I want a proper sound bite by five o’clock.”
There was something else he did exceedingly well. Tick her off. “Maybe then you can brief me on Sylvia Baron and why she thought you would take her side over mine.” The demand was out of her mouth before she could stop it.
Her insecurities notwithstanding, Burnett was supposed to have her back at moments like the one that occurred today between her and Baron. And he’d fallen down on the job.
“She’s Senator Robert Baron’s daughter. The Baron family believes they still run Birmingham the way they did in the old days.” He shrugged. “She’s throwing his office around, that’s all. It’s what she does.”
A senator’s daughter. Well, well. Jess remembered something about him and a senator’s daughter. “Weren’t you married to a senator’s daughter the first or second time?”
Burnett glowered at her from behind his desk. “I was not married to Sylvia.” He shuffled a stack of messages.
Oh my God, that was it. If he hadn’t been married to her it had to have been someone close to her. “Her sister then.”
“Yes,” Burnett confessed as he reluctantly met her gaze once more. “I was married to her younger sister. It was a long time ago but Sylvia doesn’t seem to notice. When it suits her, she uses that ancient history to her benefit.”
Right there, in a nutshell, was the number-one reason Jess disliked small-town life. Everyone knew everyone else and made it a point to know his or her business. Furthermore, most people were related by blood or marriage, or both. The whole small-town mentality was as pervasive as it was invasive. It made her crazy.
“Do you have any other ex-wives or ex-sisters-in-law running around here that I’m likely to lock horns with?” Might as well get all the cards on the table. Burnett had married the first time less than a year after his and Jess’s breakup. Just like that, she did a mental finger snap. Six years together and he was over it in less than one.
But, like he said, that was ancient history. And yet, she couldn’t put it fully behind her.
“That is none of your business, Chief Harris.” Burnett faked a smile. “By the way, I almost forgot to ask. How’s Agent Duvall?”
Chief Harris? “Don’t even go there. Wesley is my only—only—ex. Everyone’s entitled to one.” Jess promptly turned her back. “I have a case to solve.”
“See you at five,” he called after her.
“Five thirty,” she tossed back on her way out the door.
That was the thing about exes. Whether it was the other half of her one failed marriage or her twenty-year-old love affair with Burnett, an ex was like a bad penny, they just kept showing up again.
And these days a penny was pretty much worthless.




   
Lieutenant Grayson saw his wife at eight last night when he stopped by to tuck his son into bed. When he left Mrs. Grayson was watching a movie.” Harper added the movie title to the timeline he had created on the white board in the SPU offices. “The DVD was lying on the coffee table at the scene this morning.”
“Can anyone else corroborate the times he gave for returning to work last night and leaving for home this morning?” Jess leaned against the front of her desk. According to Grayson, he and his partner, Sergeant Jack Riley, had been providing support to BPD’s Gang Task Force in their off-duty time. As head of the GTF, Captain Ted Allen was drawing as much manpower from the other divisions as he could in an attempt to get a handle on Birmingham’s escalating gang problem.
“Sergeant Riley and Lieutenant Prescott have confirmed that Grayson left for home just before eight last night and returned shortly before nine.” Harper noted the times on the board. “He pulled an all-nighter and didn’t return home until he got the call about the murder this morning.”
Prescott belonged to SPU but she, too, was on loan to the GTF. Considering she was not happy at all that an outsider like Jess had gotten the newest deputy chief position, she wasn’t likely in any hurry to be taken off that detail. Or to assist Jess in this case or any other. No matter that Birmingham was her hometown, Jess had spent more than two decades away. Most of that time she had worked with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. That made her an outsider to those who’d served locally for their entire careers.
That she’d been offered this position by her former fiancé, Chief of Police Daniel Burnett, ensured that most failed to consider her qualifications for the job before assuming the worst. Jess had a long, uphill journey when it came to fitting in and gaining the respect of her peers and subordinates.
No problem. She’d been climbing hills since the age of ten.
“Nothing from Dr. Leeds on the time of death?” she asked Officer Chad Cook, the youngest and least experienced member of their unit.
“Not yet, ma’am,” he piped up. “Dr. Leeds’s assistant expects they’ll have some preliminary information around two.”
Jess hoped so. She had to give Burnett something by five thirty. The BPD’s division chiefs and the mayor would likely be at the six o’clock briefing. All involved would want assurances that the investigation was well under way. Getting some estimate on time of death and narrowing down cause of death would be helpful.
Detective Wells turned in her chair to face Jess and the others, hopefully with an update on the Grayson family financials.
“Lieutenant Grayson’s finances have changed in the past year. He inherited a handsome sum from a rich uncle. In addition,” Lori went on, “to the home on Shady Creek Drive, and the pool guy, he recently purchased a beach house just outside Mobile along with a boat and two Jet Skis as well as a vintage Corvette. We’re not talking millions here, but a tidy sum nonetheless.”
“A vintage Corvette,” Cook noted. “Nice. We young guys can never afford that. It’s always the old geezers driving a sweet ride like that.”
“That’s what Trenton meant,” Jess rationalized, ignoring their youngest member, “when he said Gabrielle’s finances had changed this last year.” Tied up that loose end.
“Gabrielle Marquez Grayson came into the marriage with no savings or assets that I can find,” Lori added, “but she had a good job. Charge nurse at New Life Rehabilitation Center. She worked there for five years before leaving to become a full-time wife and mother about the same time the lieutenant got his inheritance.”
“What about the divorce from Sylvia, the senator’s daughter?” Jess ventured. “Did money change hands other than what went to the lawyers?” Probably wasn’t pertinent, but Jess wanted to know for her own selfish reasons. She wanted to know more about Sylvia and her sister.
“Not anything documented. But”—Lori shot her a look—“in case you wondered, Sylvia Baron was born very rich and her tax bracket doesn’t appear to have changed.”
Jess wasn’t surprised. “I take it she didn’t remarry?”
Wells shook her head. “No other spouses, no children.”
Jess pushed off her desk and walked to the case board. She scooted her glasses up her nose and viewed the photos of the Grayson family, the partner, and the pool guy that Harper had posted. The timeline started at eight last night, since Gabrielle was alive at that time according to the husband. There was more to this woman’s life than they knew, far more. And a whole lot more to her death.
“Add Sylvia Baron and MS-13 to the board,” she told Harper.
“You really think this is gang-related?” he asked as he complied with her request. “Seemed way too personal to me, and Captain Allen says no one is claiming responsibility or issuing warnings of more to come.”
Jess agreed with the way too personal part. “No, Sergeant, I do not believe this is gang related. But if anyone asks or drops by and looks at our case board”—she turned to the board, which would be impossible to conceal from anyone who popped into their office—“they won’t know that until I’m ready for them to know.”
Some things were better left unsaid, she had learned, until theories were proven. Like the scenario that the ugly words written in Gabrielle’s blood were nothing more than an attempt to mislead the investigation. To distract from the true evil.
“We have a gruesome murder in a bedroom neighborhood that hasn’t seen any criminal activity beyond the occasional robbery around the Christmas holidays in its forty-year history.” Jess paced the length of the case board as she thought out loud. “Working-class folks. Most have lived in the neighborhood for a decade or longer. They go to church on Sundays and take pride in their homes and yards. It’s picture perfect.”
“Until now,” Harper countered. “Last night’s murder put a black spot on their clean record.”
“Let’s consider the scenarios. All the scenarios.” Jess grabbed a dry erase marker and uncapped it. “If this is gang related, which I doubt, what’s our motive?”
Harper peeled off his jacket and hung it on the back of his chair. His and Lori’s desks were stationed face-to-face. Lori’s gaze followed Harper’s move to get comfortable before turning back to Jess. Lori’s hardcore independent woman attitude was slipping just a bit. Jess wondered if she realized how hard she was falling.
“If,” Harper suggested, “this was an MS-13 grudge or revenge killing, then the motive would be related to something Mrs. Grayson or Lieutenant Grayson had done, either on purpose or unknowingly.” Hands bracketed at his waist, the senior detective strode over to stand by Jess. “Since Grayson has been helping out with the GTF, we could assume he’s crossed someone or gotten his name on the wrong list. He doesn’t believe so, but he could be wrong. He may have been in the wrong place at the wrong time and not realized it. All white guys look alike to some people.” Harper smirked.
“Except,” Lori chimed in, “Gabrielle Grayson was decapitated, marking her as a traitor, in gang terms. We know she worked as a nurse at a rehab center for several years, maybe she provided medical care or drugs to the wrong people. And now it’s come back to haunt her.”
“And they waited more than a year to kill her?” Harper challenged.
“Unless,” Jess interjected, “she never stopped.” She listed the scenario on the case board. Medical/drug connection. “Maybe she liked having money of her own. She was a career woman before, earning a nice salary. Maybe motherhood and financial dependency wasn’t exactly how she’d seen her life playing out.” And maybe Jess was infusing a little too much of her own personal concerns into the scenario.
Lori got out of her chair and strode to the board. “What if she finally said no? After all, she was a mother. She had the child to think of. And there was always the worry that her husband would find out—assuming he had no idea about her extracurricular activities. Maybe she decided to do the right thing and refused to aid this unknown perp and he got pissed.”
Jess passed her the marker. Lori sent the two males in the room a cocky smile before adding motives to the medical/drug connection. Money and fear, then revenge.
Harper held out his hand. “If we’re tossing out fictional plot points,” he said flatly, “what if this make-believe person she provided with drugs and medical care is really the father of her child and threatened to take him. When she wouldn’t cooperate, he killed her.”
Lori harrumphed. “Did you get that from Lifetime’s movie of the week?” She passed him the marker and he added his scenario without acknowledging her jab. “Not to mention, if that were the motive, why didn’t he take the child?”
“Maybe someone interrupted him,” Harper argued. “He had no choice but to flee the scene without the child.”
Officer Cook joined them at the case board. “Other than the broken slider, there wasn’t the first sign of a struggle or an attempt to get away from her attacker inside the house. Don’t things usually get turned over or broken? Besides the glass and the blood where the victim was found, the place was neat as a pin. Did the intruder have a gun and that prevented her from fighting or”—he looked from Harper to Jess—“did she know her attacker? Maybe an old lover, like Sergeant Harper said. Did the broken slider have anything to do with the murder? Maybe that happened before the killer arrived or when he was leaving. Or maybe the killer just wanted it to look as if someone broke into the house.”
“You going for brownie points, Cook?” Lori teased.
“Valid scenario, Cook,” Jess said with a chastising glance at Lori.
Cook added his two cents’ worth to the board. Did vic know her assailant?
“The pool guy said the kid was driving her nuts,” Lori reminded them. “Maybe she was bored and lonely and had gotten involved with the wrong people. Could be a recent lifestyle change. Bored housewife and all that jazz. The reality TV industry is making a killing on what America’s housewives are up to.”
Jess nodded. Another credible scenario. “We need to know if Mrs. Grayson was suffering from depression or anxiety related to motherhood or to her marriage. Was her husband not paying attention to her needs and worries as her old pal Trenton suggested? And what had she done about that?”
Harper reached for the marker and added husband’s lack of attention to the growing list.
Jess turned to Lori. “Detective, track down Gabrielle’s girlfriends or coworkers from her nursing days. Find out who she was and what she did when she wasn’t busy being a wife and mother. See if anyone is aware of her ever skating on the dark side with a bad guy like Lopez.”
“I could also dig around to see if she’d joined any support groups,” Lori offered. “If there was anything going on from the new mother perspective, she may have felt more comfortable seeking advice from strangers.”
“That, too,” Jess agreed. “Officer Cook, spend some time with any academy buddies you have in the South Precinct or in the GTF. See if anyone’s talking about Lieutenant Grayson. We’ve been a little focused on the wife, but she may not have been the one living dangerously. This new money may have gone to his head. Maybe volunteering with Allen’s task force was about getting away from the house.” Jess pressed Cook with a warning look. “Tread carefully. We don’t want anyone thinking we’re trying to build a case against an innocent man, especially one who carries a shield.”
“Yes, ma’am, I’ll be very careful,” he promised.
Harper waited patiently for his orders. “Talk to your contacts in gangland and find out if one clique or the other is taking responsibility for this murder. Maybe Captain Allen isn’t sharing all he knows. Though I can’t imagine why, unless it would somehow put us at odds over jurisdiction again. We have to determine if someone had a grudge against Grayson or Gabrielle. Did she have friends in that world that her husband might not know about?”
“And you?” Harper inquired.
Jess’s gaze narrowed. “I’ll be following up with the crime scene techs and the ME. Translation,” she stated for emphasis, “I’ll be fine without a babysitter.” If Burnett didn’t stop whispering in her detectives’ ears she was going to give him what for. She was a grown woman, a highly trained one at that.
Of course that hadn’t protected her Saturday night. She’d gotten snatched right off the street like an unsuspecting child. Not her proudest moment.
“Yes, ma’am,” Harper acknowledged. “Just trying to keep the big boss happy.”
The big boss. Ha! Jess motioned for them to go. “Shoo… go find witnesses and motives.”
Harper grabbed his jacket. Wells got her purse and Cook just smiled and followed the crew. Jess watched them go and felt relieved. She felt good, actually. This, her new job and her new life, was going to work out better than she’d expected. There would be more bumps along the way but she could see a future here.
The door opened and Jess looked up to see who had forgotten what.
Sergeant Jack Riley, Grayson’s partner, wandered in. “Chief Harris.” He gave her a nod. “I made sure my LT got home okay. My wife, Sarah, is seeing after him and little Gary. I thought I’d check in with you. See what I can do to help.”
The reality that all their notes were in plain sight had Jess rushing across the room to meet him. “Thank you for stopping by, Sergeant.” She snagged him by the arm and directed him to the small conference table, which would put his back to the case board. He favored his right leg. Had a bit of a limp. There had been some mention of medical leave in his file. “I was hoping for the opportunity to speak with you today.”
“I want to help any way I can,” the younger man assured her.
Jess settled in the chair across the table from him and didn’t waste any time on idle chitchat. “How long have you worked with Lieutenant Grayson?”
Riley was considerably younger than his fifty-year-old partner. At thirty-three he was a ten-year veteran of the department. Married with two children. His wife was also a former nurse and now a stay-at-home mom.
“Five years. It was his guidance that got me promoted to sergeant a year ago. The LT is the best. You won’t find a better cop, friend, husband, father.” He turned his hands up. “He’s a model human being.”
“The two of you have never had any problems?” Two years ago, shortly after returning from his medical leave, Riley had requested a transfer out of his division but then he’d withdrawn the request.
He moved his head side to side. “I’ve had problems with Chief Waters, but never with my partner.”
“What sort of problems? Chief Waters has been your superior most of your career as a detective. What suddenly went wrong?”
His brow creased into a deep frown. “Am I a suspect, Chief?”
Jess laughed. “You know the answer to that, Sergeant. Until I clear them, everyone who was a part of Gabrielle Grayson’s life is a suspect. Including you and her husband.”
He jerked his head in acknowledgment. “Yeah.” He heaved a big breath. “I know the drill. It just feels weird being on this side of the table.”
She definitely understood. Not so long ago she had been on the wrong side of an interview. Eric Spears, the Player, had tried and succeeded in destroying her career at the bureau. But she had bounced back. Funny, she hadn’t expected a journey to her past to turn into her future.
“Chief Waters didn’t see me as up to the job after my accident,” Riley explained. “I was in an automobile accident. Left me with a limp, but I’m as good as I ever was.”
“So you had to prove yourself to Waters,” she suggested.
He nodded. “Ticked me off at first, but I got over it. Leaving the precinct wasn’t a problem but losing Larry Grayson as a partner was out of the question.”
“Did you and your wife spend a lot of time with the lieutenant and his wife?”
“Yes, ma’am. My Sarah and Gabrielle are… were best friends. We were just there for a cookout yesterday before Larry and I went on shift with the GTF.”
“You’ve been supporting the GTF longer than Lieutenant Grayson. Was that a financial decision, Sergeant?” The man didn’t have finances nearly as solid as his partner’s. Then again, he was younger and hadn’t inherited a tidy sum from his rich uncle either.
“At first it was purely a financial decision. I got two kids, Chief, and a wife who’s a stay-at-home mom. The extra money came in handy. But when I saw what an impact Captain Allen’s people are having on the gang situation I would’ve kept doing it regardless of the money.”
“Can you tell me if Lieutenant Grayson and his wife were having any sort of trouble? Sometimes parenthood throws a kink in the best marriages.”
Riley took some time before answering. “I’ve been a part of their lives since they met and married. They never fought, at least not publicly. And they seemed genuinely in love. But she was lonely, I guess, like most of the wives. And bored maybe. She had a high-octane career as a nurse before and I think she felt a little sad that she’d given it all up. Sarah went through the same thing after our first was born. Otherwise, Larry and Gabrielle were the perfect couple.”
Jess could sympathize. She couldn’t imagine her life without her career. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing, but it was what it was. “No marital issues at all, huh?”
“If there were any, I didn’t know about them and I probably spent more time with the family than any other person on the planet.”
“Did your wife know Gabrielle when she was a nurse?”
“Oh yeah. They worked together for a couple of years. They knew and respected each other. My wife introduced Gabrielle and Larry at a cookout at our house.”
“Wasn’t Grayson still married to Sylvia when he met Gabrielle?”
“That would be an affirmative.” Riley whistled a long, low sound. “Now that was hairy.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Sylvia Baron wanted a husband just so no one could call her an old maid. That Larry was a decorated cop—a hero—made him suitable, I guess. She was never home and she refused to have children.” He shrugged. “To be honest, she’s one of those women who’s self-sufficient. She doesn’t need a man for money or anything else.”
“You mean, she’s independent and ambitious?” Jess shouldn’t have taken offense, but she did.
Riley hesitated but then nodded. “Guess so. No offense intended to independent, ambitious women. She’s just a little cold-hearted. I guess you have to know her.”
“Maybe so.” That was the thing with Southern men. If a woman was ambitious and independent and had no desire to breed she was cold-hearted and probably a bitch. Jess supposed she was in real trouble. “Were there any problems between Sylvia and Gabrielle?” It was doubtful Sylvia would have set out to murder the other woman years after Gabrielle had stolen her husband, but stranger things happened.
Riley was shaking his head. “None to my knowledge. I never heard Larry or Gabrielle mention Sylvia. Not in the last year or so anyway. Like I said, things were a little sticky at first but everybody moved on.”
“No marital problems. No financial problems.” Jess tapped the file she had been reviewing earlier. “I guess if Gabrielle’s murder wasn’t related to their personal lives or Grayson’s work, it was a random act of violence.”
“Had to be.” Riley turned his palms up. “We know all the same people. Same friends—all cops, by the way. And Gabrielle was a saint. She had no enemies. Everyone who ever met her loved her.”
Unfortunately, most saints died as martyrs. “If you think of anything else that might prove useful, please call me immediately, Sergeant. You have my number already.” She’d given him a card at the scene.
“For sure.”
Jess showed him to the door, mostly to ensure he didn’t turn around and get a good look at her case board. The less he knew, the fewer questions Grayson would ask.
When he was gone, she marched over to the board and considered what she could do to protect the privacy of their timeline and notes. The board stood on legs but didn’t rotate as some did. Maybe this one was too long for that. It did have wheels though.
It took some finagling but she got it turned around so that the side with their timeline, photos, and notes faced the wall.
That worked. For now.
She grabbed her bag. A set of keys lying next to the phone on her desk snagged her attention. She picked up the keys and the note beneath them.
Jess, use this Taurus until your Audi is released. You’ll find it in the garage, 2nd level, slot 32. It belongs to the department so take it easy. DB.


PS: I took care of your parking ticket.


   
“God, I hope it’s not beige.” Department vehicles were purposely nondescript. At least she had transportation at her disposal without having to visit the department carpool. It annoyed her that her Audi was still in the print shed. They knew who had abducted her. Why did they still need her car? And that parking ticket was beyond ridiculous. If she hadn’t been distracted by that damned thing she might have noticed trouble was about to swoop in on her. Right now, all she wanted was her car.
Maybe she could give someone at the lab a nudge and get her car back by tomorrow. Jess dropped the Taurus keys into her bag and headed for the door, checking her watch as she went. Two fifteen. The coroner’s office had had better than four hours to have a look at the victim’s body. Under normal circumstances that would mean nothing. But Jess felt certain that Dr. Sylvia Baron would permit Dr. Leeds to waste no time doing a preliminary examination. Jess wanted to know what, if anything, they had found. She wished she hadn’t ticked off the woman at the scene, but Jess had done what she always did. She’d spoken her mind, putting herself at odds with the highbrow ME.
She’d have to find a way back into her good graces. In this line of work, good contacts were vital.
The door opened just as Jess reached it. A tall, undeniably handsome man blocked her path.
Wesley. Her ex. Supervisory Special Agent Wesley Duvall, who had come all the way from Southern California to help with a case… and to see that she was safe.
“Jess.” He smiled. She liked his smile. Always had. “I was about to go for a late lunch.” He chuckled. “I’m still on West Coast time it seems. Anyway, I thought maybe you’d like to join me. I remember how often you forget to eat, so I’m guessing you haven’t had lunch either.”
“That’s so sweet.” Her stomach sent a signal of its own confirming his conjecture. She hadn’t eaten. “I was just on my way to check on the progress at the coroner’s office.”
“I have nothing scheduled this afternoon.” He held up his hands. “We could have a quick lunch and then make your stop.”
She hadn’t heard from Leeds or Baron. There might very well be no news at this point. Why not take Wesley up on his offer? “That works. Sure.” She pushed a smile into place. “I’ll drive.” She could pick his brain about how the Lopez situation might relate to the Grayson case. Not that she really believed it did, but it was one of those avenues that had to be fully investigated.
They were barely out the door when Jess’s cell clanged. She dug in the bottom of her bag while ensuring she kept Wesley marching toward the elevator. What she really wanted to do was get out of the building before Burnett saw them together. He would drive her nuts about it.
… Drive her nuts.
People tossed that phrase around all the time. Had Gabrielle Grayson meant it literally or was she just using a common expression when she made the statement in front of the pool guy about her child?
Jess managed to get her cell to her ear and said, “Harris,” at the same time she paused at the elevator and hit the down button. Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.
“Chief Harris, this is Dr. Sylvia Baron.”
The elevator doors slid open but Jess ignored them. “You have news?” She couldn’t imagine any other reason for the call. The woman already disliked her immensely. She certainly wasn’t looking for a lunch partner.
“Before you get excited, Harris, understand that we’ve completed only a very preliminary exam, but we have narrowed time of death to a smaller window and we have a few other details confirmed.”
The elevator doors had closed with Jess too caught up in the conversation to act. She stabbed the button again. “I was actually just about to have a quick lunch and then drop by your office but, please, don’t keep me in suspense, Dr. Baron.”
Jess turned the phone away from her face and to Wesley whispered, “It’s the medical examiner about my case.”
Wesley made an “oh” face and gave her an understanding nod.
The elevator doors glided open once more and Jess started to step inside, determined not to let it get away this time. She stopped just in time to prevent running into Burnett on his way out.
As he looked from her to Wesley and back, Jess silently swore at her bad timing.
“Gabrielle died between nine and midnight,” Dr. Baron said, dragging Jess’s attention back to the phone conversation. “That’s as close as we can narrow the window with any real accuracy at this stage and considering the fact that she was lying on a cold tile floor. Be that as it may, I suspect what you’re going to find the most interesting, Chief Harris, is cause of death.”
One hand held up for Burnett to give her a second, Jess’s full attention zeroed in on the conversation. She tuned out the sound of the elevator doors trying to close with Burnett blocking their path. Every instinct warned that whatever Baron was about to tell her, it was pivotal to the case and finding Gabrielle Grayson’s killer.
“First, we found no evidence of sexual assault.”
Jess was thankful to hear that.
“The beheading, which I believe was accomplished with a saw, something with teeth, was done postmortem. The stab wounds were postmortem as well, but I’m sure you surmised that much already,” the associate coroner announced. “Ironically, cause of death was manual asphyxiation. Now, my question to you, Chief, is, unless the killer was trying out for a part in the next Saw movie, what was the point of all the theatrics?”
That was a damned good question with only one clear answer.
Distraction.




   
Jefferson County Coroner’s Office, Cooper Green Hospital, 2:45 p.m.
Dr. Sylvia Baron waited next to the stainless-steel table where the body, along with the detached head, of Gabrielle Grayson waited for the next step in the final act of her time on this earth. Jess hoped the wounds that told the story of her horrifying death would guide them to some answers about her killer or his motive.
Dr. Martin Leeds stood next to his protégée like a beaming father about to introduce his one and only debutante to society.
Weird. Just weird. Why would the ex-wife of the victim’s husband want anything to do with this? Was she that elated over the woman’s death? Had the two been friends? Seemed a stretch considering the victim stole her husband.
Sergeant Harper waited next to Jess. She’d called him en route and asked him to meet her here. Two sets of eyes and ears were always better than one. On the way in they had talked about how odd this particular aspect of the situation was. Jess opted not to mention the awkward moments in the elevator when she’d smiled and informed both Wesley and Burnett that she would catch up with them later. She’d left them in BPD’s lobby with the suggestion that they have lunch together. Just because she couldn’t join them was no reason the two shouldn’t get to know each other better.
Now that was weird.
Jess wished she could be a fly on the table wherever Burnett and Wesley ended up sharing a meal, assuming they took her advice. As far as she was concerned, about the only difference between that scenario and this one with Sylvia and Gabrielle was that both men were still breathing. Maybe that fact made the situation even stranger.
Maybe she and the snobbish Dr. Baron had more in common than either one would want to admit. The primary example was the nontraditional track they had both taken. Here they were in their forties with no husbands and no babies. Not to mention some sort of abnormal connection with an ex.
“Due to the sensitive nature of this case, we’re giving Mrs. Grayson top priority,” Leeds announced, kicking things off and promptly evicting from Jess’s head thoughts of her two exes and her life’s wonky pattern. “I’ll be performing the autopsy at eight tomorrow morning. Based on our preliminary examination we, Dr. Baron and I, concur that the manner of death was, of course, homicide, and the most probable cause of death appears to be manual asphyxiation.”
Like a well-choreographed dance routine, Baron stepped in next. “Note the slight bulging of the eyes and the petechial hemorrhaging.” She gestured, Vanna White style, with a gloved hand. “The lips are swollen and we found traces of blood in the mouth and nostrils, despite the absence of tissue injury in those areas. Based on that evidence, we anticipate that when we have a look at the lungs in the autopsy, we’ll find them gorged with blood and darker in color, confirming the assessment of manual asphyxiation.”
Jess was impressed. She hadn’t expected such a thorough call this quickly. “That certainly adds a new twist to our investigation.” It definitely pushed Gabrielle’s murder even farther from the possibility of being related to the Lopez war. Jess felt confident there was no connection whatsoever. Yet someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make it look related. A distraction. A cunning killer worked extra hard to throw an investigation off his trail.
“We will notify you as soon as the final report is available,” Leeds assured Jess. “For now that’s the best we can give you.”
That was actually more than she had expected this early in the process.
“I appreciate your assistance in our efforts to move swiftly on this one,” Jess said to Leeds. She acknowledged his colleague with a nod. “As you say, due to the sensitive nature of the case, time is more of an enemy than ever. The media will pounce on the idea that if the police can’t protect their own who can they protect? We don’t need another reason for folks to take the Stand Your Ground law the wrong way.” God knew national headlines had shown the bad end that resulted far too often from that misguided choice.
“Chief Burnett conveyed that sentiment earlier today,” Leeds said. “Unfortunately, some of the toxicology can’t be rushed and will require time, which will, in turn, delay issuing the official final report.” He held up both gloved hands to halt the protest she’d started to launch. “But we’ll do everything possible to have a preliminary report on our physical examination findings late tomorrow.”
“I can’t ask for more than that.” Jess felt relieved. She hadn’t expected this level of cooperation after last week’s Chandler case and the head butting between her and Deputy Chief Black. With Black’s seniority in the department, the coroner’s office had leaned in his direction when it came to choosing sides.
Sylvia Baron peeled off her gloves. “Since I intercepted you on your way to lunch, Chief Harris, why don’t I make it up to you by taking you to my favorite sandwich shop down the street?” She produced a credible smile. “I’m certain you’re as famished as I am.”
Under the circumstances Jess wasn’t sure her appetite would return anytime today and she did have that briefing with Burnett at five thirty. She shouldn’t take the time… Burnett hated waiting as badly as she did. But she couldn’t resist the opportunity to learn why Baron had barged her way into this case. “You have a deal, Dr. Baron.” Jess turned to Harper. “Sergeant, why don’t you carry on and I’ll meet you back at the office at five or so.”
Harper gave her a nod. He’d been on his way to talk to his gang contacts when she’d diverted him here.
Before he could be on his way, Jess snagged him by the sleeve of his jacket. “And, Sergeant, don’t forget what we talked about.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Daniel Burnett was Birmingham’s chief of police but he had no business checking up on her via her detectives. She’d warned him about that already. Since giving Burnett what for hadn’t done any good, she’d spoken to both Lori and Harper about her feelings on the situation. She made a mental note to ensure Officer Cook got the same lecture. She had her own way of doing things. Having Burnett all up in her business cramped her style.
Jess tucked her glasses into her bag as she followed Dr. Baron to her office. The room was smaller than she’d expected. Seemed to Jess it should have been considerably larger to house such an enormous ego.
Small or not, the lady had her prestigious diplomas and awards adorning the walls. Each was framed in rich wood and surrounded by regal matting. Her desk sported a nameplate, a crystal vase with a single long-stemmed white rose, and the surface was totally free of any clutter whatsoever. Reminded Jess of Burnett’s desk. Maybe they taught neatness skills at that fancy private school he and all his pals had attended.
Jess sure never got classes like that at her school. Not that she would have paid attention anyway. Her sister had always been the studious one.
The doctor’s wall of pride had Jess wondering why a woman of such means would go into the business of dissecting the dead. Jess spent most of her time studying the dead as well, but that was different. Since she had never been rich or the daughter of a senator her options had been somewhat limited.
Dr. Baron removed her lab coat and turned to Jess as if she’d read her mind and realized her mistake. “I don’t actually have time for lunch, Harris. I wanted a moment of your time in private.”
Well, well. Seemed Jess wasn’t the only one who had a nosy boss.
“And here we are.” She propped a smile in place. “What’s on your mind?” So much for lunch. Or manners, for that matter. The doctor couldn’t have talked and eaten at the same time?
“Yesterday Gabrielle Grayson called me.”
Now there was a revelation Jess hadn’t expected. “Were the two of you friends?”
Baron laughed. “Hardly. I hadn’t spoken to her since the day she tried to apologize for fucking my husband.”
There was that. “If you hadn’t spoken in all that time, what was her reason for suddenly calling you, after what”—Jess shrugged—“two years?”
Baron leaned against her desk and crossed her arms over her chest. “I made it a point not to get to know anything about the other woman. For the first year or so I hated her. Then I decided she wasn’t worth the emotional expenditure. I put it behind me and moved on.”
“Ten years was quite an investment to just put behind you,” Jess countered. Sylvia Baron and the lieutenant had been married for a whole decade. Seemed to Jess that would be about like her trying to pretend the relationship she and Burnett had shared was dead and buried.
“Touché, Chief,” Ms. Hoity-Toity confessed rather than going off on Jess as she’d expected. “It wasn’t exactly the easiest thing I’ve ever done but I managed.”
“Have you spoken to your ex-husband since the divorce?”
“Not once.” She laughed, the sound deep and rich yet tinged with a hint of self-deprecation. “That’s what lawyers are for.”
“You were saying that Gabrielle called you yesterday.” They’d gone off course there for a moment.
“She did. I was frankly”—she turned her palms up—“stunned when she identified herself. I almost hung up on her.” Baron shook her head. “But there was something in her voice.” She paused, appeared thoughtful. “Gabrielle was worried. Afraid even. Whatever it was about, it involved Larry and she wanted to talk to me. I think you’ll agree that for her to take that step required considerable desperation and no small amount of courage.”
Certainly explained why the associate coroner had insisted on showing up at the scene. “I take it you didn’t learn what it was.”
“She wanted to meet and talk last night. She said she couldn’t discuss it over the phone and since Larry was working last night it would be a good time, but I had other plans and…” Baron looked straight at Jess, defeat in her eyes. “That’s not true. I didn’t have any plans. I didn’t want to see her.” She looked away then. “Really, how was I supposed to react to that kind of abrupt call? I needed time to come to terms with her request so I put her off until lunch today.” She lifted her chin higher as if in defiance of the guilt she clearly felt. “I wasn’t going to jump just because she called.”
So much for having moved on. “But you sensed that she was worried and afraid and it was related to her husband?”
“Gabrielle said as much.” Her shoulders sagged. “And now she’s dead.”
Jess reminded herself to choose her words carefully, but that just never worked for her. “You said you’d moved on but two years is hardly any time at all on the cheating-spouse scale. You surely understand that it’s necessary for me to determine whether you’re passing along this information out of concern or as some sort of payback against your ex-husband.”
Sylvia started to object but Jess held up a hand so she could say the rest. “You also stated that you haven’t spoken to your ex-husband in all this time. It’s quite convenient that the day after his wife is murdered you announce that she called you about a possible problem with him. I’m not accusing you of misstating the truth, Dr. Baron,” Jess pointed out, “however, I do need you to see this the way others will. Before I go forward with this information, is there anything at all you’d like to revise about what you’ve just told me?”
The other woman stood. She adopted that arrogant posture she pulled off so well and leveled a challenging gaze on Jess. “Before you waste time trying to round up a bevy of suspects from gangland, I would urge you to take a long hard look at Lieutenant Lawrence Grayson. His wife was worried and it was about him and now she’s dead. That’s all I have to say.”
“Count on it,” Jess assured her. “Thank you for your time, Doctor.”
As Jess made her way back to the lobby, she put a call through to Lori. She’d already waylaid Harper once, so this time she’d snag Lori. Not that she felt she needed someone with her at all times as Burnett had suggested. No, sir. What she needed was that second pair of eyes again. A trip back to the crime scene without all the distractions of evidence techs and concerned cops was in order.
She needed more of the story only the scene could give her. As soon as the techs had done their final sweep, cleaners—whether professionals or friends—would wash away all traces of the unspeakable act that had taken place in the Grayson home.
One more good review was essential before that happened.
Same friends—all cops, by the way.
Especially if that killer was a cop.
In the parking lot Jess climbed into the Taurus and jammed the key into the ignition. What she needed was a list of all who kept up with Lieutenant Grayson’s activities, friends, coworkers. She twisted the key. Nothing happened.
Jess glared at the dash. “What in the world?” She tried to start the vehicle again.
Nothing. Not even a click, click, click. Dash didn’t light up. Radio didn’t work. Dead battery.
“For the love of…” She snatched up her cell and called Lori again. “Can you pick me up? This stupid car is dead.”
“Heading your way now,” Lori assured her.
Jess tossed her phone into her bag. “Damn it.” She hated wasting time.
The idea that Gabrielle’s killer had waited so long to stage the body with all those stab wounds and the decapitation filtered into Jess’s thoughts. What had the killer been doing all that time? Why the backtracking? Jess at first thought the killer had methodically staged the scene to appear as if the crime was just another gang hit.
But she had been wrong.
There was one surefire way to try to disguise manual asphyxiation—a botched beheading job. The killer had been forced to step back and change his strategy. To stage a distraction.
And that meant just one thing, in Jess’s opinion. The murder hadn’t been planned. Whoever showed up at the Grayson home had come with another agenda that had evolved into murder.
Someone Gabrielle Grayson knew and maybe even trusted.
And that trust had cost the poor woman her life.
Shady Creek Drive, 4:05 p.m.
The officer left in charge of the crime scene’s security unlocked the Grayson home for Jess and Lori. He reported that a second team of evidence techs had come and gone. No one wanted to miss a single speck of evidence on this one.
After donning shoe covers and gloves, Jess spent the first half hour on scene going through the master bedroom. Lori reviewed the mail and any other papers scattered around the house. Jess had summoned Officer Cook to join them. She’d tasked him with sifting through the files in the small home office. Most appeared to be the usual receipts, tax and medical records, but Jess wanted to be sure.
As she had noted that morning, the house was clean and well organized. The bed in the master bedroom was unmade. Gabrielle had apparently already been in bed when the perpetrator either knocked on the door or forced his way inside through the sliding glass doors. It appeared she had received no phone calls on the home’s landline or her cell after seven forty-five last night when her husband called to say he was stopping by to tuck in their son. Since calls could be erased from caller ID lists the records for both lines had been ordered.
It could prove useful to see who else Gabrielle had called yesterday. If she had another friend with whom she might have talked about her concerns regarding her husband, Jess needed to know ASAP. And if she had in fact called Sylvia Baron, Jess wanted that confirmation before she questioned the husband again.
Why would Gabrielle have called the ex-wife? Didn’t make sense. Jess moved on to the baby’s room. Smelled like powders and lotion. The scents caused a little cramp in her chest. There was a good possibility she would never have children. Not that she actually wanted any. Her work was too demanding. Besides, she had no mothering instincts. None. No child deserved that.
The sensation in her chest was probably an allergy to the powders.
Dismissing the foolish thoughts, she crossed to the crib and touched the stuffed bear that lay tangled with a blue blanket. An empty bottle had been cast aside. The blinds on the window over the crib were closed. Hand-painted ABCs in vivid colors adorned the sunny yellow walls. It was a damned shame this little boy would have to grow up without his mother. Thank God the killer hadn’t come in here.
Or had he? Jess considered the length of time the perpetrator had been in the house. He’d showered. The evidence techs had confirmed there were traces of blood in the drain. No prints on the shampoo bottle, not even the vic’s, which likely meant it had been wiped. The bathroom was right across the hall from the baby’s room. If a light was turned on or noises made, the baby might have awakened.
Jess stared at the empty bottle in the crib and a new theory jumped ahead of all the others. “It’s possible,” she considered as she reached for the bottle. Grasping the nipple between her thumb and forefinger she went in search of an evidence bag. She carried necessary stuff like that in her car but her car hadn’t been returned to her just yet.
In the hall that separated the bedrooms, she called out, “Officer Cook!”
Cook popped out of the home office. “Yes, ma’am?”
“I need an evidence bag.”
He looked from Jess to the bottle and back. “I’ll grab one from my car.”
Jess followed the path Cook had taken, down the few steps that led to the main living area of the house, to wait in the entry hall. Lori joined her there. “You find anything interesting?” Jess asked hopefully.
“Nothing but the usual bills and to-do lists.” Lori sent a skeptical look at the bottle. “You discover something in the kid’s room?”
“It occurred to me that if the perp was in the house for a while the baby might have awakened and started to cry. Most everyone, even me, knows the fastest way to stop a baby from crying is to give it a bottle.”
“Very good.” Lori grinned. “I think you know more about this baby business than you let on.”
“Yeah, right,” Jess muttered. Thankfully Cook reappeared with an evidence bag, banishing that touchy subject. Jess dropped the bottle inside. “I’d like you to run that to the lab, please. Detective Wells and I will finish up here.”
“I completed reviewing the last of the files in the office, ma’am.” He shook his head. “Didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. Receipts. Copies of tax documents and insurance policies—I didn’t find one on the victim but there are several on the lieutenant.”
Jess hadn’t anticipated that an insurance payoff was the motive for this murder. The family’s finances were better than average and the heavy-duty death benefits all leaned in Gabrielle’s favor. Sometimes though, at this stage, it was difficult to tell what was ordinary and what was not. A thorough review was the best they could do. Better to be prepared than scrambling for answers later.
“I guess you can call it a day after you make that delivery for me.” She beamed him a smile of appreciation.
“Yes, ma’am.”
When he’d gone, Jess turned to Lori. “Let’s have another look in the family room.”
“Officer Tierney, the uniform outside, said someone would be here to board up the slider before dark.” Lori headed in the direction of the family room. “I suppose a cleanup detail will show up by tomorrow.”
“Probably so.” As important as it was to keep a crime scene untouched as long as possible, it was also imperative to ensure it was secure. At this point they had likely found all they were going to. No need to drag out the nightmare these images resurrected.
In the family room the television had been turned off. Other than the removal of the body, nothing else had been touched by anyone other than evidence techs—at least not once Jess had arrived on the scene.
Beyond the evidence that a heinous crime had taken place here, the home gave all the earmarks of a loving, normal family. Framed photos of happy times served as reminders most everywhere one looked. In this morning’s interview Lawrence Grayson had appeared every bit the devastated and grieving husband.
Still, Sylvia Baron’s revelation nagged at Jess. Having been a cop for so many years made Grayson very good at presenting himself in whatever way he chose. Detectives often had to be actors, confidants, and straight-up liars.
It was the nature of the beast.
Jess moved around the room and studied the words written in Gabrielle Grayson’s blood. If this murder, as she suspected, was not related to the war between Lopez’s former followers and the Black Brotherhood—the group that had claimed responsibility for blowing up one of Lopez’s hangouts—the perp was obviously attempting to make it appear so. There was nothing here in terms of crime scene similarities that hadn’t been released by the media in last night’s late-breaking news except the reference to pigs and pig whore.
In the dealings she’d had with Lopez’s people they had used plenty of unflattering references to the police but not once had she heard them use pig. Like Harper, she had noticed the mentions of TV specials focused on the anniversary of the Manson murders. Maybe that buzz had resurrected the term pig.
Jess couldn’t think of Charles Manson without thinking of drugs. Nothing but Tylenol and Aleve in this house. If either of the Graysons used drugs they kept all signs out of their home. Every little thing was in its place and immaculate.
Her gaze drifted down to the family room’s tile floor. Except for the blood.
Why had the perpetrator brought her in here to butcher her body? Had Gabrielle already been in this room? But she was wearing her nightgown and the bed covers were tousled as if she’d gotten out of bed.
“Why did you come in here, Gabrielle?” To have coffee, tea, or wine with a friend? To discuss whatever was bothering you about your husband?
Jess surveyed the room again, more slowly this time. “Did you have unexpected company?” Two coasters, the cork kind, sat on the coffee table between the two sofas. Four others were stacked neatly in the center of the table.
“Detective Wells, how about checking the dishwasher for glasses or cups. Maybe Gabrielle had a visitor, other than her husband, last night.” The visitor may have been a neighbor, but then again it could have been their perpetrator. Or Dr. Sylvia Baron.
“Dishwasher’s empty. The entire kitchen is spotless.” Lori made a face that reflected her frustration. “It’s almost like the place was thoroughly cleaned except for the blood and glass in this room.”
The idea wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. “Check the coffeemaker, too,” Jess suggested. “If she had a visitor after the lieutenant had come and gone, she may have made coffee for her unexpected company.”
“Or opened a bottle of wine,” Lori suggested. “I’ll check the trash again as well.”
Having two detectives who understood exactly where she was going with a theory without her having to explain still amazed Jess. Usually it took months, at least, to develop this kind of working relationship.
While Lori went off to check the kitchen, Jess crouched down next to where Gabrielle’s body had been discovered. Judging by the saw’s castoff, the perp had been right-handed and had knelt on the victim’s left side. Jess got into position. She looked left at the door leading back to the kitchen and the rest of the house. Then she looked right and considered the backyard and pool beyond the disabled doors.
“Why right here in front of the doors where someone might see?”
It had stormed last night but there hadn’t been any reports of power outages.
Maybe the perp had positioned the body and then turned out the lights to do his dirty work. Nothing to fear from the dark. Maybe the darkness had caused him to have to start over a couple of times with his saw. Cutting off a head wasn’t as easy as one might think. Then again, more likely he’d been attempting to disguise the way he’d strangled her.
Had he brought the saw he used or gotten it from the garage? Jess’s money was on the garage. A good question for Grayson. She was well on her way to being utterly convinced that the killer had done all this to cover up what he had done and that there hadn’t really been a plan.
Still. Why here? In this room? Maybe the perp thought the tile floor would help with skewing the time of death. With the frosty temperature, the tile floor would have been damned cold. Like lying on a refrigerated slab. Had that been the point? To skew time of death.
Jess pushed to her feet and walked around the glass to go out the damaged door. And if the perp was someone the vic knew, why break the door? Though the set of sliding doors were old, the glass was still a safety type that was much harder to break and crumbled rather than shattered. It would have been easier to break a window. Had that move been yet another to throw off the investigation? And how did the perp break the door? The impact had come from outside, sending the glass inward.
Jess looked around the patio, her attention settling on the wrought-iron table and four chairs. She lifted one of the chairs. Definitely heavy enough to do the job. The set was old. A little chipped paint and rust here and there.
According to the initial report from the first officer on the scene, Grayson had stopped by only long enough to kiss his wife and baby good night. He hadn’t stayed for coffee or anything else and all had seemed fine.
But someone had been here. Whether a stranger or a friend someone had come into this house and murdered a mother while her child slept in his crib.
Outside, even as the sun descended lower and lower behind the trees, the heat was suffocating. Last night had been hot like this. The rain torrential. Thunder and lightning like a fireworks display in the black sky.
Jess turned back to look at the broken door she’d exited. Even with the lights out, the flashes of lightning would have provided an occasional view of the murder scene. Several minutes had been required to do the job. Several streaks of lightning to spotlight the gruesome work.
The dog-eared wood fence provided some amount of privacy from a ground-level view, but it had seen better days. Jess’s gaze moved to the second floor of the neighboring home. “Except from right there.” The windows provided a bird’s-eye view like a box seat at a stadium.
Only the neighboring two-story was run down. Probably abandoned, Harper had said. A foreclosure maybe. God knew there were plenty of those around, even in the better neighborhoods. When the neighborhood had been canvassed today, not once but twice, there had been no answer at the home. Which was not surprising, since the utility meter had been pulled.
That someone actually did live there and might have witnessed the murder was wishful thinking.
The knowledge that the house was abandoned could have been the reason the killer hadn’t worried about anyone seeing him. He knew no one would be home. Just another reason to believe Gabrielle knew her killer.
Jess lifted her gaze once more to those second-story windows. A face appeared beyond the glass. Her breath stalled. She blinked. Stared harder. Was that a… child?
The face vanished as abruptly as it appeared. Someone did live there, or at least was in there now. Right now. Whoever it was she definitely wanted to talk to them.
There was no gate to exit the backyard. Her heart pumping in anticipation, she eased back through the shattered door, moved carefully around the blood and glass, and flat-out ran for the front door—at least as fast as she could run in heels and shoe covers.
“We going somewhere?” Lori intercepted her in the kitchen.
“There’s someone in the house across the backyard.” When Lori didn’t look as though she understood, Jess added, “The one with the windows that overlook the pool.” She hitched her head in the direction from which she’d come. “When the neighbors were canvassed this morning that was the one no-answer with the pulled utility meter.”
“I thought the house was empty,” Lori said, joining Jess’s rush to the entry hall.
“That’s what we all thought.”
Outside the front door, they tore off the gloves and shoe covers. “We’ll be right back,” Jess assured the officer guarding the scene. Since the Grayson house was the next to the last on the block, it took only a minute to go around to the street running parallel behind it.
“There’s a green minivan in the drive,” Lori said, spotting the vehicle a split second before Jess.
The minivan was a Ford and looked to be as used up as the house it sat beside. The gutters of the house sagged from last night’s rains and months of neglect. A pile of rolled up newspapers lay disintegrating in the overgrown grass.
They took the few steps up to a small stoop, where Lori rapped at the door and Jess struggled with the urge to kick it in. She needed to talk to whoever was here. She needed to talk to them now.
“Pretty quiet in there,” Jess noted, her nerves jangling. “But I saw someone in the window. A child, I think. Whoever it was, they’re in there.” Surely they hadn’t gotten away so quickly.
Lori rapped again. “We’ll just keep knocking until they invite us in.”
Jess swiped the back of her hand over her damp forehead. Damn it was hot. “Just breathing is exhausting in this heat.”
“Give it a week or two,” Lori promised. “You’ll be wishing for these temps again.”
Jess could feel her clothes wilting to her skin. “God, I’d forgotten how hot it gets down here in the summer.”
“And we’ve got at least six more weeks of this to come.” Lori pounded on the door a little louder, then rubbed her knuckles. “If they didn’t hear that they’re either deaf or dead.”
“Or gone already.” Jess fanned herself. She hoped like hell they weren’t too late.




   
Devon huddled at his bedroom door. If the two ladies didn’t stop making all that noise his sister would wake up and she would be mad. Really mad.
The two ladies from the dead mommy’s house pounded on the front door some more.
Why did they come here? Police people had been over there all day. Bunches of them. They had taken the mommy away. The daddy had been real upset. Devon saw him crying. The baby had cried, too.
Devon still felt those funny butterfly things in his stomach when he thought about how scared he had been in that closet. And then when the angel had chased him he thought he was going away for sure. His arm hurt from the scratches. He’d crawled under his house and then he’d finally come inside when he was sure the angel hadn’t followed him home.
It was daytime when he woke up and police people were everywhere.
The police had come to his house this morning, but he didn’t answer. His sister told him over and over to never answer the door.
Why were the two ladies here now? They banged on his front door again.
Devon held his breath.
His sister’s bedroom door opened.
She was gonna be so mad.
As if she had heard him talking in his head, she shook her finger at him. “You stay right there. Don’t make a sound.”
His sister didn’t like for people to see him. She said they would take him away if they found out she couldn’t afford a real babysitter. He didn’t want to go away. Not with people or with angels. This was his home. Since his mom died it was just him and his sister. He couldn’t go away and leave her all alone. And he didn’t need a babysitter.
She answered the door and he tried to hear what the ladies said but he couldn’t. Crawling on his belly, he sneaked down the hall and closer to the stairs so he could hear the words. He had to be careful. If he got too close they would see him. That would be bad.
“I’m Deputy Chief Harris and this is Detective Wells,” one of the ladies said. “Were you aware that your neighbor, Gabrielle Grayson, was murdered in her home last night?”
“What? No!” his sister cried. “That’s awful.”
Murder. Devon knew that word. He saw murders in some of the movies his sister watched. She didn’t know he watched them while she was at work. Murder was when a bad person killed a good person. Devon was pretty sure the angel took the mommy next door. Angels weren’t bad. There was a mistake, he decided. The police didn’t know about the angel. Maybe it was supposed to be a secret.
“Were you home last night, Miss Chambers?”
“I work the graveyard shift at Steward Machine Company. Then I have classes at Lawson State. I just got home a couple of hours ago. I was sleeping.”
“I’m sorry we had to bother you today,” the same lady who was doing all the talking said. “Do you live here alone?”
“It’s just my brother and me.”
Devon couldn’t help himself. He eased a little closer so he could see past the railing.
“Was your brother home last night?” the lady with the blond hair asked. She was the one asking all the questions. He liked her voice. She sounded nice. He’d seen her in the dead mommy’s backyard.
His sister shook her head. “He’s only eight. He stays with a sitter when I’m at work or school.”
Devon didn’t like when his sister lied, but she said it was the only way they could stay a family.
“Miss Chambers, how long have you been living here without electricity? We thought the house was vacant since the utility meter has been pulled.”
His sister stared at the floor a second like she was embarrassed. “I didn’t get paid until today. They’re supposed to turn it back on sometime this evening.” She shrugged. “I’m late with the payment sometimes. It’s no big deal.”
The blond lady and the dark-haired lady looked at each other as if they didn’t believe his sister. She was telling the truth. Devon pressed his lips together so he wouldn’t say anything. His sister didn’t tell lies except about him staying at home alone so much.
“So no one was home last night?” the blond lady asked.
His sister shook her head. “I’m really sorry about Mrs. Grayson.”
“May we speak to your brother?”
The air stuck in Devon’s chest and swelled up like a big rock.
The blond lady looked up as if she’d heard him. He scooted back. His heart started that funny flapping it did when he was scared.
Had she seen him? Was he in trouble? His sister was gonna be mad!
“He might be asleep.”
“Miss Chambers,” the blond woman said—he couldn’t see her but he knew her voice now—“it’s very important that we speak to everyone who lives near the Graysons. You and your brother are the only people we haven’t interviewed. I’m certain you want to help us find Mrs. Grayson’s killer.”
“My brother is… autistic. I doubt he can be any help.”
His sister said the word! He hated that word. The urge to hide inside himself started pulling at him. No! He had to stay. He had to hear what they said next. His sister needed him!
“Can he communicate at all?” the lady asked.
What a silly question. He was autistic, not a dummy. He could talk and he could hear. He could see real good, too. He did lots of things real good.
“He can but he’s very shy.”
That bad feeling in his tummy started again. What if they found out the truth and tried to take him away? He should never have sneaked out of his house. He shouldn’t’ve been watching next door. This was his fault!
“With your permission,” the blond lady said, “we’d like to try to speak to him. Maybe he’s seen someone new in the neighborhood or heard something. I noticed some of your windows are open. In this heat, most of your neighbors keep their houses shut up tight. You and your brother may be the only people who might’ve heard any trouble in the neighborhood.”
“I explained that we weren’t home last night,” his sister repeated. “But I’ll go up and get Devon if that’s what you want.”
The blond lady said something else and then he heard footsteps on the stairs.
His sister was coming!
Devon scrambled back into his room. He jumped in his bed and covered himself. Don’t take me away. Don’t take me away.
“Devon.” His sister jerked the cover off him. “The police are here. They want to talk to you. You have to—”
His sister made a sound with her mouth like he did a little bit ago. Like she sucked in a big breath that would turn into a rock in her chest.
He looked up at her but she was staring at his T-shirt. Why did she look so funny? Was he wearing it inside out? Devon looked down to see. There was lots of dried blood on his T-shirt. He’d forgotten about wiping his fingers on the shirt after he touched the dead mommy’s blood. Uh-oh.
His sister clamped her hand over her mouth and fell to her knees next to his bed. “Oh my God, Devon,” she said behind her hand. “What’ve you done?”
His sister’s eyes were big and round like she was scared…
“I scratched my arm under the house.” He held out his hurt arm for her to see. Much as he didn’t like telling stories to his sister, he couldn’t tell her about going into the neighbor’s house and he couldn’t tell her about the angel. No one could know.
Leslie stopped being afraid and got mad. “You shouldn’t be going under there. How many times have I told you to stay in the house?”
He shrugged. “Sorry.”
She helped him change his shirt and then she held out her hand. “Come on. The police want to ask you some questions. Remember, Dev, we have to keep our secret.”
He bobbed his head up and down again and then reached out and took his sister’s hand. Telling lies was bad, but he didn’t want to get taken away. If he’d listened to his sister he wouldn’t have to tell any lies.
He tugged at her when she started toward the door. When she looked back at him, he dared to ask, “Do angels take live people too?”
His sister looked like she didn’t understand or was too tired to answer silly questions. “What?”
Devon shrugged. “They take the dead people. Like they did mommy. What about the live people?”
She squatted down to put her face close to his. “Devon, angels don’t hurt people. They protect them. They take dead people to heaven like they did mom but they don’t hurt anyone, especially not live people. Okay?”
He nodded. “Okay.”
She hugged him real hard. “We’ll be fine, Dev.” She looked at his eyes then. “I promise.”
Devon smiled. He wasn’t gonna worry about that angel anymore. Leslie would make everything okay. She always did.
Besides, she just told him that angels didn’t hurt people.




   
5:30 p.m.
Jess ignored the vibrating in her jacket pocket. It was Burnett calling. She didn’t have to look. She was supposed to have briefed him by now. And the BPD staff meeting was only half an hour away.
Unfortunately, geographically speaking, she was twenty minutes away—if they left now, drove like a bat out of hell, and somehow managed to avoid the worst of rush hour traffic, they might make it. But she couldn’t leave now.
“Chief Burnett’s going to have our heads,” Lori muttered as she glanced at her cell phone. She turned to Jess. “That’s Harper calling.”
“Step outside and let him know we may be on to something here and that we’ll be on our way soon.”
“Will do.”
The door closed behind Lori and Jess’s attention shifted to the top of the staircase. The home was a split-level sadly in need of an update on the inside and major TLC on the outside. The front door opened to a small entry hall where two short staircases waited. One went up seven or eight steps to what she presumed were the bedrooms, the other went down the same number of steps to the main living area.
Jess had a feeling about Leslie Chambers. The girl wasn’t more than twenty or twenty-one and she was hiding something. Drug use? Maybe. She seemed awfully busy to be involved in anything she shouldn’t be but what she said and what she actually did might be two very different stories. Between her job and school she sounded like she had a full schedule. Who watched after her eight-year-old autistic brother while she slept? No one was taking care of the home, that was for sure.
Was the room with the windows overlooking the Graysons’ pool and this end of their home the brother’s? Jess’s instincts were on full alert. There was something here. Maybe they hadn’t seen anything last night, but that didn’t mean the two didn’t know something relevant about the Grayson murder. Leslie appeared at the top of the stairs, her younger brother at her side. He was small for eight. Had the same red hair as his sister. As they descended the stairs, coming closer, Jess noted the freckles and the blue eyes. The two could be twins if not for the age difference.
When Leslie reached the final step, her brother sat down right there, not wanting to come any closer and consciously avoiding eye contact with Jess. He had his arms wrapped around his waist, one resting on top of the other.
“He’s really shy.”
“I understand.” Jess joined him on the bottom step. She offered her hand. “Devon, I’m Deputy Chief Harris of the Birmingham Police Department.”
He didn’t look at her and he certainly didn’t take her hand.
Angry scratches marred the arm he tried to cover. “What happened to your arm?”
He didn’t answer.
“He’s always climbing trees and getting stuck in places,” Leslie assured her. “That’s a boy for you. What they don’t try to climb they try to take apart.” She sounded really nervous now.
“Did you get stuck, Devon?” Jess asked him. “I’ve fallen out of a few trees myself. Did you climb too high and get stuck there?”
Not a blink.
“I’m sorry,” Leslie repeated. “He’s that way sometimes.”
“That’s okay. Maybe he’ll want to talk another time.” Jess got up and dug for one of her business cards. “This has my cell number. Please”—she squeezed the girl’s hand when she took the card—“call if either of you remember anything at all that happened in your neighborhood recently, particularly involving the Graysons. It could be as simple as a stranger you saw lurking about. We really need to find the person who did this. To do that we can use all the help we can get.” Jess glanced over at Devon. “Until we find that person you and your brother won’t really be safe in your own home. Especially with the windows unlocked.”
Obviously a little shaken by Jess’s warnings, Leslie put the card on the hall table by her keys. “We’ll call if we think of anything.” She squared her shoulders and cleared the emotion from her face. “But like I said we weren’t home last night so…” She shrugged. “I wish we could help. Mrs. Grayson was a nice lady.”
“Your complete honesty is all we can ask for.” Jess gave her and her brother a smile. “Thank you for your time.”
As she left, Jess glanced back at the little boy once more. This time he was watching her but he quickly looked away.
He’d been listening and she would wager he understood every word.
These two were hiding something. Could be a mountain of debt, could be drugs or another crime. She doubted the latter. But there was definitely an element of fear or trepidation in those matching blue eyes.
Lori looked up from her position on the sidewalk, well away from the front door. “We’re almost there,” she lied, most likely to Harper. “Thanks.” She ended the call and made an uh-oh face.
Jess descended the front steps and joined her. “Let me guess, they’re waiting for us.”
“Burnett started without us but he assured Mayor Pratt and the others that you were five minutes away.”
“Great.” Jess headed for the corner of the block. “I want you to find out everything you can about Leslie and Devon Chambers. Where are the parents? How many times in the past year have the utilities been disconnected?” Lori was busily typing notes into her phone as Jess listed off her questions. “Is Devon high-functioning autistic? Where does he go to school? Does he have a psychologist or other specialist keeping tabs on him?” Jess had a feeling about those two. “There’s an issue but maybe not one of a criminal nature. Maybe just a sad one. They may need help that they either don’t know how to ask for or are afraid to ask for.”
She paused to meet her friend and colleague’s gaze. “My instincts are screaming at me that they might almost need us more than we need them.”
Lori tapped the screen of her smart phone. “I’ll get on this list right away.”
One of these days Jess was going to have to learn to do that. She was still dragging around pad and pencil. Truth be told, she preferred it. Since she was old enough to go to school, she’d always loved the smell of freshly sharpened pencils, even if she’d disliked using one in the classroom.
Her cell clanged. She should’ve left it on vibrate. At the end of the Graysons’ driveway she checked the screen. Lily. Her sister.
The call went to voice mail to join the other four Lily had left since midnight last night.
“The chief?” Lori asked as they resumed their trek toward her car.
“My sister.” Her phone started clanging again. “Damn it, Lily, I don’t have time to chat.” Jess heaved a frustrated breath and dragged out her phone. “Hey, Lily. What’s up?”
“That odd old man called,” Lily announced.
A wrinkle-inducing scowl tugged at Jess’s face. She rubbed at it with her free hand. “What odd man, Lily?”
“The one from church who called my house in the middle of the night last night and told me he’d seen you on the news and offered a garage apartment for you to rent.”
Jess held her tongue to the count of five. “Lily, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You didn’t listen to my voice mails?”
Busted. “No. I’ve been investigating a murder all day. I haven’t listened to any voice mails.” That was the God’s truth. She had six others since eight this morning.
“Anyway,” Lily griped, “Mr. Louis belongs to my church. He’s a widower I think and about a hundred years old. He doesn’t talk to anyone, ever. I almost fainted when he called my house last night.”
“Lil, get to the point, please.” Burnett was going to kill her for sure.
“He lives in Forest Park in one of those beautiful old Craftsman-style homes but he’s odd, Jess. I can’t vouch for him but my minister says he’s fine.”
Oh my God. “You talked to your minister about my living arrangements?”
“You’re my sister. Of course I talked to my minister. I talk to him about everything. You need a place to stay and I added you to the prayer chain. Someone contacted Mr. Louis and he called me. He has a place to offer. But I don’t really know him. I mean, really know him.”
“Just give me his address and number, Lil. I spent nearly two decades in the bureau, I’m deputy chief, for goodness sakes. I think I can vet my own landlords.” Jess grabbed back control just in time. Her voice had already climbed two octaves.
“You are so hardheaded,” Lily complained. “Nine-nine-one-one Conroy Road.”
Jess repeated the address and then the phone number so Lori could add it to her nifty electronic list.
“I don’t know why you’re even considering this, Jess. You should be staying with me. Your only sister in the whole world.”
“Thank you, Lil. Love you!” Jess ended the call. She had to do something soon. Between her sister and Burnett, this whole home search business was turning into a nightmare.
“Lori, I need you to do me a huge favor.”
“As long as I have my job afterward, I’m game.”
Jess hoped she still felt that way after she heard the favor. “Drop me off downtown and then go to the address I gave you. If this Mr. Louis is not a total freak and if the apartment is okay, rent it for me. See if I can move in tonight.”
“I’ll be glad to, but you know you’re welcome at my place for as long as you need.”
“I appreciate that but as long as I’m staying with you, my sister is going to ask why I’m not staying with her. Trust me, that would be bad for all of us. You wouldn’t like me very much if I lived with my sister. God love her.”
“I get the picture,” Lori acknowledged. “Forest Park’s a swanky, old money neighborhood. Should be a nice place.”
“If it is”—Jess prayed it was—“I’ll move in immediately.” She unearthed her wallet from the bottomless pit that was her bag and signed a blank check. “Give him this for the rent and deposit. Since he knows my sister surely the rate’s reasonable and he’ll take a check.”
“But you don’t have any furniture. No dishes or linens,” Lori pointed out. “No bed.”
“True.” Jess’s hopes deflated. “You know, I’m never home. All I need is a bed. Maybe the place comes with a bed.”
Lori checked the time. “If not, some of the super stores will still be open. I could grab Harper and we could get you one. He’s a guy. Surely he has a friend with a truck.” She looked hopeful. “It could be kind of a housewarming gift.”
Jess raised her eyebrows. “There are two things you should never offer to give me as a gift, Detective. Shoes and a mattress. When it comes to furniture, a good bed is all that matters to me. King-size. Air-cooled memory foam. Money is no object as long as my credit limit holds out.” She picked through her credit cards. “This one should handle it.” She passed it to Lori. “Just pretend you’re me. And don’t be embarrassed if they tell you it’s declined. Beg for mercy.”
Lori grinned. “Do I get to boss Harper around while I’m pretending to be you?”
“Absolutely.” Jess checked the time again and groaned. “We are so far beyond late.” She managed a pitiful laugh; there was nothing else to do. “Does this Mustang of yours have wings?”
“Nope.” Lori jingled the keys in her hand. “But that doesn’t mean she won’t fly.”




   
Birmingham Police Department, 6:28 p.m.
Where the devil was she?
Chief of Police Daniel Burnett sat at the end of the conference table with the deputy chiefs of every division in his department as well as Mayor Joseph Pratt seated around him. All waited for one woman, Jess Harris.
Just as he had held off the members of the press whom he had promised a briefing at five thirty, he had dragged out this meeting for twenty-eight minutes by rehashing what everyone seated at the table already knew.
Jess had given him nothing new and she wasn’t answering her phone. According to Sergeant Harper, Jess and Detective Wells had been five minutes away for the past fifteen.
Mayor Pratt cleared his throat, breaking the silence that had descended. “Are we still waiting for Harris?”
Dan appreciated the fact that he hadn’t asked the questions that were likely actually on his mind. Doesn’t your new deputy chief keep you informed? Didn’t she meet with Dr. Leeds at the coroner’s office this very afternoon? She promised you an update at five thirty, didn’t she?
“We are waiting for Deputy Chief Harris.” Dan resisted the urge to stretch his neck. Then everyone in the room would know he felt choked by the tie cinched around his throat as well as the tension and frustration thickening in the room. “She’s been delayed by—”
The conference door opened and Jess walked in looking for all the world like she was right on time and that everyone in the room should be glad she’d showed up at all. “I apologize for keeping you waiting, gentlemen, but we can’t control the unexpected, can we?”
Dan was torn between sagging in gratitude and exploding in frustration. “Chief Harris.” He stood as she approached the conference table in those sassy shoes she’d been wearing last night. The brown suit fit her body like a glove and made her brown eyes look darker and those full, soft lips richer.
That was perfect. Just perfect. For the past hour he’d been ready to claw the finish off the conference table and when she finally shows up all he can do is fixate on how much he’d like to rip off that conservative suit and…
The others at the table belatedly got to their feet, as Jess dropped her bag next to a vacant chair and sat. “Let me just get settled here and we’ll get started.”
“Actually,” Pratt announced, “we started half an hour ago, Harris. What was your delay?”
Jess tucked her glasses in place and smiled for the mayor, not intimidated in the least. “I was interviewing two potential witnesses that we were unaware of until just over an hour ago. I assume everyone here”—she glanced around the table—“wants the most up-to-date and accurate information available.”
“Get on with it then,” Pratt growled, annoyed that his highhanded tactics didn’t work on Jess.
Dan loved it. But it would have been nice to get a call or even a text about this new development before she announced it to everyone else at the table. He was the chief of police after all.
She retrieved a file folder from her bag and spread it on the table in front of her. “You’ll all forgive me for not having any handouts available. There’s been no time to get that organized.”
Dan ordered himself to relax in hopes of lowering his blood pressure. In another three years he would reach the prime age range for greater heart attack risk. The way it was going, Jess would likely shove him past that boundary a few years early.
“Gabrielle Grayson was murdered between nine and midnight last night,” she began. “Dr. Leeds and his associate will perform a full autopsy tomorrow morning. Both feel confident that their preliminary assessment of manual asphyxiation as the cause of death will be confirmed. The beheading and the stab wounds were postmortem. Since, at this time, we have absolutely no evidence of a gang-related connection beyond the staging of the scene, we are pursuing other avenues. We believe that the person or persons who committed this atrocity wanted us to focus our investigation into Gabrielle’s murder on the gang troubles the city has been experiencing. But our killer isn’t nearly as smart as he thinks.”
Jess looked up from her notes, cleared her throat, and waited for questions.
“These new potential witnesses,” Dan inquired, getting his focus back on task, “have they provided additional insight?” She’d left him hanging here, damn it. The idea of just how little concern she had for the chain of command exasperated him all over again.
Jess Harris didn’t like answering to him or anyone else until she was good and ready.
“I’m not sure yet,” she told him, “but I believe this turn of events may develop into a viable lead.”
“How are we presenting this to the press?” Pratt wanted to know.
Jess braced her elbows on the table, laced her fingers, and rested her chin atop them as she considered the mayor’s question. Or pretended to. “I believe we should release a statement to the press advising that we have ruled out any gang involvement and that we are closing in on a suspect.”
Deputy Chief Black, Crimes Against Persons, spoke up. “Chief Harris, do you think it’s wise to mislead the public that way? We don’t want the department to end up looking inept when we can’t close this case in a timely manner.”
“That’s an excellent point, Harold,” Pratt said sagely. “Birmingham has some very savvy reporters. Look at Gina Coleman. If she or any of the others of her caliber got the impression that we were bluffing, the entire business would be a media fiasco. Already today there have been two more incidents between the MS-13 and the Black Brotherhood. Our luck neutralizing these situations without bloodshed is going to run out and then Birmingham will be back in the national news for all the wrong reasons.”
As annoyed as Dan was at Jess for showing up late and failing to keep him briefed, this reaction sent his frustration level to a whole new zone. At some point, the deputy chiefs seated around this table were going to have to accept Jess as one of their own rather than finding fault with her every step. Dan had already encouraged Harold Black to be the one to set the example, particularly after what Jess had gone through last week to solve not one murder case but two. Her numerous accomplishments in such a short time should have earned their respect already, yet they were quick to stand against her even now. The staff meeting he’d planned to address that very issue had had to be postponed.
Dan ignored Pratt’s and Black’s comments about savvy reporters and gave Jess his full attention. “How do you see that route playing out, Chief Harris?” She was way too good at her job to suggest a wrong move. Her colleagues should recognize this already. At the very least they should give her the benefit of the doubt just because she was one of them.
“First,” she explained, “if any gang or brotherhood or whatever is responsible for this murder, they aren’t going to want their work to be denied or credited elsewhere. As soon as we put it out there, if we’re wrong, they’re going to speak up. That’s a given. If a gang hit goes down, brag tags show up. No one’s bragging yet. If that’s still the case by this time tomorrow, then we can likely check off any potential gang involvement.”
She surveyed the table and seemed to hesitate before saying the rest. “We’ve all been at this business for long enough to know that when a killer goes beyond simply murdering his victim, there’s more to the motive than ending a life. We can assume the beheading was to throw us off track but the stab wounds were totally unnecessary and irrelevant to any other high profile cases we’re working. Those wounds, I believe, were an act of emotion. Whoever killed Gabrielle hated her or envied her in some way that defied rational behavior. The need to ravage her body was uncontrollable. The killer was clearly enraged.”
She paused, letting the others stew a moment. “Yet our perp left numerous signs of attempting a cover-up. The words written on the walls. The beheading. The use of gloves, since we found no prints in any of that work. As careful as our killer was, he couldn’t control the need to ravage the victim over and over with a knife and that, gentlemen, will be his downfall.”
“The killer did all this,” Chief Waters, head of the South Precinct, Lieutenant Grayson’s boss, spoke up, “with a six-month-old baby asleep only a few feet away. It’s a miracle the baby didn’t wake up and end up a victim as well.”
“The baby wasn’t the killer’s target,” Jess countered. “We suspect the killer showered after mutilating Gabrielle’s body. The baby was literally right across the hall. If he had wanted to murder the baby, the baby would be dead. But this wasn’t about the baby. This was about Gabrielle. This murder was intensely personal.”
“That the killer felt no rush to leave the scene,” Black put in, “and even went so far as to shower tells us that he knew Lieutenant Grayson would not be coming home any time soon, wouldn’t you say, Chief Harris?”
Now that was what Dan was talking about. Despite getting off on the wrong foot, Black was showing his support now.
“No question. And,” Jess added, “since working the night shift was out of the ordinary for Grayson, it’s probable that he knows the killer more than just in passing. Perhaps the victim did as well. With that fact staring us in the face, we cannot rule out the possibility that this murder was not only committed by someone Lieutenant Grayson knew but maybe even by someone with whom he works currently or has worked with in the past.”
“Are you suggesting a cop murdered Gabrielle Grayson?” Waters demanded.
Jess held up her hands to quiet the defiant remarks flying around the table. “I’m saying that we cannot dismiss the possibility. This sort of intense emotion in an act of violence doesn’t typically come from a stranger. No one at this table can deny that sad fact, as hard as the idea is to swallow. And, so far, most of Lieutenant Grayson’s friends appear to be cops.”
The briefing lost ground from there. No one wanted to leave the possibility that a cop killed Gabrielle on the table.
Dan stood and the fiery conversation settled down. “This is SPU’s case,” he reminded all in attendance. “We will proceed as Chief Harris deems appropriate until evidence guides us in a different direction. Anyone who has a problem with that can see me in my office when we’re finished here.”
The boys played nice after that. Chief Waters agreed that Lieutenant Grayson would be on paid leave for a couple of weeks despite his determination to return to work as quickly as possible. His partner, Sergeant Riley, would remain on duty. Satisfied that there was nothing else he could complain about, Mayor Pratt took his leave.
A few minutes later the conference room had cleared except for Dan and Jess.
There was a lot he wanted to say to her as the chief of police… and plenty he wanted to ask as Dan Burnett, the man who had made love with her less than twenty-four hours ago.
“I rescheduled the press briefing for ten tomorrow morning.” She wasn’t getting off the hook with the press so easily. When she sent him a questioning look, he explained, “I gave them what I could but they all want to hear from you. Directly from you. You’ve become quite the celebrity.”
She stuffed the file folder back into her bag. He’d gotten used to the huge black leather bag she dragged around. The thing held everything she deemed important, and pretty much everything she had left since her motel room was totaled.
“How am I supposed to get any work done if I’m always preparing for one briefing or another? Good Lord. Can’t the department’s public relations liaison handle this?”
“Our PR man is on parental leave. He and his wife just welcomed their first child. A beautiful baby girl. He’ll be back next week.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “Congratulations to him. But his personal life is making my professional one more complicated.”
Dan laughed. “Welcome to my world.” He spent more time appeasing the press and the mayor than he did overseeing his department. Even when his PR liaison was on duty.
“I don’t like that part of your world,” she said bluntly. That was Jess. Never sugarcoated anything.
“You look exhausted.” She’d returned to the motel with Detective Wells in the wee hours of the morning to dig through her things at the motel to see if anything was salvageable. He’d wanted so badly to hold her and promise her nothing like that would ever happen to her again. But her motel room had been an official crime scene and he’d had a duty to act as chief of police.
Then her ex-husband had appeared out of nowhere.
What man flies across the country in the middle of the night to check on his ex-wife?
Dan didn’t want to know the answer to that question.
Jess shot him a sour look. “I beg your pardon?”
“I just meant it’s been a long day and you’ve been through a lot the past seventy or so hours. You’re exhausted, I’m certain.”
“I can’t argue with that but you said I look exhausted.” She cocked her head and waited for a better explanation. “Is there something wrong with the way I look?”
“Absolutely not. You look amazing.” He needed a subject change. Fast. “Did you ever manage lunch?” Talk about an awkward hour and a half. Taking Jess’s ex to lunch had bordered on masochism. Sure gave him a better grasp on how she felt having his former wife and former sort of girlfriend popping in and out of their lives. Not that he would admit any of that to Jess. Not in a million years. She would find far too many ways to use it against him.
“Didn’t have time for lunch.” Mischief glinted in her eyes. “What about you? Did you and Wesley have a nice lunch?” She draped that enormous bag over her shoulder. “He’s a really interesting man once you get to know him. He graduated from Princeton with honors. He interned on President Clinton’s staff during his last term. He has a law degree and a—”
Dan held up his hands. He could do without hearing all that again. He’d done his homework on the guy. He knew all about Supervisory Special Agent Wesley Duvall and how smart he was. “Oh yeah. We got to know all about each other.” Actually, they had discussed just one subject. Jess. The guy had done nothing but ask question after question about her. Made Dan want to climb the walls of that ritzy restaurant he’d taken him to.
“That’s nice.” She heaved a sigh. “I have to go. I have a lot of notes to review and I’m starving. Plus I may have found a new place and I need a whole new wardrobe. Unless you want me wearing the same thing every day.”
Like he cared what she wore. He’d take her without clothes any day of the week—or night for that matter. The thought had a completely unprofessional tension spiraling inside him.
He cleared his head of the images of her naked body nestled against him amid tangled sheets. “What new place?”
“Some older gentleman Lil goes to church with has offered his garage apartment until I can find something else. Apparently he saw the news last night and called her.”
“Lily can vouch for this guy?” Sounded a little dubious to Dan.
“He goes to her church. How bad can he be?” Jess frowned. “By the way, the Taurus died on me. It’s at the coroner’s office.”
“What do you mean it died?” The carpool sergeant had assured him that car was in tiptop condition.
Jess shrugged. “How do I know? It does nothing when I turn the key. No clicking, no nothing. Lori had to pick me up. I need my car back, Dan.” She gave him an I-mean-it look. “A… S… A… P.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll take care of it.” So much for that plan. All carpool vehicles were equipped with GPS, making pinpointing their locations a simple matter. He couldn’t exactly have a device added to Jess’s personal vehicle just because he worried about her. In any event, she wanted her car back and he had no choice but to have it released to her.
Trying to keep tabs on her was a full-time job.
His first order of business was getting the details on this new landlord and checking him out. “It’s too late to pick up your car now,” he countered. “I’ll call in the morning, I swear. So what’s the address of this new place of yours?”
She rolled her eyes and rattled off the location of this Good Samaritan.
Dan made a mental note of the info, then took her by the elbow. “Why don’t I take you to dinner? I’ll call a friend of mine who has a great little boutique in Homewood. I bet she’d open up after dinner just for you.”
Jess scoffed. “What makes you think I can afford your friend’s boutique? I’ve met several of your friends, Dan. I’m only a deputy chief, you know.”
Damn. She really was tired. Calling him by his first name was reserved for when they were far away from work and, more often than not, naked. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she gives you the public servant discount.” Jess wouldn’t ever have to know that discount went on his American Express. Whatever she needed, he wanted her to have.
“Wait.” She scrutinized him, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “She’s not one of your ex-girlfriends or wives is she?”
“No, Jess. She is not. She’s a friend of my mother’s.”
Her face fell. “That’s even worse.”




   
10:15 p.m.
Turn here.”
“Are you sure?” Dan asked.
Jess leaned forward. She felt like a kid at Christmas. It was only a temporary apartment but she couldn’t wait to see it. “This is it. Lori said to turn just past the house. The driveway goes around behind it to a detached garage. The key’ll be under the mat at the top of the stairs.”
Dan turned onto the narrow drive. “Your sister says this guy’s a recluse?”
He wasn’t happy that Jess had taken the apartment, but she was desperate. She needed her space. She needed her sister off her back and she needed out of the temporary limbo she’d been in since returning to her hometown. It was time. Time to move on with her life.
“He goes to church every Sunday. Her preacher suspects he’s the person who leaves a wad of cash in the collection box, but he can’t prove it.”
“Should we offer our lab services?” Dan shifted into park. “We can check for prints. Nail down the perpetrator.”
“Funny.” The garage looked fairly large with a staircase going up one side. It was hard to see with nothing but the moonlight, but there seemed to be a lot of trees. “Looks well maintained.” Lori had told her the place was immaculate. The man, Mr. Louis, seemed a little shy but well-mannered and normal looking.
But then so were a lot of monsters… like Eric Spears. Ha ha. Jess wasn’t even going there.
“It’s not too late to change your mind,” Dan suggested, as if he’d read hers.
“Stop.” Jess opened the door and climbed out. She snagged her bag and went to the rear hatch door to grab an armload of packages from Doree. She was now one hundred percent certain she had no limit left on any of her credit cards. If her house in Virginia didn’t sell quickly she was going to be cash poor and eyeball deep in debt.
The thought was beyond depressing. “You know.” She watched while Dan gathered the rest of the bags. “I may need a raise.”
He laughed. “We can’t talk about work right now.” He hit the key fob and the door closed. “I’m officially off duty, which means I’m your friend, not your boss.”
“What a cop-out, pun totally intended.” Jess glanced at the back of her new landlord’s house. The windows were all dark. “I hope he won’t have a problem with my coming and going all hours of the night.” She hadn’t thought of that. Tomorrow she would need to have a heart-to-heart with her kindly benefactor. He might not realize what he’d gotten himself into.
At the stairs, Dan insisted, “I’ll go first.”
Was he never going to get over this whole protective thing? “Suit yourself.”
Out of habit, Jess counted the steps as she climbed. Sixteen. Wide treads with a comfortable rise. Iron so there was no worry about rotten boards since they were exposed to the weather.
Dan moved the welcome mat, used his cell phone to light the landing so he could spot the key. “Here we go.”
It was foolish but she felt a little giddy as he unlocked the door. He reached inside and flipped a switch. Jess squeezed past him. Her bags hit the floor.
The apartment was one big open space. Hardwood floors. Soft sandy-colored walls. Clean white ceiling. There were windows on all sides, which she liked. The kitchen was small. Just a few cabinets, a sink, fridge, and stove filling one corner. An old-fashioned table, the metal and red Formica kind with the matching metal and red vinyl chairs, stood nearby.
On the far side of the room near the only other door was her brand-new bed. It was massive. She walked straight over to it, hopped on, and dropped onto her back. “Heavenly. Air-cooled memory foam.” She smoothed her hands over the lush comforter.
“There’s a card.” Dan sat down on the end of the bed and tossed her a large white envelope.
Her name was scrawled on the front. Jess tore it open. “It’s from Lori and Harper.” She laughed. “The linens and comforter are housewarming gifts. There’re towels in the bathroom. I never even thought about that.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “Just the bed.”
“Speaking of bathrooms.” The mattress scarcely moved as he got up and walked over to the door and opened it. “Not bad.”
She had to see it. Jess rolled off the bed, groaning at the loss of the glorious support to her weary muscles. She joined him at the bathroom door. There was a claw-foot tub, a century-old pedestal sink, black-and-white-tiled floor, and a big leaded glass window. There was even a small linen closet.
Marvelous… except…“Where’s the other closet?” Jess turned and went back out into the main room. The bathroom was actually a square that had been carved out of the space. The matching square next to the bathroom made for a kind of L-shape in the big room. A curtain hung there. She drew it back and gasped.
Shelves and rods lined the walls, along with a nice row of built-in drawers, and at the back was a massive triple mirror. “Now this is a closet.”
Next she checked out the kitchen. The cabinets were clean. She would need dishes, pots, and pans and most everything else.
Mostly she would eat out. Not a big deal. Whatever minor details remained outstanding, she was just glad to have a place. She owed Lori and Harper big time. She turned back to admire her luxurious king-size bed. How the heck had they gotten that thing here from the store much less up the stairs?
“I could help you put away your stuff.”
She jumped at the sound of Dan’s voice. She’d been totally lost in thought. And she was really tired. “That can wait until tomorrow.”
“You sure about that?’ He glanced over at the half dozen bags. “We wouldn’t want those snazzy outfits to wrinkle.”
That was a point she couldn’t deny. “You just want to see the underwear I picked out. I know you.” She skirted around him and went to gather a couple of the bags.
“Actually,” he picked up a few bags himself and followed her to the closet space. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you here without more information on this guy.”
“Stop being paranoid.” Jess pulled the first of her four new outfits from the bag. She was glad Doree had included the silk-encased hangers with each outfit, otherwise she wouldn’t be hanging anything. Just another item she would need. Not necessarily silk-encased.
“Wells is picking you up in the morning?”
“She is.” Jess sent him a scowl. “You need to remember to call whoever’s in charge over there at the lab and tell them I need my car back by lunch.”
“I’ll call,” he promised. “Have you charged your phone?”
Jess hung the ivory two-piece suit. She loved the belted jacket. “I will. There’s a bag over by the bed that Lori brought from her place. It has all the stuff I bought last night. The charger’s in there somewhere.”
While she took care of her fledgling wardrobe, he plugged in her phone. Evidently he intended to make sure she was reachable.
The fridge door opened with a squeak. “You want me to run out and get you some bottled water or something?”
“Go home, Dan.” She reached into the last bag and removed the shoes. The first pair were gorgeous Mary Jane pumps in a sleek ivory with four-inch heels. The second pair, black stilettoes, the kind of shoes every woman needed. Perfect for any occasion. “I’ve got this under control.”
She opened the first drawer and sniffed. Surprisingly, there was a floral liner that smelled faintly of peony. Took all of two minutes to store her new, silky undergarments there. The few cosmetics she’d picked up at Walmart, and the shampoo and body wash went to the bathroom next and she was done.
“If you’re sure you’re okay,” he said finally.
Setting her hands on her hips she turned to face him. Just then, with nothing but a historic light fixture providing the room’s ambience, Dan could have been twenty years younger. He looked so sweet standing there all worried and reluctant to leave her alone in a strange place with a strange old man right next door.
But she wasn’t twenty anymore and all that reluctance was getting on her nerves. “Go home!” She strode straight up to him and took him by the arm. She ushered him to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning and we’ll go observe the autopsy or something.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll call you when I get home.”
“And I won’t answer. I’m about to try out that shower.”
Reluctantly, he walked out the door and hustled down the stairs.
Leaning against the door frame, Jess watched until he was in his fancy Mercedes and backing away. Once his headlights disappeared, she closed the door and locked it. The dead bolt, too.
Shedding her shoes and clothes as she went, she made her way to the bathroom. She turned on the shower spigot and climbed into the claw-foot tub. With a whoosh of metal on metal, she drew the curtain around her and lifted her face up to the gloriously warm water. Turning her back, she let the water soothe her weary muscles. She stood beneath it until she felt ready to melt. The fluffy new towel made fast work of drying. She dabbed on a little moisturizer and opted not to dry her hair. She could fight with it in the morning.
With teeth brushed and the borrowed robe Lori had sent along, she claimed the Grayson file from her bag and climbed onto her new lush bed.
She spread out the crime scene photos and studied the images. “Who was this angry with you, Gabrielle?”
The woman had no living siblings. Her brother had died as a teenager. Her father had passed away two years ago and her mother was vacationing in the Mediterranean. She wouldn’t be back to Birmingham until late tomorrow. No cousins, no extended family here at all.
Maybe Lori would find something during her interviews with the friends.
Jess stared at the photo she had borrowed from the house that showed Larry and Gabrielle Grayson with their brand-new baby boy just a few short months ago. They looked so happy. How had this happened to two people who seemed so much in love?
Could Sylvia Baron be right about the problem being related to the husband? “Why in the world did you want to talk to your husband’s ex?” Jess asked the image of the lovely woman who was now lying on a cold hard slab at the morgue.
What would make a woman call upon her husband’s ex-wife—the ex-wife she had stolen him from? A snob, frankly, who obviously thought she was way better than Gabrielle.
Her cell clanged. Jess swung her feet over the side of the bed and hopped off. She strode to the kitchen counter and checked her screen.
Burnett.
She shouldn’t answer. But knowing him, if she didn’t he would drive back over here just to see if she was okay. “You woke me up,” she lied.
“Blake just called. Lily’s in the hospital. I’m on my way to pick you up now.”
The blood seemed to drain from her body, pooling around her feet. “What happened? Why the hell didn’t Blake call me?”
“Lily told him to call me,” Dan explained. “She didn’t want you rushing over there alone. Blake said she hasn’t been herself lately. Tired and achy all the time. No appetite. Tonight she passed out in the shower and he rushed her to UAB. They’re running tests now.”
“ ’kay.” Jess blinked as her mind ran the possible medical scenarios. “How long until you’re here?”
“Ten minutes tops.”
“I’ll get dressed.”
Jess ended the call. Anxiety tightened around her chest. What if Lil was really sick? What if Dan hadn’t been home and here she was without a car?
She needed her damned car.
And her sister could not be that kind of sick. Impossible. Lily was as healthy as a horse. She wasn’t the one who took risks, not even with her diet. She ate all the right foods. Went to the gym. All that stuff Jess put off.
Where the hell was the bag of clothes she’d gotten from Walmart? She needed the sweats she’d bought for the workouts she wouldn’t do.
“Aha.” She snagged the sweats and a tee. Flip-flops, too. Lil would chastise her for not dressing better. She always said that going to the doctor was one of the times when you wanted to look your best. The first time she had passed along that advice Jess demanded to know why the heck it mattered. If you were sick, who cared how you looked? Lil had promptly explained that looking respectable was important so the doctor would think you were worth saving.
Fear closed Jess’s throat, making a decent breath impossible. She stalled at the foot of her bed. Please let Lily be okay. She could not lose her sister. Jess had too much lost time to make up for.
“Get ahold of yourself.” She evicted as much of the fear as possible. Her sister needed her to be strong and optimistic.
It was likely nothing. For that matter, Lil could be pregnant again.
“Better her than me,” Jess mumbled.
Sweats and flip-flops dragged on, Jess grabbed a clip for her hair. She was out the door and waiting at the street five minutes before Dan arrived.
UAB Hospital, Tuesday, August 3, 12:55 a.m.
By the time the ER physician returned to Lily’s room, Jess was ready to take the roof off the place. She had been sitting on this hard exam table with her sister for an hour at least. According to Blake, the test results were supposed to be back way before now.
Jess leaned close to Lil and muttered, “Good thing you weren’t bleeding about the head or neck.” Their second foster mother used to send them outside on Saturday mornings while she did her weekly housecleaning. She always warned that they’d better not bother her unless one or the other was bleeding about the head or neck.
Lil elbowed her.
Jess pinched her lips together to prevent a giggle. And people wondered why she didn’t want kids. Truth was, after their parents died, no one wanted her or Lil. Jess wondered how her sister had put that aside to have her own children. Maybe Jess was just a coward.
“What’d you find, Dr. Young?” Blake asked as he straightened out of the one not-made-for-comfort chair in the small room.
Dan was kind of stuck behind the door the doctor had left partially open.
The doctor’s name was a perfect fit. He was really young. “Why’s she been feeling so tired?” Jess demanded before the doctor could answer Blake’s question. She made a face at her sister. “And why didn’t she tell me?”
Lil waved her off. “You have enough to worry about.”
Blake cleared his throat.
“Sorry,” Jess offered.
“Your family medical history is a little vague,” Young said, rifling through the file he held. “Your parents are both deceased?” He looked up at Lil. “Car accident?”
Lil nodded. “We were just kids. Our parents were in their thirties, if either one had any health problems I don’t remember.”
Jess shook her head. “None I ever heard about.”
“No grandparents or other close family members?” the doctor asked.
Lil turned to Jess.
“There’s a maternal aunt,” Jess admitted. “We haven’t seen her since we were kids.” This was not sounding good. “What’s going on, Doctor?”
“Maybe nothing,” he said with obvious hesitation. “Lily’s liver enzymes are a little off.” To Lily he added, “Considering the other symptoms, tremors, achiness, and fatigue, you’ll need to follow up with your family physician for additional testing.” He closed the file. “Could be stress or depression related but it’s always best to take the extra steps to be certain.”
Blake’s gaze connected with his wife’s. Jess knew instantly what they were thinking.
“Are you suggesting this could be something serious?” she asked the question neither Lil nor Blake had the nerve to present. Her heart felt as if it had stopped completely as Jess waited for his answer. Potential problems that affected the liver raced through her brain. Hepatitis. Cancer.
Young shrugged. “Unfortunately, I can’t give you any specific answers. I can tell you that your health isn’t something you want to ignore. See a doctor you trust and check on your family’s medical history. Whatever you’re dealing with here, having that medical history is far more important than you realize. Especially as you get older.”
Between Blake and Lil arguing over who said a year ago that they should get physicals and Dan stepping out of the room to take a call, Jess’s head was spinning from trying to read between the lines of what the doctor didn’t say.
When Young had given the release order and they were back in the lobby, Jess gave an order of her own. “You see your doctor this very day, Lil, do you hear me? And I’ll see what I can get from her.” Their aunt. Wanda Newsom. A woman Jess hadn’t seen or spoken to in better than thirty years. But she knew exactly where to find her.
“Don’t worry,” Lil griped. “I’ll see my doctor. I want to live to see my grandkids.”
Oh God. Grandkids. “We aren’t that old,” Jess complained, no matter what that baby-doctor said. When had a guy old enough to have graduated medical school suddenly become so young? He looked thirteen, for heaven’s sake!
“I’ll make sure she does exactly that,” Blake promised Jess.
Jess hugged her sister and then her brother-in-law. God almighty, her sister couldn’t be that kind of sick. Not Lil.
At the lobby exit, Jess watched Blake hold Lil close as they made their way across the parking lot. Seemed like just last year that Lil and Blake were going to the prom. Jess had pretended not to like Blake. He’d been a total nerd. Deep down she’d actually been a little jealous of how they made everything about being a couple look so easy. Lil had known from the first kiss that he was the one and the two had been together ever since.
Jess had never been that absolutely certain of anything other than getting out of this town.
And here she was, back home… not quite at square one but close.
“You ready to go?”
She looked up at Dan. “Yes.” The weight of the day settled on her shoulders and the urge to cry came out of nowhere. Damn that too young Dr. Young. He was right. They were getting older. Falling apart, one vital element at a time. Jess already had to wear glasses.
Dan gestured for her to precede him out the door. It was late and she was tired. Otherwise she wouldn’t be wallowing in this stinking pity party.
“You’ll let me know the second you hear from Lil what’s going on?” He adjusted his stride to hers as they headed for his SUV.
“Course.”
“Chief Hogan called.” Dan opened the passenger-side door of his SUV for her. “There was another demonstration at midnight. Downtown at Linn Park.”
“Any injuries?” So far no casualties had come of the clashes between the Black Brotherhood and the MS-13, or during the former’s anti-gang rallies. Since busting up Lopez’s little sister’s party, the only homicides had been the executions carried out by the MS-13 against their own members who had been deemed traitors. But that could change any second.
The image of Gabrielle Grayson filled her head. Jess was convinced that her murder had nothing to do with the MS-13 insanity. Harper was right about the emotions that had driven the motive of Gabrielle’s killer. But someone sure wanted them to think there was a connection.
Whoever had murdered her, Jess would get him. Soon, she hoped.
She leaned back in the leather seat and closed her eyes. This night couldn’t be over fast enough to suit her. Somehow coming back here had made her far more keenly aware of her own mortality. Or maybe it was just that she had to look at all the past decisions she’d made—right, wrong, or indifferent.
Like allowing what she and Dan once had to fall apart. And spending most of her adult life far away from her only family.
So much lost time and no way to get a single second of it back.
How did she make sure she didn’t lose any more?
The answer was way too complicated to figure out when she was this tired. She just wanted to watch the lights go by and not think so hard. She’d always loved riding through town at night. The streetlights and the blanket of stars overhead… the endless possibilities. As a teenager she’d been a dreamer. She’d had so many plans. A lot of those plans and dreams she had attained.
But not all… not by a long shot. And tonight the stars hadn’t come out. Maybe that was a sign. Her attention settled on the driver’s profile. She had been so in love with him and they’d fallen apart. Maybe some dreams just weren’t meant to be.
And yet, there was still something smoldering between them. Try as she might, there was no way to ignore it. Maybe it was just a kind of friendship that came with knowing someone so intimately for so many years. Or maybe it was the real thing and they were both too preoccupied to notice.
Great. Just what she needed, another mystery.
The downtown buildings gave way to the neighborhood streets of Forest Park and her new home. Her new, luxurious bed waited inside. There was a lot upside down in her life right now, but today she had taken her first step toward righting things.
Dan was out of the SUV before she had a chance to tell him good night. He walked with her up those sixteen steps. Jess stalled at the door and faced him. There was no way she could trust herself with letting him come inside. No way.
“I still have reservations about this place,” he admitted. “You sure you’ll be okay tonight?”
He wanted to stay. The offer was tempting. Standing this close it was impossible not to feel the tension in his body. He wanted to be with her. To deny she wanted the same thing would be a lie, and lying to herself was not a smart move.
This was just another of those upside down things she needed to right. To do that, she needed a little distance and more time to understand where they needed to go from here.
“Dan, I can’t do this when I’m on a case.” That sounded so very lame, but it was true. She shook her head. “I have to keep that us and this us separate.” She wished she could find the words to better articulate her feelings. “I know what I’m saying doesn’t make sense. But I just can’t be your lover and focus on being your deputy chief at the same time. When the case is over… we’ll see.”
She doubted her explanation made a lick of sense, but she felt what she felt. As foolish as it sounded, somehow when she had no pressing case hanging over her head and they were off duty it was different. Maybe the bottom line was that too much had changed in the past three weeks. She needed to regain her footing before she could feel right about much of anything.
“I understand,” he relented, letting her off the hook. “You’re right. We need to take this slow.” He backed up a step. “Night, Jess.”
Letting him go was the hardest thing she’d done since making the decision to come back here. She was exhausted and worried and there was this gruesome case… but letting him go was the right thing to do.
For now.
When he’d driven away, she turned to unlock the door. As soon as she touched it, it swung inward with a low aching creak. The fight or flight instinct kicked in. She jammed her hand into her bag and claimed her Glock.
Beyond the door it was dark as a cave.
But if anyone were in there and wanted to shoot her or charge at her, they’d already had a prime opportunity.
With her free hand she felt for the light switch just inside the door. The glow from the ancient fixture spilled over the room.
Clear.
Relief flooding her, Jess exhaled a jagged breath.
The Grayson file was scattered over the bed and floor. She checked the bathroom and the closet. Clear. Nothing tampered with except the file as far as she could tell. Even if there’d been a breeze outside, she hadn’t left any windows up. The ceiling fan above the bed was off.
The papers hadn’t gotten scattered by a draft.
Back at the door, she examined the locks. Had she forgotten to engage the dead bolt? Evidently. In her rush to get to Lily she hadn’t been thinking. Jess crouched down to visually examine the knob and lock. She shook her head. Telltale scratches warned that someone had picked the lock.
“Damn it.” She slammed the door and set the dead bolt. Getting the locks changed to a newer, less simple system would be the first item on her agenda tomorrow morning. Before that damned press briefing.
The Glock in one hand, she surveyed her new bed. She hoped the bastard hadn’t left her a message beneath the comforter. Jess started that way but the photo of Grayson and his wife lying on the floor amid the pages from the file snagged her attention.
Scrawled across the photo in what looked like blood were three words: You are next.
Fear trickled inside her but the outrage quickly drowned it. “Son of a…” She retrieved her cell phone from her bag and put through a call to Harper. She didn’t bother with a greeting. She was too damned angry. “I need you and an evidence tech at my new place. And, Harper, I want this kept just between us for now.”
Guilt wormed its way alongside the waning outrage. Dan would be furious if he discovered she’d kept this from him. Problem was, if she told him, he’d start smothering her again—not that he’d actually stopped completely. She couldn’t have him treating her differently from his other deputy chiefs just because they had this thing.
Harper assured her he would be there ASAP.
Phone in one hand, Glock in the other, Jess sat down at her vintage table to wait.
That was when she started to shake.




   
2:30 a.m.
Devon could hear the angel moving around inside his house.
The angel was back to take him away.
Leslie said angels didn’t hurt live people but Devon was afraid to find out. And he knew it was the angel because no one else ever came to their house. The police ladies did, but that was about the dead mommy.
Maybe the angel was here because Devon wasn’t supposed to see the stuff he saw.
When he told Leslie about the angel that came to the Grayson house she got all upset. Good thing he didn’t tell her about the angel chasing him. That woulda been bad.
He hugged himself more tightly in his sleeping bag. He hadn’t hardly slept in two days. Yesterday night because of the crying baby then all day and night today because he kept worrying the angel would come back for him. That funny feeling that warned trouble was close had bugged him all day. But all day had passed and the angel didn’t come. He got mad when his sister made him go to old Mrs. Nicholson’s before she went to work. Mrs. Nicholson didn’t even like kids. The last time Leslie made him go there she asked a bunch of questions and called him a dummy for not answering. When he told Leslie she said he didn’t have to go back there anymore. Leslie must’ve been really worried to ask the old lady to keep him again.
Soon as Mrs. Nicholson was asleep, Devon just came on home. The angel hadn’t come back all day and all night.
Until now.
Leslie was right. He shouldn’t’ve gone to see about the baby or the dead mommy. Now he was in trouble with the angel. The cops didn’t know about him going over there but the angel did.
The lie he told Leslie made him feel bad in his stomach. He’d told her that he scratched his arm under the house. He was afraid to tell her about the angel trying to catch him. Maybe people weren’t supposed to get so close to an angel without going to heaven. He didn’t know for sure. But his sister had too much to worry about already.
What if the angel tried to take Leslie? He didn’t know if there were rules about that or not. But that wouldn’t be fair. Leslie didn’t do anything wrong. He was the one who caused trouble. Specially for his sister.
A loud crash above him made him jump. His heart tried to pop out of his chest. He was glad he was down here and not up there. As soon as he’d heard someone at the front door he’d sneaked out his window and down the trellis. He’d crept around to the back of the house and through the little door to his hiding place. No one ever looked under the house.
Since he made this his special place he had found all kinds of neat stuff under the house. He wasn’t scared of nothing under here. It was dark but he had flashlights. His sister was always complaining that the flashlights went missing. There were about ten under here with him but only one with good batteries. Pretty soon he would need another one.
He had a sleeping bag, bottles of water, and little cans of potted meat and a pack of crackers. His sister hated potted meat but he loved it. She made funny faces every time he opened it in front of her. Made good camping stuff. He could stay down here for days and days and just eat potted meat like he was camping. Leslie said their mom used to take them camping, that’s why they had sleeping bags and stuff, but he couldn’t remember.
He listened at the place where the silver stuff was loose from the vent in the floor. Made hearing things in the house easy. The angel was going upstairs. Probably to his room to look for him. He shivered at the sound of footsteps. He wondered how come the angel didn’t fly instead of walking up the stairs. Maybe there were rules about angels flying inside houses. Something could get broken. The scratches on his arm burned a little. Maybe the angel being close could make the scratches burn. He might have seen that in a movie. What if his skin fell off?
He shuddered. Hoped the angel couldn’t see him down here in the dark all zipped up in his sleeping bag. It was real hot outside but it stayed kind of cool under here. Smelled like dirt but he didn’t care. Not much anyway.
His breath stopped in his throat, making that loud sound in his mouth he didn’t mean to make. What if he forgot to close his bedroom window? He couldn’t remember if he did or not. If he left his window open the angel would know he had sneaked out of his room. He always closed his window, even when it was hot, if he climbed down the trellis. That way no one would notice the trellis sticking up to his window with smushed leaves and broken limbs where his hands and feet went as he climbed on it.
All day police people had been next door. They had walked all around the dead mommy’s house and the neighbor houses. He wished the police people were back, specially those two lady cops who came to his house. The angel had stayed away while the police were next door.
He wondered if that meant this was a bad angel. He just didn’t know enough about angels.
If the angel was looking for his bloody T-shirt it was gone. The dead mommy’s blood was on it and that was bad. Maybe that was why the angel had come back. He should’ve stayed in the house last night like his sister said. Then he wouldn’t be hiding under here with that dead people angel in his house looking for him.
He wished he could see what the angel was doing. Seemed like a long time before he heard moving around again. Devon held real still and listened hard. He heard the front door open and then close.
Was the angel leaving? Seemed funny for an angel to go out the front door.
He waited a really long time and then he unzipped his sleeping bag. The flashlight blinked. The battery was running out. He turned it off and left it next to his potted meat and stuff. Crawling on his hands and knees he went back to the little door and moved it just enough to peek outside. It was too dark to see anything. No lightning and not much moon. Sometimes the moon and stars liked to hide. Sort of like him, he guessed.
He was getting a little sleepy now. It was so quiet outside. The angel must have decided to fly away. That was good. Maybe he could go to bed.
A few more minutes and he would climb back up to his room. The front door was supposed to be locked but the angel had come on in anyway. Maybe locks didn’t stop angels. He wished he knew all the angel rules.
He probably should read the Bible. The preacher where he used to go to church read about angels from the Bible. Devon could read better than anyone else his age. His teacher said he was way ahead of his age group in reading. He didn’t always know what the words meant but he could take them apart in his head and understand how to say them.
His eyelids didn’t want to stay open. He was getting real sleepy. Maybe he’d just sleep under here tonight. But then his sister would yell at him for crawling around under the house like a bug. That’s what she said when he told her about this special hiding place.
“Under the house is for spiders and bugs,” she’d told him. “Maybe even snakes. You shouldn’t go under there.”
He’d never seen any snakes. Just bugs and spiders. They didn’t like the flashlight.
He was really tired. The angel had to be gone by now. Everyone else in the whole neighborhood was asleep except him.
Devon sneaked out the little door. He put it back over the hole like it belonged. He would need a bath. He smelled like the dirt. Maybe in the morning. He was too tired for a bath. He walked through the dark to the trellis. Seemed like a long way up to his window. He was tired.
He reached up to grab the trellis but a sound made him stop. He looked hard to try to see through the darkness. The moon and stars were hiding behind the clouds tonight.
Even though it was really dark he would swear that something moved close to the front corner of the house. Like something came from the front yard and then just stopped to stare at him.
Could angels see in the dark?
His chest got real tight and the hair on his arms stood up.
He knew what that meant… Run!
Devon ran. He reached the hole. Pushed the little door aside. He dove under the house.
Hurry! Crawl faster!
His heart was running in his chest. He had to hurry! All he had to do was get to his special place behind that big shiny silver thing. Nothing could get him there!
Hands grabbed his leg. Jerked him back.
He kicked at the hands. They wouldn’t let go!
He opened his mouth to scream but no sound came out.
The hands pulled him closer. Pressed over his mouth.
“Got you, you little shit!” a mean voice growled.
Devon went inside himself.




   
Caldwell Avenue, 4:00 a.m.
Sergeant Jack Riley waited outside his south side townhouse in the darkness like a goddamned criminal. Where the hell was she?
If she didn’t get here in the next thirty seconds he was going after her. To hell with the consequences. He’d called her cell. She hadn’t answered. Finally he’d left her a voice mail and told her he was waiting.
He didn’t have to say more. That was enough to have her scared shitless, he’d bet his next paycheck. He didn’t like being the last to know anything and he damned sure didn’t like her sneaking around behind his back. She had gone too far this time. He’d let her ridiculous little mistakes go in the past. Overlooked all her annoying faults. And she had plenty.
Not this time.
This was serious shit and he wasn’t about to allow her to screw up all that he had worked for. No way. If anyone went down for this it would be her. This was her fuckup.
He spotted headlights up the street. Fury roiled in his gut. The stupid bitch rolled to a stop at the curb and shut off the lights and the engine. He didn’t wait for her to get out. Too many neighbors with nose trouble to stand around out here and have a discussion. And they damned sure couldn’t go in the house. Not with Larry and his kid here.
He walked up to the passenger side of the Corolla he was stuck paying three-sixty a month on and rapped on the glass. The automatic door lock clicked to the unlock position. She didn’t say a word as he settled into the seat. Wasn’t any need for her to say a damned thing. He knew what she’d done.
He just didn’t know the precise details. The devil was always in the details.
He let another ten or so seconds elapse just to make her sweat, then he demanded an answer. “You ready to tell me what the fuck is going on?” He clamped his mouth shut to keep from screaming at her. Same went for his hands. Squeezed his fingers into fists to prevent slapping the living daylights out of her. He knew better than to do that. Cops couldn’t be knocking their wives around—even if they deserved it. He worked double shifts three, four days a week and she couldn’t even keep her shit together for one fucking night.
“I had to check on something.”
Her voice trembled like a frightened child’s. The sound made his dick hard. Her fear was like a drug. It gave him a hell of a rush. Hell yeah. That’s what he should do. Take her in the woods somewhere and break her down like a shotgun and give it to her like she’d never had it before. Teach her who the hell was boss once and for all.
“Like what?” He stared across the darkness at his idiot wife. Seeing her eyes wasn’t necessary. He could smell her fear.
“I was just being paranoid. I couldn’t remember if I put the glasses in the right place after I cleaned up.”
He’d been a cop too long to buy that load of bull. Every nuance of her tone screamed liar, liar, liar.
“Are you lying to me?” He allowed the question to echo in the darkness for a bit. “You said you took care of everything. That was supposed to be the end of it.” He shook his head. Damn, he wanted to teach this dumb bitch a lesson. “You had one thing to do.” His mouth tightened in fury. “Just one. How could you screw up that one thing?”
She said nothing but her breathing told him she was growing more terrified by the second. She drew in short little shaky puffs of air. “I’m sorry. I was trying to help. I made a mistake.”
He was the one who’d made a mistake. “If I come home just one more time and find you unaccounted for,” he warned, “I will make sure it’s the last time. Do you understand me?”
“Yes. I swear this was the only time. I just had to—”
He thrust his fingers into her hair and jerked her face close to his. “Don’t lie to me, Sarah. Old man Haines told me you were out a second time that night. The babies’ crying woke him up. He said next time he was calling nine-one-one instead of me. Can you even fathom what would happen if he told anyone about that?”
“I needed milk,” she whimpered. “Chloe wouldn’t have had any milk for breakfast so I ran out before I went to bed.”
Did she really think she could fool him? “You just gonna keep lying?”
“I won’t do it again. I swear.”
“Good.” He twisted his fingers in her hair. She made a desperate sound. “You try to take me down with this, I will make sure they know it was you.”
She somehow managed to hold back the sobs he could feel quaking her body.
“That’s right,” he promised. “I’ll tell ’em all the things you’ve done and then you’ll wish you were the one dead instead of poor Gabrielle. Too bad your friend didn’t realize when you first met that you would be the death of her.”




   
Linn Park, 10:45 a.m.
Jess hated this part of her job.
The reporters were shouting questions at her before she’d gotten the cursory thank you out after giving her statement regarding the Grayson case. The whole crowd had nearly gone to sleep during the mayor’s opening remarks. Jess had spent that time mulling over what the evidence tech had found at her place—nothing. The note left on the photo had been written in blood but it wasn’t human. No hits on any of the prints yet. Officer Cook was at her place now overseeing the installation of new locks while she was stuck here doing this.
The shouts drew her attention back to the present.
No matter that she’d given a detailed, admittedly brief, statement, now she had to do the rest. Take questions.
Okay, Jess, just pick somebody.
Gina Coleman, Channel 6, stood out amid the clutch of reporters. She had been the first to find and report Jess’s abandoned car to Burnett only moments after Jess had gone missing on Friday evening. The entire concept of Lopez’s younger and seriously twisted sister sending two of her goons downtown to snatch Jess off the street scarcely a block from the police department still blew her mind. It wasn’t exactly the way Jess had planned to rescue DeShawn Simmons, but she’d managed to accomplish that goal just the same.
And though it pained her to admit it, she owed the reporter one. “Ms. Coleman, Channel Six.”
“Thank you, Chief Harris,” Coleman said as the others backed off.
How could the woman look this good on a regular basis? A white sheath gloved her thin figure and showed off her perfect tan, which in turn made an amazing backdrop for her dazzling smile. Not a single, lovely hair was out of place. Makeup was exactly right. Jess could spend days prepping and never look that good.
“You stated,” Coleman said, dragging Jess’s wayward attention back to the reason they were all gathered on this muggy August morning, “that Gabrielle Grayson’s murder is not related to the MS-13 violence we’ve seen escalate this past week. How can you be so certain of that conclusion? Are there any details about where you’re taking this investigation that you can share with us at this time? A suspect, perhaps?”
Jess smiled politely. “Let me clarify, Ms. Coleman. I did not say that Gabrielle Grayson’s murder is unequivocally not related to the MS-13 activities,” she corrected. “I stated that we found no link and, for now, we’re moving on to other scenarios.”
“Point taken,” Coleman acknowledged.
Grumbling and mumbling rolled through the crowd of newshounds and citizens curious enough to come out in the heat.
“We have gathered considerable evidence,” Jess went on, “and we do have a list of persons of interest we’re narrowing down.” Let them make what they would of that. “We will find Gabrielle’s killer.”
“Are you giving your personal guarantee?” Coleman challenged.
“What about you, sir?” Jess said to the gentleman from the Birmingham News standing behind Coleman. She’d gotten her question. Time to move on.
Before the reporter could ask his question an African American man pushed through the gaggle of reporters. “What about me?” he demanded. “Are you going to call on white reporters all morning?”
More of that grumbling churned around the crowd of onlookers. Just what she needed at her first open press conference. Someone drawing the race card.
“I’m new here, sir,” Jess acquiesced. “I didn’t recognize your affiliate, but, please, go ahead with your question.”
“No one in the BPD,” he said, his tone mildly accusing, “ever explained why it took almost seventy-two hours to start investigating DeShawn Simmons’s case. Or why police protection was removed from his friend, Jerome Frazier, ensuring he lost his life to the devils who call themselves the MS-13!”
A crowd of angry folks who apparently wanted answers to those same questions seemed to come out of nowhere and everywhere at once. The small group of reporters and curiosity seekers were suddenly flooded with a mob of people who had no real interest in the life or death of Gabrielle Grayson. Uniforms filtered into the throng but they were vastly outnumbered.
This just got better and better. Jess moistened her lips and braced for whatever came next.
The man who had asked the questions shouted over the rumbling. “Do you have any answers, Deputy Chief Harris?”
Burnett moved up next to her and whispered for her ears only, “Let’s get you out of here.”
Jess ignored him. “Yes, sir. I have answers.” She surveyed the disgruntled crowd of new arrivals. “If anyone is interested in listening. Y’all need to settle down so no one gets the wrong impression of why you’re here. You’re here,” she suggested, “because you want justice. You want to feel safe in your own homes and on the streets of your city.”
The crowd relaxed a bit. “As to your first question, sir,” Jess began, “there was a communication drop between the North Precinct and my office, which created the delay you spoke of. The moment we were made aware of DeShawn’s case, we launched an investigation that ultimately saved his life.”
Several in the crowd started chanting Jerome’s name. The man asking the questions held up his hands until they quieted. Then he repeated his other question. “Why was police protection dropped for Jerome?”
Burnett’s hand settled at the small of her back. She understood the signal. Don’t answer. Walk away.
“That was my decision, sir,” she announced. “And mine alone.” Jess rode out the angry cries of outrage. Her heart stepped up its pace. This could get ugly, but the man had asked her a question and there was no need to give him anything less than the truth. Jerome Frazier deserved no less.
The man, who she had decided was about mid-sixties, and definitely the leader of this citizen group, raised his hands again. Silence fell over the park. “Will you explain to us why you did this?”
“I will.” Knots of regret twisted in her belly. “I dismissed his surveillance because he asked me to. Jerome—”
The crowd hurled accusations at her for five or six seconds, until their leader raised his hands again.
Jess cleared her throat. “As soon as I became aware of how close DeShawn and Jerome were and the possibility that he might have some knowledge of certain things that could endanger him, I put him under protective surveillance. Jerome confronted me about this and demanded that I cancel the surveillance because he feared that being followed by a cop was going to make a target out of him far more so than anything he knew. I honored his request, sir. I wish I could have made a different decision but I had no choice but to do as he asked under the circumstances.”
More of those vicious remarks were shouted at her. A chant calling for equal treatment started out with one voice then grew into a roar. Jess focused on keeping her respiration steady and her attention on the crowd. Burnett tugged at her arm. She wanted to say something more… but what? That the law didn’t always make their job easy? Or that a passionate young man had made a mistake that almost cost him his life and did cost his best friend his life?
As if her internal struggle had summoned him, DeShawn Simmons elbowed his way through the crowd. He stared at Jess for a moment and a certainty passed between them. He broke free of the crowd and came to stand beside her.
Silence fell over those assembled.
DeShawn pointed at her. “This lady saved my life.” He took a deep breath and tried to compose himself before going on. “We were both hostages. I was one”—he poked his chest with his thumb—“because I was a fool. Chief Harris was one because she was trying to save me. She had a chance to get away before we were both almost killed. But she didn’t. Instead, she told me to run… to save myself. She was willing to sacrifice herself for me. A kid she had never even met before that night.” He shook his head. “Whatever beef you got, it’s not with this lady.”
He hugged Jess and that was just about her undoing.
Silence fell over the crowd again and Jess turned to see what was going on.
Burnett had walked into the crowd and offered his hand to the man who had been asking all the questions.
Cameras were snapping and rolling. What was this?
“Mr. Jones, you are welcome in my office any time you have questions or would like to offer any suggestions for how I might better serve our entire community.”
Several of the younger, angrier men huddled around Burnett and started making demands of their own. Jess’s pulse reacted. Uniforms pushed forward. This could turn into serious trouble. What the hell was Burnett doing?
Jones held up a hand. “I believe it’s time we allowed the newer blood in the police department to fight our battle with their badges rather than our brothers fighting with their blood in the streets. We”—he surveyed the crowd that had arrived with him—“would be best served to take our efforts back to our neighborhoods and our churches and expend them there.” His gaze settled on Burnett. “We’ve all learned a great lesson these last weeks.”
Burnett nodded. “Yes, sir, we have. The Birmingham Police Department protects and serves all our citizens. We won’t be repeating the past under my watch.”
While the crowd dispersed and the reporters reluctantly followed, Jess watched Burnett and this Mr. Jones shake hands again. She had to hand it to Burnett. He had turned into quite the man on the street. Mayor Pratt had better watch his back.
“I gotta go, Chief Harris,” DeShawn said. “If my grandmamma sees me on the news, she’ll skin my hide.”
“Thank you, DeShawn.” Jess gave him another hug. “For coming to my rescue this time.”
“Chief Harris.”
She turned toward Burnett’s voice. He and the man, Mr. Jones, were striding toward her.
“This is Wendell Jones,” Burnett told her. “He’s the current president of the Black Brotherhood.”
“Mr. Jones.” Jess offered her hand. “I’m pleased to meet you.”
He gave her hand a firm shake. “I’ve been working with Chief Black and Captain Allen. It seems my followers have been blamed for certain black on brown activities that we absolutely did not do and do not condone. Despite what you saw here this morning, we are a peaceful group. Fierce but peaceful.”
Fierce was a good description. “With the Grayson investigation, I’m afraid I’m a little behind on where we are with the Lopez situation. But I’m very pleased our Gang Task Force is seeing results and working closely with folks like you to sort out the needs of the community.”
“It is my singular goal to see that our community leaders become completely color-blind,” Jones said. “I’ve been watching you. Your briefing this morning allowed the opportunity for my people to see you and our good chief of police say those things with such heartfelt determination. We’ve had too many broken promises in the past, Chief Harris.”
So the angry crowd was a setup. Judging by his reaction, Jess was confident Burnett had been as in the dark about it as she was. “Mr. Jones, I’d like to make you a proposition.”
The older man smiled. “It’s been a while, but I think I can handle whatever you throw my way, young lady.”
A sense of humor, too. “I am in charge of the BPD’s new Special Problems Unit.” She wished she had a proper card to give him. “I’d like to invite you to breakfast the first Monday of each month so that we might discuss any issues you feel need to be hashed out.”
“I’ll join you,” Burnett offered, “when possible.”
Jones shook Jess’s hand again. “I look forward to the opportunity, Chief Harris.”
Jess realized something very important about herself at that moment. “I grew up in Birmingham, Mr. Jones. I’ve been gone for more than twenty years, but now I’m back and I’m here to move forward.”
Whatever enemies she’d made here in the past or in the last three weeks, Jess wasn’t afraid to face a single one of them. Whatever happened with her and Burnett, she wasn’t running away. She might not have a long-term relationship or children to show for her forty-two years on this earth but she had other assets, like the ability to ferret out evil. Birmingham needed her. Her sister needed her. Maybe even Burnett needed her.
Jess was here to stay. That was what she needed.
Noon
After surviving her first official BPD press conference, Jess was starved but there was no time for lunch. Officer Cook had kindly thought to pick up a little something for the crew. Burgers and colas in the office wasn’t Jess’s favorite kind of lunch but it beat nothing.
Harper was at the case board adding new developments. These kinds of brainstorming sessions were an important part of any investigation.
“There were four distinct sets of prints on the baby bottle. Our victim’s, the mother. And the baby’s.” He scrawled this information on the white board. “And two others we haven’t identified.”
“Why do most men have such lousy penmanship?” Lori asked.
Jess almost choked on her Pepsi.
Harper shot both of them a look over one broad shoulder.
“Is that harassment?” Officer Cook rallied to the defense of the males in the room.
“No, it is not,” Jess said for the record. “It’s merely a statement of fact. Carry on, Sergeant.”
Lori smirked.
“One set is clearly a child’s, but not the baby’s.”
The little boy next door, Devon Chambers, came immediately to mind. “We need to ask Lieutenant Grayson if the Chambers boy who lives next door ever came over to play or visit. If he visited earlier on Sunday, the prints might be his.” The more accurately they could pinpoint who had access to the home in the hours before Gabrielle’s murder, the better the understanding of the events leading up to her death.
Lori stood and strolled over to the board. She took the dry erase marker from Harper. He straightened his tie and went back to his desk.
“Dr. Baron has determined,” Lori began, “that cause of death was manual asphyxiation. Since some results haven’t come back yet, the official autopsy report won’t be available for a few more days. But one screening has shown that the victim had at least one glass of wine and either consumed or was administered a rather large dose of OC, OxyContin. According to her husband and her medical records, which I was able to have a look at this morning, Gabrielle was not on any prescription medications. He wasn’t aware of her taking anything beyond an Aleve for the occasional headache. And, to his knowledge, she had not consumed any wine when he visited around eight that evening.”
“The OC explains the lack of defense wounds,” Harper noted. “With a heavy dose like that, if she wasn’t a regular user, she was probably unconscious.”
Lori jotted down his comment. “And it suggests intent on the part of the perp. He didn’t drug the vic for nothing. He had a goal. But was it murder?”
“If murder was his intent,” Jess argued, “why the disorganized methods? What was the motive? Did Gabrielle have something he wanted? Did she make him angry? Did he kill her because he hated her or was this an unplanned act of rage?”
Lori jotted down jealousy and rage as possible motives.
Harper pointed out, “This new development confirms we’re not dealing with a gang hit.”
“Definitely not,” Jess agreed. “If any one of the MS-13 cliques operating in Birmingham had wanted her dead, they wouldn’t have bothered with all the foreplay. She’d be dead.” She thought about that for a moment, then added, “If one of the anti-gang groups wanted to make her murder look like a gang hit, someone somewhere would be bragging.”
“Still no tagging about this one,” Harper confirmed.
Gangs always tagged their threats, accomplishments—anything they wanted to brag about would be scrawled on walls somewhere for the world to see.
“I spoke with the administrator at the rehab center this morning as well.”
Lori had been very busy this morning. “Anything interesting come of that?”
“Unlike the pool guy’s assessment”—Lori tapped Trenton’s name on the case board—“Gabrielle’s former supervisor said she loved being a housewife and mother. The patients loved her, and her coworkers, subordinates, and supervisors all adored her. She was above reproach. A true saint was the term used.”
“And yet,” Jess offered, “Gabrielle Grayson is dead. The victim of a brutal homicide that is not related to a burglary or any other criminal activity we have found thus far.” Didn’t add up, that was for sure. Honestly, the only real credibility she gave to Trenton’s statement was that he had spent time with the victim more recently. Still didn’t make his remarks the gospel.
“I got the same reaction about the husband.” Cook joined Lori at the case board. “The guys and gals in the South Precinct think he’s some kind of god. He adores his wife. Talks about her and the kid all the time. Carries tons of photos in his wallet. His friends call him a saint.”
“Seems to me,” Jess countered, “that somewhere between these two saints there’s a little splinter of evil.” Somehow that splinter had sliced right through their lives like a machete laying down sugar cane. “And we have to find that tiny splinter.”
A somber silence held the room for a moment. No one wanted to believe evil could lurk so close to home. Yet there was no escaping the facts. Gabrielle Grayson had almost surely known her killer.
“Detective Wells, dig deeper into Gabrielle’s work and social life. Find someone, besides our less than credible pool guy, who knows the dirt. It’s there. Maybe only a speck, but it’s there. Something or someone that worked its way into the Graysons’ lives. We need to find it.” Jess wadded her burger wrapper and tossed it into the trash. “Sergeant Harper, set the lieutenant down and go over everything again. Maybe he’s remembered something else.”
“His mother-in-law is arriving today,” Harper reminded her. “I may have to catch him around that schedule.”
For the moment, Gabrielle’s mother would need her son-in-law for emotional support far more than Jess needed him for questioning. “Don’t push the issue, Sergeant. See when he’s available. We can work with the family’s schedule for now.”
Cook looked at Jess expectantly.
“Officer Cook, check in with Captain Allen and verify that he’s found no connecting threads between recent MS-13 activities or enemies and this case.” Jess couldn’t completely close that avenue of the investigation just yet. Particularly after last night’s warning that she was next. That note put a slightly different spin on the investigation. There were two common denominators shared by Jess and Gabrielle Grayson. They were both involved with cops and each had a connection, however remote, to this out-of-control gang business.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And while you’re there, get a feel for how Lieutenant Grayson and his partner were fitting in with the GTF.” Maybe he could get more from Allen’s people than Harper had. Most in the department knew that Jess and Harper were friends as well as colleagues. If anyone was holding back on account of their dislike for Jess, sending in a new face could help.
Cook grabbed his jacket. “On my way.”
When Cook was out the door, Harper cleared his throat.
Jess turned to him. “You have something you want to say, Sergeant?” She hadn’t told Lori about the business at her newly rented apartment. Harper might have beaten her to the punch.
“I saw your press briefing,” Harper announced.
“We saw your briefing.” Lori nodded to the flat panel TV on the wall.
Jess looked from one to the other. “And?”
The two shared a look. He said, “I had to break out my handkerchief for her.”
“You did not,” Lori argued. “You did good,” she told Jess. “You looked very professional.” She gave Jess a nod of approval. “Love the new suit.”
Jess had worn the ivory one today. She liked it, too. “Thank you. I’m curious to see how the community reacts to what I’m doing.” Working under the public microscope was a little different. At the bureau she had been just a small cog buried deep in the big machine. There were people who handled interaction with the media in all but very rare situations. Like when the media stalked her after the Spears case went to hell in a handbasket.
Harper stood and reached for his jacket. “You got nothing to worry about, Chief. They love you already.” He grinned. “They have since you sent a cold-blooded killer the message to man up and come get you.”
God, Jess didn’t want to think about that. Especially since a twinge of guilt accompanied the idea that Eric Spears had contacted her just yesterday and she hadn’t told a soul.
She didn’t have time to worry about him right now.
The other message, the one delivered to her new place, however, was a different story. That one she had to worry about. At least a little.
“I’m working on getting an interview with Grayson’s partner’s wife,” Jess said, focusing her attention back on their homicide case. “I didn’t want to push since she and her husband have been so involved with helping Grayson. But I think it’s time. The grandmother will be here to help with the baby. No need to cut Sarah Riley any more slack.”
“I’d like to go with you on that one,” Lori said.
“That’s a good idea,” Harper remarked with a knowing look in Jess’s direction.
Before Jess could admonish him, Lori said, “He told me about the break-in.” She shook her head when Jess would have griped. “Harper and I think whoever it is in the department that has it in for you is using this case to reach out. It had to be someone close to know your new address.”
“And”—Harper moved a step closer as if he feared being overheard—“since no one has claimed responsibility for tearing apart your old place and now this… I’m thinking this has something to do with Lopez and the GTF.”
Jess was thinking along those same lines. She had to keep that theory under wraps until they had a hell of a lot more than supposition. Particularly, as Lori pointed out, whoever sent the note last night had to be close. Too close. “We can’t go accusing anyone until we have evidence.” She held her hands palms up. “If someone in the department has it in for me, we don’t know how deep or how high it goes.”
“High enough,” Harper said, prodding a memory she’d just as soon forget, “that Salvadore Lopez warned Chief Burnett about it. Why do you think the chief wants someone with you all the time?”
“Let’s just get on with the job of investigating this homicide,” Jess suggested. She wasn’t debating her ability to take care of herself with Harper too. “I’m thinking of having a security system, complete with cameras, installed anyway.”
“Good idea,” Lori agreed.
“So,” Jess steered the conversation back to work, “we’ll shoot for this evening or first thing in the morning for interviewing Sarah Riley. Unless I get my car back today, I’ll need a ride anyway.” Jess had a feeling her car wasn’t ready for pickup yet because Burnett didn’t want her to have that much freedom. Knowing him, he’d had a GPS tracker put on the Taurus. Fat lot of good that had done him.
“Sounds good.” Lori pulled out her smartphone and tapped the screen a few times. “On the Chambers family, I don’t have much yet, but there are no parents. The mother died a year ago and the father doesn’t appear to have been in the picture for quite some time. I confirmed what Leslie told us about school and work. I haven’t tracked down Devon’s school yet. Must be a private one.”
“So it is just the two of them.” Damn it. Jess had a bad feeling about those two. Her cell vibrated against her desk and she reached for it. “Harris.”
“This is Leslie Chambers.”
That bad feeling crept deeper into her bones. “Hey, Miss Chambers.” She and Lori exchanged a questioning look. “How can I help you?” Judging by her voice, she needed something. She sounded as if she were in tears.
“It’s my brother. He’s missing. I think he might be in real trouble.” She burst into outright sobs. “I think he might know something about Mrs. Grayson’s murder.”
“Where are you, Leslie?”
“At my house. I’ve looked everywhere and I can’t find him.”
“Stay right there. I’m on my way.”
Whispering Stream Lane, 2:05 p.m.
“He said he heard the baby crying.”
Seated at the Chamberses’ well-used kitchen table, Jess readied her pad and pencil. Leslie had explained how her brother had come clean with her after they left yesterday. “What did he do about the baby crying?”
As Leslie Chambers told her story, Lori was outside calling in the All Points Bulletin on eight-year-old Devon. He had been at a neighbor’s home when his sister left for work last night. When he wasn’t up at breakfast this morning the neighbor, eighty-year-old Earlene Nicholson, assumed he had gone home to be with his sister. At eleven Leslie had gone across the street to pick him up and he wasn’t there. She hadn’t freaked out until she searched their house, including the crawl space, and cruised the neighboring streets. Her brother was nowhere to be found.
Lori was also to get someone over here from Alabama Power to reinstall the utility meter. The idea that this young woman and her brother had suffered so much ripped at Jess’s heart.
“He said he climbed out the window in his room and went over to see if the baby was okay.” Leslie wrung her hands. “There’s an old iron trellis outside his window. He climbs up and down it like a ladder.”
“This was the night of the murder, Sunday night,” Jess clarified, “during the storm?”
Leslie nodded. “When the lightning would flash, he said he could see Mrs. Grayson lying on the floor in the family room. She was dead—like our mother at her funeral. You know, not moving or breathing and there was blood everywhere—that part he’s seen in movies.” She shook herself as if her thoughts were all running together. “He understands dead but not the difference between natural causes and murder, I don’t think. Anyway, he touched the blood and that’s how he got blood on his T-shirt.”
She stared at her hands. “I shouldn’t have thrown the shirt away. But I was worried for him. I didn’t want him to be in trouble. And he said he didn’t see anyone in the house other than Mrs. Grayson and the baby, so I didn’t figure he could be of any help. Mrs. Nicholson had already agreed to keep him last night. I planned to talk to him some more about what happened this morning. By the time he told me I had to get to work and…” She made a desperate sound. “I should have called you.”
“Let’s not worry about that right now.” Jess tapped her pencil on her pad. “Did he remember the time when he heard the baby crying?”
Leslie shook her head. “Time is irrelevant to him except for the things he knows should happen at a certain time. Like breakfast by ten. The sun rising or setting around a certain time frame. He’s very schedule oriented when it comes to the routine of his day, but when he’s doing something or watching something he’s totally oblivious to the passage of time.”
“Where does he go to school, Leslie?”
“Our mother tried several different schools but he seemed to do best at the Gateway Academy. It’s really expensive. By the time our mother died she had used up her savings. But the school let me keep bringing him this last year. They’re looking for scholarship money for next term. I’m hoping he’ll still be able to go.”
“I know this is hard,” Jess said carefully, “but where is your father?”
Leslie shrugged. “He left after Devon was diagnosed. He didn’t want to deal with it.”
That kind of cowardice was all too common. Made Jess want to hunt the guy down and kick him right in the… focus, Jess. “Your mother died nearly a year ago and you haven’t asked for any assistance?” Good grief, this poor girl was working herself into the ground. “You’re entitled to numerous benefits, Leslie. Social Security benefits for your brother. Probably food assistance and help with your utilities.”
“I was afraid they’d take him away from me if they found out I was trying to take care of him alone. I promised my mother that I wouldn’t let that happen.”
“So you’ve been working nights at this factory while he stays here by himself? And while you’re at school three days a week?”
She nodded, her expression one of shame. “He’s done really well. This is the first time anything like this has happened.”
Jess suppressed the urge to lecture the girl. Now wasn’t the time. “First, we’re going to find your brother. Then we’re going to make sure the two of you get all the help you’re entitled to. And no one,” she promised, “is going to take your brother away from you.” Jess would never forget those first few days when she and Lil went into foster care. They weren’t sure if anyone would take the both of them or if they would have to be split up. “You have my word on that.”
“Thank you.” Leslie swiped at her tears.
“So.” Jess readied to take notes. “Let’s go over this again. Devon climbed down the trellis.”
“He checked on Mrs. Grayson first. He recognized that she was dead. Then he went to see about the baby. The baby wouldn’t stop crying, so he filled his bottle with milk and that made the baby happy. Once the baby was happy, he was coming back here to watch from his window until Mr. Grayson came home.” She licked her dry lips. “I’ve drilled it into his head for so long that he shouldn’t let anyone find out he’s staying here alone while I work that he was afraid to call the police. And he knows Mr. Grayson is a policeman and that he would take care of everything when he got home.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “But that’s no excuse. This is my fault.”
“There was nothing anyone could have done for Mrs. Grayson,” Jess reminded her. “The fact that he didn’t call the police didn’t cause further harm.” She could see how it made sense to the boy to wait for the father to come home.
“But,” Leslie said with obvious hesitation, “someone was still in the house.”
The news interrupted the rhythm of Jess’s heart. “Did Devon see this person?”
Leslie shook her head. “It was too dark. He just kept saying it was probably the angel who takes the dead people to heaven. One of his teachers tried to explain about angels and heaven after our mother died. Whatever he heard that night, I don’t think he knew whether it was a man or woman even. Or real, for that matter. He swore to me that he didn’t see anyone. He heard a noise and thought it was the angel coming for Mrs. Grayson and he ran home.” Her lips started to tremble again. “I should have asked him more questions.”
Jess reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “We’ll find him.” Now for the most important question. “Is there any chance that Devon would leave out part of the story? That maybe he did see someone and that someone saw him?” Jess found herself holding her breath in anticipation of the answer.
Leslie shrugged her slumped shoulders. “He said no but he might not tell me that part if he thought it would make me worry. He worries about me as much as I worry about him.” Her face furrowed with worry. “But he had scratches on one arm. Like someone grabbed him and their nails dug into his skin as he pulled away. I asked him about the scratches and he said it was from when he plays under the house. He calls it his secret hiding place.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “But I’m scared to death that the angel he thinks he saw may have been a person… the killer, and maybe the killer saw Devon and he barely escaped being murdered.”
That was exactly what Jess feared as well. “We can’t rule out that possibility,” she confessed. “But Devon could be hiding because he thinks he’s in trouble. He sounds like a very bright and resilient young man. What about his school or your work? Would he know how to get to either one from here?”
Leslie shook her head. “He’s never been to my work and his school is in Mountain Brook. I don’t think he would remember all the turns.”
Leslie had already confirmed the boy wasn’t on any medication. That was one worry they wouldn’t have to deal with. Depending on the health issue, missed medication could create a deadly scenario. Beyond being taken by the killer or some other sick bastard, the next big worry was water. There were no bodies of water nearby other than a few pools, all of which had been checked already.
The most likely scenario was that the killer had seen him and had returned to tie up that loose end. Jess hoped that wasn’t the case but, based on what she had just learned, the odds were not in the child’s favor.
“Has Devon ever run away before?” The sister had said nothing like this had ever happened before but it never hurt to rephrase the question.
“Never.”
“When you came home did anything look out of place? Was the door locked? Anything unusual at all?”
“The door was locked and everything was exactly as it always is except Devon wasn’t here.” Tears welled in her eyes. “This is my fault.”
The front door didn’t have a dead bolt and like the old one on Jess’s apartment the lock would be simple to pick. That safety issue needed to be addressed immediately. She made a mental note to have her locksmith change the locks on the house and add dead bolts. What was a couple more hundred on her already hefty credit card balance?
“You can’t blame yourself, Leslie,” Jess urged. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Considered that the girl probably needed a hug or something. She reached across the table once more and patted her arm. “You’ve been doing the best you could. Now, until we find Devon, I’m sure you want to stay here in case he comes back, and I think that’s wise.”
Leslie nodded adamantly. “I don’t want to leave. This is the only place he really knows.”
“I’m assigning surveillance, so you’ll see an officer in an unmarked car parked in the street in front of your house. I’ll just feel better knowing you’re safe until we get Devon home.” On the slim chance Devon had wandered off on his own or decided to run away for some reason, there was still the risk that Gabrielle Grayson’s killer had seen him and would be looking for him here.
Leslie nodded her understanding. “What happens now?”
“Let’s make a list of anyone he might try to contact or places he might try to go. Is there a favorite toy store or bookstore? A doctor he’s visited enough times to remember the location?”
Leslie gave the name and address of his physicians. The name of the mall they usually shopped at, though those occasions were rare. The names of their few friends, all of whom they hadn’t seen in ages. Leslie had no time for a social life.
When they had exhausted the young woman’s ideas on the subject, Jess moved on to the one other detail she needed to cover. “One last question, Leslie.” Jess dreaded asking but, until they knew more, no rock could be left uncovered. Every possibility had to be explored.
Leslie waited expectantly.
“Did anything happen between the two of you that might make Devon want to run away?” More tears spilled down the girl’s cheeks. Jess felt like a wicked old witch for making her feel worse.
“I complain every day about how much trouble he is. Every single day. Yesterday was no different. So, yeah, he had every reason to want to run away. But he never did. He always stayed right here as if he were the one protecting me instead of the other way around.”
Urgency welled in Jess. She wondered if Leslie understood that she had just made the situation crystal clear.
Devon Chambers hadn’t left his sister because he was angry or afraid or for any other reason. He would never leave Leslie willingly. Devon was victim number two in this grisly case.
Dear God, would they be able to find him before it was too late?




   
7:00 p.m.
Jess stood next to her Audi in the city’s parking garage. Burnett had promised it was waiting for her, keys under the mat, and here it was. She should get in the car and start the engine so the air-conditioning could begin the struggle of cooling down the interior. Or at least she should turn around and thank Burnett. Somehow she just couldn’t work up the enthusiasm. Instead, she stood here melting in the heat.
A woman was dead and the one possible witness to her murder, a child who’d already seen more than his fair share of pain and loss, was missing. Vanished. No one had seen him. No one had reported a small boy wandering around.
He was just gone. And his sister was terrified.
Jess was terrified.
She had to find that child… alive. If anything happened to him, his sister would never forgive herself.
Jess knew a little something about that. She had ignored Lil a million times. Like the voice mail she had left two hours ago. Jess had been busy, that was true. But she hadn’t wanted to talk to her sister just then. She’d wanted to hear the latest update from a distance… via voice mail. It was easier that way.
Lil’s personal physician, Dr. Collins, was concerned with her test results. He had mentioned potential problems ranging from clinical depression to various forms of cancer. There were numerous other possibilities in between and lots more testing to be done. He agreed with last night’s ER physician, that relevant family history would be helpful.
That was one problem Jess wasn’t looking forward to solving. It wasn’t that she minded going to see their one known living relative and demanding answers. She didn’t. Jess would do anything for her sister. It was the idea that two doctors had insisted on the importance of this step. Made Jess wonder if both men were leaning toward the worst and just didn’t want to suggest as much until they had evidence. Jess did that all the time in her work.
She didn’t want her sister to be that sick.
“We can do this another time.”
Jess shook off the disturbing worries and turned to Burnett—Dan, they were off duty now. She’d almost forgotten he was right behind her. “I need to do it now. I might not have time later.” With the Grayson case and little Devon missing… she really didn’t have time now. But she had to do this for her sister.
Dan moved up beside her. “Let me take care of this. I can do this for you and Lil.”
She wished he wouldn’t get so close. Especially right now. She was weak. Really weak. And that deep, familiar voice made her want to lean into him and squall her eyes out. “This is something I have to do.” She took a breath and reached for the car door but then hesitated. “I’m glad you’re going with me.”
“You’re exhausted. Why don’t you let me drive you?”
Before she could argue he was guiding her toward his SUV. He hit the remote and the vehicle started well ahead of their arrival at his reserved parking slot.
“Your fancy Mercedes is going to stick out like a rose in a patch of weeds.”
He opened her door and motioned for her to climb in. “I don’t think this will be the first high-end vehicle they’ve seen in that neighborhood considering what the pimps and drug dealers are driving these days.”
He had a point there. Jess settled into the passenger seat. The air-conditioning vents were already blowing out cool air. Now there was a good reason to have keyless start. She’d have to think about that when she got around to buying a new ride. In about ten more years.
Rush hour was over. Rush hour… what a misleading concept. Both the morning and the evening rush hour traffic issues lasted two hours at least. That didn’t even include road construction. As far back as she could remember one street or the other in Birmingham was always under construction, causing bottlenecks or detours.
Dan slowed for a turn and Jess dragged her thoughts back to their destination. Wanda Newsom lived in the Druid Hills neighborhood—the same one where much of the city’s gang troubles were taking place. Jess hadn’t discussed her drive-by of her aunt’s home the other day with Dan or anyone else. Last week’s case had drawn her to the neighborhood and she’d ended up going by Wanda’s house. Jess had no idea why she’d bothered. Temporary insanity maybe. Morbid curiosity mostly.
Nope, she hadn’t said a word to Dan but he clearly knew the way. He’d done his research. That was the kind of guy he was. She was learning that side of this older version of Dan. He was far more grounded and steady than he’d been two decades ago. He was strong and brave. And incredibly handsome and a generous and ambitious lover.
Not the path to go down just now, Jess.
She wondered if Wanda had changed in all these years. She considered the idea that according to DMV records, her aunt had never remarried and never moved. She’d married young, before her older sister, Jess and Lil’s mom. But her husband had gotten killed on a military operation in the Middle East. After that, Wanda had turned to drugs and eventually prostitution. She never had any children. She was alone.
Jess supposed she lived on Social Security these days or maybe a VA check. She was a widow after all. How else was a sixty-plus-year-old prostitute going to make a living?
Why hadn’t she ever gotten help? Why hadn’t her only sister helped her? Giving her mom credit, you couldn’t help someone who didn’t want help. If a person was determined to commit the same mistakes over and over again, there was no diverting their path. Jess and Lil had been too young to know or understand whatever had been going on between the two sisters.
Jess wondered if she would end up alone like Wanda.
“Do you think,” she asked, breaking the silence that had settled inside the car, “we become more and more like our parents as we get older?” Or like any other close blood relations, she kept to herself.
“I think,” Dan said as he made the final turn onto the street where her aunt resided, “that we exhibit characteristics related to how and where we grew up. If you’re asking me if your aunt being old and alone is a path you’ll follow, the answer is no. I won’t let you take that path.”
Jess laughed. “I have your word on that, do I?”
“Unconditionally.” He parked at the curb.
Jess unfastened her seat belt and turned to him. “Let’s make a pact right now, Dan. Like we used to.” This was crazy. She knew it was crazy but she couldn’t stop herself.
He turned to her, those blue eyes as familiar to her as her own. “All right. Shoot.”
“When we reach sixty, if we’re both still single, we’ll get married and live together just so we’re not old and alone.” She’d said it. By God, she’d said it. She held her breath and waited for his answer.
A frown of confusion claimed his face even as humor sparkled in his eyes. “Are you proposing, Jess?”
“I’m proposing that we not spend our sixth decade of life, and onward, alone. That’s what I’m proposing.”
He reached across the console, offering his hand. “Well then, you have a deal.”
Jess closed her hand around his and gave it a shake. “Good. No need to worry about that anymore.”
She was out of the SUV by the time he came around the hood. Jess squared her shoulders and headed for the unknown. Dan stayed right beside her. She would not end up like this. Wanda’s ancient Toyota sat in the drive. The yard was overgrown and two pots with dead geraniums sat on either side of the steps. Dan knocked for the third time before a female voice demanded, “Who is it?”
“Chief of Police Daniel Burnett,” he said before Jess could respond.
The door opened just far enough for the woman to view the credentials Dan flashed. Then she opened it the rest of the way.
“Whatever happened, I don’t know anything about it. I stay in the house,” she was saying, “except…” Her voice trailed off as she looked at Jess, really looked at her, for the first time. “Jessie Lee?”
“Yes… ma’am. It’s me.” Jess’s mouth had gone so dry the words scarcely squeezed out. “I apologize for arriving unannounced, but I have some questions for you if you have a few minutes.”
For one long moment Wanda stared at Jess as if she’d seen a ghost. Jess kind of felt the same way. Wanda, though her lifestyle showed in her face, looked so very much like Jess’s mother, Helen. If Helen were still alive she would be sixty-five now. Wanda would be sixty-three in October, according to the DMV. Her blond hair was gray. Her brown eyes a little faded. She was too thin. Jess couldn’t remember her mother being that thin.
“Come in.” Wanda backed up and opened the door wider. “You’ll have to look over the mess. I wasn’t expecting company.”
The place looked the same as it had three decades ago. Tattered sofa and chairs. Magazines and newspapers piled about. The whole house smelled of Lysol. Her aunt might have been a lady of the night, but she’d been almost phobic about cleanliness.
Dan waited until Jess had taken a seat on the sofa, then he settled next to her. “I appreciate your time.”
“I usually have Bible study on Tuesday nights,” Wanda said, breaking the tension. She sounded a little nervous, excited almost. “But so many people are trying to get in that last vacation before school starts.”
Bible study? Maybe Wanda had changed. Better late than never. “I wanted to ask you a few questions about my mother and father.”
Wanda blinked. “Okay.”
There was a distinct loss of enthusiasm in her voice. Even with that one word Jess heard it, saw it on her face. “Can you tell me if either one had any health issues or maybe if my grandparents on either side had any”—she shrugged—“heart issues, cancers, anything like that?”
“Helen and Lee were completely healthy as far as I know,” she said, her attention wandering all over the room. “Our parents, yours and Lily’s grandparents, died young. Your grandfather died in a work accident. He was an ironworker over at Sloss.”
Jess didn’t remember having heard that story. All those times she’d been to that old place she’d had no idea her grandfather had worked there back in the day. That he’d died there gave her a chill.
“Your grandmother died in childbirth having our little brother, who didn’t make it either. If either one of ’em had any health problems I didn’t know about it. We were poor. Medical attention was something generally reserved for life and death situations.”
She hadn’t known any of that either. “What about aunts, uncles, or cousins?” Jess pressed.
Wanda shook her head. “My mother was an only child and I never knew any of my father’s family.”
“What about my father?” Jess was named after her father, Jessie Lee. “Any health problems on his side that you know of?”
“Your father never spoke of his family. He moved to Birmingham for college from down around Mobile and, to my knowledge, Helen never met a single member of his family.”
What kind of people didn’t know their own family? Jesus Christ. Jess wanted to scream her frustration. But she wouldn’t show it to this woman for anything. No matter that she usually had Bible study on Tuesday nights, she was still the same woman who had chosen her life of drugs and crime over two little girls when they needed her most.
“What about you, Ms. Newsom,” Dan asked the question Jess was too mad to ask. “Have you been diagnosed with any health issues that you would be willing to talk about? We realize we’re invading your privacy a bit, but any information would be appreciated.”
God, he was a born politician. Jess wasn’t showing any appreciation for a thing this woman said or did. Tuesday night Bible study, for heaven’s sake. Wait until she told Lil.
“The usual,” Wanda said. “Arthritis. Found out I have a cataract last week. That’s about it.” She turned to Jess. “Is something wrong with you or your sister?”
The fake sincerity in her voice made Jess want to puke. “We don’t know yet. Lily is having some testing done. The doctors suggested we get as much family history as possible.”
“I hate to hear that,” Wanda responded. “Tell her I’ll be praying for her.”
Jess shot to her feet. “Well, I have to be going now.” She had to get out of here. Right now. Or she was going to say something Dan would likely regret.
Dan stood. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Newsom.”
Wanda followed them to the door but Jess didn’t get a word of what she said to Dan. Jess had to get out of here. Her heart was pounding. Her stomach was churning. Her throat kept closing, blocking her ability to get air into her lungs.
Jess stormed the length of the cracked sidewalk and straight up to the waiting SUV. From somewhere behind her Dan started it. She climbed in and faced forward, absolutely refused to glance back at the woman or the house.
“Take me to my car,” she ordered. “I don’t want to talk about this. I just want to go away from here.”
“I understand.”
Thankfully he proved as good as his word. He didn’t argue with her or ask any questions. He drove her to the Audi and gave her a hug before walking away.
Jess got into her faithful old car and drove to her new home. Dan followed her. She’d expected he would. At her door she’d disengaged the new locks, stuck one hand in her bag to get a grip on her Glock, and then gone inside. She hadn’t managed a decent breath until she’d confirmed the place was clear.
When she closed and locked the door, Dan had driven off. She watched from the window until his headlights disappeared. This day had been too long.
After stripping off her clothes she climbed into the shower and scrubbed her body. Her stomach roiled each time the remembered smell of Lysol revisited her senses. Memories from that awful year she and Lil had spent with Wanda swirled in her head over and over like a bad movie. That was one part of her past she’d just as soon never think of again.
After she’d practically skinned herself, Jess let the evidence and facts of the Grayson case fill her head. A sense of calmness settled over her.
Call her a coward, but that was the one place she felt most comfortable… deep inside a case. It was funny how she felt more at home immersed in the elements of a homicide than she did with the people who were part of her personal life.
10:00 p.m.
This was exactly what she’d needed.
Jess taped a note onto the section of wall between the two windows on the east side of her apartment that overlooked the main house. She quickly scribbled another observation about Devon Chambers and his sister, Leslie, tore it out of her notepad, and taped it on the wall.
She stood back then, took off her glasses, and considered the duplicate case board for the Grayson investigation she had created on the wall of her place.
“That’s perfect.” She could put a desk right there. She considered the floor space beneath where the biggest dry erase board that would fit, maybe a six-footer, would hang. As soon as she had some free time during normal business hours, she needed to round up those items and maybe a small sofa.
The stuff she had in Virginia was being sold with her old house there. None of it would work in this place anyway. Besides, she wanted a fresh start. This was a new beginning for her professionally and personally. Nothing about her old life would fit.
Which was exactly why she had been ignoring calls from Wesley all evening. And two from Dan. The one conversation she hadn’t avoided was the one with her sister. Lil was feeling a little better. She wasn’t surprised that dear old Aunt Wanda didn’t know jack.
Speaking of Jack. Jess moved back to her makeshift board. She needed more in-depth info on Sergeant Jack Riley and his wife. They were closer to the Graysons than anyone else. Since Jess hadn’t been able to meet with the wife, Sarah, today, she was hoping that would happen tomorrow. Since Grayson’s mother-in-law had finally arrived in the city, he and his son would be staying with her rather than the Rileys. Made setting up interviews simpler. Jess also needed to talk to Grayson about his neighbors, Leslie and Devon.
Jess’s attention shifted down to the picture of the little boy Leslie had given her. An AMBER Alert had been issued and flyers sent out all over the city along with media blasts. Devon Chambers’s cute little freckled face was all over the place. Hopefully someone had seen him and would call the hotline.
As much as she wanted to nail Gabrielle Grayson’s killer, that little boy was Jess’s top priority.
She turned away from the case board. Enough for tonight. She tightened the sash of her borrowed robe. Lori had been happy to part with it. Jess loved the well-worn cotton. She didn’t care that it was now more white than pink. It suited her.
This place, she decided, suited her. Particularly now that she had better locks. There was no way anyone could reach one of the many windows without a ladder. Breaking in now wouldn’t be such a simple matter.
Her cell vibrated against the countertop. She walked over to the phone. Her pulse rate climbed at the idea that it could be Spears texting again.
But it wasn’t.
Did you have dinner?
Jess rolled her eyes. Dan worried over her like a mother hen. Y… e… s.
She couldn’t remember when she’d enjoyed going to the market. But after she’d had a shower, she had driven to the closest grocery store and forced herself to shop. As if walking into the store and smelling the scents emanating from the deli had somehow tripped some you-need-to-eat trigger, she had shopped like a maniac. Her fridge and cupboards were now crammed full of stuff.
She had eaten half a banana and two chocolate bars on her way home.
And she had a nifty new single-cup coffeemaker and all sorts of coffee and tea selections in a very cool lazy Susan–style rack. She might never visit a Starbucks again. What she didn’t have was pots and pans and dishes. Or silverware. She’d grabbed a pack of disposable coffee cups.
Good was Dan’s response. She decided to put on a cup of French vanilla–flavored coffee and put him out of his misery. Every time they were alone together she could feel the way he wanted to touch her. That caring hug he’d given her in the parking garage after the pointless trip to Wanda’s house had been filled with barely restrained need. But even more telling was the obvious and innate urge he clearly felt to protect her. Those were facts she could no longer deny. However painful their past, she could trust Dan.
The vow to be there for each other when they were old… every look, every touch, all of it tugged at a place so deep down inside her that it scared the hell out of her. She wasn’t sure what it meant or where it was going but she could no longer pretend the journey wasn’t real. The trick now was to find some sort of balance.
While her cup of coffee brewed, she sent him a text saying she’d bought out the Fresh Market and had a kitchen full of food now. She bit her lip and waffled on how to word the next text. “What the hell?” She typed the message and hit send before she lost her nerve.
Phone in hand, she paced the floor while she waited for his response. Yes. I would love to come to dinner on Saturday night.
She smiled. She would need dishes, cookware, and a sofa before then. And she needed curtains for all these windows if she expected to have any privacy. When this case was closed, if she and Dan had even five minutes alone she suspected they would need some serious privacy.
Her heart thumping with foolish anticipation, Jess walked around the room and tried to distract herself from thoughts of sex with Dan. She needed a few rugs here and there. Maybe a side table for her bed. She paused at the window that gave her a view of the city lights in the distance and got lost in the undeniable beauty. She could get used to this place. It wasn’t too much to take care of. No yard or exterior maintenance. If something broke she would call her landlord.
All she needed was a maid and it would be like she was back at the Howard Johnson, only with a way better bed and neighborhood.
Snagging her coffee and her Glock, just in case, she went out onto the deck and leaned against the railing. She needed a glider for out here. She could sit and enjoy the cooler temps at night. When fall came, it would be really nice.
Not that she was sure she would still be here in the fall. Mr. Louis had offered her the place until she could get back on her feet. He might not want a permanent tenant. She glanced toward his house. There were lights on in his house but she hadn’t seen any sign of him at any of the windows.
In fact, she hadn’t seen him at all. She hadn’t even met him. But there hadn’t been time really. Admittedly, the situation was a little strange, living over the garage belonging to a man she’d never laid eyes on.
Jess sipped her coffee. “Mmm.” She should have had one of these convenient gadgets ages ago. Movement on the patio behind the house drew her attention there. Her pulse skittered. She wasn’t sure if it was a person or an animal. She squinted and tried to see if anyone was down there. Last night’s message—you’re next—had ice slipping through her veins.
She went back inside and engaged the new locks, then wandered to the sink to leave her cup there. After turning out the lights, she peeled off her robe and climbed onto the bed. A sigh escaped her as she sank into the pillows.
“Where have you been all my life?”
Her cell vibrated and she felt around in the dark. It was caught between the pillows. She stared at the text message on the screen and all those soft, sweet sensations vanished.
Pleasant dreams.
She sat up and surveyed the darkness. The idea that she’d thought someone was outside resurrected old fears.
Spears couldn’t be here… he wouldn’t dare. He was assuming she was in bed. That’s all. Wherever he was he would know it was bedtime here. She thought about that night at Dan’s when Spears had sent her the same kind of text message. He had been there… watching.
Jess scrambled out of bed and got her Glock. She tucked it under her pillow and laid her head there. If he showed up again he was a dead man.
She didn’t know how much time passed before she drifted off, felt like hours. One mantra kept playing over and over in her head and followed her to sleep.
I’ll get you, Spears. Just you wait and see.
But first I have to find a little red-haired boy who believes in angels.




   
Devon didn’t mind the dark. It was almost like being home. But it wasn’t. It smelled different. Like dirt, but somebody else’s dirt.
The angel had put tape over his mouth and his hands and feet. His wrists hurt. His ankles, too. The tape was too tight and he couldn’t move around. He really needed to go to the bathroom. He’d already done number one in his pajamas. He tried to hold it as long as he could, but when he went to sleep he forgot to hold it. Felt yucky. His sister would be mad when she found out.
He wondered if she was looking for him. She’d probably be mad about him leaving Mrs. Nicholson’s house too.
His stomach growled. It would be nice to have some potted meat. Seemed liked a bunch of hours since he ate. Maybe days. He couldn’t tell.
The angel had put him under here and hadn’t come back. Maybe this was where he would be living now. He kinda thought heaven was in the clouds, not under somebody’s house. He could hear moving around in the house. He wondered if his mommy was under someone’s house? Once or twice he even heard some kids crying and hollering.
Maybe the angel had brought them here too. This might be just a hiding place before they went to heaven.
But he wasn’t dead. He didn’t want to get dead.
Devon wished he could be up there with the other kids. They might know what the angel was gonna do to them.
Mostly he wished he could go home and be with his sister. Leslie would be all worried.
If he could get loose he might be able to find his way home. He wished he hadn’t gotten scared when the angel caught him. His sister told him that angels didn’t hurt live people. But he went inside himself anyway and he didn’t get to see which way they came.
He twisted his hands but it didn’t work too good. The tape covered his fingers, so he couldn’t work them. Made it hard to move even a little bit.
Maybe if the angel came back he could ask to have some water. He wished he could go home and get his own water and potted meat. He wished he had his backpack and flashlight too.
Angels probably didn’t let you have wishes.
A man shouted mean words at somebody. Devon jumped. He stared up through the darkness. There was a man in the house with the crying kids. He was mad or just mean. He kept hollering. A woman was screaming and crying.
Something crashed. Somebody was real mad. He didn’t like all that hollering.
It got all quiet.
Devon held real still and listened hard.
Something scraped and dragged underneath the house… not far from where he was stuck.
A bright light shined in his eyes. He squinted against it.
His heart started jumping as the light came closer and closer. His body shook and he went number one some more.
The light stopped real close to him but he couldn’t open his eyes ’cept a crack ’cause the light was so bright. Was it the angel’s light?
Devon closed his eyes and tried to remember how to pray.
Please, God, tell your angel to take me back home. I promise to do better.




   
Dunbrooke Drive, 11:00 p.m.
Dan stared at his cell. He’d been resisting calling Jess for nearly an hour now. He just wanted to ensure she was okay but that would only annoy her. She didn’t like him checking up on her. She’d invited him to dinner on Saturday. What else did he want?
He exhaled a big breath. Everything. No point pretending. He wanted to explore every inch of her as if he hadn’t already touched every part of her. He wanted her with him at night when he closed his eyes. He wanted to see her face first thing each morning when he opened them once more.
Slow down, pal. The one thing he understood with complete certainty was that Jess would not be pushed. He had to let this happen in its own time.
The late news droned on in the background. The highlights from their press conference had been replayed a dozen times on every local channel. Jess was quickly becoming Birmingham’s new hero. He wondered if she had any idea how that was going to change her life.
He had to be careful of the advice he offered her these days. She’d given it to him straight when he’d taken her home from the hospital. Balancing the work relationship and the personal stuff was giving her a hard time. He hadn’t meant for that to happen. He had hoped they could find a way. But not at the expense of her peace of mind. Or her happiness.
That aside, he wasn’t happy with her new living arrangements. He would have much preferred she move into a normal apartment building or home. This over-the-garage place popping up out of the blue from someone she or Lily didn’t really know didn’t sit well with him.
He’d run a background search on George Louis. Lily had been wrong about the widower part. The man had never been married. He’d lived with his invalid sister until she died ten years ago. She had never married either. The two had moved to Birmingham thirty-four years ago. No records whatsoever, not even a parking ticket. Louis had worked with one of the city’s top architectural firms until nine years ago, when he retired shortly after his sister’s death.
There was absolutely no reason to suspect anything untoward. But this was Jess, and Dan couldn’t not worry about her safety.
Not with Eric Spears still out there somewhere. Jess’s old boss at Quantico kept Dan apprised of any updates. They had nothing. No idea where Spears was at this point. There was no record of him coming back into the country but that meant nothing—not when a man like Spears was involved. He had endless resources.
Bottom line, Dan needed to have a talk with Mr. Louis just to make sure he understood Jess’s situation. Maybe that was all he needed to get comfortable with her new living arrangements.
The thing was, as much as he wanted to be with her every chance he got, he wanted to protect her. For him, the problem with balance was that one ultra-sensitive issue. Jess was a strong, independent woman. He cramped her style on and off the job. Pushing her away with his need to protect was not his intent.
He tossed his phone onto the coffee table and puffed out a weary breath. Well, it had taken them two decades to get to this place. He shouldn’t be surprised that it was going to take some time for them to reach the next level.
The doorbell rang. Dan shoved off the couch and considered that he was shirtless and in his pajama pants but whoever was at his door needed to consider the hour and appreciate the fact that he was even answering. Could be Jess. Not too many others would have the nerve to show up at his door at this hour. If there was a department issue, he’d get a call.
He checked the security peephole. Sylvia? He drew back, puzzled. Maybe she’d learned something new from Gabrielle Grayson’s lab results. But they’d had this conversation already. She could not act in an official capacity on this case under any circumstances. He couldn’t prevent Leeds from allowing her to be involved as an observer, but that was as much leeway as the law would allow. Anything beyond that and the investigation would be jeopardized.
He opened the door. “Sylvia? Is everything all right?”
She surveyed his bare chest and lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “Make yourself decent. We have to talk.”
“Come on in.” He tried to be patient with Sylvia. He really did. But she went too far any time they were forced to interact. He gestured toward the living room. “Have a seat and I’ll go make myself decent.”
Dan refused to let his frustration get the better of him. There was no use fighting a battle he couldn’t win. The Baron family was by far the wealthiest in the city and her father carried the weight of a Senate seat. What was the chief of police to do except be accommodating, as long as it didn’t break the law? Truth was, they had a personal connection that he couldn’t pretend never existed. More of that baggage he carried around after three ex-wives.
He rummaged through his bureau and grabbed a tee. That was the best she was going to get. He dragged it on as he made his way back down the hall. She paced the living room. Whatever she had on her mind, she was worked up. Not unusual. The Barons were never satisfied with the status quo.
“Would you like coffee? Water? Bourbon?” If he recalled correctly, her favorite drink was bourbon.
“No thanks.” She stalled in the middle of the room and leveled her full attention on him. “Gabrielle called me the day before she was murdered. She wanted to talk but I didn’t have time. I told this to Harris but she doesn’t seem to have followed up.”
Dan set his hands on his hips. “Why did Gabrielle call you?” He hated that the question came out with a little more disbelief than he’d intended but it was done.
“Like I told Harris, she wanted to talk about Larry. Evidently there was trouble in paradise.”
“But you don’t know exactly what she wanted to talk about,” he countered.
Sylvia folded her arms over her chest and hiked up her chin. “God, you sound like Harris. I just told you she wanted to talk about Larry. To me. There was a problem. She was worried and now she’s dead. Do you get that?” she demanded. “You should be looking more closely at Larry and whatever problem he has or is involved in.”
Dan plowed his fingers through his hair. “Do you know how this sounds?” Surely she did. Sylvia was an extremely intelligent woman. “You’re the scorned ex-wife. You would love to see him go down for this. That’s what everyone will think.”
Sylvia laughed. “I don’t care what anyone thinks. But I do care that no one, not even the woman who stole my husband, deserved to die like this. You and Harris need to get your acts together. This murder had something to do with Larry. I heard the fear in her voice, Dan. Do you have any idea how much courage it must have taken for her to call me?”
That part he got. “Jess is investigating Larry. Anyone close to Gabrielle is a person of interest. You know how this works. She’s not going to ignore the possibility that Larry was involved. Coming here all worked up about this doesn’t lend any more credibility to your claim, Sylvia. You have to know that, too.”
She dropped into the nearest chair. “Maybe that was an excuse.”
Dan went on alert. “Is there something going on with Nina?” Just saying her name out loud resurrected memories he’d just as soon leave dead and buried.
Sylvia shook her head. “She’s not responding to the treatments the way we’d hoped. I’m not so sure she’s going to come around this time.”
Nina had been such a fun-loving, warm person. Or so it seemed. Dan had run into her at a fund-raiser. It had been nearly a decade since he and Jess ended their relationship. He’d decided it was time to settle down. Somehow he was always trying to find a way to get over Jess. Nina had presented the exact opportunity. She had been adventurous and his parents had fawned over her. She was a senator’s daughter after all. Only the senator’s family had been keeping a deep, dark secret. And Dan had almost paid the ultimate price for their vanity.
He forced away the memories that didn’t need revisiting. For years he had worked vigilantly to prevent himself from recalling those horrors whenever he thought of Nina.
“We’re considering moving her to a clinic in New York where they’re seeing better results with this intense therapy that has failed so miserably here.”
“How’s the senator handling this?” Dan could just imagine. Nina was his baby girl.
“Exactly like you think,” Sylvia admitted.
Nina suffered from paranoid schizophrenia. She’d shown the signs for years. The family had ignored them. Then, six months after she and Dan married, she went over the edge. How she’d made it through law school and started her own practice by the age of twenty-eight he would never fully understand. She’d tried to kill Dan with his own service revolver and he’d had no choice but to admit he couldn’t handle the situation. The family had resumed her care and the divorce was hastened along. Irreconcilable differences. That was all the world would ever know.
Dan had visited her every month for a while. But his presence only seemed to agitate her, so eventually he’d stopped going.
Then he’d stopped thinking about that side of her. He chose to remember the intelligent, vivacious woman he’d first fallen for.
“Is there anything I can do?”
Sylvia shook her head. “Afraid not, Chief. The demons in her head don’t want to let go and we just can’t seem to find a way to oust them.”
“I truly am sorry, Sylvia. I wish there was something someone could do to bring her back.”
“Me, too.” Sylvia straightened her shoulders and shoved her hair behind her ears. “So tell me about you and Harris. How long have you been in love with her?”
Dan held up his hands stop-sign fashion. “I’m afraid that topic is off limits.” He smiled in spite of himself. “Besides, I’m certain she would tell you that she doesn’t have time for that kind of stuff.”
“She’s the one from high school, isn’t she? The one you followed to Boston?”
Why bother lying? She’d only dig up the answers later. “Yes. Yes, she is.”
“So did she break your heart or did you break hers?”
He shrugged. “I think there was mutual damage.”
“I see.” Sylvia stood. “I hope you know what you’re doing this time.”
Dan frowned as he pushed to his feet. “We’re lucky to have her in the department. I’m damned glad she accepted the offer.”
Sylvia stopped at the door and turned back to him. “I wasn’t talking about the job. I was talking about the falling in love again.” She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Or maybe you never really fell out of love.”
“Good night, Dr. Baron.”
“Make sure she follows up on this Larry thing,” Sylvia urged.
“You have my word.”
She searched his face a moment. “That means a lot, Dan. There are few men on this planet who are as good as their word, but you’re one of them and I appreciate that. I hope Harris does as well.”
And with that off-handed compliment, the senator’s elder daughter was gone. Dan watched her back her Lexus onto the street and drive away.
He closed the door and locked it.
The ego-driven male side of him wanted to argue that Sylvia was going overboard in her assessment, but he couldn’t do that. There was some part of how he had felt about Jess at seventeen that he had never gotten over. Through three marriages and countless relationships she had always been there, haunting him.
How she felt was far more difficult to measure. What her ex, Duvall, wanted was as clear as a bell. He hadn’t sent one of his underlings here to look into the Lopez family situation. He had come personally. Dan suspected the man was having second thoughts about having left Jess in the lurch.
If Jess was really smart, she’d tell them both to go to hell.
Dan chuckled. What a mess they had made of that aspect of their lives.
He checked the time. Almost midnight. Maybe he’d do a drive-by. If her lights were on, he’d call to see how she was doing.
He should probably just go to bed and forget the whole thing. Jess was, as she reminded him quite often, a grown woman who was highly trained in the art of self-defense.
But if he didn’t go he’d never get any sleep.
His cell chimed to alert him to an incoming text.
He grabbed it from the coffee table and checked the screen.
Night Burnett.
Jess. He smiled as he sent her a good night.
She was okay. Now maybe he could get some sleep.




   
Five Points, Wednesday, August 4, Midnight
It was almost time.
Lori didn’t want him to go. She trailed her fingers along his bare torso. He shivered. She loved when her touch did that to him.
“You know what you’re doing?” Chet murmured.
“Umm-hmm.” She made circles around his navel with the tip of her finger and then moved downward. He gasped. Her fingers curled around him and the rock-hard feel of him was her cue. She rolled atop him, pushed up to a sitting position. “I know exactly what I’m doing.” She rocked her pelvis gently against his.
He groaned. “It’s late. What about that no spending the night rule?”
She ground fully against his erection, making him growl. “Rules are made to be broken.”
He reached up, wrapped his arms around her, and rolled her onto her back. She gasped.
“Don’t toy with me, Lori,” he whispered against her lips. “You know what I want.”
She did. Oh man, she did. Determined to maintain her independence, she had fought him for all these months. He wanted a real relationship. One with commitments. She had fully believed she wasn’t ready for that. That level of commitment hadn’t been in her five-year plan.
Two weeks ago her life had changed. That sick bastard Matthew Reed, Eric Spears’s protégé, had kidnapped and tortured her and two other women. He’d murdered one right in front of her. During those seventy or so hours one thing remained steady on her mind: this man. If she survived, she promised herself that she would not take him for granted ever again. She would take nothing for granted. Not her mother and her sister or her friends. Not one second of her life from this moment forward was going to be a throwaway moment.
She wanted to live every minute of it to the fullest.
“I want the same thing,” she confessed. “I really do.” She caressed his jaw. “It’s time.” She slid her hands over his back.
He rolled off her. Before she could ask what was wrong, he’d dragged on his boxers and walked away.
What the hell? She pulled on her abandoned tee and joined him at the kitchen sink. “Okay, so what did I say wrong?” Jesus Christ this relationship thing was as frustrating as hell.
“I know why you’re doing this and it’s a mistake.”
“I thought I was doing what you wanted.”
Disappointment flared in his dark eyes and she instantly recognized her mistake.
“What we want,” she amended.
“When you skate that close to death, it makes you afraid of what the next hour will bring. You grab on to everything you can as fast as you can so you don’t miss anything.”
So maybe she was more transparent than she realized. He’d zeroed in on exactly how she felt. “What’s wrong with choosing not to take life for granted?”
He shook his head. “Nothing. But this ferocity you feel will wear off in time. And then what happens to us?” He reached out, twirled a wisp of her hair around his finger. “I love you, Lori. I want you to want this because you love me, not because you’re afraid of what might come next. There are no guarantees when it comes to life. But I can guarantee that I will love you with all I’ve got for the rest of my life, whatever else happens. If that’s not enough, there’s nothing more I can say or do.”
“It’s enough.”
Chet pulled her into his arms. “If that’s really how you feel, what would you like to do about that?”
Her heart was thundering. Was she really going to do this? Yes. Yes, she was. “I think we should try out living together.” She laughed at how embarrassed she felt at saying the words out loud. “See if we can do it without killing each other or having it interfere with work.”
“There are more rules about that,” he warned. “I’m senior to you and we’re assigned to the same team. There could be career consequences.”
That was the only part that worried her. “I know.” She wasn’t looking forward to dealing with those issues. “I’ll talk to Jess. See what she thinks.” Lori looked him straight in the eye. “Jess’s friendship beyond the job means a great deal to me. I don’t want to lie to her. Ever.”
“Same here. I respect the chief too much to do that.”
Had they really made this decision? “So, what do we do next?”
He grinned. “We pick the place. Yours or mine?”
She backed out of his arms and walked to the middle of the room. “There’s no privacy here.” She turned back to him. “And when you have Chester he probably wouldn’t be comfortable here.”
A big grin spread across Chet’s face. “Do you have any idea how happy that makes me?”
Confusion had her making a face. “Your son being uncomfortable?” The kid was cute—for a kid. And he was the light of his father’s life. Lori recognized this was a package deal. She would adjust. Hopefully.
“No.” He was really grinning like a jackass now. “The idea that you would think about his comfort makes me extremely happy.”
She decided to say the rest of what was on her mind. There should never be any misunderstandings between them. “I wasn’t expecting to have children in my life at this point. I had that penciled in a few years down the road.” She tried to smile but her lips trembled with the effort. “But I love you. Chester is your son, and that makes me love him too. I want to be a part of his life because he’s a part of yours.” She took the few steps to the bed and plopped down on the foot of it. “After my father died my mother wouldn’t even think about another man, much less look at one.” Even as a teenager she’d recognized her mother’s loneliness. “I remember thinking how much she and my father must have loved each other for her to feel as if no one else could ever take his place.”
Lori pulled her knees to her chest and hugged herself. “But I was wrong about that. I mean, they did love each other that way. But years and years later, after my sister went off to college, Mom and I were talking and she said something I totally didn’t see before. She told me that at first the idea of another man was unthinkable. But eventually she got lonely, even with two girls to keep her running. But she never dared consider having anyone else in her life because she was terrified that she would be forced to choose, on some level, between him and us.” Lori blinked back the tears. “My mother sacrificed her own happiness because she was afraid. I don’t want to live in fear like that and that’s what that son of a bitch did to me. He made me afraid.”
Chet sat down beside her, wrapped his arms around her, and held her tight. “He did make you afraid. You would’ve been a fool not to be afraid. But you can’t let that fear rule you, the way your mother did. That’s the part that you have to get past.” He drew back, searched her eyes. “I don’t want to be a part of your fear, Lori. And if you’re afraid that refusing to move to the next level with me is going to make me give up”—he laughed—“that ain’t happening.”
For a long time they just held each other. No talking required. But she knew what she wanted. And he needed to know that, too.
“I vote for your place. Chester has his own room. There’s a backyard.” Not that she was looking forward to using a lawnmower. “As long as I get to do a little redecorating.”
He nodded. “You drive a hard bargain, Wells, but I can live with that.” He glanced around. “What about your place?”
“I’ll be keeping this place for a while. Just in case I find out all your man secrets and decide I can’t handle the real you.”
He laughed. “That might be a smart move.”
They held on to each other, and a comfortable silence settled around them. It felt good. Right.
“I’m worried about the Chambers kid,” Chet said eventually. “He’s only a few years older than Chester and the thought of what may have happened tears me apart.”
Lori hugged him closer. “I know. That’s the hardest part of this job. When a child is hurt or missing, it’s tough to take. I can’t imagine being a parent and having something like that happen.”
“I was just thinking about that, too.” He turned his face to hers. “If we have the time this week, we’ll pick Chester up for a few hours,” he said. “I think the two of you should spend a little time together. See how it goes.”
Lori prayed he didn’t spot the fear in her eyes. “Sure. Sounds good.” The thought sent another wave of terror roaring through her veins. She had met Chester briefly. She had looked at photo albums with Chet. But she had never sat through dinner with the child or played a game with him. Talking about him and planning for his being a part of their relationship was simple. Having the concept become a reality—this week—was way, way complicated.
What if he hated her?




   
8:00 a.m.
The weatherman on the radio warned that the heat wave would continue through the rest of the week. Birmingham was expected to sizzle.
“Lucky us,” Jess grumbled. People in general grew exceedingly more impatient and short-tempered when the temperature lingered in the triple digits. As it was, drivers turned utterly stupid between the hours of seven and nine every damned morning and then again around four in the afternoon. Dog days did not help.
Maybe she’d take First Avenue and go all the way to Twenty-fourth Street and then double back on side streets to get to the station. She knew better than to leave for work after seven. Some days it just couldn’t be helped. Her hair had totally refused to cooperate this morning. And the outlet in her bathroom wasn’t working, so she’d had to plug in her blow-dryer by the bed and dry her hair there. One of the charms of an older home. Historic, she reminded herself, a historic home. She hated for her first meeting with Mr. Louis to be a complaint about a faulty outlet. Maybe she’d just Google it and see if she could figure out the fix herself.
Why not? She was qualified with numerous weapons; how hard could it be to replace a single electrical outlet?
As she made another turn and discovered her plan had been a good one, Jess relaxed a little. There was no traffic on Twenty-fourth. Thank God. As she reached Marconi Park and the left she wanted to take, a car whipped around her.
She stamped on the brakes. “Idiot!” The sound of revving engines had her checking her mirrors. A black SUV was right on her bumper. Another roared up beside her and the imbecile who had barreled around her had now come to a near stop in front of her. She slammed on her brakes again. Her cell flew off the console onto the passenger side floor board.
“Damn it.” Adrenaline slid through her veins. She reached into her bag for her Glock. She had no choice but to stop. She couldn’t risk ducking down for her phone.
Damn. Damn. Damn.
Stay calm. Her fingers wrapped around the butt of her weapon.
A man approached her window. He leaned down and came face-to-face with the business end of her Glock, which she had leveled on him.
“May I help you, sir?” she said loud enough for him to hear through the glass.
He ignored the gun. “My name is Hector Debarros. I am unarmed, Chief Harris.”
As if to prove his words, he backed up a couple of steps, held his arms up surrender-style, and then turned all the way around. Jess knew the Debarros family from the first case she had worked after returning to Birmingham. Hector had helped Burnett find Jess when Leonardo Lopez’s twisted offspring kidnapped her. So maybe she wasn’t about to get dead.
Which was a really good thing considering she had a little boy to find, a murder case to solve, and her sister needed her.
Jess checked to see if any other traffic had come along. Nope. Just her luck. See if she took the back streets again. She cracked her window a few inches. “Let’s see some ID. Slowly,” she reminded him when he reached for his back pocket.
He removed his wallet and stepped closer to her window, a driver’s license in his hand.
Damn it. Her glasses were in her bag. “Closer,” she ordered. God, how ridiculous was this! She squinted at the photo and then the name. Then she shifted her attention back to the man’s face. “What do you want, Mr. Debarros?”
“Mr. Lopez would like to speak with you.”
“Which Mr. Lopez?” She flicked a glance at each mirror to make sure no one else was approaching her car.
“Leonardo.”
A shot of adrenaline fired through her veins. Looked as if Wesley wasn’t the only West Coaster who had decided to pay the Magic City a visit. Leonardo was the father of Salvadore and his crazy sister. Seemed daddy had come to do some housekeeping. Unfortunately he was a little too late. And he wanted to talk to the wrong cop.
“Tell him to call my secretary and make an appointment,” Jess suggested through the glass, which she had no intention of lowering any farther. Not that it would stop a bullet, but it made her feel better. She didn’t have a secretary but that was irrelevant at the moment.
Hector glanced toward the SUV behind her. “You have my word,” he assured her, but he was obviously growing nervous, there was an urgency in his voice and on his face, “that you will be safe, Chief Harris.”
Well, gee. That made her feel way better. “Tell Mr. Lopez that if he wants to talk he can join me on the bleachers over in the park. You and him. No one else.”
Before he could respond, Jess cut the wheel of her Audi sharply to the right and bounded over the curb and sidewalk. The frame of the car dragged—at least she hoped that was all that scraped the concrete. She drove straight across the ball field and to the first set of bleachers, ensuring the driver’s side door faced away from her pursuers.
She snatched up her cell and hit Harper’s number, set it for speaker and slid it into the pocket of her new dress jacket. As much as she liked this snazzy tangerine suit she didn’t want to die in it. Moving quickly, she climbed out and turned to face the two black SUVs that roared to a stop on the other side of her Audi, blocking her in. The rear doors opened. Jess prepared to defend herself, feet wide apart, both hands firm on her Glock and ready to swing into a firing position.
Hector and a man who looked to be in his late forties approached her position.
The two walked right past her car and to the bleachers. Jess tracked their movements. When the older man had taken a seat on the bottom row and Hector had climbed to the top so he could see Twenty-fourth, Jess decided it was safe enough to join the man who had gone to so much trouble to have a meeting with her.
Satisfied the others were staying put in their vehicles, Jess strode over to the bleachers. She sat down next to the man who was an older version of Salvadore, but not so much older. Leonardo was younger than she had expected. The surveillance shots she had seen hadn’t done him justice. Good looking. No visible tattoos. The elegant suit would likely pay her salary for a month. She kept her Glock palmed as she settled her hands in her lap.
The man’s dark eyes studied her for a long moment. “Hector tells me that you are a very persuasive and trustworthy woman.”
Jess lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “He tells me you’re Leonardo Lopez.” There was always the chance this could be a body double. Guys like him sometimes had numerous look-alikes for security purposes.
“As much as I would prefer not to be who I am just now, unfortunately that is beyond my power to change.”
Seemed even badass gang leaders weren’t happy when their children misbehaved.
“What would you like to talk about, Mr. Lopez?”
“Straight to the point. I admire that in a woman.”
That was probably intended as a compliment. “I also admire that trait in a man.” Where most things were concerned anyway. There was a time for foreplay but this was not it.
Acknowledging her pointed comment with a dip of his head, he said, “There are many things I can offer in exchange for leniency where my daughter’s charges are concerned.”
Jess would just bet there were. “I’m afraid you’ll need to speak with Supervisory Special Agent Duvall and Chief of Police Burnett about that. I just catch the bad guys. I don’t make deals.”
“I’m certain you can see how speaking with your friends would be quite impossible.”
There was that. “Getting your followers under control might help your case,” Jess offered. “You make that happen and I’ll put in a good word for you.” Sounded fair to her.
“Perhaps that step has already been taken,” he suggested. “My people have squashed the rebel movement. I’m certain you’ve noticed the lack of bodies being thrown in your path. In the past twenty-four hours there have been no reports of violence. Any others you discover will be those who choose to continue on their disobedient paths or incidents that occurred before my edict was issued.”
She couldn’t deny some truth in his words. Maybe this was her chance to confirm once and for all that Gabrielle’s death had nothing to do with his world. “I have a problem with innocent victims being used for making points,” Jess challenged.
“If you’re referring to the unfortunate murder involving the wife of one of your detectives, the jury is still out on that one. I have found no one who wants to claim credit. You can rest assured that you will be the first to know if the culprit is uncovered in my organization. You will also find justice levied.”
Surprised, she openly studied his face. “Why would you do that?” The MS-13 was the most ruthless gang on the planet. Why would the man who held a great many members on the West Coast in the palm of his hand offer to be supportive of local cops here in Alabama? She hoped Harper was hearing this, otherwise no one was ever going to believe her.
“I have a new vision,” he said, clearly pleased that she was so startled by his offer. “I am a businessman, Chief Harris. The savage tactics of the past offer little advantage in the business world. There are many ways to maintain power.”
Jess got it. He had allowed the ruthless tactics to get him where he needed to be and now he was done. Now he wanted to focus on drugs, guns, and such without all the fanfare of mass murders and the like. Well, wasn’t that just the most interesting news? Give the man a medal. A Nobel Peace Prize or something. But his need to extend his business reach would never change the heinous traditions of the Mara Salvatrucha.
“You tell Agent Duvall that if he ensures my daughter receives immunity I will give him something immensely important to him. Something to which my wayward son Salvadore has no access.”
“Does that include you?” Jess asked bluntly; might as well clarify his exact intent. “Because I’m under the impression that’s what Agent Duvall and most of the federal, state, and local agencies between here and California really want.”
Leonardo smirked. “I have something much more personal to his beloved bureau than that in mind.”
Jess looked him straight in the eye. His statement could mean only one of two things. He either knew of plans to launch attacks against the bureau or he had someone on the inside. A mole. Anticipation sent a new kind of shiver up her spine. “I’m all ears, Mr. Lopez.”
“I have many powerful and influential people in my operation. Some are deeply imbedded within his circle. This, I believe, will interest him greatly.”
He could be bluffing. Jess ignored the way her pulse skipped a little more swiftly. “I’m afraid he’ll need something more conclusive than innuendoes. Irrefutable evidence is the traditional requirement.”
He leaned close to Jess. The air stalled in her lungs.
“You must trust me, lucerito, I have much evidence.” Lopez stood. “You tell them for me, Chief Harris. Hector will know how to reach me. I will notify you if I find your killer among my people. You have my word.”
Stunned but certain he would do exactly what he said, Jess watched Leonardo Lopez and his posse drive away.
She tugged her cell from her pocket and confirmed that the call to Harper was still connected. “Did you hear any of that, Sergeant?”
“Yes, ma’am. Where the hell are you? We haven’t had time to triangulate your position.”
“Marconi Park but I’ll be at the office in about ten minutes. Let Duvall and Burnett know I need a meeting.”
Jess ended the call and sat there for another couple minutes. Mostly because she still felt a little weak-kneed. She’d just had an up close and personal meeting with the most ruthless man on the West Coast.
Birmingham Police Department, 9:05 a.m.
“That’s what he said,” Jess reiterated. “Sergeant Harper can confirm every word.”
“I can’t believe he approached you out in the open like that,” Wesley argued. “And the suggestion that he has someone inside the bureau is ludicrous.”
Between him and Burnett, they would have the carpet worn out in the chief of police’s office before this meeting concluded.
“You think you’re surprised.” Jess scoffed. Men. The entire species had a way of delivering the most memorable understatements. “I was still in a state of near shock five minutes after he walked away.”
Burnett shook his head. “This is exactly what I was worried about. You’re all over the news, Jess. You need out of the limelight until this Lopez business is resolved.”
Jess shot to her feet. “I have a murder case and a missing child. I will not step back from this case, so don’t even ask me to.”
“I wasn’t planning to ask,” Burnett warned, fury lighting in his eyes.
“Fine.” Jess shrugged. “Take me off the case. You know I’ll just continue to investigate on my own. Either way works for me.”
“Calm down, both of you,” Wesley fairly shouted. “We have to weigh every step. This is far bigger than any one of us or any one case.”
Judging by the outrage on his face, Jess estimated that Burnett was on the verge of having smoke roil out of his ears. She didn’t have time for territorial wars or politics. She had work to do. These two could go at each other without her around.
“Watch yourself, Duvall,” Burnett warned, “you are a part of this meeting and our ongoing investigation at my pleasure. Push me and you’re out of here.”
So much for department-bureau relations.
“I did what Lopez asked me to do.” She gathered her bag and smiled. “As far as I’m concerned, I’m done here. Have a nice morning, gentlemen.”
Before either could demand she stay, she was out the door. Wesley had the details Lopez had given her. That was his problem. The only thing she wanted from Lopez was word about anyone in his organization who might know something about Gabrielle Grayson’s murder.
Thankfully, Sheila, Burnett’s secretary, was on the phone when Jess left his office, which prevented her being derailed for small talk. Jess gave the woman a wave and hurried out. In the lobby she got lucky again when she found Tara away from her desk.
By the time she made it down the corridor and to the stairwell door without being intercepted, Jess felt confident she might even reach her office before being waylaid.
The door opened before Jess could reach for it. Lori, purse hanging over her shoulder and keys in hand, skidded to a stop to prevent running into her.
“I got a call from the administrator at the New Life Rehabilitation Center. She wants to talk to us about Gabrielle Grayson. I was just coming to look for you.”
This could be the break they needed. “Where’s Harper?” Jess followed Lori back into the stairwell and down the first set of steps.
“He’s in a meeting with the search team leader. Nothing new on Devon Chambers as of five minutes ago.”
Renewed worry twisted in Jess’s stomach. “And Cook?”
“He’s following up with a guy who was partnered with Lieutenant Grayson while Sergeant Riley was out of commission after his accident.”
Anticipation zinged Jess. The more leads they uncovered the more likely they were to find answers about who killed Gabrielle Grayson and who might have taken Devon Chambers. The faster they got to the truth the higher the odds of finding that child alive.
Jess was glad to let Lori drive. After this morning’s unexpected encounter with Lopez she was still a little shaky. She didn’t like admitting anything scared her but she couldn’t claim those few minutes hadn’t rattled her just a little.
“I have a personal issue we need to talk about at some point,” Lori announced as she guided her Mustang from the city parking garage and pointed it in the direction of New Life Rehabilitation Center.
“We have twenty minutes or so.” Jess shifted in her seat until she was facing Lori. “What’s going on?”
“I’m considering moving into Harper’s place. Is that going to be an issue?”
Technically, yes, but Jess didn’t want to lose either one. And she couldn’t point to a single reason as far as their work record went to indicate their personal relationship was causing any difficulty.
“You need to keep it low key. The fewer who know, the better. As far as I’m concerned, as long as your private affairs don’t impact your work, I’m fine with wherever you take your relationship.”
How hypocritical would she be if she felt otherwise? She and Burnett had a thing. She wouldn’t quite call it a relationship, but it was some undefined connection. Friends with benefits… sort of. A mental eye roll accompanied the idea. She still couldn’t get used to thinking in those terms. But for now, there wasn’t a better definition of what they shared.
“Tread carefully,” Jess warned. “What you went through two weeks ago is still coloring your perception on life.”
“Harper said the same thing.”
At least one of them was keeping that in mind. “Just take it slow and you’ll be fine.” Both Lori and Harper were smart and levelheaded. They could make this work if that was what they really wanted. And if their relationship continued to progress, Jess would deal with the changes in her unit that progression would require.
A minute or two of silence followed. She and Lori were both at milestones in their lives. Lori with decisions about moving into her first serious relationship and Jess with the decision as to how she wanted to proceed with almost every aspect of her life. Her career was getting back on track. But the rest, well that was a whole other ball of wax.
At forty-two it was time to take a step back and seriously consider where she went from here. Though she was pretty damned happy with where her career had landed, what about marriage and children? A person could marry almost anytime but the decision as to whether or not she would have children in her life fell within a swiftly closing window.
She didn’t want to ignore any one option and wake up one morning to realize it was too late.
God, had she just thought that?
“Can I ask you a question, Jess?”
Jess gladly dismissed the nagging doubts about her own life and turned back to Lori. “Why not?” She didn’t need a preview to know it would be about Burnett. Certainly it would be personal, since Lori had chosen to use her first name.
“I’ve asked you this before,” she hedged, “but do you think you and the chief will ever be able to be together as a couple again? I mean, really together? Like married?”
Married? “I honestly don’t know.” Jess hadn’t even considered the possibility. “I’ve been married once and it wasn’t anything like I thought it would be.” That, however, had been as much her fault as Wesley’s. “And Burnett’s taken vows three times and failed. Maybe we’re not the marrying kind.”
“But you’ve never been married to each other. That could be the issue. Maybe the two of you belong together and nothing is ever going to be right until that happens.”
Lori had been thinking on the subject way too much. “To be honest, I’m not sure we could live together without killing each other or ending up hating each other.” And his mother would never accept her only son marrying Jess.
The idea of having Katherine Burnett to dinner on a regular basis was terrifying.
Lori sent her a sideways look. “It just seems like you belong together. Harper says the same thing.”
Jess laughed. “You two don’t have better things to do when you’re together than to talk about Burnett and me?”
“We have lots of deep conversations these days.”
“You should never stop doing that.” That was the most important advice Jess could give. “Communication is so damned important.” Jess wasn’t sure she had realized just how important until very recently. “When all else fails, if you can talk about things then you always have a way to work out the worst of the problems that come your way.”
The conversation died a natural death as Lori made the turn into the rehab center’s parking lot. That hopeful anticipation of finding a new lead had Jess’s heart pumping.
“The administrator’s name is Pauline Allison. She replaced the one who retired last year. She’s mid-forties,” Lori went on, “and seems sharp. I’m hoping she’s learned new information from her personnel interviews.”
“We can also assume that one or more of those employees said something that Allison felt might assist in our investigation.”
Jess and Lori exchanged a look before getting out of the car. “We could sure use a break about now,” Lori suggested.
“No question,” Jess agreed.
There were cases, like this one, where there was no place to go in the investigation. There was no one piece of evidence that gave them a definitive direction. No witness—that they could find—who could provide details that might point toward a suspect.
They basically had nothing that jumped out and said here you go.
This was the kind of case where a good cop had to shake the apple trees until the fruit started to fall. Otherwise they were going to be in for a long wait. Because apples rarely just fell at one’s feet unless they were too ripe or full of worms and already half rotten.
11:00 a.m.
Pauline Allison had an office not much larger than a closet and enough files and paperwork to fill the National Archives. There were manila folders stacked from the floor to the ceiling in three of the four corners.
The administrator, a petite, pleasant woman, made quick work of emptying out the two chairs in front of her desk and ushering Jess and Lori into them. Then she collapsed into her own as if the task had taken the last of the energy she had on reserve.
“You’ll have to forgive the mess. We’re in the midst of an unexpected State audit and I’ve been working twenty-hour days.”
“I appreciate your taking the time out of your hectic schedule to help us with this investigation, Ms. Allison,” Jess said.
“No problem.” Allison unearthed a legal pad and then scrounged for her reading glasses. “What I have here is a list of three nurses who worked with Gabrielle”—she glanced over the rim of her glasses—“before my time here. Two of the three were reluctant to talk but one couldn’t spill her guts fast enough. Bear in mind,” she pointed out, “that she was written up twice by Mrs. Grayson while she served as the charge nurse on the drug side.”
Needing clarification, Jess asked, “Drug side?”
“Our facility is divided into the drug side and the alcohol side.”
Made sense. “Will we be able to interview this nurse today?” Jess broached, hopeful. “I know the request is short notice but this is a murder investigation and time is our enemy.”
“I thought you might want to do that, so I asked her to come in this morning. She’s waiting for you in the employee lounge.” Allison pushed back her chair. “I’ll show you the way.”
The center was quite large and immaculate. Allison explained that the facility was both privately and state funded. Their services ranged from long-term inpatient care to twice-weekly counseling sessions for ongoing maintenance. They ranked in the top ten in the nation.
Beyond two layers of security, the employee lounge, like the rest of the facility, was state-of-the-art, clean, and welcoming.
“Netty Winters,” Allison announced, “this is Deputy Chief Jess Harris and Detective Lori Wells. They’ll be speaking with you about Mrs. Grayson.” She turned to Jess. “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll be in my office.”
When Ms. Allison had left the room, Jess and Lori joined the off-duty nurse at her table. “Ms. Winters,” Jess began, “Detective Wells is going to read you your rights. Not because you’re in any kind of trouble,” she hastened to add, “but because we have an obligation to ensure you’re informed before we begin this interview.”
Winters couldn’t be much over thirty. Tall and thin, she wore her black hair in a tight bun and apparently attempted to disguise her pale coloring with an extra helping of blush and eye shadow.
“Whatever you need to do,” she said agreeably.
While Lori took care of the Miranda rights, Jess readied to take notes. She settled her eyeglasses in place and waited until Ms. Winters had indicated that she understood her rights and still wanted to speak with them.
“Ma’am, you worked with Gabrielle Grayson for how long?”
“Two years. She’s probably the only reason I still have a job. And in today’s economy that’s saying something.”
“She was your supervisor?”
“She was.”
“Why do you say she’s probably the only reason you still have a job?”
“I was fairly new to nursing back then. I was too busy trying to keep my social life up to par to do my job the way it needed to be done. She wrote me up twice for not paying attention and making dumb mistakes. That last time she sat me down and we had a come-to-Jesus talk. She made a believer out of me for sure. And she was right. I’ve had three raises since then and I’m real grateful to her for the way she set me on the right course.”
Jess had actually expected the woman to have negative things to say about Gabrielle Grayson. She hoped this interview wasn’t going to be a waste of time.
“Did you ever know Gabrielle to use any sort of prescription drugs?” Jess ventured.
“No way. That’s one thing that made her so good at her job. She really hated drugs, even prescription ones that are so easily abused.”
“During Gabrielle’s time here were you aware of any trouble between her and any of the patients or the other staff members?”
“That’s why I told Ms. Allison I wanted to talk to y’all,” Winters explained. “There was one patient who gave her a real hard time. Made a lot of threats about what he would do to her when he had the chance.”
“Do you remember this patient’s name?” Tension rippled through Jess. More than forty-eight hours into the investigation, they needed a break. This could be it.
“Yeah, I do, ’cause he was a big flirt. His name was Johnny Trenton. He was real cute and cocky but he treated us all like we were worthless. I think maybe he has a thing against women.”
Somehow Jess had expected she’d be hearing his name again. “Thank you, Ms. Winters. If you think of anything else at all, please call me.” Jess passed her a card. “And please talk to the other nurses who knew Gabrielle. We need all the help we can get finding the person responsible for her murder.”
Winters accepted Jess’s card. “I’ll do that. You know, Gabrielle had the biggest heart of any person I’ve ever met. Her work hadn’t changed that.”
“What do you mean?” Didn’t it take people with really big hearts to be a part of the medical field? Sure as heck took a strong sense of justice to keep cops pounding the pavement every day.
“Most of us start out with a touch of the Florence Nightingale complex,” Winters explained. “We love all our patients and we’d do anything in the world to save them. But time and dealing with illness and death kind of hardens us. It’s not that we stop caring, but we learn to maintain some level of detachment to keep our sanity. Gabrielle didn’t do that. She loved, in a chaste way of course, every patient. Even the ones who were mean spirited. She never gave up on anyone. Like I said, she changed my life. She was a saint.”
There it was again. That word. It wasn’t that Jess doubted the goodness of either Gabrielle or her husband, who was also touted by his colleagues as a saint. But somehow, somewhere, one or both of these good folks had encountered the exact opposite of goodness. Someone truly evil. Someone who knew Gabrielle Grayson well enough to want to stab her over and over.
Someone who took the time to write dozens of words in her blood while it was still warm.
Someone full of raging emotion.
They were scarcely out of the building when Jess’s cell clanged.
Lily.
Jess couldn’t risk ignoring the call. Her sister could have gotten test results and as terrified as Jess was to hear them… her sister needed her.
“Is everything okay?” Jess asked instead of bothering with a greeting.
“No,” her sister sobbed, “everything’s wrong.”
Blood running cold, Jess braced herself. “What’s happened? Did the doctor call?”
“He called Blake and me in to discuss my test results.”
Dear God, she just needed to spit it out. “And?” Jess prompted.
More sobbing. Jess’s heart thumped harder and harder. “Just tell me, Lil.” Tears burned her eyes. Please don’t let it be that bad.
“He said I’m depressed,” Lil wailed. “That I’m just losing my mind, that’s all. Getting old and probably about to go through the change.” Lil groaned an agonizing sound. “How can I be forty-four years old and feel a hundred? How can I hurt all over? Forget every damned thing? And just be depressed?”
Jess waited through the tears. Mostly she waited for her own emotions to stabilize. She’d just zoomed from terrified and ready to cry to furious and ready to kick the crap out of something.
“Dr. Collins told you this?” she confirmed. It took every ounce of control she had to speak calmly. “The same Dr. Collins I used to see? Downtown?”
“Yes,” came the pitiful response. “He prescribed an antidepressant and wants me to get counseling. I don’t understand. I’ve never been depressed in my life. This is so humiliating. I put my family through all this worry for nothing. I’m just pathetic!”
“Lil, you stop that, do you hear me?” Jess demanded. “You’re going to be fine and we’ll get this sorted out.”
“I’m falling apart,” Lil muttered.
“Sweetie, I have to go right now, but I’ll call you tonight. Okay?”
It took another minute to get Lil reassured enough that Jess felt comfortable ending the call. She turned to her detective. “I need to see Dr. Carl Collins,” Jess said. “His office is downtown.” She gave Lori the address.
“Are you feeling ill?” Lori asked, visibly concerned.
“Oh yes,” Jess assured her as she headed for the car. “I’m ill, all right. Ill as a hornet.”
Twentieth Street South, 1:30 p.m.
One flash of her shield and the receptionist ushered Jess to Dr. Collins’s private office. He was with a patient, so she had no choice but to wait a few minutes.
The last doctor’s appointment she’d had in this office had been about twenty-four years ago. She’d just turned eighteen and she wanted to get on birth control. Things had been too crazy between her and Dan to continue to risk their self-control. Condoms were necessary but not one hundred percent reliable.
“Mercy.” Jess sighed. Where had the time gone?
The door opened and she sat up a little straighter. Dr. Collins was short and pleasantly plump. Time had broadened his waist as well as the hairless path across the top of his head. The black-rimmed glasses looked exactly the same as the last time Jess saw him.
“I apologize for keeping you waiting.” He hurried around his desk, his lab coat swishing. “Give me a minute,” Collins said without looking at her. “I haven’t had time for lunch.” He dragged two protein bars from a desk drawer and offered one to Jess.
“No thank you, Doctor.”
He ripped the wrapper off and bit into a bar. “Lordy me, there aren’t enough hours in the day.” He savored a swig from the bottle of flavored water on his desk. When he’d gotten down another bite of fortification he beamed a smile at her. “What can I do for the Birmingham PD and their newest deputy chief?”
“Actually, Dr. Collins, I’m here on a personal matter.”
A frown claimed his face. “The last time I saw you as a patient, you were…”
Jess held her breath.
“… about to graduate high school and go off to Boston.”
Relieved, Jess smiled again. “That’s right.”
“I’ve been watching you on the news!” He shook a finger in the air. “You’ve gone places, young lady. Built quite the career for yourself. Turned into a sophisticated lady. My, my.” He gave her a nod of approval.
Before Jess could thank him, he launched into another sermon. “I was awfully proud to hear that you’d turned out so well.” He laughed, the kind that shook his belly. “I had my doubts when you were young. I swear, you were the sassiest thing. Told anybody and everybody just what you thought.”
“Well, Doctor,” her face hurt with the effort of keeping her smile in place, “some things never change.”
The frown was back. “I beg your pardon?”
“You talked to my sister, Lily, about her test results today.”
He riffled through the files and notes on his desk. “Yes, yes, that’s right, but I won’t be able to discuss those results with you unless—”
“No need, Doctor,” Jess assured him. “Lily has already passed along your professional opinion.”
“I see.” Collins gave her a knowing look. “You and Lily have put your heads together and decided that an old man like me doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Well, let me tell you a thing or two, missy”—he was shaking his finger again, this time at her—“your sister has the classic symptoms of what I like to call over-the-hill or empty-nest syndrome. She’s hit that age, and you’re right on her heels,” he warned, “where this sort of thing is to be expected. You look in the mirror one day and realize you’re getting older or, like your sister, the kids are suddenly gone and she doesn’t know what to do with herself. Being a mother defined her and she’s lost. There’s no need to be embarrassed or in denial. It’s part of being a woman.”
Jess nodded. “I see,” she echoed. So that was the way he intended to roll, was it? She loved it when a doctor decided what a woman was feeling was simply because she was a woman before eliminating any medical issues. Jess stood. “I’m sorry I wasted your time, Dr. Collins.”
Smug in his assessment, he waved her off. “That’s what I’m here for. My patients are my number-one priority.”
Wasn’t that reassuring? “How’s your son doing these days? Kurt was, what, a year ahead of me in school?”
Understanding wiped that self-satisfied look off his face. “He’s fine, fine. Four kids. His wife is still teaching school and he’s established one of Birmingham’s top medical equipment providers. He’s matured into quite the businessman.”
Most likely because he flunked out of medical school. “I did a little checking on my way over here. Seems his love of hanging out at the bars downtown has matured into spending time at the country club on Saturday nights.” Three times in the past two months he’d been pulled over and his wife called because he wasn’t feeling well.
“What’re you trying to say, Jessie Lee?” The doctor’s friendly tone and nonchalant expression was long gone now.
“I’m saying I want you to run every test you can think of on my sister until you have exhausted your vast medical knowledge. And if you haven’t figured out what the problem is by then, I want you to send her to someone who doesn’t lump all women together and who doesn’t assume that fatigue and achiness automatically means she’s depressed.”
Collins held up his hands. “Now you know I can’t just run all sorts of tests. The insurance companies require justification for every test we run.”
She flattened her palms on his desk and looked him dead in the eyes. “I’m sure you’ll figure out that part. I expect you to call her and tell her that you’ve been thinking about her all afternoon and you want to do some other testing. Meanwhile, I’ll talk to the manager at the country club and make sure he knows to call your daughter-in-law before Kurt gets behind the wheel. That way none of us have to go through any unpleasant business.”
“I’ll call her right now.”
“Thank you, Dr. Collins. We’ll just keep this little chat between us.”
As Jess left his office she could hear him grumbling under his breath. Crusty old fart.
Lori was pacing the sidewalk outside when Jess exited the building. She quickly ended her call.
“Did you get things worked out?”
Jess grinned. “The doctor and I reached a mutually beneficial understanding.”
Lori went for a smile but it fell short of her usual dazzler.
“Is something wrong?” Jess asked.
“Kids can be a pain in the ass.”
“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.” Jess headed for their parking spot. “And I happen to know you don’t have any children. Something up with your sister?”
Lori exhaled a big breath. “We’re picking up Chester after work tonight.”
“Is that typically a problem?” Jess didn’t need to tell Lori that her relationship with Harper was a package deal.
She threw her hands up. “I don’t know. I’ve never spent any time with him.”
Sounded like Lori and Harper had gotten the cart before the horse on this moving in together thing. “Take it slow,” Jess advised. Before she could say more her cell clanged. She checked the screen. Burnett. Her instincts went on alert. Could be news on Devon. “Hold on, it’s Burnett,” she said to Lori. “Harris.”
“I need you in my office now,” Burnett announced.
Jess tried to analyze his tone. Not angry or annoyed. Worried, she decided. “What’s up?” She consciously attempted to slow her heart rate, but that wasn’t happening this side of the grave.
“You with Wells?”
“Yes, why?” The thump, thump, thump in her chest got louder, echoing in her ears.
“The reason the Taurus wouldn’t start, Jess, was because someone had rigged an explosive to detonate upon ignition.”
His words quaked through her. A bomb?
“Luckily,” he went on, his voice a little high pitched, “whoever planted it got in a hurry or just didn’t know what they were doing and screwed up the wiring. When you tried to start the engine, everything shorted out. Hell.” He made a sound of frustration. “Just get here. Now, Jess. I don’t want you on the street.”
“Yeah… okay.” Jess ended the call, a kind of fog draping over her.
“Did the chief have news?”
Jess nodded, or at least she thought she did. Her stomach felt a little queasy. “Someone tried to kill me, Lori.” Her gaze collided with her friend’s. “And the part that scares me is that I think it’s one of us… a cop.”




   
2:30 p.m.
I’ve initiated a separate investigation into this tampering,” Burnett explained from his standing position behind his desk. The man hadn’t been still since she walked into his office. “We will find out how this happened, Jess. You can count on that.”
His face wasn’t as red as it had been when she first arrived, but he was still markedly upset.
“Who’s lead in the investigation?” Jess crossed her legs. She worked at keeping her foot from tapping. He wasn’t the only one upset. She hated that she had let the fear slip so deeply under her skin, but there was no denying it.
“Harold’s on top of it.” Burnett loosened his tie. “He asked to take the lead.” Fury visibly tightened his lips. “He’s already grilling personnel in the car pool. The whole place is on lockdown.”
Jess resisted the urge to ask why he didn’t consider Deputy Chief Harold Black a suspect. But that would be her ego talking. She and Black had seriously butted heads over a case and likely would do the same in the future, but Harold Black was a loyal cop.
No use pretending she could keep the break-in to herself. If someone was this serious about taking her down, she couldn’t afford to flirt with that particular denial. “There’s something…”
He planted his hands on his hips and fixed that look on her—the look that warned she wasn’t going to like whatever he said next. “Jess, it’s time for you to admit this threat is serious. I want you off the streets. Period. Harold said he would step in and take the reins while you work in the background.”
Not only did she not like that suggestion, she was not going to listen to another word, much less tell him about the break-in. How could she get her job done like this? She reached into her bag and pulled out her pad and pencil. While he watched, she wrote a short, sweet note, then passed it to him.
“Bullshit!” He crushed her resignation and tossed it across the room. “This is not a game, Jess. This is—”
Jess stowed her stuff and stood. “You can have someone follow me around and I’ll concede to having Harper or Wells with me every minute on the job. But”—she held up a hand when he would have interrupted—“ but if you push this idea that I have to duck and run for cover, I will resign.”
The standoff lasted another five seconds. “You try to evade protection,” he warned, “and I swear, I’ll put you in protective custody.”
He was forgetting a little thing called her civil rights. He was upset. She was upset. But this case—finding Devon Chambers alive and nailing Gabrielle Grayson’s killer—was more important than either of their egos.
“I will not attempt to evade my assigned protection.” Unless it’s absolutely necessary. “Can we move on now?”
He rubbed at his forehead as if a headache had started there. “Sure.”
She resumed her seat and he finally settled into his. She gave him a rundown of what they’d learned from Netty Winters, the nurse who once worked with Gabrielle Grayson. “Wells and I are following up with Trenton as soon as I’m finished here.”
“I want to know where you are and who you’re with at all times.”
Jess flashed him a fake smile. “Then you’d better make sure whoever’s pulling surveillance knows to relay that information to you.” She grabbed her stuff and stood. “I will let you know if there are any major developments.”
Her cell clanged before Burnett could argue with her last word. She dug for it and checked the screen.
Leslie Chambers.
Worry got a good sharp jab into her gut. “Harris.” To Burnett, she whispered, “It’s Devon’s sister.”
He nodded his understanding.
“You have to help me,” Leslie cried. “The people from Child Protective Services are here. They’re asking about Devon. I don’t know what to do.”
“I’ll be right there, Leslie. Tell them to wait.”
Jess shoved her phone into her bag, anger sparking. Though she understood this was the way the system worked and whoever had showed up at Leslie’s door was only doing their job, the timing made her mad as hell. One way or another she would see that Leslie and Devon were not separated under any circumstances.
Assuming they found him alive…
4:05 p.m.
Jess waited until the introductions were out of the way and then she let the kindly looking woman named Selma Peterson from Child Protective Services have it. Politely, of course.
“Ms. Peterson, I appreciate and respect what you’re doing. I’m certain your job is rarely pleasant or simple. Unfortunately I’m about to make things a lot more complicated. This young woman and her brother, who is currently missing, are persons of interest in an ongoing homicide case. Until that case is solved or I tell you otherwise, you have no authority to question her. So, with all due respect, I will need you to leave these premises and not return until I’ve instructed otherwise.”
Ms. Peterson looked from Jess to her colleague, Heather Phipps, and back. “Frankly, Chief Harris, I’m speechless. In my career of twenty-four years I have never had an officer of the law speak to me in such a manner.”
Jess gifted her with a patient smile. “Well, ma’am, I’m awful sorry if you took anything I said the wrong way, but, if you have any questions, my boss is Chief of Police Daniel Burnett. You can direct any questions you, your colleague here, or your supervisor have to him. You have a good day now.”
The two women grumbled about rude cops and rules all the way out the door. As soon as they were gone, Jess turned to Leslie. “I don’t know what repercussions might come from that, so we’re going to get you moved someplace else until this is over.”
Leslie shook her head. “I can’t go anywhere. If Devon comes back he won’t know what to do.”
“Leslie.” Jess pulled her down to the sofa, since she looked as if she were about to drop. “We have your brother’s psychologist and two other specialists working with our search commander. We have Devon’s picture everywhere. We have an officer watching your home. If he comes back, we’ll know it. My top priority at this moment is to ensure your safety as well as your peace of mind.”
“I promise I’m fine.” Her voice shook.
“Have you eaten today?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“How about I order your favorite pizza?” Lori suggested. “My treat.”
Leslie looked from Jess to Lori and back. “Cheese is my favorite.”
Lori smiled. “Done.”
“Chief Harris,” Leslie interrupted before Jess could resume, “do you have a brother or sister?”
Jess blinked. “Yes, I do. A sister.” A sister who might be very sick. An ache twisted deep inside Jess.
“If this were your sister missing like this,” Leslie said, her worried gaze searching Jess’s, “would you leave?”
She had her there. “Okay, you win. Let’s go over the rules again and I’ll give you an update on the search.”
Leslie grabbed her and hugged her. Startled, Jess wasn’t sure how to respond at first. Then she just went with it and hugged the girl back.
Edgewater Condominiums, 5:30 p.m.
Johnny Trenton had managed to save up enough for a down payment on a low-end condo in Homewood. There was a pool and plenty of other folks his age. Just went to show that before the housing crash mortgage lenders would approve a loan for anyone, whatever their source of income.
Lori spotted Trenton lying on a chaise near the glistening pool. Jess could have gone the rest of her life without seeing the guy in a mankini and tanning oil. Why any woman would consider a self-serving player like him attractive she would never know.
Jess stared down at the glistening creep and wished she had saved the ice from the Pepsi she’d hit a drive-through for on the way here so she could cool him off before he scorched every female on the property.
“I’m sure you’re enjoying the view,” he said without opening his eyes, “but you’re blocking my sun.”
“We should step out of the way, Detective. We wouldn’t want to block his sun.”
Trenton’s eyes popped open but he didn’t bother getting up. “Chief Harris, what an unexpected pleasure.”
He looked her up and down with that usual smirk he wore most likely when any breathing female was in his line of sight.
Evidently not wanting to play favorites, Trenton gave Lori the same appraisal. Lori rolled her eyes.
“Remember I said we might need to speak with you again?”
“Yes, ma’am. I surely do.” He got up and stretched to ensure everyone around got a good look at his mostly naked body.
“Would you like to talk here or some place more private?” Jess asked.
“Come on up to my place.” He grabbed his towel. “I think I might even have some lemonade in the fridge.”
Like she would drink anything he had in his fridge if she were dying of thirst.
His condo was on the first floor with a slider leading to the pool. Not as bad as she’d expected. The décor was blasé but the place was spacious and relatively tidy.
When they had settled around the coffee table, Lori reminded him, “Mr. Trenton, your rights were explained to you when you were interviewed previously. Do you need me to read them again?”
He shook his head. “I have nothing to hide and as far as I know I don’t need an attorney. So shoot.” He smiled at Jess. “I’m ready for whatever you got.”
“Mr. Trenton,” Jess flipped through her notes just to make him nervous, “do you recall threatening Gabrielle Grayson when you were a patient at New Life Rehab Center three years ago?”
He flinched. “I do.” He shook his head. “I was a genuine asshole to Gabrielle. But, like I told you, she wouldn’t let me give up. She kept on urging me to hang in there even though I threatened her seven ways to Sunday. I called her every imaginable ugly name. But she never gave up. She’s the reason I got clean and stayed that way.”
“Why didn’t you mention this when I questioned you on Monday?” Jess hated wasting her time. This investigation was far too important to cater to his massive ego.
“It’s not the kind of thing I want to brag about. Besides, that was someone else. It wasn’t the man you’re sitting here talking to now. Gabrielle saved my life. There is no way in this world I would have done anything to harm her.” He looked away then. “I pretend to be all nonchalant and like I don’t care about anything but I care that she’s gone. I hate like hell that some sick son of a bitch gangbanger did this to her.” His jaw tightened with the fury Jess heard in his words. “I hope they kill each other until the fuckers are extinct.”
Now there was a thought. Only, a gangbanger didn’t kill Gabrielle.
“Mr. Trenton,” Jess offered, “I’m going to go out on a limb here. I believe you when you say you would never have hurt Gabrielle. But I need you to think long and hard about your relationship with her.” She had to be careful. She couldn’t put words in his mouth. Yet she wanted desperately to get a break in this case. The only way that was going to happen was if someone who knew Gabrielle started talking. “Did you ever see or hear anyone do or say anything that might have developed into the motive for murder? Did she have a boyfriend? Did her husband have a girlfriend? Was anything going on that signaled trouble?”
His shoulders slumped. “Honest to God, I wish I knew something. But there’s just nothing to know. Gabrielle’s whole life revolved around that kid and her husband. She got frustrated sometimes, mainly I think, because she was used to working outside the home. But she was happy. Her husband was happy as far as I know. He wasn’t usually around when I worked on the pool. He didn’t like her associating with anyone like me. Can’t say that I blame him. Most addicts who had it as bad as I did don’t stay clean. But I had Gabrielle. There was no way I was going to fail.”
“On Monday,” Jess countered, “you said Gabrielle’s husband wasn’t taking care of her needs. That her child was driving her nuts. Which is it, Mr. Trenton? The woman you hold in such high regard is dead. Someone cut off her head and stabbed her body ten times. Imagine what she must have suffered.” That wasn’t true but he didn’t know that. “Don’t you want us to find the person who did this?”
Cocky, full-of-himself Johnny Trenton cried. Like a baby. Jess felt like a total buttwad.
Lori shrugged and grabbed a paper towel for him to dry his eyes.
“Okay,” he mumbled, then sniffed. “I know I said Gabrielle was unhappy, but she wasn’t. Not really.” He looked at Jess with watery eyes. “Gabrielle loved her son more than life. She almost never complained. And she worshipped her husband. He could do no wrong in her eyes. She set the standard for being a wife and mother.”
There it was. More proof of Gabrielle Grayson’s sainthood.
How the hell was Jess supposed to solve a case when everything was so perfect?
Except for the fact that a woman was dead.
And a little boy was missing.
Outside, Jess dropped into the passenger seat of Lori’s Mustang. It was hot as blazes and she was exhausted and disgusted and mad as hell. What jerk disliked her so much he would try to blow her up?
Lori started the car. “Wow. I feel like I just walked off the set of an episode of Dr. Phil.”
Jess laughed, sort of. She was too tired and overwhelmed to really laugh, but it was a start. She adjusted the air-conditioning vents. “So, her former coworkers and patients think Gabrielle walked on water. We know there is little or no likelihood this was a gang hit.”
“Don’t forget her neighbors,” Lori added. “Everyone we talked to thought she was super mom. We got nothing but rave reviews.”
Didn’t add up. All those post mortem stab wounds spoke of the killer’s rage. “This killer had to be someone who knew her. Hated her. Was envious of her. Or feared her somehow.”
Their gazes locked. Lori spoke first. “All her friends are cops and cops’ wives.”
As unpopular as exploring that avenue would be with the whole department, they had no choice but to take this investigation right there. “Grayson’s mother-in-law is home now. We need to nail down an interview with Sarah Riley. She has no more excuses.”
“She’s put me off every time I call,” Lori complained.
“She and her husband are closer to the Graysons than anyone,” Jess said, mostly to herself. “We need that interview.” They needed a hell of a lot more than that. “We need whoever the hell was close enough to know Grayson’s work schedule and whoever Gabrielle knew well enough to let into her house at that time of night.
“We need,” she said, frustrated and tired, “to find whatever it is that prompted a motive strong enough to kill a woman and then mutilate her body.”
Find the motive, find the killer.
9911 Conroy Road, 8:40 p.m.
Jess’s new surveillance detail parked on the street right across from the drive to her place. When she pulled into the drive and shut off the engine of her Audi, her gaze automatically swept up to the top of the garage stairs. There was a man there. He seemed to be doing something to her door.
Good grief! Was she being burglarized?
What next?
She grabbed her Glock, opened her door very carefully, and eased out. The guy still hadn’t moved. He had surely heard her car pull into the drive. How could he have missed her headlights?
Maybe he had a hearing problem. If so, he needed a new line of work.
Could be her landlord. But why didn’t he turn to greet her? Why keep his back to her arrival? She surveyed the back of his house. Lights were on downstairs. He was up it seemed.
Moving cautiously, she made her way to the stairs and slowly started upward. When she was two steps from the landing, her weapon in hand but aimed downward, she cleared her throat in hopes of alerting the man to her presence.
He turned around, seeming startled. This was no young man. Sixty-five or seventy. Eyeglasses with very thick lenses. Thin gray hair. Had to be her landlord.
“Mr. Louis?”
“Chief Harris, I presume?” He passed a hammer to his left hand and offered his right for her to shake.
Jess shifted the Glock to her left hand and accepted his gesture. His grip was firm. Steady. “Yes, sir. That’s me. Sorry about the gun. But I thought someone was breaking in.”
He shook his head. “We don’t ever have any trouble like that around here. It’s quiet. Peaceful.”
She could argue that point but she opted not to. Her problems had nothing to do with the neighborhood.
“I’m almost done here,” he said. “I noticed when the locksmith was here that some of the trim around the door was loose.” He pointed to the strips of painted wood around the frame. “I thought I’d tack them back into place and freshen the paint. So be careful, it’s still a little wet.”
That was when she noticed the bucket of white paint and well-used brush. She also noticed there was light. He’d taken care of the outdoor light on the landing.
“Thank you for taking such good care of me.” She gestured back to her car. “I’ll just get my stuff.”
“I’ll clean up and then I’ll be out of your way. With this heat, I have to wait until the sun goes down for outside maintenance.”
“Smart plan.” She smiled before turning to hustle back down to her car. She grabbed her shopping bag and the Chinese takeout she’d picked up on the way home. By the time she reached the top of the stairs again, Mr. Louis had finished his work and was preparing to be on his way.
She waved the box. “I picked up Chinese. I always order far too much. Would you like to join me for my first meal in my new place?”
He shook his head. “I couldn’t do that.”
“Please. I’d love to have the company.”
He kind of shuffled his feet and gave a vague nod.
“Great.” She picked through the keys and unlocked the door. After the day she’d had she could use the distraction and she needed to get to know her landlord. She flipped on the interior light and walked in. “Feels way better in here.” The heat index had neared another record today. Thank goodness the air-conditioning was up to par in this place.
“I repaired the light.” Louis pointed to the light outside her door, then flipped the necessary switch to turn it off then on.
“I can’t thank you enough.” She dumped the load in her arms on the table. “Maybe I’ll get one of those automatic thingies that makes the light come on at dark. My schedule is so crazy I never know what time I’ll get home.”
He nodded, his gaze directed more at the floor than at her. “I can install a sensor for you.”
“That’d be great. You can add the charge for the work onto my rent.”
He shook his head. “No charge. That’s part of being a good landlord.”
He needed to spread that word around. “Well come on in. Have a seat.” She gestured to the table. “I haven’t had time to get a sofa yet.”
Rather than take a seat, he waited a few feet away and watched as she spread the dinner on the counter. “Bottled water okay with you? I don’t have any beer or wine.” She wasn’t much of a host.
“I don’t drink alcohol.”
Oops. She should have considered that possibility. Lil said he was at church every Sunday and though Lil drank wine, not all churchgoers approved of alcohol consumption. Jess checked the bag to ensure they’d included more than one set of chopsticks. Usually they did, since they assumed she was ordering for two or more.
What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. She might go all day without eating but when she did, she made up for the missed meals.
“We can eat in here or sit on the steps. I’m planning to get a glider for the deck.” She laughed. “Eventually.”
The sound of a car door slamming outside had her guest turning toward the door neither of them had bothered to close.
“I should get back to the house.” Louis backed up the two or three steps he had taken. “Let me know if you need anything else.”
Before Jess could argue he had snagged his toolbox, rags, and paint can and hurried across the landing and headed down the steps. She walked outside to see that he got down the stairs in one piece at that speed and with both hands full. The new arrival was Wesley. And she looked a mess. Too late to do anything about that. She ordered her jittery nerves to settle down. It was only Wesley. He’d probably spoken to Lopez’s people and had an update for her.
Wesley nodded and said hello as he and Mr. Louis passed. Louis didn’t appear to say anything but maybe he spoke too softly for Jess to hear. He just kept going as fast as he could walk until he’d disappeared into his house.
Nice man but quite peculiar.
“I brought dinner.” Wesley held up a bag that looked oddly familiar. “And wine.” He held up a bottle next.
“The wine will get you in the door for sure. But I hope you have a corkscrew and glasses. Otherwise we’re doomed to merely admire your taste in wine.”
When he was inside they laughed over the idea that they had chosen the same fast-food restaurant. That was one of the things that had drawn her to Wesley. They thought so much alike, or so it had seemed.
Not only had he brought a corkscrew and wineglasses, both of which were housewarming gifts, he had brought a blanket, which he promptly spread on the floor for their dining experience.
Jess couldn’t deny enjoying his company and the food. Not to mention the wine.
But she knew Wesley well enough to know that he wasn’t here just for dinner and conversation.
“I’m leaving tomorrow.”
“I see.” She’d wondered when that would happen. There was little more he could do here.
“Leonardo Lopez returned to Los Angeles late this afternoon. Based on our conversation, I must admit there appears to be merit to his allegations of a mole in my organization.” Wesley swirled the wine in his glass. “That’s difficult for me to believe but it’s my duty to explore those allegations.”
“What does he want in return?” Jess cradled her second glass of wine. “He wants something, I’m certain.” Lopez had mentioned wanting immunity for his daughter. Jess hoped he wouldn’t win that negotiation.
“If his claims prove true,” Wesley said with obvious reluctance, “he wants probation for his daughter. To keep this business out of the media, his wish may very well be granted.”
Jess downed the rest of her wine, a stall tactic to prevent speaking before thinking. The wine didn’t do a thing to slow down her building outrage. “You’re telling me that his daughter’s charges, which include kidnapping me, will likely be lessened to basically nothing if you can verify his claims.” That stunk like three-day-old roadkill in the middle of August.
Wesley refilled her glass. “You’re aware of the way these things work, Jess. You have to give to get.”
Yes, she was all too aware. “Seems incredible that our own people can create this sort of a predicament. And we don’t ever want to believe that evil can be working right alongside us. We walk around assuming the best of everyone until the knife is plunged into our back.”
Like the idea that someone in the Birmingham Police Department had rigged a bomb in her borrowed car. She glanced at her door. Not to mention broke into her place and left that message.
Wesley hummed a sound of agreement. “That’s the part of this job that gets to me the most. To know that one of us is capable of selling out to that kind of monster.”
Jess knew better than to ask any questions. So far he hadn’t mentioned the incident with the car. Her guess was Burnett hadn’t shared. She didn’t plan to either. “Just make sure Lopez gives you enough to get the bastard.”
Wesley held up his glass. “To getting the bad guys.”
“Hear, hear.” Jess bumped his glass and took a long drink.
“I’ve realized many things the past few days, Jess.”
She tangled her chopsticks in the lo mein. “Such as.”
“I’ve missed you.” When she looked up he was staring at her. “One day, when we have some time, we need to talk about that.”
“Wesley.” Her stomach knotted with the mix of emotions his words evoked. “I’ve missed you, too.” It was the truth. She wasn’t going to lie. She might never see him again. She had made a promise to herself not to take another moment for granted and she intended to keep that promise. “But I’m happy with my life here just as it is.”
That part was the truth, too. She was happy. For the first time in a long while.
Silence lingered for a bit.
“It’s Burnett, isn’t it?” he asked at last.
She’d expected that one. “It’s far more complicated than that.” She couldn’t explain to him what she didn’t fully understand herself. “Burnett and I have a history that’s difficult to define. My happiness at the moment is about a lot more than him.”
A smile spread across Wesley’s lips. She had always loved his smile.
“Good for you, Jess.”
She cared for Wesley. Respected and admired him. His approval meant a lot to her. She hoped that, moving forward, they could be friends. Somehow after taking their vows they had lost that ability.
Dinner went by too fast. Jess enjoyed the meal and the conversation more than any they had shared as a married couple. When they’d cleaned up and she’d walked with him to the landing outside her door, a feeling of uncertainty and just a pinch of regret lingered.
“I’ll be in touch.”
“You’d better be.” She hugged her arms around herself. She wished the feeling of uncertainty or restlessness would go away. Would she never see him again? Did she want to?
He leaned down, and for a fraction of a second she couldn’t breathe. Wesley kissed her on the cheek and whispered, “If you ever change your mind you know how to find me.”
And then he took his leave before she could say a word.
Jess watched him drive away and she wondered if their marriage had been her last chance at having the traditional life—the picket fence and the kids.
The need to talk to Dan rushed through her. Would they… could they ever have that? Maybe. She just didn’t know. They’d made that deal about turning sixty but what if one or the other met someone else before then? That was one worry she just didn’t have time for.
She downed the last of her wine. Besides, what did she need with traditional?
She had the unexpected, the unusual. Her gaze settled on the one window in her landlord’s home that poured light into the darkness. Oh yes. She had the unexpected, the unusual, and the peculiar.
What else could a girl want?
Jess turned to go back inside and the lovely stemmed glass Wesley had brought as her housewarming gift slipped out of her hand. She crouched and caught it just before it hit and shattered on the wooden deck floor.
“Oh good grief.” She was tired. Too tired to be entertaining. And having three glasses of wine. Glass firmly in hand, she prepared to push to her feet. Spots on the wood stopped her.
Jess reached down and touched the specks. Red and dried. Not paint. Mr. Louis had been using white paint. Had the spots been there and she just hadn’t noticed? She thought of the bloody message that had been left for her on that photo.
What if her intruder had come back? The new locks had obviously kept him out but maybe he left her a message on the… door?
Jess glanced toward her landlord’s house and then at the door to her rented space. Would he have thought cleaning up the mess was the proper thing to do? Without ever mentioning it to her? That was ridiculous.
“You’re getting paranoid, Jess.”
She went inside and closed the door, taking care to lock it. She washed her glass and placed it on the counter next to the others. Now what? She could better organize her new stock of dry and canned goods in the cabinets.
“Forget it!” She couldn’t ignore the spots.
She dug around in the take-out containers and got one of the chopsticks. After washing it thoroughly, she went back out to her landing and scraped up a specimen of the red spot. There were evidence collection bags in her car, but if she went down to her car the cop doing her surveillance would report that to Burnett. He was already going to get an earful about Wesley’s late-night visit.
She was going to hear about that. Especially if that chaste kiss was mentioned.
Really all she needed was something plastic and clean. After fishing around in her bag for a whole minute she found a Tampax. She removed the packaging and tucked her specimen inside. Might not be sterile but it was clean.
“That works.” She stored the package in the zipper compartment of her bag and then dusted her hands together. First thing tomorrow morning she’d hit up Ricky Vernon at the lab for a favor.
Two brisk knocks on her door made her jump.
It was past ten o’clock. Who in the world…?
Jess stamped toward the door. “Burnett, if that’s you checking up on me, I’m going to be…” She checked the window.
Sylvia Baron?
“What the hell?” Jess opened the door. “You have news on my vic?” The woman couldn’t call with news on the case? Why the heck was she working so late anyway? Surely Burnett hadn’t recruited her to check up on Jess, too.
Baron adopted an offended expression. “Hello to you, too, Harris.” She thrust a large bag at Jess. “That’s for you.” She pushed her way inside and surveyed the space. “So this is your new place.”
Jess closed and locked the door. “Sorry about the yelling.” No way she missed Jess’s tirade. “I was expecting to find Burnett at the door.”
Baron turned to her, her eyebrows arched in skepticism. “Does Chief of Police Burnett make a habit of stopping by at this hour?”
Jess pretended to be mesmerized by the can opener beneath all the fancy yellow paper stuffed in the bag. “Thank you for the gift.” She flashed a smile as she deposited the bag on the table. “Do you make it a habit of stopping by to have refreshments with your ex-husband’s wife on the day she’s murdered?”
Baron’s gaze narrowed. “I told you she called me but we never had that meeting.” Baron folded her arms over her chest and cranked up her haughty meter. “Did you forget to write it down?”
Jess ignored her dig. “Someone came to Gabrielle’s house after eight o’clock Sunday night. Someone she knew.” She matched Baron’s stance. “If it wasn’t you, then who?”
“How would I know? You’re the hotshot cop, why haven’t you figured it out?”
Again, Jess ignored her potshot. “You want coffee?” The woman was here, they might as well accomplish something.
“It’s not instant, is it?” Baron sent a suspect glance toward Jess’s new coffeemaker.
Jess rolled her eyes. “No.” She gave her nifty carousel a spin. “What’s your pleasure?”
Coffee blends selected and cups brewed, they moved to the steps. It was far too nice to stay cooped up inside, especially with no sofa. The oppressive heat had subsided, taking the worst of the humidity with it.
“We’re not dealing with a gangbanger,” Baron said what they both already knew after a lengthy silence. “Burnett tells me there’s still nothing in her background that would suggest an enemy out for revenge.”
“It’s not the husband,” Jess said. She wasn’t even going to pretend to believe otherwise.
Baron turned and stared at her profile.
“I know she called you and was worried about him, but I think it’s about something he was involved in. I just have to find out what that something is.”
Baron made a rather rude harrumphing sound. “Larry Grayson is all about work. That’s what he does. That’s all he does.”
Was that resentment she heard in the assistant coroner’s voice? “Then it has to be related to his work. Whatever it was,” Jess argued. “Gabrielle was scared and needed someone to talk to. Maybe she called you because she thought you had experienced the same problem when you were married to him.”
Baron shrugged. “I considered that possibility.”
Another patch of silence elapsed between them. Someone had to say something. “Everyone she knew loved her,” Jess said. “Doesn’t look like she had any enemies.”
“I know,” Baron admitted. “Clearly she was the saint everyone says she was.”
More of what sounded like resentment dripped from her voice. Jess turned to her. “That doesn’t lessen who you are.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Jess regretted having said them. She and Sylvia Baron weren’t friends. They barely knew each other and Jess wasn’t sure she even liked the woman. She was reasonably certain the woman didn’t like her.
“I know that, too.” Baron’s hands started to shake and she set her coffee cup on the step between her feet so she could clasp them together. “I just keep thinking that if I had made time for her… she would still be alive.” She turned to Jess. “I was wrong to do that, you know. And she’s dead.” Tears slipped down her cheeks. “And maybe that little boy, too. I stood by and did nothing and now…”
God knew Jess had never been a hugger. Never. But this lady needed a hug and somehow they were alike in ways that Jess wanted to deny and, for whatever the reason, some force of nature had ensured their paths crossed at this time in their lives. Jess put down her cup and patted Sylvia Baron on the back, tried to think of something clever and comforting to say. Baron’s shoulders shook and Jess had to hug her. There was no denying the instinct.
The embrace lasted all of three seconds before, as if they’d both taken a big mental step back at the same time, they drew apart.
Jess cleared her throat.
Baron swiped gingerly at her eyes. “Well, that was awkward.”
“We all have our moments.”
They talked a while longer. Around midnight Baron decided it was time to go home.
“Wait.” Jess’s gaze dropped to the wooden deck. “I need a favor.” What were friends for if not to help each other out?
While Baron grumbled, Jess dashed inside and retrieved the specimen from the spots on her floorboards. She offered it to the assistant coroner. “Can you tell me if that’s paint or blood or what?”
Baron took the Tampax packaging between two fingers as if she feared contamination. “Seriously?”
“I didn’t have any plastic bags so I tore the packaging off a new one.” Jess pointed to the couple of spots on the floorboards in front of her door. “Paint or what?”
“I’ll take it home and package it properly and then run the necessary tests in the morning.”
“I appreciate that.” The weight of the day suddenly crashed down and Jess couldn’t remember when she had been this tired.
Baron sniffed the specimen, then frowned. “But I can tell you right now that it’s not paint.”
Deep inside, where her guest couldn’t see, Jess trembled just a little.
“It’s blood.”




   
Caldwell Avenue, Thursday, August 5, 9:01 a.m.
Sarah Riley perched on her worn sofa, her hands twisted with worry, her back ramrod straight.
Jess and Harper had arrived at her town house half an hour ago, but since Sarah was at home alone with two children, an eight-month-old and a fifteen-month-old, she’d had to get the babies situated before she could talk. During that time Jess had studied the framed photos around the living room. She’d also come to realize several things about Sarah. Her home, though not exactly filled with top-of-the-line furnishings, was absolutely spotless. Even with two babies there was not a speck of visible dust or a smudge anywhere to be found.
“I appreciate you making time for us,” Jess said. “Your interview was the last one on my list of close friends and family members.” She gave her a broad smile. “I’m so glad you have a few minutes now.”
Sarah nodded, the move stiff. “With taking care of little Gary and the girls and helping Larry with the memorial arrangements… it’s been hard. But Gabrielle’s mother is here now and she’s caring for Gary at her house.”
The memorial service was at five today. Jess intended to be there. “Lieutenant Grayson is fortunate to have a good friend like you.”
A brief smile touched Sarah’s lips. “I’ve scheduled professional cleaners to get started on the cleanup at Larry’s house since the scene was released.” She diverted her gaze from Jess’s. “Jack and I thought it was the least we could do. Someone who knows the family should be there overseeing.”
Sarah Riley had wide gray eyes and dark hair. She wasn’t as big as a minute and hardly seemed old enough to be a nurse and a mother twice over. She was also very nervous. Maintaining eye contact was a problem for her. She wrung her hands repeatedly. Smoothed the skirt of her dress every time she seemed to realize she was wringing her hands. A woman married to a cop, a detective at that, should know the drill when it came to times like this.
“Your husband works all the time,” Jess empathized. “It’s a miracle you have a minute to yourself.” She glanced at the younger woman’s nicely manicured nails. Her hair was styled. Makeup perfect. And the sundress she wore fit well, showed off her small curves, and was really quite flattering.
Sarah stretched her lips into a smile that was as fake as any Jess had seen. “Jack likes me to have a spa day every other week. He says I deserve to look and feel nice. It makes him happy, too. He’s always looking out for me, making sure the children and I have everything we need.”
“You have a thoughtful husband. He works hard to take care of his family.”
Sarah nodded, but she looked away again, stared at her hands. Maybe not such a nice husband, Jess decided.
“I imagine with him gone so much,” Jess said, fishing, “that you have to take care of all the shopping and oversee the maintenance around here as well.”
“That’s my job. It wouldn’t be right for him to work all those hours and then come home to more work.” She shook her head adamantly. “He gives me his lists and I take care of it.”
Jess thought as much. Time to move on. Making Sarah Riley suspicious wasn’t on today’s agenda. “You and Gabrielle were close friends?”
“Very close friends,” Sarah asserted. “We started out working together and the next thing we knew we were having babies together.” She blinked at tears that looked genuine. “I can’t believe she’s gone. Losing her has left a huge hole in my world.”
“I understand,” Jess said gently. “You and your husband had lunch with the Graysons on Sunday, is that right?”
Sarah nodded. “We did that a couple of times a month. Sometimes we would host the cookout. Other times they would.”
“Did you hear from Gabrielle that night?”
Sarah moved her head side to side in a no, then abruptly stopped. “I take that back. I called her a couple of times. At lunch we talked about taking a vacation together next spring. I couldn’t remember the dates she mentioned so I gave her a call. Two times.”
“Have you taken a vacation together before?”
“Several times. We enjoy—enjoyed—a lot of the same leisure activities. We both loved the beach and finding restaurants we’ve never been to before. And with the children, we usually kept it simple.”
“Were you aware of any problems between Gabrielle and her husband?”
Sarah’s jaw dropped as if she found the question shocking. “No way. Wherever you got that idea, it is completely untrue. Those two were crazy in love. They couldn’t have had any big issues. I would’ve known. For sure.”
Jess cleared her throat. “I hate to be a bother, but may I have a glass of water?”
Sarah blinked, startled by the unexpected change in topic. “Sure.”
She stood, the move slow and stiff as if she were sore. She walked to the kitchen and Jess went right behind her. Sarah pretended not to pay attention to her following but Jess spotted her having a look from the corner of her eye. She really was quite nervous and visibly stiff. Had she hurt her back lifting and running after not two but three kids?
Like the living room, the kitchen sparkled. Jess was reasonably sure she’d never encountered a kitchen this clean. Not one where two kids lived anyway. She watched as Sarah reached into a cupboard and retrieved a glass. The glasses in the cupboard were stored in perfect rows. OCD for sure.
Sarah filled the glass from the tap. “Here you go.”
“Thank you.” Jess sipped it slowly, using the time to note all she could about the way this couple lived. “You have a lovely home.”
“Thank you.”
“Have you lived here long?”
“Five years.” Sarah looked around the room. “We bought this town house when Jack was promoted to detective.”
Jess gifted her with a smile. “What a celebration that must have been. A promotion and a new home, too.”
This time the woman’s smile looked real. “It was, yes.”
Jess set her glass on the counter. “Thank you so much, Sarah.”
Sarah immediately picked up the glass, emptied the remainder of the water, and placed it in the dishwasher. Then she rinsed the sink.
This time Jess led the way to the living room, but she didn’t sit down.
Taking that cue, Harper joined Jess near the door.
“One last question, Sarah.”
“Anything,” Sarah said, her voice almost giddy. “Ask me anything, Chief Harris.”
“Were you aware of Gabrielle taking any drugs? Oxy-Contin, for example?”
The woman’s jaw dropped a second time. “Where in the world are you getting these hateful ideas? Gabrielle Grayson would hardly take an antibiotic much less something like that!”
“There was a large amount found in her tox screen, Sarah. The facts don’t lie,” Jess challenged.
“There has to be a mistake.” Her arms went over her chest and her head was moving side to side in firm denial. She almost looked angry. “That’s impossible.”
“The drug came from somewhere. Do you know if anyone in her family or any of her friends used that drug? Maybe someone gave it to her because she hurt herself somehow. Maybe she picked up the baby the wrong way and hurt her back?”
“I don’t know anyone who uses that drug and neither did Gabrielle.”
Oh yes. The lady was angry. “Not since your days working at New Life, right?”
“I have to feed the baby now.” Sarah resurrected that fake smile and all other emotion vanished from her face. “Thank you for all you’re doing to find Gabrielle’s killer. We won’t sleep at night until this horrible tragedy is put to rest.”
Jess handed her a card. “I appreciate your taking the time to talk to us, Sarah. If you think of anything else you believe might help, please let us know. We’re closing in on a suspect and we want to nail him but good.”
Sarah’s eyes widened in surprise. “That’s great. I’ve been asking Jack and watching the news, but I hadn’t heard you were so close to solving the case.”
Jess nodded. “It’s only a matter of time before we take him down.”
Sarah stared at her, her disbelief as evident as if it had been written across her forehead in blood like the foul words that had been written on Gabrielle’s. Then she seemed to jerk back to the here and now and opened the door to usher them out.
Jess waited until they were in Harper’s SUV before saying a word.
Harper beat her to the punch. “Now that was a Stepford wife if I’ve ever seen one.” He shook his head. “As hard as she tried to cover it up, it showed on her face. She alternated between being scared to death of giving the wrong answer and spewing what she’d been brainwashed to say.”
“Did you notice that nice save when I asked her if she spoke to Gabrielle that night?” Jess had seen the realization in her expression when the idea that phone records had likely been subpoenaed hit her. She’d recovered like a pro. “She specified that she had spoken to her two times after eight o’clock. God, we need those phone records.” Jess hated that these things sometimes took so long.
“I saw how she was moving. Like she was in pain. You think that bastard beats her?”
“I think that’s a very strong possibility.” Whatever was going on in their relationship, it was off balance. There was something deeply wrong in that house. Jess could feel it.
“But that doesn’t make him a killer,” Harper noted with audible regret.
“That’s true, Sergeant.” A man who would abuse his wife and children was the lowest of the low in Jess’s opinion. She wanted to shake the woman and demand why she would put up with such treatment. But she knew the answer without asking. Most often a twisted bond formed between the abused and the abuser. That kind of narcissistic bond was difficult to sever. Sometimes it ended only when one or the other was dead… until death do us part.
“But,” Jess told her detective, a scenario forming quickly, “it does open up a whole new avenue of motive that may have set the stage for murder.”
“How do you mean?”
“With a bond like that, anything that threatens it would be swiftly stamped out.”
She didn’t know the ins and outs of where this was going just yet, but Jack and Sarah Riley had just moved to the top of Jess’s suspect list.
“Let’s see if we can find anything in police reports or medical records that prove Jack Riley is abusing his wife.” That was another avenue they could explore with Sarah’s former coworkers—the same coworkers they were already questioning about Gabrielle.
“Yes, ma’am. But police reports are doubtful. He wouldn’t have made sergeant if anything like that was on his record.”
“Unless,” Jess tossed back, “she claimed some unknown perp did the beating.”
Abusers and victims that deeply entrenched in their bond knew how to work the system.
“Good point.” Harper pulled his cell phone from his jacket pocket and checked the screen. “Dispatch.” He glanced at Jess before answering with, “Harper.”
Holy crap… what now?
Harper listened for five, six, seven seconds. “Chief Harris and I are en route.”
As he tucked his phone away, Jess asked the question she feared the most. “Is it Devon?”
“No. Two adult vics. One male, one female.”
If they had gotten the call, there was some sort of readily distinguishable similarity or connection to the Grayson case.
Just when Jess thought she knew where this investigation was headed, someone had to go and toss another body or two into the mix.
Norwood, 11:38 a.m.
“Both victims were dead prior to the decapitations and the stabbings.” Sergeant Harper indicated the blood, skull fragments, and brain matter sprayed across the dingy wall beyond where the man and woman lay supine on the floor. “Ligature marks on the wrists indicate they were restrained at some point.”
Jess stepped closer to the couple. “It appears they were forced onto their knees, facing the wall, and took a bullet to the back of the head. At some point after that they were dragged over here”—she gestured to where they lay—“cut loose from their restraints, positioned with their arms spread wide and their legs together, just as Gabrielle Grayson was posed.”
“Only this time”—Harper crouched down and indicated the area of the neck where the heads were once attached—“the heads were sawed off with a bit more precision.”
“Or maybe just a sharper saw,” Jess suggested. Her stomach spasmed in revulsion.
“Definitely sharper,” Harper agreed. “I counted twelve stab wounds on each vic. The pattern is random.”
Twelve, not ten like Gabrielle. “It’s a miracle they were found before they dissolved into DNA soup.” Christ what a mess. It was all she could do to take a breath.
The house had gone into foreclosure and was now owned by the bank. The windows were broken and the paint inside and out was peeling. The yard was overgrown. Like several others in the area, the house had sat abandoned and neglected for months.
But not today. The smell of disuse and emptiness had been replaced by the pungent odor of human decomposition. There was no electricity and no air-conditioning. Even the evidence techs had had to take a break from the smell. The first officers on the scene hadn’t come back inside since discovering the bodies.
“First officer on the scene”—Harper pushed to his feet and checked the notes he’d made on his phone—“said the old man who lives next door—the one who called it in, Pete Hall—identified the vics as Angel Flores and Javier Villa. He says they showed up here about two months ago and have been squatting in the house since. He’s pretty sure they were selling drugs. Not that he bought any,” Harper pointed out with a skeptical glance at Jess, “but he feels confident that’s how they made a living. He hadn’t seen or heard from either of them since last weekend and he thought they’d cut out without saying good-bye until he noticed the smell coming from the house.”
Jess was pretty sure the old man had been a regular customer and that was how he knew the names of these victims. “Let’s hope they’ve been printed somewhere or dental records exist, because I don’t imagine even the next of kin could identify them now.” A good portion of both victims’ faces were missing. “Maybe the ME will find some identifying marks other than the tattoos.”
Leonardo Lopez had insisted he did not believe his people were involved with Gabrielle Grayson’s murder. Yet here they were with a similar scene on their hands and both vics were sporting the typical MS-13 tatts. Various forms of the number thirteen, the name Mara Salvatrucha, teardrops, and one Jess hadn’t seen before, 666. Just lovely.
“Have Officer Cook run the names the neighbor gave us and see what he comes up with,” Jess told Harper.
“Yes, ma’am.”
She crouched down to get a closer look at the bodies. She shielded her nose with a gloved hand, for all the good it would do. “These two have been dead at least a couple of days.” In this heat decomp had accelerated. She studied the damaged tissue around the neck where the head had been severed from the body. First the woman’s, then the man’s. “The beheading was done considerably later. A day at least.”
“Stab wounds, too,” Harper said.
The decapitation and stabbings had resulted in little blood loss. The victims’ hearts had ceased to pump blood well before those final acts. Jess considered the one word, RAGE, written in blood on the wall at the other end of the small room. Their perp had avoided the blood, bone, and tissue pattern that resulted from the shootings. Why would he care and where were all the other written comments that had been present at Gabrielle’s murder scene?
“Another element similar to the Grayson murder,” Harper suggested, noting her attention on the wall.
Jess pushed to her feet. “Except this time there’s just the one word. And the decapitations are much cleaner.”
“Do we have some sort of fledgling ritual killer on our hands?”
Jess wasn’t ready to go there. “I don’t think so. The victims are far too different.” It wasn’t impossible but it was far less probable. She surveyed the small space. Four rooms. All of which were empty save for a mattress and scattered clothes and rotting food.
“How did the perp enter the premises, Sergeant?”
She and Harper had come in through the front door. There had been no sign of forced entry there. Of course there was always the chance the victims had known the killer and allowed him inside.
“The back door. Follow me.”
Harper had been busy while she studied the victims. She trailed him through each of the rooms. There wasn’t much of a hall. Mostly a small spot where the four rooms converged. The one with the tiny closet she assumed was a bedroom. A tiny bathroom, the living room—where the bodies had been found—and then a kitchen. In the kitchen, the back door had been kicked in. Muddy shoe prints suggested that the breaking and entering had occurred closer to Monday than today. It hadn’t rained since early Sunday night and there sure as hell wasn’t a damp rut around here to be found.
“Two distinct sets of shoe prints,” Harper indicated the imprints on the worn linoleum. He positioned his right foot alongside one of the muddy outlines. “One set’s about a size ten, the other smaller, a nine maybe.”
“Gabrielle’s killer was careful not to leave behind that kind of evidence.” She and Harper exchanged a knowing look.
At the counter Jess had a look at the papers lying there. Documents that announced the bank had repossessed the property. Neatly printed property detail sheets for the Realtors who came through. No business cards though. Typically when a Realtor showed a house, they left their business card for the listing Realtor. Certainly the house hadn’t been shown since the couple in the other room took up residence.
Jess picked up a copy of the property detail sheet to take with her and roaches scurried across the counter.
Shouting at the front door drew her attention in that direction.
“Sounds like the ME’s here,” Harper said.
Dr. Sylvia Baron’s voice boomed again. “What’re you waiting for? The second coming? We have an oven in here. The sooner you’ve done your job, the sooner we can salvage these victims before they ooze through the cracks in the floor.”
Apparently the evidence techs had loitered outside a little too long to suit her. This was the kind of scene no one relished dissecting.
“We certainly don’t want to keep her waiting.” She and Jess had reached a kind of wary alliance. After last night’s bonding moment they might even be friends… sort of. Be that as it may, the law was the law. Dr. Baron might run things at the coroner’s office and, as the ME of record on a case, she had jurisdiction over the body, but she didn’t run Jess’s crime scenes.
“Good morning, Dr. Baron.” Jess tacked on a smile in spite of the urge to wrinkle her face and gag as the full impact of the smell hit her all over again. The smell was so much less strong in the kitchen.
“Chief Harris.” Baron surveyed the bodies. “Do we have a copycat or is this the same perp from Gabrielle Grayson’s murder?”
“Considering these victims were executed gang-style and have been dead for more than forty-eight hours, I highly doubt it. If you’ll notice, the decapitations and stabbings occurred far more recently. I think someone wants us to believe it’s related, but my money’s on no connection whatsoever.”
Baron turned up her gloved hands. “Well, excuse the hell out of me. I don’t know why I bothered to show up since you have all the answers.”
Jess laughed. “But you’re the expert. I’m only speculating.” She gestured to the bodies. “They’re all yours.”
“Thank you, Chief. And by the way,” she said, prompting Jess to lean closer. “Not human. Animal. Feline to be exact.”
Jess gave her a nod. “Thanks. I owe you one.” The spots on her deck were the same type of blood used to leave that message on the Grayson photo. The only question was, were the blood droplets from the night the message was left inside her apartment or was this from a new message? One her landlord had covered up?
Why would he do that? It was time she had a long talk with Mr. Louis.
When Baron started ordering the evidence techs around again, Jess snagged Harper’s arm and ushered him outside. “Get hold of Hector Debarros for me. Tell him I need to speak to Leonardo Lopez.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
An assistant from the coroner’s office hurried from the van to the house with trace sheets and body bags. Good luck with that, Jess thought.
News crews waited at the corner of the block.
Jess considered the location. There wasn’t much she didn’t know about this city. Not so far from here was historic Norwood, where the homes were architecturally pleasing and the residents had the means to keep them that way. The residents over there, her gaze followed the street in that direction, pretended their neighbors only a few blocks away weren’t murdered on a regular basis and that crime wasn’t the only game around. If forced to drive along these blocks they overlooked the dilapidated homes, defunct businesses, and abandoned structures decorated with graffiti. As long as it wasn’t on their block, it wasn’t real.
Her lungs still cramping from the odor inside, Jess turned to the house once more. Whoever attempted to make this resemble the Grayson murder had failed miserably.
Jess blinked when Captain Ted Allen rounded the west corner of the house. He’d been busy interviewing neighbors when she arrived. Now he was headed her way. She braced for an unpleasant encounter.
Allen was a little older than her, a year or two maybe. He had the tall, lean build of a runner. His dark hair was close cropped in a military style. He wore dark glasses, which concealed the color of his eyes. But there was no mistaking the set of his jaw. He was in no way glad to see her.
“Chief Harris.”
“Captain Allen.”
“What we have here,” he said, getting to the point, “is a gang hit on interlopers. The two vics you got inside were likely trying to start up their own little business in the wrong territory. Whoever showed up and mutilated the bodies afterward has nothing to do with that.”
He started to turn away. “How can you be so sure, Captain?”
“Because”—he turned back to her, impatience and dislike emanating from his every pore—“I have informants who report this stuff to me. Those two were taken out late Monday by two MS-13 members in Salvadore Lopez’s clique. They were protecting their territory. The vics were shot once in the back of the head. That’s what MS-13 does to interlopers.”
Jess crossed her arms over her chest. “And you didn’t report this double homicide? I know you and your joint task force with the bureau and the DEA have this grand plan, but I just don’t get the way you sit back and let these guys get away with murder.”
Allen laughed. “Frankly, I could care less what you get or don’t get.”
“Apparently you’re not alone on that one, Captain, considering someone has been sending me some rather firm messages.”
He backed off, held his hands up stop-sign fashion. “Work the gang world long enough, Chief, and you’ll learn to be grateful for two things. One is to bide your time and choose your battles so you take down the biggest fish. The other is to appreciate when they take each other off the street.” He gestured to the rundown house. “That’s two less dope dealers in there. Color me thankful to whoever took ’em out.”
Jess gave a little chuckle. “I suppose you’re right. You have to be there to appreciate that sentiment. Kind of like an inside joke.”
“Just telling it the way it is, Chief.”
“Who else knew this hit had taken place?”
“My informant and the lead members of my task force. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”
“There’s no way Lieutenant Grayson could have known?”
Allen stepped closer to her. Jess stood her ground. Maybe he thought the move was intimidating. He’d have to bring a better game than that.
“I don’t like the way you do things, Harris,” he said for her ears only. “Course that doesn’t mean a thing since you and Chief Burnett are such good friends. But, be advised, you don’t have a lot of friends in the department as it is. You start accusing good men like Grayson of murdering his own wife, you’re going to lose what few you do have.”
Jess studied his face, the part she could see around the glasses. His body language told her he liked playing the role of tough guy. Probably got off on it. Either way, Jess wasn’t going to apologize for doing her job. “And what about Riley? Is he one of the good guys?”
“Riley is a damned good cop,” Allen all but growled. “He’s just a little gung ho. Typical adrenaline junkie. Gets a little too proactive. He’s one of those who would run in before getting the go signal. But that doesn’t make him a bad cop. Anything else?”
“I appreciate your observations, Captain. I’m certain this won’t be the last time we’ll run into each other in the line of duty.”
“I can always hope.”
He walked away, every arrogant stride making her angrier. But there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about those who decided she’d gotten her position because she was friends with Burnett. There was also nothing she could do about the kind of attitude that would find murder acceptable under any circumstances.
Jess stilled. And yet she dreamed of killing Eric Spears with her own two hands almost every day. Maybe she was no better than Allen. Did it matter that the two vics inside this rundown house were nowhere near the kind of monsters Spears was? Was murder ever justified?
The roar of an engine and squealing tires drew her attention to the street. The SUV barreling up the block she recognized as belonging to Lieutenant Grayson. The vehicle rocked to a stop at the curb. He climbed from behind the wheel and his partner emerged from the passenger side.
Things were about to get interesting.
Harper appeared at her side. They exchanged a look and Jess had to admit she was glad he was here.
“You gonna do this?” Harper asked. “Or am I?”
“I think I can handle it, Sergeant.” She focused on the two men striding her way. “But I appreciate the backup.”
The man’s wife had been murdered; for that reason Jess disliked the need to be firm. But finding Gabrielle’s murderer was far more important than appeasing him.
“Lieutenant,” she said, holding up both hands, “you cannot be here.” She glanced at his partner, who had no excuse for not heading off this situation. “You either, Sergeant Riley. Now take your partner home and cool off.”
“I just want to know if the same person who murdered my wife did this,” Grayson demanded. “That’s all I want. Just tell me the truth, Chief.”
“I can’t answer that question, Lieutenant.” He knew better than to ask such a thing. She’d barely begun her investigation into these murders. The scene was still being documented and analyzed for evidence. His ex-wife was in there doing her thing.
“You’ve been talking to her coworkers,” Grayson said. “Looking into our personal lives as if you think Gabrielle did something to deserve this.” His eyes pleaded with Jess. “I need to know who did this.”
“What the hell?” Riley roared.
Jess followed his gaze and found Dr. Baron at the door instructing her assistant on the removal of the bodies.
Riley stormed right up to the front door. Thank God he had the good sense not to charge into the scene. “What the hell are you doing here?”
Baron didn’t spare him so much as a glance. “Since you’re not visually impaired, Sergeant, I’m certain the answer to that question is glaringly clear. Do not get in my way.”
“You’re the reason we don’t have any answers about Gabrielle!” Riley stabbed a finger at Sylvia. “You want this to drag out and hurt him.”
Grayson joined the shouting match.
“Sergeant Harper.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I’d like you to escort those two gentlemen outside the perimeter of my crime scene.”
“My pleasure, Chief.”
“If either one resists, you are to arrest one or both.”
As Harper closed in on the two irate detectives, Grayson said something to Riley and the younger man stormed off. He didn’t dodge the opportunity to send a drop-dead look in Jess’s direction. She held that threatening glare until he’d shut himself up in his partner’s SUV. If half of what she suspected proved true, he was going to be falling off that high horse of his.
Grayson was next. Harper was right behind him. Rather than heading to his SUV, Grayson headed straight for Jess.
“I hope you know what you’re doing, Harris. You’re letting that woman influence your assessment of this case and I swear to God I will take legal action.” He struggled to regain his composure. His face was beet red, his nostrils flaring. “My wife scarcely took an aspirin much less a pain killer. If she”—he sent a furious glare in the ME’s direction—“screwed up that toxicology…” He shook his head, didn’t finish the statement.
Enough was enough. “Lieutenant, those two homicide victims are not related to you or to Dr. Baron. There is no ethical reason she should be removed from this particular investigation.” He started to argue, but Jess cut him off. “She’s here to do her job and these victims deserve the best we have to offer, the same as your wife does. Dr. Leeds handled her case personally. You just go ahead and file whatever complaints you feel inclined to file. What you think of me or your ex-wife or what she thinks about you is irrelevant to me. I will conduct this investigation to the best of my ability.”
The fury started to recede. Agony haunted his eyes. “How am I supposed to trust what you say, Chief Harris? Monday afternoon both you and Chief Burnett promised to keep me up to speed on my wife’s case and just this morning I had to hear that the boy next door had gone missing and that you believe his disappearance is related to my wife’s murder!”
“We’re still talking to several of your neighbors, Lieutenant,” Jess hedged. “The fact that he’s gone missing right next door to where the murder occurred may or may not be connected.” She wasn’t ready for his partner to know that yet and if Grayson knew it, so would Riley.
Grayson dropped his head. “God almighty, the nightmare never ends.”
“Was Devon Chambers a regular visitor at your home?” She’d wanted to ask him about that.
“My wife said he watched her and the baby in the backyard. When she’d wave he’d move away from the window. To my knowledge he never came over.”
“Sir, you stated that you and Gabrielle didn’t have any problems.”
Anger tightened his features again. “I told you the truth.”
“In the interviews I’ve conducted, I learned that Gabrielle called a friend the day before she died and said she needed to talk about a problem that involved you.” Jess braced for his retaliation.
The agony was back. His shoulders fell as if he no longer possessed the strength to hold them straight. “If you have anything else to say to me, call my attorney.”
He returned to his vehicle and drove away. His departure lacked the fanfare of squealing tires and the roaring engine of his arrival. Devastation was leading Grayson. His partner didn’t have that kind of excuse.
“Methinks he doth protest too much,” she murmured.
Baron joined Jess on the overgrown lawn. “I’d estimate the victims have been dead approximately three days. The stab wounds and beheading were carried out postmortem, as you know. Maybe twenty-four to thirty-six hours later. Determining that timeline is somewhat more difficult outside a lab setting.”
Time of death backed up what Allen had heard via his informants. “Thank you, Dr. Baron.”
“I can give you more tomorrow or the next day but that’s the way it looks.”
“Just so you know, Grayson is threatening to take action against us both.” Jess wasn’t really worried about his threats. That was Burnett’s problem. But, somewhere deep inside, the idea of how many enemies she had made here already nagged at her. And one of those enemies wanted her dead.
“I heard.”
“I understand there’s bad blood between you and the lieutenant,” Jess ventured, “but what’s the deal with you and Riley?”
“I never liked him.” She pursed her lips and seemed to think a moment before she continued. “He was assigned to work with Larry just over five years ago and from day one I had a bad feeling about him. I don’t trust him.”
“I’ve found no reason he’d want Gabrielle dead,” Jess said bluntly. “On the other hand, he seems to have oodles of simmering motives where you’re concerned. If you turn up murdered, I’ll consider him first.”
“That would be a wise first step.” She sighed. “He strikes me as the kind of man who would do anything to get ahead. Larry doesn’t see it because his own ego blinds him. Riley pretends to worship him. What man doesn’t want his very own fan club following him around, even if it does have only one member?”
“I think the lieutenant has a little more than one fan,” Jess countered.
“But Riley is different. He treats Larry as if he’s a god. Even his wife treats him as if he’s some big hero.”
“Was there ever a problem between you and Sarah Riley?”
“We hardly knew each other. They didn’t come around when Larry was married to me. It wasn’t until the last few months of our marriage that he began to drop by their home. I was too busy to notice. The next thing I knew they’d found him a new wife. One who fit into their intimate little circle.”
“You believe Riley and his wife purposely tried to break up your marriage?”
Baron frowned. “Possibly. The part that bothers me most is that Larry knew who I was when we married. We dated for two years. Suddenly, that final year of our marriage, it was as if I was a stranger to him. He saw all the things he had once admired in me as shortcomings. Then he found the perfect wife.”
“She admired and adored him the same as his partner and his wife, is that right?” That old familiar anticipation started pumping.
“One who couldn’t wait to bear his children.” Baron looked away. “Gabrielle was everything I wasn’t. Patient, doting, submissive. She made him feel like the king of the world.” She laughed. “He actually said that to me. I wish I could hate her for it, but I never could. Not really. And God knows I tried.”
“That’s the difference between you and the person who murdered Gabrielle.” Jess met Baron’s expectant gaze. “Gabrielle’s killer hated her. Hated her so completely that even after she was dead, it wasn’t enough.”




   
1:50 p.m.
Sarah stared at the rear entrance of the floral shop only a few steps away. But she couldn’t get out of the car until he said what he had to say. She was trapped like a child awaiting punishment. She didn’t deserve any better after what she’d done.
She’d made a mistake and he was disappointed. She’d let that Chief Harris in their house.
Coming to buy flowers was the only way they could escape the preparations for the service to talk. Jack had driven around behind the shop and parked between the delivery vans so they could have some privacy.
“You fucked up, Sarah.”
She thought about lying but he always found out everything. “I didn’t have a choice.”
He laughed long and loud. She hated that sound. It grated on her nerves so badly. He never laughed and meant it. Whenever he made that obnoxious sound it was either to intimidate or to humiliate. That’s what he was best at.
“We wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t fucked up in the first place.”
He wasn’t screaming like he usually did. But there was no mistaking how enraged he was. She’d failed him. Failed their union. Failed their children.
“I tried to fix it.” The urge to cry welled in her throat but that would only make him more angry. He hated weakness. “I swear I did.”
“You wore gloves? Shoe covers?”
She nodded. “I was very careful.” Except for the bottle. Damn it. She had touched the bottle after taking off the gloves. She hadn’t meant to but little Gary had started crying again and she’d known he needed more milk if there was any hope of him settling down for the night.
But he’d already had a bottle full.
That was when she knew someone was in the house. So she’d pretended to leave and waited.
It was the kid from next door! The worry and fear twisted in her belly. He’d been hiding in the baby’s closet, which meant he’d probably seen her.
“Why was the boy hanging around the house?”
“I guess he heard the baby crying and came to see if he was okay.”
“It’s that retarded kid, isn’t it?”
“He’s not retarded. He’s autistic.” Please let him focus on the kid and not on her. Please, please.
“Can he tell that cop bitch he saw you?”
She thought about that for a second. She’d seen him staring out his bedroom windows before. Gabrielle always said he never talked the once or twice he came over. He just showed up in her backyard and watched her and the baby for a while without ever saying a word.
But that didn’t mean he couldn’t repeat exactly what he saw and heard if he chose.
“That’s possible, I guess. But it was dark.” Her heart started that painful thumping.
“Then he might not be able to ID you.”
She licked her trembling lips. “I hope not.”
He grabbed her by the hair and jerked her face toward his. “If he does, you’re fucked. You know that, right? I won’t save you.”
“I know,” she whimpered.
“We have to make sure this kid goes away. Permanently.”
Maybe there was still a chance she could make this right. She swallowed back the lump of fear in her throat. “I understand. I’ve taken the first steps toward protecting our family.”
“Is that right?”
She nodded, hope that he would see how smart she was blooming in her chest.
“If you fuck up again, they’ll nail you for this. Do you have any idea what they’ll do to you in prison? You’ll never see the babies again. And I’ll find me another woman. One who’s smart and sexy and who doesn’t fuck shit up!”
“I won’t mess up,” she promised, her heart pounding. What if she already had?
“Do it after the service,” he ordered. “That bitch Harris is getting too close.” He grabbed Sarah by the hair and pulled her face to his. “Remember, even if the police don’t discover your fuckups, I know all your secrets. You mess this up and we’re done.”
That was the part that scared her the most.




   
Maple Road, First United Methodist Church, 5:00 p.m.
They barely got through the doors of the church before the service began. There was standing room only and she and Burnett were way at the back.
Jess left him gaping after her as she eased through the crowd until she was closer to the front. To Grayson and what was left of his family. She needed to see who surrounded him and how they reacted as the service played out.
Burnett stayed put at the back, no doubt appalled at her behavior.
Anyone in the church who knew her wouldn’t be shocked. Anyone who didn’t, well, what they thought didn’t really matter.
The pews were lined with uniformed officers. Though the service was not for an officer, many had chosen to pay their respects dressed in their honor uniform. The choir loft filled with robed members was a spectacular sight. Lawrence Grayson had certainly ensured a proper send-off for his wife.
Sergeant Jack Riley and his wife, Sarah, sat in the front pew with Grayson and his mother-in-law. But it was Sarah Riley who held Grayson’s baby. Made sense, Jess supposed. If the child started to cry she could easily step out of the sanctuary. Grayson and his mother-in-law could remain focused on the somber event and their final moments with Gabrielle.
All in the sanctuary who weren’t already standing rose to their feet, hymnals in hand, as a fervent rendition of “Amazing Grace” filled the room. Most knew the words or at least part of them. Jess knew the chorus and that was about it.
Church hadn’t really been a part of her life since she was a kid.
She considered the young woman next to Sergeant Riley. Sarah expertly balanced the baby and the hymnal. Sarah was three years younger than Gabrielle had been; her two children were obviously with a sitter or relative since they weren’t in attendance. While Jess watched, Riley put his arm around his wife’s shoulder and leaned down and kissed her temple.
The two made a lovely couple. But there was something not so lovely and happy beneath the facade the Rileys showed the world. There was an ugliness that grew from control and rigidity and demands. Sarah Riley lived to please her husband. Maybe Jess was reading too much into what she’d learned and seen so far, but she couldn’t let it go.
She had called the victim twice the night of the murder. Why? If she or she and her husband had committed this heinous murder what was the motive? Why would they kill a woman they seemed to adore?
Why was Gabrielle Grayson dead? What was the motive behind the act that took her life?
Until they had that answer, all the supposition and scenarios in the world wouldn’t solve this case.
Jess’s attention turned to the front of the church, where mountains of flower arrangements surrounded the ornate ivory coffin. Two large peace lilies anchored each side of the coffin. Jess shuddered at the memory of the last peace lily she’d seen. Eric Spears had sent it to Burnett’s hospital room. Jess resisted the impulse to check her cell just to see if he’d sent her a text. She hadn’t gotten anything else from him since the pleasant dreams message. He did love to play games. He’d rattled her. She couldn’t deny it.
The cloying scent of the flowers reminded her of another event she’d just as soon forget. Her parents’ funeral. There had been two large peace lilies that day, too.
Jess exiled the memories. She had a job to do here.
Two of Gabrielle’s close friends who had flown in from Nashville spoke about what a beautiful and loving person she was. One went on to assure those listening that God had needed another angel in heaven and Gabrielle had gone to fill that glorious position.
Jess thought of what Devon had said about an angel taking the mommy. The only problem with that theory was that whoever killed Gabrielle Grayson didn’t live in heaven. In fact, Jess was relatively sure, he would never so much as see heaven.
For another thirty minutes Jess watched the people gathered around Lawrence Grayson. Not one of them looked uncomfortable or out of place. None were missing.
Had one of these people killed Gabrielle? Was that very person going to be sharing their condolences with Grayson? Offering to help any way they could? That was the traditional thing to do down here, the offering of help part.
The baby grew restless and Sarah hurried out of the sanctuary with the baby in her arms and a bottle in her hand.
Several sets of fingerprints had been on that bottle found in the baby’s crib. Gabrielle’s and her baby’s, of course. Devon’s, his had been confirmed after he went missing, and one unknown.
Jess’s gut was telling her that Gabrielle’s killer not only knew her but was a cop. Her money was on Riley. Yet there was no match for the remaining set of prints. All BPD cops were in the database.
When the sanctuary had emptied, Jess caught up with Burnett once more. She was anxious to get out of here and back to work.
“You okay?” she asked.
Burnett was staring at her kind of funny. She instinctively reached up and swiped her cheek for any offending smudges.
He shrugged. “I was just thinking about how short life really is.”
Jess knew he was thinking about finding that bomb in the Taurus. She looked out over the now empty pews, beyond the choir loft, and to the enormous wall of stained glass. Lil went to a church like this. The thought that she could be really sick and Jess might find herself at a service like this again in the near future suddenly made her knees feel a little wobbly.
“It really is.” She swallowed at the lump of emotion now clogging her throat. Lily had been all upbeat last night when they talked. Dr. Collins had decided he wanted to run more tests and that maybe she wasn’t just depressed.
Time to put the past hour and thoughts of illness and death out of her head. That idea should have had her laughing out loud. Death was a big part of her job.
She dug for her cell and checked for any missed calls. One from Lori. As Jess followed Burnett to his SUV, she put through a call to Lori.
“You learn something new?” she asked as soon as Lori answered.
“I got a call from one of Gabrielle’s former coworkers. She wants to talk. This is one of the two who insisted they had nothing worth telling.”
Jess snapped her seat belt into place. “When can we see her?”
“Right now.”
“Meet me outside BPD.”
“Will do.”
Jess ended the call and turned to Burnett. “Another one of Gabrielle’s coworkers wants to talk.” She felt almost breathless with hope. Maybe this time, they would learn something beyond what a saint Gabrielle was.
“Keep me posted on the results. We need this one closed, Jess. The whole department wants this killer found.”
“No one wants that more than me,” Jess reminded him.
He hesitated a moment, then said, “So Wesley left today.”
She had known that was coming. “He did.”
“Dropped by for a visit last night, I hear.”
“He did,” Jess repeated.
“And?” Burnett sent her a look.
“We ate Chinese. We drank wine and we talked.”
“He wants you back, doesn’t he?”
Jess considered how best to answer that one. “He wants me to keep in touch.”
“I knew it!” Burnett slammed the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. “I knew it from the moment he said your name that first night. He’s still hung up on you.”
It would be nice to say she wasn’t getting any glee out of this but that would be a lie. “Who knows?”
Burnett whipped his fancy Mercedes into the nearest parking lot. He jammed the gear shift into park and turned to Jess. “Are you still hung up on him?” he demanded. “Just tell me the truth, Jess. If that’s how you feel… I’ll understand.”
The set of his jaw told her he was mad as hell but the hurt in his eyes was about uncertainty and no small amount of desperation. “I am not still hung up on Wesley. I fully intend to keep in touch because it’s the right thing to do. But I don’t want to be with him.”
The relief on Burnett’s face, in his eyes, was almost her undoing. “Okay.”
He faced forward once more, shifted into drive, and eased back onto the highway.
They rode in silence. She felt a little off balance and she was pretty sure he did too. He’d said a mouthful. Jess reached out and took his hand. He glanced at her and she smiled.
One step at a time.
Bessemer, 6:55 p.m.
Rochelle Arnold’s home was in a comfortable neighborhood. She had three children, all boys under the age of ten, who were busy in the backyard attempting to dismantle the new tree fort their father had built for them. Jess felt confident that if the father wasn’t home soon he would find a pile of lumber and a bucket of nails for all his hard work designing and constructing the elaborate structure.
“We appreciate you taking the time out of your busy schedule to see us, Mrs. Arnold.”
“When the administrator first mentioned that the cops were asking questions about Gabrielle, I sort of blew it off.” She pushed her brown hair behind her ears as if she were accustomed to wearing it out of the way. “I didn’t want to speak badly of anyone. But then the rumors starting floating around about how she died and that there was still no real suspects and I felt guilty for not speaking up.”
Jess’s fingers tightened on her pencil. “We are very glad you decided to talk to us.”
“If I’m speaking ill of anyone and I’m wrong,” she went on, “I hope the Lord will forgive me.”
Jess nodded when what she really wanted to do was tell her to get on with it.
“Until she decided to become a stay at home mom, I worked with Gabrielle. She was my supervisor. There were four of us who were pretty good pals. Took breaks together when we could. Even shopped and lunched together occasionally. Especially around the holidays. There was Gabrielle, Netty Winters, Sarah Riley, and me.”
“Sounds like you were close,” Jess nudged.
“We covered for each other when things came up. If I needed to be off to take one of the boys to the doctor, one of them would take my shift and then I’d take theirs. It made life a lot simpler and the paper pushers like the administrator always appreciate our working things out so they don’t have to.
“Anyway, two years ago last month Gabrielle learned from one of the patients who was a recovering opiate addict that Sarah had asked him repeatedly about his drug connection. Sometimes recovering addicts will say things like that because they’re desperate.”
“Was an investigation conducted into his accusation?” Jess asked, anticipation sending her pulse into high gear.
“Gabrielle asked Sarah about it and she laughed it off, so Gabrielle dismissed the whole business.”
Jess wanted to ask more specific questions but she held her tongue and let the woman talk.
“A few weeks later,” Rochelle went on, “there was another incident. It was family visitation day and one of the patients had gotten his younger brother to slip him a few OCs without his parents finding out. When the pills went missing he lost it. He had to be sedated, but he insisted over and over that Sarah had stolen his OC.”
“OC meaning OxyContin,” Jess confirmed.
Rochelle nodded. “The coincidences were adding up to a situation Gabrielle couldn’t overlook so she confronted Sarah. We were all tore up about it. Sarah cried and claimed she had hurt her back and that she’d just needed a couple to get through it. But Gabrielle didn’t believe her. She insisted Sarah have a drug test.” Rochelle snorted. “She did and it was clean. No OC. Sarah admitted then that the drugs were for her husband. He was still recovering from an old accident and she said the doctor was skimping on his pain meds.”
“Sarah wasn’t charged or dismissed?” Jess asked, startled that she’d not found this in the background research conducted on Sarah Riley.
“Gabrielle felt sorry for her. She knew how pushy Sarah’s husband could be, so she made a deal with Sarah. Sarah would resign and Gabrielle wouldn’t put anything about the incident in her personnel file. Sarah pleaded with her not to tell their husbands. Jack would lose his job and they’d be homeless. Not to mention he would kill her if he found out she’d told anyone about getting him prescription meds.”
“Sarah was really that terrified of her husband?” Maybe this woman could confirm the abuse.
Rochelle laughed but there was nothing amusing about the sound. “Oh yeah. She didn’t talk about it much but I picked up on it.”
The woman’s assumptions weren’t proof but her statement backed up Jess’s instincts. “What did Gabrielle do about Sarah’s request?”
“Gabrielle agreed not to tell as long as Sarah made sure Jack started following the doctor’s orders instead of his own selfish needs.”
“We have random drug tests for just that sort of problem,” Jess said. She was aware there were ways around almost any test but she couldn’t see the guy getting away with it for more than two years.
“He was in an accident,” Rochelle suggested. “All he has to do is keep a script for the occasional pain killer of his choice and he’s covered if he gets hit with a test. Addicts do it all the time. They explain away a heavy concentration with the excuse that the night before had been a rough one for pain and they’d doubled up on the dose. People walk around believing that if a doctor prescribes it that it must be okay. They don’t realize they’re killing themselves and endangering others.”
“Did this incident change Gabrielle and Sarah’s friendship?”
Rochelle shook her head. “No way. Their husbands were partners. And Gabrielle felt like Sarah was the sister she never had. The two were closer than the rest of us. Sarah and Jack introduced her to the man she married. The father of her child. There was a strong connection.”
“Do you believe Sarah did as Gabrielle asked and urged her husband to get help?”
Rochelle shrugged. “I sure hope so. Can you imagine your partner having a drug problem you didn’t know about when you’re depending on him to provide your backup? A partner like that could get you killed.”
And suddenly, as if lightning had struck right out of a clear blue sky, Jess understood they had one possible, immensely disturbing motive.
What she was about to ask could be construed as leading the witness, but Jess wanted this woman’s opinion based on her work in the field. “Mrs. Arnold, based on your experience working with recovering addicts, what steps would have been necessary for Sarah’s husband to have gotten clean of his addiction to pain meds?”
“It’s a tough drug to beat and, depending on how much he was taking, it could be extremely dangerous to stop cold turkey. The best results are seen in those who commit to rehab. At least thirty days followed by long-term counseling. He would need to carry a card indicating he had an opiate addiction. It takes work.”
“Would his partner not be able to see there was a problem? After all, he’s a cop. We know the signs to look for.”
“You may know all kinds of signs and symptoms,” Rochelle agreed, “but you might not necessarily see what’s right in front of you. Some people have serious addictions and their family and coworkers never know. The desperation that accompanies needing something that badly and having to jump through hoops to get it and hide it from the world will make a person do things they would never ever do otherwise.”
Slowly but surely the pieces started to fall into place. “Did you ever know of Gabrielle using drugs herself?”
Arnold laughed, the real thing this time. “You’re kidding, right?” She gave a firm shake of her head. “Gabrielle was the most anti-drug person you will ever meet. She lost a brother to drugs when he was in high school. She hardly took an aspirin when she had a headache. No way she’d touch anything like that.”
After thanking the lady, Jess couldn’t get out of the house fast enough.
“Harper told me what an asshole Riley is,” Lori said as they climbed into her Mustang.
“We need to get a tail on Riley.” Jess’s cell clanged. As if he’d heard her request, it was Harper. “Harris.”
“Chief, we got the phone records. Gabrielle made a call to Dr. Baron on Saturday afternoon, just like she said. On Sunday, Gabrielle made one call and received two calls shortly after her husband returned to duty that night. All three were Sarah Riley.”
“That corroborates what Sarah told us.” Didn’t make Jess feel any better. Maybe the two had been talking about vacations.
“There was another, much later,” Harper said. “Gabrielle also made another call at eleven o’clock that night.”
Jess frowned. “Wait. That can’t be right.” Time of death was estimated at somewhere between nine and midnight. It was possible, she supposed, but that was stretching it. “Who did she call at eleven?”
“Jack Riley.”
A jolt of adrenaline slammed Jess. “You and Cook trade out shifts. I want one of you watching Riley twenty-four/seven.” Now they were getting somewhere.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Anything new on the search for Devon?” she asked before he could end the call. Jess knew there wasn’t. Harper or Cook would have called. But she couldn’t help hoping.
“A few more false sightings, but nothing else.”
“Thanks, Sergeant. Keep me posted on who’s got Riley under surveillance.”
Following this lead wouldn’t win her any friends in the department, but she knew in her bones they’d just been given a motive for Gabrielle’s murder.
“Where we headed now?” Lori asked.
“To the home of Sarah and Jack Riley. I have a few more questions for Sarah.”
“The shit’s going to hit the fan as soon as we cross that line.”
“Yeah, well, I do have a reputation to maintain.”




   
The light was back.
It was real bright.
It hurt Devon’s eyes.
He was so hungry. The angel had given him a drink and some bites of sandwich last time the light came. But that was a long time ago.
His belly growled as the light got closer. He knew he should be scared but he was too tired.
He didn’t know how long he’d been in this dark place but it felt like a real long time.
Leslie had probably quit looking for him by now. She was prob’ly sad.
He’d heard the kids in the house crying again. And the man and woman yelling at each other. Once when he woke up he thought he heard the blond lady cop talking but he prob’ly dreamed it.
The angel put the light down on the ground by Devon’s feet. He heard a tearing sound. More tape, he was pretty sure. He blinked. Tried so see but his eyes wouldn’t work good. The light made them hurt. More of that yucky tape was stuck to his face. This time over his eyes.
He didn’t like it but he couldn’t say anything. He was pretty sure it wouldn’t matter anyway.
The angel was pulling at his arms. Dragging him. Where were they going? Was the angel taking him home?
Maybe he was going to heaven. Tears made his eyes sting. He didn’t want to go… he wanted his sister.
Devon went inside himself.




   
Caldwell Avenue, 8:30 p.m.
Lori rapped on the town house door again.
Even at this hour Jess felt as if she were melting, especially in this borrowed black dress. She’d ignored four calls from Burnett. He hadn’t left any voice mails, which meant nothing was wrong. He just wanted to know where the hell she was and what she was doing. Oh yes, and when she would be home.
Apparently her assigned tail had lost them. It wasn’t on purpose. But there was no time to waste.
Speaking of wasting time, Jess did the knocking this time. “Maybe they went to a wake or something for family and close friends that we weren’t invited to.”
“Or dinner,” Lori suggested.
“What’s that?” Jess teased.
“Something we’ve both missed this evening.”
Jess tried to recall if she’d had lunch.
The door to the left of their position on the sidewalk opened.
Jess prepared to apologize for all the loud banging when the old man derailed her by blatantly sizing her up in her too tight, too short black sheath. She’d had to borrow this dress from Lori. That had become a habit lately.
“I’m Deputy Chief Jess Harris,” she announced, drawing the man’s attention from her legs to her face, “and this is Detective Lori Wells. We’re here to speak with Sarah Riley.”
“Garland Haines. Lived here for fifteen years. Been neighbors with the Rileys for five of those years. They’re not home,” he groused. “If they were, you’d hear ’em yelling at each other,” he rambled on. “Trust me, they’re not home.”
“Thank you.” Jess gave him a smile. “We’ll just be on our way then.”
“Another thing,” he added, “if they were home all that banging would’ve had both their brats screaming at the tops of their lungs.”
What a friendly neighbor. “I guess it’s a good thing they’re not home then.”
“Most of the time I don’t care. I’m watching TV or whatever and I can’t hear ’em. But what gets me riled up is when the bawling starts in the middle of the night. And she don’t do nothing about it. What kind of mother does that?”
The last nabbed her attention. “Does that happen often?”
“If it happens once it’s too often,” he griped. “Like this weekend. That youngest one of hers started bellowing around ten and by ten thirty the other one was squalling, too. I banged on her door like you did just now but she didn’t answer. I checked the street and her car was gone. She’d done gone off and left those two babies in the house alone. She’s done it before. I told her if it happened again I was calling the police. So I called her husband. He’s a cop after all and they’re his brats. He guaranteed it wouldn’t happen again and it ain’t happened since.”
“Mr. Haines, can you recall what night that was?” The adrenaline was already charging through Jess’s veins.
“It was Sunday night. I know ’cause I went to a church supper with my sister. I was watching the ten o’clock news when the squalling started. Is that certain enough for you? I missed nearly all of it banging on that damned door and calling her husband.”
“Thank you, Mr. Haines. We’re sorry to have bothered you.”
“When you’re an old man who lives alone,” he called out as they walked away, “you get used to being bothered. Every damned thing bothers you.”
When they were loaded in the Mustang, Jess said, “I need to go back to the church.”
First United Methodist Church, 9:49 p.m.
While they waited for the minister to arrive and unlock the door, Jess paced in front of the main entrance. She had spoken to Burnett and given their location. He was not happy that she’d avoided his first four calls.
Lori had checked with Harper. He hadn’t located Sarah Riley, but her husband was on duty with the GTF.
“It’s official, by the way,” Lori said, drawing Jess from her musings.
“I’m sorry, what was that?”
“It’s official,” she repeated. “I’m moving into Harper’s place this weekend. Even if his son hates me.”
Jess winced. “I take it last night didn’t go so well.” The last she heard Lori and Harper were picking up his son after work.
“He wouldn’t talk to me or even look at me.” She groaned. “All he wanted to do was stay in his dad’s arms. It was just awful.”
“Give him time. When he warms up to you he’ll want to be in your arms all the time. Then you’ll have something to groan about.”
“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Maybe.” She leaned against the wall next to the front entrance of the church. “I realized watching those boys this afternoon that having boys in the house is way different from having girls.”
Jess laughed. “My sister says boys and girls are as different as daylight and dark. Be patient. It’ll work out if you give it time. Time is the key.” To most things, Jess reminded herself.
“At least there’s only one kid I have to make like me,” Lori interjected.
“Until you decide to have one or two of your own,” Jess pointed out.
A car rolled into the parking lot.
“Saved by the minister,” Lori said with a laugh.
“Notice I’m not laughing,” Jess said.
“Not to worry, Chief,” Lori promised, “I have no plans like that for a long, long time.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Not more than two weeks ago Jess had heard something similar about moving in with Harper.
The minister hustled up the steps to the front entrance of the church, keys in hand. “I apologize for keeping you ladies waiting. I was all the way across town.”
“Not a problem, sir. We appreciate you coming on short notice.”
He pushed the door inward and motioned for them to go inside. “Might I ask why you needed to come back?” He turned on the overhead lights as they entered. “Did you leave something at the service?”
“I just need to see about something…” Jess hurried along the aisle until she reached the spot where she had stood during the service.
“Here we go.” She moved into the row where the Graysons and the Rileys had sat during the service.
On the pew right where Sarah had left it was the hymnal she had used.
Jess retrieved the largest evidence bag she carried. With a gloved hand she placed the song book in the bag, careful to touch only the very edges of the cover.
“You won’t mind if I borrow this, will you?” she asked the minister.
He looked confused but then shook his head. “Of course. Keep it as long as necessary.” He chuckled nervously. “Just remember where it came from.”
“Oh I will, sir. You can rest assured.”
Jess thanked him again and then hurried to Lori’s Mustang.
“The lab?” she asked.
“The lab,” Jess confirmed.
If Sarah Riley had been in the Grayson home the night Gabrielle was murdered there was only one possibility that they had discovered so far for placing any person, besides Gabrielle and Devon, there. The unidentified set of prints on the bottle. Those same unknown prints had been found on the handle of the milk jug in the fridge.
And if they could prove Sarah was in the house that night, was her husband helping to cover for her as she had covered for him when she lost her job over the OxyContin?
Jess thought about the seemingly loving couple she had watched in the church today. With two kids, it couldn’t be easy surviving on one income. And with a drug problem to boot, how were they managing to hold it together? Their neighbor had mentioned the two yelling at each other. He insinuated it was a routine business.
But did a volatile relationship or a drug addiction lead to murder?
Could Sarah Riley be Devon Chambers’s angel? Or was she just doing what she always did and protecting the devil himself?




   
Conroy Road, 11:50 p.m.
It had been a hell of a long day. Dan was beat. Why couldn’t Jess have rented a first-floor apartment? When he reached the landing outside the door of her new garage apartment he found her sitting in the darkness on a vintage patio glider. She wore that used-to-be-pink, one-size-fits-all cotton robe Wells had given her and her hair had obviously air-dried after her bath. He liked the way it curled and twirled when it dried naturally. Made him want to run his fingers through the silky strands.
In the moonlight she looked soft and cozy sitting there cradling a glass of red wine. His mouth watered with the desire to taste hers. But that would have to wait. He would respect her wishes about keeping work and them separate. As hard as that proved every single day.
“You got any more of that?” he asked hopefully.
She hitched her head toward the door. “On the counter. Help yourself.”
Dan went inside and found the bottle of pinot noir. He searched the cupboards until he found another wineglass. After pouring himself a nice serving he returned to the deck and sat down next to Jess.
“I’m envious.” God, she smelled good. Like fresh lavender and natural vanilla. “You’ve shed your deputy chief clothes and gotten comfortable. I haven’t even made it home yet.” He needed a shower and a shave.
“Where’ve you been all night?” She sipped her wine. Seemed content to stare off into the darkness as if she had no desire to talk and have him or anything else disturb her moment of relaxation.
“I had a charity fund-raiser for the historic foundation.”
“Ah, one of Katherine’s pet projects.”
His mother had served on Birmingham’s historic foundation for nearly three decades. Dan helped out when he could. It made his mother happy and let his dad off the hook once in a while. There was a limit to how many times a retired man could be forced to wear a monkey suit again. His father had worn a jacket and tie to work every day for as long as Dan could remember. He’d retired just last year. He deserved his freedom from the three-piece ensemble.
“They do a lot of good work.”
Jess made a noncommittal sound. She and his mother would never see eye to eye on the sun rising in the east, much less anything else.
“I like my new landlord,” she said. “I came home at ten and he was still out there working in his flower beds. Making the place look pretty. Last night when he was working on my door I mentioned in passing that I wanted a glider on the deck and, voilà, I came home this evening and here it is. He left a note saying it had been gathering dust in the garage.”
“What a guy,” Dan agreed. “You’ll have to make him a fruitcake for Christmas.”
“I might buy him one,” Jess tossed back. “If I made him one he’d hate me.”
A comfortable silence drifted between them for a bit.
“The other prints on the baby’s bottle belong to Sarah Riley.”
Dan shifted so that he faced her. “Is that right?”
“It is.” She had another swallow of her wine. “She’ll try to say she probably touched the bottle when the two families had lunch together that day but I’m not letting her off that easily.”
Jess had brought him up to speed on Sarah Riley’s undocumented work troubles as well as her neighbor’s complaints about her children crying in the middle of the night Sunday. A whole hell of a lot of circumstantial evidence but not enough to charge her with anything beyond child endangerment.
“What’s your plan?” He tasted the wine. Made a sound of approval. “Nice choice.”
“It’s a housewarming gift to myself. The glasses are from Wesley.”
Dan scrutinized the stemmed glass he held. “I guess I’m behind. I haven’t gotten you a present yet.”
“Don’t worry.” She finished off her glass. “I’m making a list. It’s the least you can do after I maxed out my MasterCard at your friend’s shop.”
“My mother’s friend.”
“Oh yeah. How could I forget?” She sighed. “My plan. Well, the more direct path would be to wrangle a confession out of Sarah Riley, but that’s not going to happen because I’m not sure she killed Gabrielle Grayson. More likely she’s been protecting her husband. For years.”
“And how did you come to those conclusions?” He pointed to her glass. “Refill?”
She passed it him. “Yes.”
“Hold that thought.”
Back in the kitchen he added a generous portion to Jess’s glass and splashed a little more in his own. Before rejoining her outside, he shed his jacket and tie. Enough of the monkey suit today for him too.
“You were saying,” he prompted as he settled beside her once more and she took her glass.
“I can’t see her holding Gabrielle’s body still and sawing off her head.” Jess shuddered “I mean, could she possibly have the stomach to do the job? Sawing off a head is no easy task. Not with a handsaw, and that’s what we believe was used.”
“Good point.” Damn. The idea that one of his cops could be responsible for this… or even covering for someone else was unthinkable.
“I wish I’d had more opportunity to observe Sarah. Maybe I can shake her up tomorrow. See a more unguarded side. I’m interviewing her at nine downtown. You might want to be around.”
“Which of the husbands do you believe did it? Hers or Gabrielle’s?” He couldn’t believe he’d just asked that question.
“Not Gabrielle’s. The lieutenant has no idea who did this. He’s in shock or denial or both. The avalanche is coming, he can feel it but he can’t figure out from which direction it’s barreling his way. He’s waiting for me to show him. That’s what people who don’t want to see do. They wait for someone else to show them and then the someone else gets blamed.”
As unfair as it was, she was right about that.
“What about the two victims from Norwood?”
“Territorial killings. Low-level drug distributors who set up shop in the wrong territory. Our perp in the Grayson case used them to try to throw us off his scent. He somehow learned about the hit. Allen admitted that he knew about it days ago. You know damn well how the grapevine works. Our perp hears about it, cuts off their heads, and does a little scene staging and we’re supposed to believe Gabrielle’s case is connected to that one. Just another gang hit. The problem is, he failed to set up a proper motive. He should’ve known better. He’s a cop.” She savored another swallow of wine.
“You’re pretty certain it’s Sergeant Riley.” It wasn’t a question. “Before you go public with this, you need to be absolutely certain, Jess. Everyone in the department is watching you right now, waiting to see where your loyalties lie. Do this right and you’ll be a hero. Make a mistake and… well you know. The whole department will want to see you pay.”
She made a derisive sound. “I’m damned certain it’s him. But I have no real evidence. No motive I can confirm. I can’t even place him at the scene that night. But I know he did it. Maybe his wife helped him. They did it to protect his secret drug addiction. But I can’t prove it.”
“So what’s your plan?”
“I’ll make him and his wife believe that I have a witness who can identify the killer and that I’m about to make an arrest. Force one or both to react.”
“What’s the bait you’re planning on using?”
“My witness, of course.”
“But you don’t have a witness.”
“Riley doesn’t know that. For all he knows we found Devon and Devon saw everything. Unless Riley and his wife took Devon,” she qualified. “If that’s the case, they still can’t be sure I don’t have someone else who saw something. That’s the thing about an emotion-based act of murder. You just can’t think clearly enough to cover all your bases at that pivotal moment.”
“True.”
Silence settled between them again. Dan allowed enough time to pass to back up the point he was about to make.
“Notice I didn’t ask what role you planned to play in this operation.” She’d been on his back about the whole overprotective business. He really was trying to lighten up. It wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped. The idea that she would be dead right now if that Taurus had started twisted in his gut.
“You didn’t ask,” Jess agreed, “but you were thinking about it.”
“Was not.”
“Yes you were.”
“Maybe I was just a little.”
“My job is to plant the seeds of fear and doubt in the interview with Sarah and then we’ll wait and watch for the reaction.”
“As long as Harper or Wells is with you at all times,” he reminded her.
She made an agreeable sound.
“You mentioned Allen having prior knowledge of that double homicide. Is he a suspect, too?”
“Nah, he’s just a jerk. He hates my guts and wants me gone.”
“He told you he hates your guts?”
“In a roundabout way.”
Dan would be talking to that cocky SOB. Whatever his beef with Jess, Allen had better learn how to respect his superiors—all his superiors. Or else.
“I imagine when word gets around that I’m trying to pin a murder rap on one of BPD’s finest I’ll have a lot more fans like him.” Jess turned to Dan. “You sure you didn’t see all this coming and you hired me to be the ax man? Lopez said we had some bad cops.”
“You’re friends with Lopez now?” Dan shook his head. “You have a knack for attracting some very strange people, Jess.”
“Evidently I do. I was hoping I’d hear from him again about these latest vics.”
Dan couldn’t say he hoped for the same. “As much as I despise the idea of having that kind of cop in my department, if you’re right about Riley,” Dan promised, “he’s going down. What others think is irrelevant.” The fury built to a full blaze inside him. “Riley won’t get off easy because he’s a cop. I’ll see that he goes all the way down.”
“It helps to know you’ve got my back on this one.”
“Jess.” He reached out, caressed her cheek. “I’ll always have your back.”
It was all he could do not to kiss her. She didn’t turn away or try to evade his touch. But she had asked him not to go there until the case was done.
For her, he could wait.
He dropped his hand away. “You and Sylvia seem to be hitting it off.”
“She’s not so bad. She just likes making everyone think she is.”
“That’s Sylvia.” He finished his wine.
“One of these days you’ll have to tell me about your marriage to her sister. Feels like there’s a story there.”
“One of these days,” he promised. “Speaking of sisters, how’s Lil?”
“The doctor’s doing more tests. I spoke to her tonight and she sounds tired. So not like herself. I’m really worried, Dan. This could be bad.”
“Lily is a very strong woman. Just like you. She’ll get through this.” He wished he knew something more original to say but what he said was true. Frankly he didn’t know any one stronger than Jess and Lily.
“Tomorrow is going to be a long one,” Jess murmured, almost too softly for him to hear.
He worried that she was more right than she knew.
Putting a fellow cop’s head on the chopping block was a bold, unpopular move.
Dan would lay odds on Jess’s instincts every time.
Her cell rang. She fished it out of her pocket and checked the screen. She sat up. The glider swung askew. “Leslie, is everything all right?”
The Chambers girl? Tension cranked up inside him.
“We’ll be right there.”
Jess ended the call and shot to her feet. “It’s Devon.”
Ice trickled in his veins. “Has he been found?” God almighty let him be alive.
“He just showed up at the door of his own house.”




   
Whispering Stream Drive, Friday,
August 6, 1:30 a.m.
Devon Chambers was dirty and he had tape burns around his mouth, his wrists, and his ankles. He was starving and possibly a little dehydrated, but otherwise he appeared to be fine.
At the moment he was at the kitchen table gobbling down a second bowl of his favorite cereal and milk. Jess and Leslie stood at the far end of the room in the doorway leading to the living room.
“That was the first thing he said to me,” Leslie said without taking her eyes off her brother. “Fruity Pebbles, please.” She swiped at a lone tear. “I was so glad to see him I just grabbed him up and hugged him to death.” She turned to Jess. “Then I called you.”
The boy had sneaked through the fence that separated the Grayson property from his own yard and then he’d climbed up the trellis and into his room. The officer on surveillance duty out front never spotted him. Devon had stealth down to a science.
“He told you that the angel put him under the dead mommy’s house?” Jess kept her voice down for fear of spooking him. “And that he kept pulling and tugging until he got the tape loose on his hands and that’s how he freed himself?”
Leslie nodded. “He said he’d been trying to get loose since the angel took him.” She shrugged. “Maybe it took all this time to get the tape loose enough.”
Possible. “But he couldn’t tell you where he’d been before the angel moved him to the Graysons’ home?”
“Under the screaming mommy’s house was all he could tell me.”
Jess mulled over the answer. “You think he’ll talk to me now?”
“Maybe I can ask him stuff and you can listen,” Leslie suggested.
That would work. “I’ll make you a list.”
While Devon finished his cereal, Jess quickly scribbled a list of questions for the boy.
Leslie placed a small can of potted meat and crackers next to her brother’s empty bowl. “I thought you might like this, too.”
“Yummy!” He snapped the lid off the can of meat and, using the crackers like dipping chips, had a bite.
Leslie made a face at Jess. “He loves the stuff.”
Jess sat down at the other end of the table. Devon paused in his eating, but he didn’t look at her. Leslie picked up the list Jess had made and sat down close to her brother.
“Devon, when you were under the screaming mommy’s house, did you hear any other people? Like a daddy or kids?”
Devon licked a cracker and nodded. “A mean daddy. Two crying kids.”
Leslie stole a glance at Jess. “Did the angel give you any food or water while you were there?”
He nodded again. “Sometimes.”
“Did you see the angel?”
“The light was shining in my eyes. I couldn’t see nothing.”
Shit! Jess needed to add a question. She couldn’t exactly write it down and pass it to Leslie without risking Devon shutting down. It was a miracle he’d spoken at all in front of her.
Leslie’s cell phone lay on the table. Maybe there was a way. Jess retrieved her phone and sent Leslie a text with the next question.
The girl’s phone signaled she had received the text and Leslie checked the screen. She set the phone aside and asked the questions. “What kind of kids were crying, Dev? Boys or girls?”
He shrugged.
Leslie waited a second then asked, “Big kids or little kids?”
He ate the last cracker and turned to his sister. “Baby kids.”
Adrenaline had Jess’s heart thundering in her ears. Sounded like the Riley family to her. Their neighbor had said they screamed at each other all the time and that the kids cried frequently.
“What kind of light shined in your face, Dev?”
He frowned. “A flashlight, silly. Like I keep in my secret hiding place. Angels have flashlights, too.”
Leslie had told Jess that his secret hiding place was under the house. He’d been trying to get away from the angel so he’d hidden under his house. That, Jess presumed, had given this so-called angel, who she suspected was either Sarah or Jack Riley, the idea for hiding him under the floor of their own home. It was the perfect solution until one or both decided what to do with him. Killing a child likely wasn’t as palatable as having murdered a grown woman. Case in point, they’d left the Grayson baby sleeping in his crib the night they murdered and mutilated his mother.
“This angel wasn’t too smart.”
Jess’s attention snapped back to Devon.
“What do you mean, Devon?” Leslie asked.
“The angel put me under the wrong house.” He made a face. “This is my house.”
Jess had a bad feeling the angel had hoped Devon would die under the Graysons’ house. The Rileys weren’t fools. They knew Jess was on to them. Clearly they’d moved Devon to prevent his being found under their own home. With Gabrielle’s murder still too fresh, Lieutenant Grayson would be in no hurry to move back into his home. There was no telling when anyone would have gone under the floor over there for any reason. If Devon hadn’t worked his way loose while he still had the strength, he would have fallen victim to their evil plan.
Leslie glanced at the list Jess had made once more. “How did you know this was an angel? Did you see wings?”
Devon shook his head. “No silly! I smelled the flowers. Angels smell like flowers.”
“Who told you that, Devon?” Leslie asked, going down the list.
“My teacher told me. When our mommy went to heaven. He said people gave flowers to her because heaven smells like flowers and that way the angels knew where to find her.”
Leslie looked to Jess again. She didn’t know what else to say or do. She’d asked all the questions.
Jess could see how he’d made the leap. If heaven smelled like flowers, then the angels who lived there were bound to smell like flowers, too. Harper’s comment about the shampoo in the Graysons’ shower… Gardenias… elbowed its way into her thoughts. Even though they hadn’t gotten any clear prints off the bottle, they knew the killer had washed off in the shower since some of Gabrielle’s blood had been found in the drain. If the killer used the shampoo that might be why Devon smelled flowers while he was hiding in the closet in the baby’s room.
“I don’t want that angel to come to get me again.”
Fear made his voice sound smaller. The happy-go-lucky little boy was gone now. Devon was scared. He had a right to be scared; he’d been traumatized.
“Why would the angel come back again?” Jess heard herself ask.
Devon blinked. Stared at her. She held her breath. Prayed he wouldn’t go into his shell.
He held up his arm. “I got the angel scratch. I think that’s bad.”
Going for broke, Jess dug around in her bag and retrieved her shield. She slid it down the table toward Devon. “You keep this with you at all times, Devon, and the angel won’t bother you.”
Hesitant at first, he reached out and picked up the shield. He studied it closely, then he looked at Jess. “You sure that’ll work?”
“Absolutely,” Jess promised. “You can clip it on your shirt”—she tugged at the collar of her blouse—“right there.”
Leslie helped her brother clip the shield on the neck of his T-shirt.
“Now. The angel will know you’re untouchable.”
Devon frowned, then he held up his arm. “What about this?”
Jess beamed a smile at him. “If you and your sister will come with me, I can take you to see a doctor who knows all about angel scratches.”
Cooper Green, 2:58 a.m.
Dan thought he had seen it all.
Obviously he had been wrong.
Jess and Sylvia were smiling and fussing over the kid as if they had been doing that sort of thing their whole lives. Two women who swore they didn’t have time for children.
He watched Jess smile as Devon drew pictures of what he saw that night. Sylvia had attended to his scratches and checked him over thoroughly. The kid was safe and that was what mattered. He hadn’t given them much to go on. The angel smelled like flowers. Jess had connected the idea to the shampoo she’d had logged into evidence.
Jess glanced at Dan and he straightened away from the door frame. As she and Sylvia started his way, leaving Leslie to entertain Devon, Dan stepped out into the corridor.
Sylvia closed the door to the exam room.
“Leslie’s going to help Devon change into clean clothes,” Jess explained.
“I’ll test samples of the dirt and other trace elements on his clothes,” Sylvia picked up where Jess left off. “If he was held in the Rileys’ crawlspace you might be able to use those test results for confirmation.”
“I sent a text to Cook,” Jess went from there. “He’s arranging for an evidence tech to accompany him to the Grayson home, where they’ll attempt to find the tape Devon removed when he freed himself.”
The so-called angel had felt confident taking the kid there, since the crime scene had been released. Bastard.
Leslie opened the door. “We’re ready in here.”
Sylvia looked from Dan to Jess. “I’m going to get on those tests.”
“Thank you, Dr. Baron,” Jess said.
Sylvia nodded and disappeared into the exam room.
Those two had made friends, Dan decided. “Where’s Harper?”
“I’ve got him watching the Rileys.” She glanced at Devon and his sister. “We need these two tucked away in a safe place until this is over.”
“Agreed.” Dan dug for his phone. “I’ll make the arrangements. We’ll drop them off and then I’m taking you home.”
Jess sagged against the wall. “You won’t get any argument from me.”




   
Conroy Road, 7:30 a.m.
Two hours of sleep had hardly been worth the trouble. Jess lugged her bag onto her shoulder and descended the stairs. Two cups of dark roast had not done the trick. She still felt hungover. She glanced at her landlord’s house as she shuffled to her car. He hadn’t complained about her random comings and goings so far. She hoped he continued to be a good sport about it.
She held up her keys and started to punch the fob to unlock the Audi. The driver’s side door—her door—was ajar. Moving with caution, Jess eased closer. The door had definitely been opened.
“Well, damn.”
She backed up a few steps just in case and put in a call to Lori for a ride. Then she called Burnett to have whoever was working the investigation into the Taurus tampering to come pick up her Audi.
This shit was getting old.
BPD, 9:05 a.m.
“I appreciate you coming in this morning, Mrs. Riley,” Jess said. “I hope you didn’t have any trouble finding a sitter for your children.”
“They’re with my mother and father. They love going to visit their grandparents.”
Thank God. “Let’s get started then. You stated that the last time you saw Gabrielle alive was on Sunday when you and your husband had lunch with her and her husband, is that correct?”
“Yes.”
Sarah Riley was as calm as a cucumber and her husband was furious she was being questioned again. Burnett had sequestered Sergeant Riley and his superior, Deputy Chief Waters, to the conference room. Harper had sent Jess a text since she’d entered the interview room to let her know that Lieutenant Grayson had arrived to show his support for the Rileys.
“You may find some of these questions repetitive,” Jess warned, “but it’s important that we’re thorough.”
Sarah Riley nodded her understanding.
“Did Gabrielle appear to be worried about anything or anxious in any way?”
“Not at all.”
Sarah really was a petite woman. Maybe five two and ninety or so pounds. Far too small to physically control a woman Gabrielle’s size unless the OxyContin had already kicked in, and even then handling her dead weight wouldn’t be easy for someone Sarah’s size.
This morning she was calm and poised. Where was the cowering, beaten-down housewife who feared her husband? Today she wasn’t even nervous.
Abuse victims often covered for their abusers. Fear that no one else would love them or that there would be even more severe repercussions was often the motive. But sometimes the victim enjoyed the cycle of fighting and making up. Could Sarah Riley be one of those? Was she protecting that bond?
Maybe.
“And when you spoke later that evening? No indication that anything was wrong?”
“Our conversations were short but she sounded just fine.”
“You and Gabrielle were very close,” Jess went on. “You knew each other well. You stated that you even took vacations together.”
“Yes.” Sarah carefully resisted adding any other details. She answered only the question Jess asked.
Her husband had coached her well.
“You met on the job when you were both nurses at the New Life Rehabilitation Center.”
“Yes.”
Jess flipped through her notes. “You harassed patients for their drug connections and even went so far as to steal some drugs, isn’t that right?”
Sarah blinked and her expression closed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Really.” Jess made a surprised sound and pretended to reread some of her notes. “I have statements from several of your coworkers that suggests otherwise.”
That deer trapped in the headlights look abruptly vanished and determination took its place. “They were jealous of my relationship with Gabrielle. You can’t believe what they say. If those accusations were true Gabrielle would have written me up and I would have been fired and charged with a crime.”
“So Gabrielle didn’t tell you that you had to resign?”
“I resigned after my first daughter was born because I really wanted to be home with her.”
“I see.” Jess jotted a few words on her notepad. “So the notations Gabrielle made in your personnel file about suspected drug abuse were untrue.”
Fury lit in Sarah’s eyes. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Gabrielle was my friend. She would never have made up lies like that.”
“Maybe I misread the notes. I’ve read so much about you and your husband that it’s just all running together.” Jess shook her head. “Does your husband still have a problem with OxyContin? I noted where the drug was found in several of the required drug tests here at BPD.”
“What’re you talking about? My husband doesn’t have a problem with drugs or anything else. Why are you saying these things?”
Jess decided to take a chance. She leaned across the table. “I know what you did, Sarah. We found your prints. Your neighbor told us about you leaving the kids at home alone on Sunday and the timing just happens to coincide with the timing of Gabrielle’s murder. You were there, Sarah. I know you were. Gabrielle didn’t call Jack at eleven that night, you did. Using her phone. Did you tell him there was a problem? What did he do, Sarah? Something you’re afraid to tell me? I’m prepared to give you until four o’clock today to get your story straight but after that, the deal is off the table. You’ll be picked up and charged with first-degree murder.”
Confusion and fear claimed her features. “What deal? I don’t know what you’re talking about. Gabrielle never called my husband! I was at Gabrielle’s house all the time. Of course you found my fingerprints there. And yes, I left the house Sunday night. Jack and I had a big fight on the phone so I went to see him. Ask anyone on shift with him that night, they saw him come out to my car but we never left the street. We just sat there in the dark and talked. Anyone on duty could have looked out the window and seen the car.”
There was a new revelation. No matter, Jess shook her head. “Save yourself, Sarah, so you can be there for your children. Otherwise you’ll go down with him.”
“I think I want a lawyer now.” Fury twisted the woman’s face.
Jess closed her notepad and set her pencil aside. “I understand. You’re afraid.” Jess pushed to her feet. “But keep in mind that we have a witness, Sarah. He saw everything.”
With that Jess headed for the door.
“Wait.”
Victory roared through Jess’s veins. She turned back to the woman who could help them nail Gabrielle’s killer.
“You’re wrong,” she said, to Jess’s surprise. “Jack would never hurt anyone that way. He loves me and he loves our children too much. He worships Larry and thought the world of Gabrielle. You’re wrong, Chief Harris.” Sarah picked up her purse. “You should be ashamed of yourself for trying to ruin an innocent man’s life. A cop’s life and career.”
Stunned at the about-face, Jess opened the door and let her go. “Just remember,” she said as Sarah walked past her, “you have until four o’clock today before I take my witness and the evidence we have to the DA. After that I can’t help you.”
Sarah walked out.
Damn it. Harper was right. The woman acted like some weird Stepford wife.
Burnett joined her in the hall. He’d watched the interview from the viewing room. “I’ve sent a cruiser to keep an eye on the grandparents and the children.”
“I was just about to set that up myself.”
“Chief Harris.”
Jess turned to find Lieutenant Grayson striding her way. Judging by the outrage on his face and in his posture she was in for a battle. “Lieutenant.”
Grayson acknowledged Dan. “Chief Burnett.”
Burnett shook his head. “Lieutenant, it would be in your best interest if you stayed clear of this mess.”
Jess spoke before Grayson could. “Let him have his say. There are a few things I need to clear up with him.”
“All right.” Burnett turned to Grayson. “Don’t make me regret that decision.”
“I don’t know what the hell you’re thinking, but Jack and Sarah Riley are friends of my family. I wouldn’t have gotten through the past few days without their support. How dare you make them feel like suspects!”
“They are suspects, Lieutenant.” Jess wasn’t going to sugarcoat this for the man. Not anymore. She’d given him some time to grieve, but right now he needed a wake-up call. “Your wife discovered Sarah was stealing OxyContin on the job two years ago. She swept it under the rug to protect Sarah for the same reason you’re standing by them now. That was her first mistake. Continuing to trust a woman who would steal drugs to support her husband’s habit was her second.”
Jess took a second to calm the outrage now rushing through her. “Those two so-called friends of the family know what happened to your wife, Lieutenant. I would suggest you be more careful who you trust. Particularly who you trust with your baby son’s life.”
He shook his head. “I don’t believe you.”
“Believe what you will, but you work with Jack every day. You haven’t seen any sign of drug abuse? You don’t feel the odd tension between him and his wife? Snap out of that denial you’re in and look closer.”
“I know what your problem is.” He stabbed a finger at Jess. “You can’t solve this case so you’re using my partner as a scapegoat.”
Jess ignored the accusation. “Did your partner’s wife show up at your surveillance location on Sunday night before midnight?”
Confusion furrowed his brow. “What? Wait. Yes. She and Jack had a fight. He sat out there in the car with her for probably half an hour before he came back in. They’re young, they still have stupid arguments.”
“And nothing about that incident seemed amiss? It’s happened before?”
He hesitated. “Well, no… I mean she’s dropped by before but never for an extended time in the middle of the night like that. What the hell difference does it make? That alone should tell you Jack couldn’t have killed Gabrielle. He was right there with me the whole shift.”
Except for when he was in the car with Sarah. “Think long and hard, Lieutenant,” Jess urged. “You’ve already allowed blind trust to cost you your wife. Will you allow it to cost you your son, too?”
11:30 a.m.
In Burnett’s office, Jess set her phone to speaker so he could hear the update from Harper.
“I followed the Rileys to Sarah’s parents’ house. They picked up their children and then drove to their town house and, judging by the frantic gestures in the vehicle, they argued the whole way. Jack was mad as hell when he got out of the car. He kicked it a couple of times before storming into the house.”
“Did Sarah get out of the car then?” Jess was beginning to have second thoughts about her. She hadn’t reacted the way Jess had expected at all. She had given the woman the perfect opportunity to get free of the twisted situation with her husband and she’d walked away.
What if Jess were wrong? What if Sarah wasn’t a victim? Grayson had confirmed that she had come to their surveillance location that night. Though Jack had sat in the car with her, the two had not left the scene.
Damn. Damn. Damn.
But a spouse showing up at a stakeout like that was way, way outside protocol. The kind of action that would get a cop written up. And what were they fighting about that night?
No, Jess decided, she wasn’t wrong.
But what about the children? Now they were caught in the middle of this precarious situation. Damn it.
“She and the children went inside as well.”
“Stay on them, Sergeant.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Jess ended the call and plopped into a chair in front of Burnett’s desk. “We didn’t get the confession I’d hoped for,” she admitted, “but we’ve got them worried and in a reactive state.”
“They have four hours to make a move,” Burnett reminded her. “If one or both were involved in Gabrielle’s murder, there will be a reaction.”
“That’s what I’m counting on.”
Lori was at the safe house with Leslie and Devon. Jess wanted this over for their sakes as well. Devon needed his routine back. They needed to feel safe in their own home again.
“Chief Waters has placed Riley on administrative leave until this is cleared up.”
Jess shook her head. “Why is it when something like this happens, no one seems to have noticed all the signs leading up to it? How could Larry Grayson not know Sarah was being abused or that Jack was hooked on painkillers? Has our entire society become so oblivious that we don’t see anything we don’t want to?”
Burnett got up and came around to her side of his desk to sit beside her.
Uh-oh. “You got news on the Audi?”
He nodded. “Someone jimmied the lock, but the car is clean. The perp either changed his mind or got interrupted. Nothing else in the car was touched. They lifted prints and we’ll be running those. I’m having the Audi delivered to the parking garage this afternoon.”
“Looks like my landlord was wrong.” Jess shook her head. There was no such thing as a safe neighborhood these days.
“Wrong about what?”
“That break-ins and stuff like that didn’t happen in his neighborhood.”
“Jess,” Burnett said in that voice that warned she had better listen up, “someone is trying to hurt you. It’s not a random act. Don’t even think about wrapping yourself in the denial you keep throwing in everyone else’s faces. Until we find the source of this threat, you won’t be safe.”
God, she was so tired. Tired and frustrated… and scared.
“I know.”
He pulled her out of her seat and into his arms. She let him. She needed to feel the strength of his arms right now.
No more denial.
3:00 p.m.
Jess checked her cell again.
“Eat,” Burnett ordered. “You can’t function on no sleep and nothing but coffee.”
She picked at the fries. Tara, Burnett’s receptionist, had gone out for burgers and fries. Jess appreciated the gesture but she had no appetite. Besides, she’d had her fill of burgers and fries this week.
If this plan didn’t work, they were back at square one. There was no other evidence. Devon wouldn’t be able to return to his normal life.
And Gabrielle Grayson’s killer would continue to get away with murder.
Burnett had refused to let her out of his sight since he got the report back on the Audi. She was a prisoner. She couldn’t even do her job. Admittedly the investigation was kind of in a holding pattern right now. But she would like to be out there doing something!
“Jess,” Burnett scolded.
She stuffed a fry into her mouth and chewed.
Her cell clanged. She jumped, almost choked. Harper. Thank God!
“Harper, what’s going on?” She had her phone on speaker so she wouldn’t have to repeat the news to Burnett.
“Chief, we have a problem.”
Tension coiled tighter. “What’s going on?”
“About twenty minutes ago Mr. Haines went over to the Rileys’ door and started pounding. Eventually I got out of my car and asked what was going on. He said the babies were crying and no one was coming to the door. I heard the crying too and after identifying myself, I kicked in the door…”
Jess braced for bad news. She had pushed too hard. If Sarah was dead… or, dear God, if the children were hurt…
“Jack Riley is dead. Two stab wounds to the chest. I’ve called dispatch. The kids are okay. But, Chief, Sarah Riley is gone.”
“How the hell did that happen?”
“The back door was unlocked. I’m assuming she took off on foot.”
“See if you can get ahold of the grandparents to come take custody of the kids,” Jess directed. “Burnett and I are on the way.”
When she ended the call Burnett was already on the horn ordering backup.
Jess considered this newest turn of events. Whatever twisted bond had existed between Jack Riley and his wife… it was broken now and she was a loose cannon. Sarah Riley had gone over the edge. There was no telling what she was capable of in the state of rage that had no doubt risen inside her.
Jess and Burnett had just reached his SUV when her cell rang again. She expected it to be Harper but it wasn’t. “Harris.”
“Chief Harris, this is Larry Grayson.”
His voice sounded strange. Cold, distant, full of terror. “Yes, Lieutenant. What can I do for you?”
“Sarah is here at my home and she would like to see you. Only you. She says it’s time you knew the truth.”
Equal parts anticipation and worry detonated in her veins. “Lieutenant, is she armed?”
“Yes.” He made a sound, almost a whimper. “She has Jack’s service weapon and she has my son. Please… please help us.”
Shady Creek Circle, 4:15 p.m.
“All you have to do is say the word and we’re coming in,” Burnett reminded her.
Like she needed to hear that again. Jess was wearing a wire and a vest. She had a backup piece in a thigh holster under her skirt. She had on the vest under her jacket. They had set up a command post in the Chamberses’s home. SWAT was in position.
They’d thrown this together in fifty minutes. No matter how well prepared they were, Sarah was playing it smart. All the blinds in the Grayson home were closed. There was no view into the house. Sarah had shown up at Grayson’s mother-in-law’s home and taken the baby. The mother-in-law had immediately called the lieutenant who had gone to his minister for a counseling session. No sooner than the lieutenant had gotten into his car, Sarah had called him with her demands.
“I should get in there. It’s been an hour.” Jess had given herself some leeway by telling Grayson that she was nearly an hour away.
Unless Sarah had gone completely around the bend she likely wouldn’t buy that story but so far he hadn’t called demanding to know when Jess would arrive.
Burnett took her by the shoulders. “Don’t try to be a hero, Jess. Do the best you can. That’s all anyone can expect.”
“That’s the plan.”
He held on to her a second longer. She held her breath, worried he would hug her with all the others watching. Finally he released her and she breathed easy again.
Jess gave him a nod before climbing into her Audi. She drove down to the end of the block and parked in front of the Grayson home. The crime scene tape was gone. Looked as if they had taken it down a little too soon.
SWAT had taken positions all around the home.
Jess rang the bell so those inside would know she had arrived, wherever they were in the house.
Grayson opened the door. His face was ashen. But he was alone.
“Where is she?”
He swallowed with visible effort. “In the nursery with Gary.”
“Go,” Jess instructed. “Leave. I will take care of this. You have my word.”
“I can’t do that. My son—”
Jess moved past him and into the house. “Go.” Why the hell didn’t he listen to her?
He closed the door. “This way.”
She worked at calming herself. She supposed she couldn’t fault him for not wanting to leave his son. Jess followed him to the nursery. Sarah sat in the rocking chair, baby Gary in her arms, the .40 cal weapon belonging to her dead husband in her hand.
“Hello, Sarah.” Jess moistened her lips. “I’m here. Why don’t we let Larry take the baby so we can talk woman to woman?”
Sarah glared at Jess. “I am not as naïve as I look.” To Larry she said, “Get out of here. We have to talk in private.”
He looked to Jess and she nodded. With obvious reluctance, he left the room.
“Close the door,” Sarah called after him.
Jess heard the latch click behind her.
“What would you like to talk about, Sarah?”
“You need to know what really happened. It wasn’t like you think. Gabrielle left us no choice.”
Jess kept her hands at her side and held very still. The baby was sleeping and the weapon was in Sarah’s right hand. For now that was good, but everything could change in a single heartbeat. “Why don’t you tell me what happened.”
Jess had an idea of how things had gone. Sarah had been trying to protect her abusive husband. She would have done anything to protect that insanely twisted bond. Things got out of control… Riley went into a rage and Gabrielle was dead.
Somehow Jess had to make sure there wasn’t a second act to this tragedy.
“She found out Jack was still using the OC. The idiot dropped one in her goddamned bathroom when we were here for lunch Sunday and he was so fucked up he couldn’t find it. Well, she did. She called me that night after Larry came by to tuck in the baby. She’d gone in the bathroom to take a shower and saw the damned thing. I came over and begged her not to tell. She wouldn’t listen.” Sarah shrugged. “She wouldn’t listen to reason so I did what Jack told me to do. I put OC in her drink, but she just sipped at it. She didn’t drink enough fast enough.” Sarah shook her head, her lips tight with fury. “She didn’t do anything right.”
Jess waited out her silence, the thickness of it making breathing difficult. Judging by the changing expressions on Sarah’s face she was remembering that night.
“She always thought she was better than me. Smarter. A better wife and mother. I never could do anything as well as she did. She was a better nurse, wife, mother… everything!”
“Sounds like she wasn’t a very good friend,” Jess offered.
Sarah made a face. “She was the kind of friend who loved surrounding herself with those she could feel superior to. She wanted to humiliate us. She wanted to tell us what she was going to do before she did it. And this time she was going to ruin us.” Sarah made a scoffing sound. “How dare she suggest that Jack might get her husband killed! Jack was the best partner Larry ever had. He said so a dozen times!”
“Did the two of you argue?”
Sarah nodded. “She just kept arguing and not drinking her wine. Jack’s plan wasn’t going to work! How could the stupid bitch OD if she didn’t drink it?”
Jess’s respiration hitched at the news. She watched the frantic woman’s arms tighten around the baby, adding another layer of tension. The child started to squirm and fret. Jess needed to do something. “She forced you to do it. She left you no choice.”
Sarah’s face went blank as she stared at Jess. Her hold on the baby relaxed a bit. “She did. I couldn’t take it anymore.” A smile stretched across her face. “Then the OC started to kick in. Not enough to send her into respiratory arrest, but enough to make her weak and clumsy. She accused me of poisoning her!” Sarah laughed. “I just watched her get more confused and frantic.”
“She got a taste of how you felt,” Jess suggested.
Sarah nodded. “Then she tried to call for help. She shouldn’t have done that. I knocked her down and she just kept trying to get up. I held her down. It was easy. She was all weak and uncoordinated. Her tongue was thick from the drug when she warned that I was going to jail.” Sarah shrugged. “She kept on and on and then I put my fingers around her throat and I choked her. I choked her until she shut up.”
Dear God. It wasn’t Jack… it was her.
“For a long time I just sat there looking at her. It was storming and I watched the light flash on and off over her body.” Sarah blinked repeatedly as if coming out of a trance. “Then Jack called and said I’d better go home and check on the kids. So I turned out the lights and went home.”
Jess held herself steady when deep inside fury was twisting like a hurricane. She needed just one more thing. “But you had to go back.”
“Jack made me. When I got the kids settled I sneaked out to see him and he went ballistic. He told me what I had to do to make sure no one ever knew it was me who shut her up.”
“So you went back and did what he told you.”
“It took a while but I got her head cut off. Like he said. I had to do it in the dark, but the lightning helped. Then I wrote the words he told me to write. He was mad when I told him about the knife… but I decided that Gabrielle deserved that. I stabbed her ten times. For all the times I could remember her making me feel beneath her. Then I called him and told him it was done. I had to use her phone. The battery was dead on mine.”
“I guess you got her blood on your hands.”
She visibly shuddered. “It was all over me. I took a shower and checked on the baby. That’s when I knew someone was in the house.” Fury tightened her lips. “The little shit.”
“This isn’t your fault,” Jess lied. “You’re suffering from all his years of abuse. You did what you thought you had to do. This is Jack’s fault. Any decent lawyer will recognize post-traumatic stress disorder.”
Sarah seemed to snap out of her coma, and her gaze connected with Jess’s. “Everything would have been fine if that retard hadn’t gotten in the way. And you.” She turned the barrel of the weapon toward Jess. “You took everything from me. We had the perfect family until Gabrielle and you stole it from me.” She got up. The baby sighed and stretched. She walked straight up to Jess, the weapon steady in her hand. “You caused this.”
“Wait, Sarah,” Jess urged. “I should’ve told you already, but Jack isn’t dead. When your neighbor heard the girls crying he called the police. I heard over the scanner on the way over here that the police had kicked in the door and found Jack hanging on by a thread. He’s in surgery but he’s going to be okay. We should get to the hospital so you can be with him when he wakes up. You can still be a family.”
Her face twisted in fury. “Don’t try to fool me! I’m a nurse. He was dead.”
“You have my word,” Jess promised. “Call the hospital if you don’t believe me.”
Sarah hesitated, seemed to weigh her claim. “If you’re lying,” she threatened, “I’ll kill you and the baby. I have nothing else to lose.”
“You want to go in my car?” Jess asked. “I didn’t see yours.”
“I went down the alley behind my house and called a taxi to pick me up. I knew that cop was watching my house. I’m not as stupid as Jack said.”
“We should hurry,” Jess suggested. “You don’t want Jack to wake up and be alone.”
Sarah started forward.
Jess made a worried face. “They won’t let the baby in the hospital. And if we run into trouble the baby will only slow us down.”
Sarah smirked. “Give it up. They’re not going to shoot at me as long as I have the baby. I am not leaving him.”
“But you have me now. You just keep that gun pointed at me and no one is going to bother you. I’m a deputy chief. I’m way more important than that baby.”
“Maybe you’re right.” Sarah pressed the barrel of the weapon against Jess’s forehead. “Take him.”
Jess scooped the sleeping boy into her arms. He squirmed a little but quickly settled. Jess’s heart skipped into an erratic rhythm.
“Put him in his crib.”
The weapon jammed against the back of her skull, Jess walked over to the baby’s bed and carefully placed him there, then covered him with his blanket.
“Let’s go,” Sarah ordered. “You drive.”
Jess walked out of the bedroom and turned to her right. At the end of the hall were the steps down to the entry level. Her heart stumbled when she got a fleeting glimpse of Burnett hovering to the left at the bottom of the stairs. She hoped he wasn’t going to do anything that would get them both killed.
There was just one thing Jess could do.
As she reached the third step from the bottom, she pitched forward as if she had stumbled and hit the floor.
Sarah screamed at her to get up.
Burnett swung around the corner and slammed her in the head with a lamp base.
The weapon discharged.
Jess rolled and jumped to her feet, her fingers snatching the .38 from her thigh holster.
Sarah was down and Burnett was cuffing her. She bucked and screamed at him.
SWAT swarmed into the house.
Jess rushed to the baby’s room and scooped up the fretting child. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she cooed. “Let’s go find your daddy.”
She turned to find Burnett in the doorway. The tender expression on his face tore at her heart.
She arched a skeptical eyebrow. “Don’t get any ideas. I’m just doing my job.”
“You did good, Chief.”
“I know.” Jess scooted out the door past him. “I always do.”




   
Whispering Stream Lane, 8:00 p.m.
Devon sat crossed-legged on the living room floor, his favorite show on the TV.
Leslie smiled at Jess. “I can’t believe it’s really over.”
Jess patted her arm. “You and Devon were instrumental in helping us solve this case.”
The girl’s eyes widened. “We were?”
“Absolutely,” Jess assured her. “I don’t want you to worry about Child Services or work or anything but being happy. You deserve it.”
“That won’t be so easy.” Leslie sighed. “I missed all these days and I got fired from my job. I have to find a new one soon.”
“No you don’t.” Those silly old emotions Jess hated dealing with rose like a big old tidal wave. She absolutely refused to cry. “Dr. Baron is going to pay for yours and Devon’s schooling. She’s also offered you an intern position at the coroner’s office—in the file room, of course—around your class schedule so you can be home in the evenings with Devon. No more working at night away from your brother.”
Leslie wasn’t so successful holding back her tears. “I don’t know what to say.”
Jess smiled. “And, Lieutenant Grayson is so thankful to Devon for checking on his wife and child that awful night that he and some of his friends in the South Precinct are going to start working on your house to get it back in shape.”
Leslie threw her arms around Jess and hugged her tight. Jess hugged her back. She might turn into a hugger after all.
Tugging on her jacket had Jess pulling away to look down at Devon. “Did we leave you out?”
He made a face and shook his head. Leslie laughed. “He’s not much of a hugger.”
A boy after her own heart, Jess mused.
Devon offered her a drawing. “For you.”
Jess smiled. “What an artist you are, Devon.” The drawing had a stick figure lady with yellow hair standing in the sunshine. At her feet sat a big black purse and a silver badge-shaped object. There were large buildings in the background, maybe to signify Birmingham. “I’m hanging this in my office. But first”—she pointed to the bottom right-hand corner—“can you sign it for me? All artists sign their work.”
Devon took the picture and ran back to where his crayons waited.
“Thank you, Chief Harris.”
Jess turned to Leslie. She hadn’t really done anything. It was Baron and Grayson who were doing all the wonderful things for these kids.
“You’re our angel.”
Lakefront Trail, Bessemer, 9:30 p.m.
By the time Jess reached her sister’s house, an unmarked car still tracking her every move, she was way past burned out.
Lily was sitting on the porch swing waiting for her.
Jess climbed the steps and joined her. “Where is everybody?”
“I made them go to the movies.” Lily smiled. “They’ve all been so worried about me they’ve been hovering. I needed a break. The kids leave next week, they needed some fun time with their dad.”
“You want me to fix us a cup of tea or something?”
Lily shook her head. “You go ahead. I’m good.”
“In that case,” Jess snuggled closer to her, “I’m good, too.”
“I went for some more tests today.”
“When will you hear something?”
“Next week, I hope.”
Jess put an arm around her sister and pulled her close. “You listen to me, Lily. Whatever this is, we’ll get through it. You hear me?”
Lil nodded. “I know. I’m glad you’re home, Jess.”
Hells bells. The tears started to flow and there was no stopping them. “I’m never leaving you again. I promise.”
They held each other and sobbed softly for a long while. Then they both sucked it up and went inside to play a game of Scrabble. Lily had always beaten her at the game. But Jess didn’t care. It was being here, with her sister, that counted.
“I love you, Jess.”
“Love you, too.”




   
Parkridge Drive, Homewood, Saturday, August 7,
9:00 a.m.
Chet worried that Lori would be disappointed in his place. She’d never been here before. It was nothing fancy. One of the houses they called mid-century modern. Built in the fifties, with big windows and sharp angles. Only two bedrooms with a small yard, but it was affordable and the neighborhood was kid friendly. For him that was the most important part.
“Nice place,” she said as she climbed out of the rented truck. Her gaze connected with his and she gave him a nod of approval.
A load lightened from his shoulders. “I’m glad you like it.”
She surveyed the block again, then his home. “I like it a lot.” She grabbed him by the hand. “Show me inside.”
His pulse skipping with happiness, he led her to the door or maybe she led him. He turned the key in the lock and opened the door. “After you.”
She walked in and he held his breath. The living area was one big space. Family room, kitchen, and dining room all neatly laid out beneath a vaulted ceiling complete with a couple of cool wood beams. Beyond the open space was a short hallway with two bedrooms and a bathroom. The larger of the two bedrooms had an en suite bath but it was kind of small.
“The hardwood floors are beautiful.”
“The floors and ceiling sold me on the place,” he confessed.
She walked around the room and checked out his big, comfy sofa and the other furnishings he’d painstakingly selected. Who knew that shopping for furniture could be so difficult?
“You did good on the furnishings.” She sank into the big faux leather sectional he’d gotten at a big box store for a steal. “Nice.”
He offered his hand. “Come on. I’ll show you the bedrooms.”
At the door of the first, smaller bedroom, she smiled. “Chester’s room is cute.”
Chet had gone to a lot of trouble to give his son a room he’d feel at home in. “It’s small but he likes it.”
“Who wouldn’t?” She checked out the decorating, which was a stroll down Sesame Street with all the props, like Oscar the Grouch’s trash can that served as a storage place for toys.
She turned to Chet. “You did really good.”
“There’s one last room to see.” He took her hand again.
Before they entered the master bedroom, she peeked into the hall bath. “Kind of guyish but it’s cool.”
“I thought Chester and I could share that bath so you’d have your own private space.”
Her smile widened. “Thank you. A girl needs her own space.”
As soon as she’d told him she would move in, he’d rushed to Bed Bath & Beyond and bought all new bedding. And the curtains. He’d tried hard to capture a little feminine elegance while not completely diminishing his manhood.
He hadn’t had time to repaint the walls but the pale green and tan stripes of the bedding worked with the sand colored walls. There was also a tiny lavender stripe in the bedding. The clerk who’d helped him assured Chet that tiny little line of feminine color would make all the difference. She’d suggested he buy sheets in that color as well.
“Wow.” Lori plopped on the bed to try out the mattress. “You do have a feminine side.”
His smile vanished. “The bedding is new. I picked it out with you in mind.” No need to mention the clerk who’d helped or the fact that his previous bedding had been camouflage. He did not have a feminine side. “I’m a guy, all the way.”
She grabbed his hand and pulled him onto the bed with her. “You want to prove that, big guy?”
She leaned forward and kissed his throat at the vee of his shirt.
“What about all your stuff in the truck?” They’d rented a truck to move her belongings rather than borrowing one from a friend. That way there was no need to explain. They had decided to keep this move low profile. The goal was to avoid feeding the rumor mill in the department by borrowing a truck.
“It can wait.” Lori teased his lips.
“But we have to pick up Chester in an hour.”
Her face fell and she pushed off the bed and walked to the window.
Chet sighed. He had worried that this was going to be a problem after the way Chester behaved the other night. He got to his feet and went to stand behind her. “We’ll make this work.”
“He hates me, Chet. He really does.”
The pain in her voice was like a knife stabbing deep into his gut. “He just has to get used to you. To us.”
She turned around to face him, her eyes watery with worry. “Are you sure? Maybe I’m just not mom material and he senses that.”
Chet laughed softly. “You are the most amazing woman in the world and I swear to you that my son will learn to love you just as much as I do.”
Lori nodded. “Okay.”
“Does that mean you haven’t changed your mind?”
She laughed, the real McCoy. “Give me five minutes and I’ll let you decide for yourself.”




   
10:00 a.m.
This was the first time Jess had had the opportunity to have a real look around the yard of her new place. Technically it wasn’t her yard, but she got the benefit of the picturesque view without the physical labor involved with upkeep. Louis certainly had his hands full with maintenance. The man had endless flower beds. Some raised stone beds. Brick ones. And lots of different sizes, shapes, and colors of flowerpots.
Despite the heat already building and with a glass of iced tea in hand, she strolled. The sweats and tee and flip-flops made for the perfect Saturday morning attire. There was no one to impress and no need for a place to carry her weapon. Her case was closed and she was ready for a nice weekend break.
Jess paused at the most recent flower bed she’d noticed Louis working on into the late evening hours the other night. Seemed a little late in the summer to be planting, but then what did she know? She had no green thumb. Maybe she would ask Lily, just out of curiosity. The way the bed was mounded reminded her of a grave. She shuddered. Just went to show she spent too much time around bodies. Jess crouched down and plucked loose the little plastic tag stuck in the ground to see the type of plants he’d selected. Lantana. Plant in full sun.
“That tells me absolutely nothing.” She tucked the tag back into place.
“They love the sun and the heat.”
Startled, Jess pushed to her feet. “Good morning.” She gave herself a mental pop against the forehead. “I was just admiring your lovely gardens.”
“This spot was looking a little lonesome for company.”
He smiled at her. Jess was pretty sure he didn’t do that often. “You have an amazing talent for bringing an outside landscape to life.”
“Not so much talent as time on my hands.” He surveyed his work. “You run out of things to do and well… you know what the Bible says about that.”
“Idle hands are the devil’s tools.” It had been a long time since she’d gone to church but she remembered the basics.
“That says it all, doesn’t it?”
“I guess it does.” Jess kicked herself for not having done this already. “Thank you so much for the glider. I love it. I really do.”
“As I said, it was gathering dust in the garage.” He waved his arm wide. “What is mine is yours, to quote Shakespeare.”
With that he turned and disappeared back into his home.
“What is yours is mine,” she finished the quote. What a peculiar man.
Jess climbed the steps and returned to her little haven. Maybe today she’d go in search of a couple of side chairs and a sofa. Birmingham had plenty of neat thrift stores. She didn’t dare invite Lily. If she even mentioned she needed furniture her sister would have the whole church rushing over to donate to the cause.
Her apartment was cool inside and it smelled like the fresh blossoms candle she had lit. It hadn’t taken her five minutes to do a little straightening up. She didn’t have enough stuff to make a mess yet.
Her cell chirped at her and she walked to the table to check it. Voice mail. She tapped the screen. Not a number she recognized. Just the same, she hit play.
A woman cleared her throat. “Jessie Lee, this is your… aunt Wanda.”
Anger stirred instantly at the sound of the woman’s voice.
“I’ve done some thinking and you’re right about needing some family history. So I made a list of everything I know about our folks. I’ll mail it to you if you want. Or you can come by and pick it up. I don’t know where you live but I could bring it to the police department I guess. Just… let me know… ah… bye.”
Jess played the voice mail again. She started to delete it but decided not to. She needed whatever she could get from the woman for Lily.
Her cell clanged. Jess jumped. “Damn it!”
She stared at the screen. Another number she didn’t recognize. “Harris.”
“Chief Harris, this is Hector Debarros.”
Jess tensed. “Mr. Debarros, hello. Do you have a message from Mr. Lopez?” Hearing from him at this point about the Norwood victims was pretty much a moot point but she wasn’t about to say as much.
“The two executions were carried out by rebels against our clique. They have been taken care of.”
She supposed, like Captain Allen said, that saved the taxpayers the cost of an investigation and a trial. Not to mention housing in whatever jail the perps ended up in. But that view was wrong.
“Mr. Lopez also said that I should tell you that the problem you had in the BPD has resolved itself. You are no longer in danger from that source. He believes you have yourself an angel de la guarda.”
Another wave of tension rippled through her. “What does that mean, Mr. Debarros?”
“You need not worry, Chief Harris, you have a guardian angel.”
The call ended.
Jess stared at the phone. She stamped her foot. “What is with all this angel talk?” Frustrated, she tossed her phone into her bag and grabbed her keys. “Shopping is what I need.”
If she found a sofa she’d have to call Harper. Unless the store provided delivery. She laughed at herself. She’d never heard of thrift stores providing delivery services but who knew.
Maybe she could rent one of those trucks by the hour from the Home Depot. Couldn’t be that different from driving a car. Then again, she’d still need Harper’s strong back.
Or Dan’s.
She’d figure it out.
She opened the door and instantly jumped back.
“I was just about to knock.”
Daniel Burnett stood in her doorway. “You can’t call before you show up at my door?” What was it with men these days? They thought women were just moping around the house waiting for them to appear?
“I had to drop off a couple of antiques in the neighborhood from the silent auction the other night. I thought I’d stop by and see if you wanted to have an early lunch.”
“You making deliveries in that fancy Mercedes of yours?”
He shook his head. “I’m using my dad’s truck.”
“Your dad has a truck?”
“Ford F150. Crew cab. 3.7 liter V-6. Flex fuel,” he bragged, though she had no idea what all that meant.
“Yes,” she enthused. “Lunch would be awesome. You don’t mind helping me run a few errands, do you?”
His gaze narrowed with suspicion. “What kind of errands?”
“I need a few things.” She smiled. “I promised to make you dinner here tonight. I’ll make it extra special.”
“Is that a bribe?”
She nodded. “Absolutely.”
He came inside, forcing her to back up a step, and closed the door behind him. “Give me a little preview and I might be persuaded.”
She dropped her bag to the floor and reached for the buttons of his shirt. “I’ll take my time undoing every one of these buttons.” She kept going until she’d reached the one that disappeared into the waistband of his jeans. “Sorry I can’t get to that one.” She gave him a wicked look. “Unless I do this.” She tugged the button at his waistband loose. The sound of his fly lowering made him groan. She pulled his shirt loose and finished the unbuttoning.
“Then,” she flattened her palms on his chest. He shivered. “I’ll explore all this delicious territory.” She smoothed her palms over his chest, down his rib cage, her heart ached at the feel of the scar Eric Spears had left him with. She banished thoughts of that bastard. This was hers and Dan’s time. No one else mattered. He was breathing heavily. The idea that he was so ready for more had her burning up. A fire for him had been smoldering deep inside her all week. “But I’m a little greedy so that will never be enough.”
She pushed his jeans and briefs down his thighs. “Hmm.” Her fingers wrapped around him. He shuddered.
Just to torture him, she backed up a step and kicked off the flip-flops, slid her sweats and panties down her thighs, leaving them in a puddle on the floor as she reclaimed the space between them.
She leaned against him. “Then…”
“Then,” he echoed as he grabbed her up and twisted around until her back was against the door. “I’d do what I’ve been dying to do all week.”
Her body melted against the hard planes of his. “And what’s that?”
He pressed into her, filling her slowly and completely. “Make love to you.” He kissed her nose. “Again.” He kissed her chin. “And again.”
Her hips moved against his, pressing him deeper. She moaned with pleasure. “Good answer.”
Her phone chirped, signaling she’d received a text, but she didn’t care. All she wanted right now was all of Dan.
It was so good to be home.
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9911 Conroy Road, August 9, 10:45 p.m.
The room went as black as a tomb.
“Oh, shoot.” Jess Harris heaved a beleaguered sigh. She tossed the now useless hair dryer onto the bed. This was the second night in a row the power had gone out on her. “One of the perks of living in a historic—aka old—home,” she muttered.
Reaching forward into the darkness to prevent any collisions, she shuffled across the room. She hadn’t been here a week, and small as the place was, she still didn’t know it by heart. In her defense, she was hardly ever home. A cop’s life was rarely calm or routine.
Where the hell had she left that flashlight her landlord had given her? By the kitchen sink? On the table? Wait… she squinted—tried her best to see as her eyes focused to the darkness—maybe she’d stuck it out of the way on top of the fridge. One of these days she had to get organized.
Deciding the vintage appliance was the most likely place she felt her way there and ran her hand as far back and over the top as she could reach. A smile of triumph slid across her lips as her fingers closed around the plastic flashlight.
She nudged the switch with her thumb and a beam of light cut through the blackness. Some of the tension bunching her shoulders ebbed. “Hallelujah.”
Now what?
At this hour chances were Mr. Louis, her landlord, was in bed. It wasn’t as if she really needed the lights back on since she’d planned to hit the sack herself as soon as her hair was dry. Jess ran a hand through the still-damp ringlets. But, she did have food in the fridge that needed to be kept cold. Besides, this was the second time that breaker had gotten thrown by her hair dryer. According to Mr. Louis that wasn’t supposed to happen. He’d promised to call an electrician today. She’d gotten home late so there’d been no opportunity to ask him if the problem was fixed.
“Obviously not,” she muttered as she tapped her thigh with the flashlight sending its beam back and forth over the wood floor. “Well, hell.” No use standing around here putting off the inevitable.
There was just no way around it. She’d have to go down to the garage and take care of the breaker herself. Resetting the damned thing wasn’t a big deal. Not really. After getting Dan out the door last night, she’d hurried through a shower and switched on her hair dryer and poof the lights had gone out—just like tonight. Thankfully her landlord had still been puttering around in his kitchen then so she’d knocked on his door.
He’d explained that her apartment and the garage were on a subpanel, which also clarified why there was no service disruption in the main house when her lights went out. Inside the garage last night, she’d carefully watched him reset the breaker and even remembered which one it was. Fourth from the top.
“Easy as pie.” Jess shoved her cell phone into the pocket of her worn-comfortable robe and strode to the door. She could do this without bothering her elderly landlord.
On the deck outside her door, she verified that Mr. Louis’s house was indeed dark before descending the stairs. She hoped the side door of the garage wasn’t locked. That could be a problem. Damn it. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. People generally locked all doors at night. Then she’d have no choice but to bang on his door.
“Don’t borrow trouble, Jess.”
At the garage’s side door the knob turned without resistance and she was in. Thank the Lord. She roved the flashlight’s beam over the cavernous space to get her bearings. Smelled like wood shavings and vaguely of oil. Last night she hadn’t really noticed. She’d been too focused on how to get the power back on in her place. This go-around her curiosity got the better of her.
There was just one vehicle in the garage, a classic, black Cadillac Eldorado. That she had spotted last night. The car fit the man, she decided. The thought of Mr. Louis and his horn-rimmed glasses behind the wheel of that big, formidable-looking automobile reminded her of a character straight out of The Sopranos. Like the money man or the bookie.
The exposed stone walls were lined with shelves on three sides, all were neatly organized with cans of paint and tools. The brush lying across the top of a can of white paint had her remembering and wondering about her landlord’s sudden decision to freshen the door to her apartment the other evening. She should ask him about that. Not that it really mattered to the homicide case she had just closed at this point but he needed to understand that in her line of work sometimes trouble followed her home. And if some jerk decided to leave her a personal message it was essential that she see it—all of it, no matter how unpleasant—before it was whitewashed.
The sooner she made that point clear to him the better. Maybe tomorrow when she spoke to him about the electrician.
Jess padded across the rough concrete floor and settled the light on the gray metal door of the breaker box. She opened it and sure enough breaker number four from the top had jumped into the off position. Might not technically be considered off but it was off as far as Jess was concerned.
“So you don’t like my hair dryer, is that it?” She reached up and snapped the breaker into the on position. She watched for a moment to ensure it wasn’t going to repeat its unruly behavior. When the breaker remained in the proper position she closed the door to the box and turned to go. She stubbed the toes of her left foot and cringed.
“Damn, damn, damn!” She hopped on one foot while she stretched the injured toes. Aiming her flashlight at the offending object, she glared at the large wooden box. Looked like a homemade toolbox. Something else she hadn’t noticed last night. Tucked against the wall it really wasn’t in the way. She just hadn’t been paying attention to what she was doing. She would definitely pay attention next time. Her aching toes curled in agony.
Something on the floor had her looking twice at the space just left of the box. The floor was a little uneven and not smooth at all. Looked as if it had been poured in sections in different decades. But the small round object that had snagged her attention glittered in the light… silver. Jess leaned down and picked it up. A ring. Not just a ring… a wedding band.
She couldn’t read the inscription since her glasses were upstairs. The ring made her think of the one she had stopped wearing recently, only this one was larger, a man’s maybe, and hers had been gold—
The garage filled with flickering lights.
Her breath stalled somewhere in the vicinity of her throat and she squinted at the flood of harsh fluorescent glare.
“Is there a problem, Chief Harris?”
Mr. Louis waited at the door she’d entered and left standing wide open maybe two minutes ago.
Uh oh. Busted. So much for not pestering the man. It was a wonder he hadn’t barged in toting a twenty-gauge. Jess shoved her hand, along with the ring, into her robe pocket. “Just that breaker again.” She smiled, knowing damned well she must look as guilty as sin. “I should’ve known better than to use my hair dryer until I checked with you. I hope I didn’t disturb you.” She gestured to the breaker box. “I thought I could take care of it myself this time. It’s so late and all.” She clicked off the flashlight and tried to analyze his face. He didn’t exactly look annoyed. Maybe frustrated or unsettled.
“The electrician will be here in the morning.” His lips shifted into a smile, banishing the hard-to-read expression he’d been wearing. “I apologize for the inconvenience.”
“No trouble.” Truth was she felt like a nosy Nellie. This man had kindly offered his garage apartment when she had no other place to go—besides her sister’s and that was just not doable for a whole cast of reasons—and here she was treating her gracious landlord as if he were a suspect. Dan’s paranoia about her renting from a stranger was evidently rubbing off on her. No, that wasn’t fair. She couldn’t really blame it on Dan. She’d always overanalyzed people and situations. She walked straight up to her landlord and held out the ring. “I found this on the floor.”
He accepted the band, turned it over in the light. “Oh, thank you. I’d wondered where it had gotten off to.”
She wasn’t about to ask the questions pinging at her and have him recognizing that she really was nosy in addition to a pain in the butt with her comings and goings at all hours of the night and day. A certain level of nosiness came naturally after twenty years in the business of criminal investigation but he might not understand or appreciate that undeniable and sometimes bothersome fact.
Before she could apologize again for the trouble he said, “You have company.”
Her cheeks flushed. Surely Dan hadn’t come back. He’d taken her to dinner earlier this evening and they’d discussed the ongoing investigation into the bomb that had been planted in the police vehicle she’d used last week. Knowing him he’d returned with one more reason she should be wearing full body armor at all times and that she should never be spotted in public without at least two armed bodyguards.
The man took overprotective to a whole new level.
Not to mention, it was Monday and they were having enough difficulty already leaving their personal relationship with the weekend. That was the deal they had made when she had accepted this position. During the workweek he was the chief of police and she was one of his deputies. No exceptions.
She’d been back a month and that rule had gotten broken with tonight’s dinner and dessert which had included getting naked afterward and it was Monday, for Christ’s sake.
God, she had to get this mess that was her personal life in some sort of order.
Starting right now, she promised herself silently. If Dan was at her door to check on her yet again, she was going to give him hell. Until there was reason to believe otherwise, she felt confident the threats aimed at her last week had been buried along with the cop they’d discovered had been involved with the murder of his partner’s wife.
One way or another she was going to get the message through to Dan that she could take care of herself.
“Sorry again,” she said to Louis. “I’m sure you weren’t expecting all this middle of the night activity when you offered to rent the apartment to me.”
“Your presence keeps life interesting, Chief Harris.” With that he stepped aside for her to exit the garage.
“You should call me Jess,” she suggested. It was silly for them to be so formal considering she was living on his property.
He ducked his head in one of those shy nods she’d come to associate with the older gentleman. “Of course, and you should call me George.”
“Well, George, thank you and good night.” Jess gave him a nod as she walked past him.
“Good night, Jess,” he called after her.
She almost paused and turned around at the way he said her name. Familiar almost, like they’d known each other for a long time. Instead she left the garage and checked the driveway. He was right about her having company, but thank God it wasn’t Dan.
A white sedan she didn’t recognize sat in the drive behind her Audi. The slightest inkling of trepidation trickled through her veins as she rounded the rear corner of the garage and peered up at the top of the stairs leading to her apartment. The light outside her door illuminated a woman who knocked firmly, most likely not for the first time. She wore khaki slacks and a matching blouse. Her gray hair was tucked into a neat bun. Her bearing looked vaguely familiar. As Jess watched, the woman reached up and knocked again.
“Hello,” Jess called as she started up the stairs.
Her visitor turned toward the sound of her voice, and recognition jarred Jess.
“Ms. Frances?” Of all people…“Is that really you?”
Frances Wallace had been Jess’s ninth-grade English teacher. She was unquestionably the only reason Jess hadn’t quit school the day she turned sixteen. What in the world was she doing here? Jess hadn’t seen her in ages. She hated to admit it but she hadn’t even been sure the woman was still alive.
Yet, here she was.
“The one and only,” Frances confessed. “I’ve been following the news about you since you returned to Birmingham,” Frances announced as Jess climbed the final step. She looked Jess up and down, then gave a nod of approval despite her unkempt appearance. “You always did do things with panache, young lady.”
It had also been ages since anyone had called Jess a young lady. She liked the sound of that. “I had an excellent teacher.”
Frances Wallace was a genuine character. No one got anything over on her and she did everything—including her teaching—exactly the way she wanted, the rules be damned. Everyone loved her—even the ones who didn’t want to, when she ignored their edicts.
For one long moment Jess got so caught up in the memories she lost all sense of decorum. “Come in, Ms. Frances. Please.”
She opened the door and ushered her former teacher inside. “Have a seat.” She gestured to the new-old sofa she’d discovered at a thrift store on Saturday. “Would you like coffee?” She should have had wine to offer, but she and Dan had finished it off before getting naked. A flush of embarrassment went through her at the idea of even thinking about that in front of Ms. Frances.
Her former teacher took a moment to survey the apartment. Jess felt that same flush rise in her cheeks as her gaze lit on the tousled sheets of the bed.
“I’m still getting organized—”
Frances turned to Jess then, and the unabashed fear on her face stole the rest of what Jess was about to say.
Without a word of explanation Frances drew her into a fierce hug. “I need your help, Jess,” she whispered with the same ferocity as her embrace. “I think I’m about to be charged with murder.”
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Praise for the Novels of Debra Webb
   
“Impulse solidly establishes the Faces of Evil as the ‘must read’ thriller series of the year! The characters you loved in Obsession are back in a chilling story that could only come from the inventive mind of Debra Webb.”
—Peggy Webb, author of The Tender Mercy of Roses (as Anna Michaels)


“Compelling main characters and chilling villains elevate Debra Webb’s Faces of Evil series into the realm of high-intensity thrillers that readers won’t be able to resist.”
—CJ Lyons, New York Times bestselling author


“Just when you think Debra Webb can’t get any better, she does. Obsession is her best work yet. This gritty, edge-of-your-seat, white-knuckle thriller is peopled with tough, credible characters and a brilliant plot that will keep you guessing until the very end. Move over Jack Reacher—Jess Harris is comin’ to town.”
—Cindy Gerard, New York Times bestselling author


“Debra Webb has done it again with Obsession—which may well be her best book yet—a top-notch thriller that will keep you riveted to the page and wanting more. Webb is a writer’s writer, who delivers the kinds of books we all wish we had written.”
—Robert Browne, author of Trial Junkies


“Obsession is certain to please Debra Webb’s existing fans and gain her a legion of new ones. An engaging, edgy thriller that’s a one-sit read—with the lights on!”
—Vicki Hinze, author of Beyond the Misty Shore


“Breathtaking romantic suspense that grabs the reader from the beginning and doesn’t let up. Riveting.”
—Allison Brennan, New York Times bestselling author


“Webb keeps the suspense teasingly taut, dropping clues and red herrings one after another on her way to a chilling conclusion.”
—Publishers Weekly


“Bestselling author Debra Webb intrigues and tantalizes her readers from the first word.”
—SingleTitles.com


“Masterful edge-of-your seat suspense.”
—ARomanceReview.com


“Romantic suspense at its best!”
—Erica Spindler, New York Times bestselling author


“Fast-paced, action-packed suspense, the way romantic suspense is supposed to be. Webb crafts a tight plot, a kick-butt heroine, a sexy hero with a past and a mystery as dark as the black water at night.”
—RT Book Reviews
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From the desk of Debra Webb
   
Dear Reader,
It’s very exciting to be back again this month with RAGE, the fourth installment of the Faces of Evil series.
Writing a series can be a challenge. There are many threads related to the plots and the characters that have to be kept in line and moving forward (sometimes the characters like to go off on paths of their own!). Former Special Agent Jess Harris and Birmingham Chief of Police Dan Burnett have their hands full as usual. Murder hits close to home in this story and takes us to the next level of evil: rage. We’ve explored obsession, impulse, and power already and there are many more to come. The face of evil is rarely easy to spot. But Jess and Dan won’t rest until they solve the case and ensure the folks of Birmingham are safe.
While I was writing this story, a new character joined the cast. I wasn’t expecting a new character to appear on the page and demand some special attention, but Dr. Sylvia Baron, Jefferson County associate coroner, has a mind of her own. She stepped onto the page in her designer stilettos and her elegant business attire and told me exactly what she wanted to do. From hello Jess and Sylvia butt heads. The two keep Dan on his toes!
I hope you’ll stop by www.thefacesofevil.com and visit with me. There’s a weekly briefing each Friday where I talk about what’s going on in my world and with the characters as I write the next story. You can sign up as a person of interest and you might just end up a suspect!
Enjoy the story and be sure to look for Revenge coming in July and Ruthless in August!
Happy reading!


   


From the desk of Roxanne St. Claire
   
I packed a lot of emotional themes and intense subjects into my writer’s beach bag when I penned BAREFOOT IN THE SUN, from faith and trust to life-threatening illness and life-altering secrets. The Happily Ever After is hard-won and bittersweet, but that seems to come with the Barefoot Bay territory. The heroine, Zoe Tamarin, has to overcome a tendency to run away when life goes south, and the hero, Oliver Bradbury, must learn that, despite his talents as a doctor, he can’t fix everything. During their reunion romance, Zoe and Oliver grow to understand the power of a promise, the joy of a second chance, and the awesome truths told by Mother Nature.
But this is Barefoot Bay, so it can’t be all heartache and healing!
In lighter moments, Oliver and Zoe play. They kiss (a lot), they laugh (this is Zoe!), they swim (some might call it skinny dipping), and occasionally Zoe whips out her deck of cards for a rockin’ round of Egyptian Rat Screws (ERS).
I’ve mentioned Zoe’s penchant for ERS in other books, and readers have written to ask about the card game. Many want to know the origin of the name, which, I have to admit, is a complete mystery to me, as the game has nothing to do with Egypt, rodents, or hardware of any kind. The secret of the name is one of many aspects of the game that reminds me of Zoe… a character who reveals in the opening scene of BAREFOOT IN THE SUN that she’s not the person everyone believes she is.
Like the woman who loves to play it, Egyptian Rat Screws is fast-paced, intense, and not for the faint of heart, but I promise a good time. So grab a deck, a partner, and your most colorful curses, and I’ll teach you the two-person version. ERS can also be played with more people, but I find one-on-one is the most intense… like any good romance, right?
The object of the game is simple: The winner ends up holding the whole deck. Of course, play can easily be transformed into something even wilder, such as Strip Rat Screws (Oliver’s favorite) or Drinking Rat Screws, a game our four best friends, Tessa, Lacey, Jocelyn, and Zoe, played a few times in college.
Before playing, the players face each other across a table and choose who goes first. Player One is selected arbitrarily—closest birthday, rock-paper-scissors, or the ever popular “least hormonal.” Leading off is no advantage, so save your voice for more important arguments, because there will be many. Each player gets twenty-six well-shuffled cards and may not look at them.
To begin, Player One flips the first card face-up on the table. If this card is a 2 through 10, Player Two puts her first card on top of the card on the table. Again, if that card is a number card, Player Two goes again.
The action begins when either player puts down a Jack, Queen, King, or Ace. When a face card is revealed, the other player must try to “beat” it by placing another face card of equal or higher value on top of it. Depending on the face card Player One has put down, Player Two has only a certain number of tries to beat it: one for a Jack, two for a Queen, three for a King, and four for an Ace.
If Player Two can’t beat the face card in her allotted number of tries, Player One gets all the cards on the table. (“Strip” ERS losers would shed one article of clothing; drinkers, take a gulp.)
If Player Two lays down another face card in her allotted tries, then Player One has the same number of tries to beat that card. (If more than two players are in the game, just keep moving around the table.) It’s not uncommon for the pile to grow to five or even ten cards, which results in a constant shift of power as each play becomes more and more valuable.
That’s it. Oh, except for the slap rule. And I don’t mean each other. When two of the same card is laid on the pile consecutively, the first player to notice can “slap” the pile and gets to keep all the cards in it. This is why it is very important that a player lays down his or her card without looking at it.
In the case of a simultaneous slap, whoever is on the bottom gets the pile. (Hint: Remove rings and clip nails; there can be blood!)
When I step back and look at the many aspects of Zoe’s character, it’s no surprise ERS is her favorite card game. In many ways, this riotous game is much like Zoe herself: hilarious, unpredictable, fast, wild, addictive, and irresistible fun. Enjoy!


   


From the desk of Nina Rowan
   
Dear Reader,
“I want to write about Victorian robots,” Fanciful Nina said as she ate another chocolate bon-bon.
“Huh?” Serious Nina looked up from alphabetizing the spice rack. “You’re writing a historical romance. Not a paranormal. Not steampunk.”
“But look at this,” Fanciful Nina persisted, clicking on the website of the Franklin Institute. “Here’s a robot… okay, an automaton, to use the historically correct term, called the Draughtsman-Writer. It was an actual invention by the eighteenth-century Swiss engineer Henri Maillardet, and it can produce four drawings and three poems in both French and English. Look, you can watch a video of it! How cool is that?”
“You can’t just write about something because it’s cool.” Serious Nina arranged the paprika, parsley, and peppercorn bottles. “You have to have a reason.”
“Coolness is a reason.”
“Coolness is a reason for a teenager to wear ear-cuffs. You are writing a historical romance novel. You need much more than coolness as a basis for your story. You need intense conflict, sexual attraction, danger, and agonizing goals that tear your characters apart before they overcome all obstacles and live happily ever after.”
“But—”
Serious Nina frowned. “Focus and figure it out. Conflict. Emotions. Anguish. Happy ending. No robots.”
“Okay, there’s a war going on, right?” Fanciful Nina pushed aside her bon-bons and hauled out her research books. “Rich with possibilities for conflict and emotion. Did you know that in 1854, scientist Charles Wheatstone invented a machine that transmitted messages in cipher? It drew the attention of Baron Playfair, who thought encoded messages would be useful during the Crimean War, and they submitted the machine to the British Foreign Office. How cool is…”
“No,” Serious Nina said firmly. “No cool.”
“How interesting is that?” Fanciful Nina amended.
“May I remind you that you’re writing about Sebastian Hall?” Serious Nina put a bottle of rosemary before the sage. “Sebastian is a musician, a free spirit, a gregarious, talented fellow who loves to perform and enjoy himself. He doesn’t care about robots or cipher machines. His brother Darius, on the other hand…”
“But what if Sebastian has to care about a cipher machine?” Fanciful Nina reached for another bon-bon. “What if something happens that makes him lose his fun-loving attitude? Omigod, what if something happens that makes him lose his career?”
Serious Nina blinked. “You would make Sebastian lose his career?”
“You’re the one who said ‘anguish.’ What if his right hand is permanently injured?”
“But… but Sebastian is so dreamy. So devilishly handsome. Why would you do that to him?”
“So that he’s forced to find a new purpose.” Fanciful Nina jumped up and started pacing. “What if Sebastian has to stop focusing on himself for once in his life in order to help someone who needs him? Like his brother? Or Clara? Or his brother and Clara?”
“Well…”
Fanciful Nina clapped her hands. “What if Darius knows something is wrong? Being a mechanical-minded fellow, he’s seeking secret plans for a machine that could be used in wartime. And because encoding machines and automata often have similar mechanisms, the plans are hidden in the Museum of Automata where Clara lives. So Sebastian has to approach Clara because he promised to help Darius, only he can’t tell her what he needs. And he doesn’t yet know that Clara has a desperate, heart-wrenching goal of her own. And Sebastian is the only person who can help her attain it!”
Fanciful Nina raised her arms in victory. “Conflict. Anguish. Strong goals. Very hot, sexy attraction. I’ll figure out the happy ending later.”
Serious Nina was silent. She picked at the label of a turmeric bottle.
“What?” Fanciful Nina frowned. “It’s good.”
“But does Sebastian have to lose his career?”
“He’ll find his way back to music,” Fanciful Nina said reassuringly. “I promise.”
“With Clara.”
“Of course! Their love is so powerful that they create a new and exhilarating future together. With lots of steamy lovemaking.”
Serious Nina put the turmeric bottle back into place on the rack.
“Okay,” she finally agreed. “That’s cool.”
Happy Reading!


   


From the desk of Jane Graves
   
Dear Reader,
Our cat, Isabel, is a rescue kitty. She had it rough her first few years, but after living with her foster mom for several months, she was ready to be adopted. She was so sweet and engaging in spite of what had happened to her that we bonded instantly. Her foster mom was delighted that I was a writer, which meant someone was home all day every day to cater to Isabel's every whim. As she put it, “She hit the jackpot!”
As an animal lover, I’m always on the lookout for romance novels that feature pets. So when I was deciding what to write next, I wanted to include pets in a big way. Then I read a popular legend that revolves around pets—the Legend of the Rainbow Bridge—and I knew I’d found the basis for my new series. According to the legend, there’s a spirit world tied to earth, inhabited by beloved pets who’ve passed to the other side. With all earthly age and disease erased, they wait in this transitional paradise for their human companions to join them. After a joyful reunion, together they cross the Rainbow Bridge to heaven.
From there, I created Rainbow Valley, a small town deep in the Texas Hill Country, which is considered to be the home of the mythical Rainbow Bridge and bills itself as the most pet-friendly town in America. The first book, COWBOY TAKE ME AWAY, revolves around the Rainbow Valley Animal Shelter, a place where animals like Isabel get a second chance to find a loving home.
As I write this, Isabel is asleep in my lap. She weighs approximately a thousand pounds these days and makes my legs fall asleep, but how can I tell her to move? We’re here to make her life better than the life she knew before. I don’t know if the legend is true or not. But I do know that the spirit of the legend—that of enduring love—couldn’t be more appropriate for a romance novel. And I like the idea that someday, when I leave this world, she just might be waiting for me at the Rainbow Bridge.
I hope you enjoy COWBOY TAKE ME AWAY!
Happy reading!

janegraves.com
Facebook.com
Twitter@janegraves
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