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    The Lord is close to the brokenhearted 
 and saves those who are crushed in spirit. 
 — Psalm 34:18 NIV
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Chapter 1


  
  
    
      Wednesday, August 19 at 8:15 a.m.
    
  

   “Go ahead! Answer your phone. You and I both know what’s really important to you.”

  No, he didn’t just say that. Detective Jo Reed-Powell barely heard her ringing cell phone as she clenched her fists. She shouted, “Don’t you dare make this about my work! You slept with another woman.” Jo reached for the ceramic bowl on the counter and heaved it towards her husband.

  Bryan Powell leapt to the side as the bowl smashed into the doorframe, sending leftover pancake mix and small ceramic pieces flying across the floor. Her husband stared back at her. His emotions warred on his face. Without a word, he grabbed his keys and walked out of the kitchen towards the garage.

  Tears streamed down the side of her face as she heard Bryan’s Ford Mustang roar to life. The rage swirling inside her was so overwhelming. Jo closed her eyes and leaned against the kitchen counter for support. She gasped for breath as waves of anger threatened to buckle her knees. Finally, she let out a wounded cry that rose from deep inside and wept. How could you do this to us?

  In all seven years of their marriage, Jo had never been suspicious of Bryan’s behavior before. She’d never had a reason to be concerned. But in recent months, he’d become distant. This morning, he had left his phone on the kitchen counter. When Jo heard the tiny bell tone, she picked up his phone to bring it to him, but for some reason felt compelled to look at the text message.

  
    I have no regrets. A.
  

  She knew the text was from Bryan’s co-worker, Alexis Davenport. The text could have been innocent, but it didn’t take any of Jo’s detective skills to recognize the guilt on Bryan’s face when she asked him about the message. Bryan probably would have never confessed the affair if she hadn’t interrogated him about his whereabouts yesterday. It was so unlike Bryan to forget to pick up their son from Jo’s parents’ house. Everyone including B.J. was upset and worried. This week had already been a struggle with the new school year starting for the first-grader.

  Besides that was her thing to lose track of time.

  Jo lost count of the number of times she was so focused on a case she completely forgot about time. Yesterday, her steadfast husband forgot about his own child because he was entangled with another woman.

  Bryan tried to convince Jo that he was ending the affair.

  
    He should have never started the affair.
  

  Her cell phone rang again. She lifted her head from the counter, not sure if she should answer it or not. Jo pulled her phone from the clip on her pants and looked at the screen. It was her partner, Pete McConnelly, no doubt calling about a brand new crime scene. Jo closed her eyes, praying for her voice to sound normal. She answered the phone on the third ring. “What you got, Pete?”

  “Everything all right, kid? Usually, you would have answered by now.”

  She cleared her throat, trying to shake the emotions clinging to her. “Sorry, Pete. Rough morning. Where do you need me?”

  “Pine Woods Park Apartments. You’re not going to like this one, Jo.”

  “I’ll be there soon.” Jo frowned after Pete hung up. She clipped the phone back to her side, thinking about Pete’s statement. There weren’t many crimes that surprised her anymore. Bryan’s affair did surprise her and Jo wasn’t sure how she was going to be able to cope the rest of the day.

  She cringed at the broken bowl on the floor thinking matters could have been worse. She’d made it a habit to leave her gun at work since she didn’t like keeping the weapon around her son. She’d been with the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department for nine years and knew how quickly domestic violence could elevate. Maybe Bryan’s leaving was wise.

  Jo went over to the sink and splashed her face with cold water. She patted her face dry with a paper towel. One thing for sure, she couldn’t leave the mess since it was her turn to pick up B.J. from her parents’ house today. Jo was thankful the school bus had already picked up her son before she discovered the incriminating text message on Bryan’s phone.

  She grabbed the broom and swept up the broken pieces. Then she wet paper towels and wiped up all the pancake mix she could see on the wall and floor. Satisfied with her quick clean up, Jo grabbed her keys and headed out to her own car in the garage. As she stepped outside to lock the side door, the late summer humidity crept through her cotton shirt. Jo’s physical discomfort was no match for the growing unease inside her mind. After she climbed into the Ford Taurus, she searched for Pine Woods Park Apartments and pulled up the route on the GPS. She said a silent prayer before starting the engine. She had no choice but to put on her detective hat now. She would deal with her cheating husband later.

  
     
  

  
    
      Wednesday, August 19 at 9:43 a.m.
    
  

  Jo’s mind wandered as she drove down I-77.  Bryan had introduced Alexis Davenport to her at last year’s company Christmas party. Jo immediately pegged the curvy woman as trouble. It was the nature of Jo’s job to profile everyone she came across. A few months ago she’d even told Bryan how uncomfortable she was with him going to a conference in Atlanta with Alexis. Jo was pretty secure, but it just didn’t feel right for Bryan to be traveling with an attractive woman.

  At the time, Bryan had the nerve to bring up her partner. To Jo, there was no comparison. Her partner, though a ladies’ man, was fifteen years older and more like a father-figure. Jo certainly was not hanging out after work or going on out-of-town trips with her partner. Their relationship was strictly professional.

  She checked her mirrors and merged into the right lane so she wouldn’t miss the exit. It was almost ten o’clock when Jo pulled into the parking lot already occupied by several other law enforcement vehicles. Her body still felt shaky from her emotional outburst earlier. She inhaled deeply and then exhaled to calm her nerves before stepping out of the car. Jo had a reputation for being tough, despite her petite size. Respect was important to her.

  She flashed her badge at the officer and then crossed under the yellow tape. The crime scene wasn’t too far from the city, tucked away in a woodsy area behind the Pine Woods Park Apartments. Jo saw her partner break away from talking to an officer and walk towards her. Pete was a tall, good looking man with gray temples. He liked to joke if he ever lost weight, he could probably pass for George Clooney. He certainly didn’t have a problem catching women. Currently, he was working on his girlfriend becoming wife number three. He studied her. “Are you all right? Allergies?”

  Jo appreciated Pete’s concern. As senior detective, he’d been very supportive of her career’s ups and downs, but right now she decided it was best to ignore her partner’s question. She wasn’t really sure how she was feeling and wished her issues were only allergy-related. Jo pulled on latex gloves, fitting them to her hands and responded, “What’s so special about this one?”

  Pete looked at her as though he was deciding what to say. “You’ll see.”

  Jo followed Pete, thinking she didn’t need any more surprises today. The shade from the large pine trees projected more gloom than usual over the crime scene. Jo noted CSI had marked off what appeared to be distinct footprints in the soft dirt that no grass covered. Jo stopped and looked behind her to the parking lot. She observed the layout of the apartment windows and then turned her attention to where the body rested down a hill. The wooded area was pretty hidden, but Jo hoped someone saw or heard something.

  As Jo drew closer to the crime scene, her eyes focused on the blond-haired woman who appeared to be lying on the ground on top of a rug. The victim was dressed in a hot pink dress that was pushed up to the top of her legs. One foot was bare, while the other foot was clad in a black high heel pump with hot pink soles. Jo thought something was oddly familiar about the woman. Sadly, she’d seen too many of these crime scenes.

  The medical examiner, Lou Reynolds, was taking notes as a criminal scene investigator placed each of the woman’s hands in paper bags.

  Jo asked, “Lou, does it look like she was sexually assaulted?”

  Lou peered over his glasses and responded. “I’ll know more when I get her back to the examining room.”

  Jo examined the rug, which was beige with burgundy and black patterns. “Well, this is definitely not the crime scene since someone wrapped her in this rug and dumped her here.”

  Pete stared down at the victim. “Real pretty girl. We’re trying to see if she lived in one of these apartments.”

  Jo heard Lou say, “You have to see this, Jo.”

  Jo’s senses went on high alert. She glanced over at Pete’s grim face and then at Lou who looked equally as serious. Jo moved up closer to the woman’s head. She leaned over and stared down at the woman’s face, which was smeared with mascara as if she’d been crying. Jo thought she must have been really scared. The left side of the woman’s face was bruised as if someone had hit her. Smeared blood was visible under her nose towards her top lip. She wondered if the woman had been on a date with someone she knew who later assaulted her.

  Jo’s eyes traveled down. She almost gasped when she saw the ligatures around the victim’s neck. The distinctive roped pattern was fresh. Jo had seen similar markings before on three other victims last year. They were also blond and all similar in age to this current victim.

  Jo stood up straight. Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead. She was aware of Lou and Pete watching her, but she could only focus on the image in her mind of the person responsible for those deaths. Thanks to her and Pete, that man was sitting in a jail cell awaiting trial. Jo was the one who read him his rights as they made the arrest nine months ago on what had become the biggest case of her career. The media had drawn attention to the strangulations for months. A copycat killer was not what Jo needed right now. A brief thought fluttered into her mind. Or was this a copycat?

  No! Jo refused to believe she’d missed any details of the case that took over her life last year.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  
    
      Wednesday, August 19 at 3:35 p.m.
    
  

  Jo tried to focus on the elderly woman in front of her. Lit only by a floor lamp in the far corner and a small television, the living room was cozy and tidy. Apparently, if Mrs. Bostick’s Pomeranian hadn’t decided to run towards the trees this morning, the victim would not have been found until much later. The dog barked insistently from a bedroom at the back of the apartment. Jo was really hoping Mrs. Bostick was one of those neighbors who liked to peek at her neighbors through blinds. The blinds on the window that faced the crime scene area outside were closed shut.

  “Snooki just kept barking and barking. It was so early in the morning and I didn’t want to disturb anyone. So I had to go get her since she wouldn’t come when I called.” The woman held her crossed arms close to her body. “I thought it was odd seeing a rug out there. When I got closer, then…” The woman’s voice trailed off. “I saw the arm.”

  Jo felt bad that Mrs. Bostick had found a dead body near her apartment. She asked, “Mrs. Bostick, are you sure you didn’t notice any strange cars or individuals last night?”

  “No. I’m sorry. I’m usually up late some nights, but I went to bed early last night. Did that poor woman live around here? This is a big place so I don’t know everyone.”

  “We’re not sure yet. We’ll be doing our rounds.” Jo stood and pulled out her business card. “Mrs. Bostick, thank you for your help. If you think of anything, please don’t hesitate to call me.”

  “I hope you find out who did this. I feel bad for her family.”

  Jo nodded and let herself out of Mrs. Bostick’s apartment. She met up with Pete on the other side of the apartment complex.

  Pete said, “Let’s head over to see if Lou has found anything. I talked to the apartment manager. He’ll get us a listing of the residents. I hate when we get a case like this. It may be too hopeful to think someone killed her in one of these apartments and decided to dump her in the back.”

  Jo nodded. Her mind had wandered back to this morning’s events. She focused on Pete’s face and commented, “People have done stranger things. Somebody had to see something.”

  They arrived separately at the Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner’s Office.  As she caught up with him, Jo noticed Pete eyeing her as though he expected her to explode. Her mother always told her she was never good at hiding her emotions. Jo let out a long sigh as they approached the medical examiner’s area.

  “You all right, kid?”

  Jo grimaced. Pete and she had been partners for five years. After a very tense first year, Jo had proven herself worthy of respect from her senior detective partner, but he still insisted on calling her kid. Really, Pete referred to everyone who was a decade younger than him that way. Jo had become accustomed to it, along with Pete’s other idiosyncrasies.

  “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s see what Lou has for us.”

  Pete opened the door. Jo crossed her arms as if to protect herself and entered. It still wasn’t easy seeing a body covered by a white sheet under the stark light as they listened to the medical examiner’s report. Being from a large close family, it never failed to hit Jo that the person lying on the table was someone’s child, spouse, sibling or friend. It was her job to find the person responsible for so much pain and suffering.

  Jo examined their vic’s face, wondering who the woman had encountered last night. The victim’s skin had taken on a grayish-blue hue, but Jo could tell the young woman had been pretty. There was more bruising around the left side of the victim’s face that Jo didn’t catch before. Why did this person choose to strangle this woman? What was his motive?

  Last year, Jo investigated and helped arrest Jeffrey Maddock who now sat behind bars awaiting trial. Maddock was the tall, dark and handsome type. He appeared warm and friendly to most, but was really a cold and calculating person. The former real estate agent had a pattern of reacting violently to rejection. He snuffed out three victims by strangulation. Jo was convinced there were more than three, possibly in other states since she discovered Maddock had also lived in Georgia, Texas and Virginia.

  The evidence they gave the prosecution was solid. The women were killed in their own homes by someone they obviously knew and willingly let inside. Jo was able to make a connection to someone all the women had in common in their lives. Maddock’s good looks and charms made it easy for him to entrap the single, career-oriented women. She discovered he liked blondes, especially those who had a striking resemblance to Maddock’s abusive, deceased mother. Witnesses confirmed Maddock had romantic contact with all three victims. That’s where he made his mistake.

  
    So, who was this?
  

  Jo turned her attention to Lou, who had just walked in. “Lou, do you have anything for us?”

  “You guys need to give me time on my report. We just sent our findings to the crime lab for further analysis.”

  Pete asked, “You can at least tell us if she has been sexually assaulted.”

  Lou shook his head. “No DNA evidence found.”

  Jo’s stomach did a somersault.  This is going to be a difficult case.

  Pete interrupted her thoughts and asked Lou the exact questions swirling in her mind. “What are you thinking? I think we were all surprised on the similarities of this crime scene to Maddock’s victims.”

  Lou looked at Pete. “The victim is young and blond, and yes cause of death is strangulation. But, no need to jump to conclusions.”

  Pete raised his eyebrow. “The perp is about to go to trial in a month. We don’t want to give any ammunition for reasonable doubt to his defense team.”

  Jo shook her head. “No chance for doubt. Maddock was connected to all three of those women. Lou, you helped gather the forensic evidence. There are very clear differences with this vic, right?”

  Lou looked over his glasses at Jo and Pete. “On the surface, it looks and feels the same. But, there are some differences.” Lou picked up the victim’s hands, “She has fibers under her fingernails. I would say she clawed at the same rug she was wrapped in probably trying to get away.”

  “See this?” Lou pointed to some scratches around the side of the ligature on the victim’s neck. “She was trying to claw at whatever was around her neck. It could be a rope similar to what Maddock used. Really, the rope can be purchased at a hardware store or Walmart. Pretty common.” Lou stared at the victim for a moment. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she scratched her killer. We will need to wait on the DNA results from the crime lab though.”

  Jo shook her head. “You’re right. Maddock’s victims didn’t have any signs of this much struggle because he tied their arms behind them. Maddock also put something in their drink to subdue them.”

  Pete spoke up. “How long has she been dead, Lou?”

  Lou crossed his arms and looked at both of them. “When we found her, rigor mortis had set in, that takes two to six hours. It was warm last night so that sped up the process. I would say anywhere between midnight and the early hours this morning is when she died. This woman was alive yesterday.”

  Lou lifted the sheet. “Look at the left side of her face with the bruising and the rigor mortis on this side of her body. Someone hit her on the left here, and connected with her nose. Probably with his fist. She must have been on her left side for some time, possibly during the transport of her body. You can see where the blood settled on her left.”

  Jo responded, “We need to find the original crime scene. Thanks, Lou.”

  Lou nodded. “I’m depending on you two to identify this woman so we can notify next-of-kin. We want someone to lay her to rest.”

  As they left, Pete had a few choice words. “I had some doubts for a minute there. Still, I haven’t seen a strangulation like that since Maddock’s last victim. I don’t want to think copycat, but that detail was released to the media.”

  Jo didn’t believe in coincidences. “I admit it’s crazy that the victim fits Maddock’s m.o., but this is too different. Maddock has been in prison for nine months. I doubt this is a copycat.”

  Pete threw up his hands. “You never know, kid. Remember Maddock is a psychopath. He often manipulated people to get what he wanted. I’m sure he isn’t a fan of that jail cell and is trying to figure out how to become a free man.”

  As they walked out the building, Jo’s thoughts about her husband returned. She needed to go pick up B.J. from her parents’ home.

  Before they reached their cars, Pete asked, “Are you okay? You seem distracted today.”

  Jo wasn’t sure it was best to confide in her partner. Married and divorced twice, Pete had an affair while married to his first wife, interestingly enough with his first female partner. The tables were turned on him with the second wife who had an affair with a doctor. Pete still hadn’t recovered since two of his children were being raised by the man. No, she didn’t need Pete giving her any of his bitter advice.

  “Just an argument with Bryan.”

  “Must have been serious. You never let anything distract you. I hope you guys make up. We need to stay on top of this case or we’re going to feel some pain if the press gets hold of any similarities to Maddock’s victims.”

  Her cell phone buzzed a distinct ringtone, but she ignored it. “There isn’t anything to worry about. Although with her being a Jane Doe, we will need help identifying her. Look, I need to pick up B.J. I’m sorry it’s been an off day.”

  “We’re human, kid. Tell B.J. Uncle Pete says hello. I’m going to check back around the apartment complex and the crime scene before calling it day. People should be arriving home, so I can ask around more. See you at the office tomorrow.”

  After Jo climbed into her car, she looked down at the phone. She already knew by the special ringtone she’d missed Bryan’s call. At least he left a message. She pressed the voicemail button and placed the phone to her ear. Tears sprang to her eyes as she heard his voice. He sounded like the same person, but somehow he’d become someone she didn’t recognize anymore.

  “Jo, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’ve been back to the house to pick up a few things. I’m staying away for a few days. I think it’s the best thing to do. I know you probably hate me right now. Tell B.J. I love him.”

  Sorry! He was sorry. How was she going to explain to B.J. where his daddy had gone? What would she tell her parents?

  Jo wasn’t finished with her questions. She had to know why Bryan started the affair in the first place and what prompted him to end it yesterday.

  Her mind struggled with a memory. She had confessed to Bryan her astonishment at how fast their six-year-old son had grown. With her thirty-fifth birthday approaching, it was like her biological clock had been ticking louder and louder. She loved B.J., but she longed for a girl. Jo told Bryan she was ready to have another child.

  At the time, Bryan’s quietness puzzled her. It was as if he doubted her desire to have another child. It was true Jo had been hesitant for years, wanting just to enjoy B.J. But she never wanted him to remain an only child. She leaned on the steering wheel and moaned, “You were having an affair then, Bryan.”

  *

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  
    
      Wednesday, August 19 at 6:00 p.m.
    
  

  Jo pulled her car into her parents’ driveway. She turned the engine off and looked up at the brick home where she and her three siblings had grown up. Jo had always felt overshadowed by her ambitious older sister, Asia. Later when the twins, Cori and Toni, came along, Jo grew into being the withdrawn middle child. It took her some time to convince herself that she could enter the police academy after stumbling around for many years.

  Jo stepped out of the car and walked around the side of the house. She heard her son’s sweet laughter. She paused on the back patio and watched her dad attempt to play catch with B.J. Her son wasn’t too successful at catching the ball. Jo was happy to see her dad, Justice Reed, up and about lately. Many days her dad still seemed depressed about his early retirement as police chief. He retired under a firestorm of accusations. Two white cops were accused of unlawful force against a young African American man in their custody resulting in his death. Even though the mayor had quietly urged Jo’s dad to retire, it didn’t stop the public’s growing disdain of the police.

  “B.J. is good for him.” A voice behind Jo said.

  Jo turned. Her mom had stepped out onto the patio. “B.J. loves his grandpa and it doesn’t hurt that he is the first and only grandchild. We need to get my other siblings married so they can give you guys a slew of grandkids.”

  Jo’s mother asked, “Are you okay, Jo?” Vanessa Reed knew all of her children too well. Jo and her siblings all agreed it was very difficult to keep anything from their mother. Vanessa placed her hand on Jo’s shoulders. “Why don’t we go inside and sit for a minute. Let B.J. have some more time with his grandpa.”

  Jo followed her mother from the patio into the kitchen, instantly feeling like she was fourteen instead of thirty-four years old. The smells coming from the kitchen felt like home. “Who are the sweet potato pies for? You usually don’t like to bake in the summer.”

  Her mother grinned. “It was a special request. Tomorrow night we’re having the Pastor Appreciation Dinner for Pastor Freeman.”

  “That’s right.” Jo had missed attending Victory Gospel Church last Sunday and was looking forward to going this coming Sunday with Bryan and B.J.

  
    Bryan has left our home. Oh yeah…and had an affair.
  

  Her mother asked, “Was Bryan okay yesterday? He had us all concerned.”

  Not able to keep her emotions in check in front of her mother, Jo shook her head as she blinked back tears.

  “Jo, what’s going on?”

  Jo took a deep breath. “I guess I might as well let you know. Bryan left. At least for a few days he said.”

  Her mother’s eyes grew wide with questions. “Left?”

  Jo blew out a breath, trying to hold back the tidal wave erupting inside of her. “It took me pulling my bad cop role, but Bryan admitted that he was busy with his co-worker, which is why he forgot about his own son.” Jo added in barely a whisper, “Busy, so he says, ending an affair.”

  Jo’s mother placed her hand on her head as if to stop a raging headache. “Oh my, Jo. How could he?”

  Jo plopped down in a chair at the kitchen table. “Yeah, I have been asking myself that all day. You know, we found a young woman today whose family may not know she’s dead. I’m trying to do my job and…”

  Her mother pulled out the other chair and sat. She didn’t say anything, just took Jo’s hand.

  It dawned on Jo that her mother knew exactly what this felt like. As much as she loved her dad, Jo still didn’t like the years of pain he brought her mother with his affair. To this day, she still didn’t understand why her mother stayed. The most difficult part of her dad’s affair for her mom was the son born from his mistress. While her mother had learned to accept Jackson, it had been an awkward journey. Jo’s older sister, Asia, still didn’t fully accept their half-brother, but Jo and the twins over the years had grown fond of their older half-brother who they called Jax.

  As she thought of her half-brother, Jo wondered if Bryan had even used protection. She didn’t know if she had her mother’s forgiving heart if B.J. had a new brother or sister in the works from another woman. Jo noticed she had a pounding discomfort in her temples. “Do you have anything for a headache? I’m worn out from thinking too much.”

  Her mother walked towards a cabinet and grabbed a bottle of Tylenol. After handing Jo the pills and a glass of water, she sat and asked, “Jo, what are you going to do?”

  Jo shook out two pills from the bottle, swallowed them and gulped down the water. “I don’t know. Even if the affair is supposedly over now, Bryan replaced me with another woman. A woman who obviously had no regrets about being with a married man. This morning Bryan had the nerve to make me feel like my job was more important to me. I know I pulled some long hours and I get too caught up in cases. He knew that when he married me. He also knows he and B.J., you, dad, my brothers and sisters… Family is everything to me.”

  Her mother shook her head. “That wasn’t fair of him. I don’t know what he was thinking, but I do want you to pray about what to do next.”

  Jo stared at her mother. “You stayed with dad. I know it must have been really hard finding out he had another child with someone else before I was born. Even though I was only three years old when I first met him, I remember wondering where Jax came from and why he didn’t live with us. Jax is only a year older than me and his mother was difficult. Did you stay because of Asia and me?”

  Her mother looked at her. “Mostly. I wanted to give up, many times more than you know. I kept praying about what to do. I felt God leading me to stay and to work it out. His ways are higher than ours, Jo. Despite praying, I still was not truly able to forgive Jax’s mother until her breast cancer diagnosis last year. It was like God was preparing me to be there for Jax when she died.”

  Vanessa looked away and swallowed. “Besides, if I had left your father, we would have never have had the twins. Your sister and brother were born after your father and I renewed our vows. The years before were so painful, but I believe all my children are destined for good things.” Her mother rubbed her shoulder. “Give it time. Pray. And, don’t move too rashly.”

  “Mommy.” B.J. burst forward with Jo’s dad in tow.

  Jo reached out her arms as her son ran towards her for a hug. “Are you ready to head home, kiddo? Go grab your backpack.”

  “Okay.” B.J. ran into the family room.

  Her dad stood by the counter. “I hope one of these sweet potato pies are staying here because I sure could use a slice.”

  Her mother grabbed a towel from the table and swiped it at Jo’s father. “Don’t you think about touching anything on that counter, Justice Reed.”

  Her dad shook his head. “This woman won’t let me have anything.”

  B.J. ran back in. “Mommy, Grandpa is going to have burgers and hot dogs this weekend. Can we come?”

  Jo looked at her mom and her dad. Usually all of her siblings would come for the barbecue feast. Jo wouldn’t mind catching up with them, but now she wasn’t sure she wanted the whole clan to know about Bryan yet.

  Her dad asked, “Jo, can you come? You’re not working this weekend are you? I told you not to let the job take over.” Her dad peered at her a little closer. “What’s going on?”

  The new case loomed in Jo’s mind. “I may need to work. We got a brand new case today with a Jane Doe.”

  Her dad frowned. “A Jane Doe? Those take time, Jo. What does Bryan say about it?”

  Jo snapped, “I doubt he cares.” She looked away from her dad to face B.J. Looking like Bryan’s mini-me, her son’s eyes were inquisitive.

  “Let’s go, B.J. We can pick up a pizza on the way home.”

  B.J. jumped in the air and squealed, “Pizza!” He took off towards the door.

  Jo hugged her mom, “Thanks for the talk.”

  She turned to her dad and hugged him. “Thanks for looking out for B.J. Mom can fill you in, but things may be different for a while.”

  Her dad nodded. “Not a problem. You know we’re here for you. Still be careful, don’t burn yourself out.”

  “I will, but I have a feeling I need to stay on top of this new case.”

  She also needed this case to keep her going. Her heart may be broken, but she was determined to find justice for the Jane Doe they found today. She didn’t want to fail at doing her job at least.

  




  
  





Chapter 4


  
  
    
      Thursday, August 20 at 9:30 p.m.
    
  

  Bryan had been gone for over twenty-four hours. He never called on Wednesday night leaving her with a very perplexed B.J., full of questions she couldn’t answer. She was grateful her mother offered to pick up B.J. and keep him until the weekend.

  After questioning more people at the apartment complex on Thursday, Jo almost welcomed the silence at home especially since she still had no new leads on the case. Despite her circumstances and Bryan’s absence, Jo convinced herself to enjoy the rarity of being home by herself. She called and talked to B.J. and her mother. Afterwards, she took a long hot bath and settled into bed.

  The brief window of peace disappeared when Jo recognized the ringtone on her phone. She started to ignore Bryan’s call, but then wanted to hear what he had to say.

  “Hello, Jo. May I speak to B.J.?” Bryan asked.

  Bryan might as well have punched her in the stomach. So that’s how this is going to go? She swallowed before answering. “B.J. is staying with my parents. You can call and talk to him, if my mother lets you. You know they go to bed early.”

  “I guess that means you were working tonight.”

  A surge of hurt and anger struck Jo. “What exactly are you trying to say? You were the one having an affair. Wait, oh I forgot, ending an affair and you forgot to pick up your son. You left our home and didn’t bother to call your son last night, who by the way wanted to know where his daddy was.”

  “I was just making a comment, Jo. I know I’ve messed up.”

  “But you want to blame me. I can hear it in your voice. You will not mess with me about my parenting skills too.”

  Bryan responded with silence on the other end.

  “You know what, I can’t with you. I just can’t. If you were so unhappy with me, you could have been honest. What happened to our promise to always talk to each other? You didn’t have to have sex with another woman.” Jo ended the call, gripping the phone in her hand. She wasn’t sure she wanted Bryan to come back. Where is he anyway? Did he really break up with Alexis or did he change his mind?

  Jo curled into the fetal position and cried into her pillow. She was not a woman who cried easily. Growing up, she was the tomboy and athlete. And to her parents chagrin, she was the rebellious one. Somehow she found purpose following her dad’s footsteps in law enforcement. Always the late bloomer, she found her first love later than most, and that one true love was Bryan.

  
    God, I don’t know what to do? I still love him, but I feel like my marriage is over. 
  

   

  
    
      Friday, August 21 at 10:30 a.m.
    
  

  For the second night in a row, Jo barely slept. With great effort, she pulled herself out of bed. She hadn’t worked out at the gym in two days. To add more insult to her weary body, on the way to work she purchased two jelly donuts from Dunkin Donuts along with black coffee. Jo couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten donuts.

  When she arrived at work she ignored Pete’s wide eyes. Without fail, Pete had a Hardee’s steak and egg biscuit on his desk. A true southerner, Pete believed in a hearty breakfast, and usually ridiculed Jo about her fruit and granola bars.

  “No quinoa and flax seed this morning, kid?”

  Jo glared at him and bit into the jelly donut. She savored the sweet jelly, licking her fingers. She’d sat at her desk all morning reviewing her notes. The property manager at the apartment complex didn’t recognize the victim, but he said people came and went as their leases expired so it was hard to keep track. The victim could have been carried either from an apartment or transferred by a car. Either way, it would have taken some effort to get the body, wrapped in a rug, down into the woodsy area.

  She didn’t know why, but Jo couldn’t help but compare the crime scene to Maddock’s victims. All of the women were found in their homes. It was obvious each of the women knew their killer because there were no signs of forced entry. Very different crime scenes. She was feeling less anxious than she had been yesterday about this case affecting Maddock’s trial.

  Jo pushed her chair away from the desk and lifted her arms above her head to stretch. It was time for more coffee. Her morning sugar rush had faded. She wasn’t trying to drink the sludge already sitting in the coffee pot so she started a fresh brew.

  “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Fresh coffee. You’re a saint, Jo.”

  Jo turned around to laugh. “I wish. I wasn’t trying to drink that mess people around here call coffee.”

  Detective Darnell Jackson placed his mug on the counter. “You’re smart, too!”

  Jo couldn’t help but feel a little bit of Darnell’s joy. “You are still acting like a newlywed. How long has it been?”

  Darnell grinned, “Seems longer, but Candace and I have been married almost two years.”

  Jo smiled. “I’m happy for you both. It’s good to keep that glow.”

  “Oh I plan too. This is a second marriage for both of us. Candace and I want it to be the last one. You know? Until death do us part thing. Hey, you know I’m glad I ran into you today. We’re starting the basketball teams up at Victory Gospel. You think Bryan wants to join us again this year?”

  Jo felt her jaw twitch as she struggled to keep smiling. “He might. I’ll ask him about it.” Jo turned to pick up the pot. “Coffee’s ready.”

  Darnell held up his mug as Jo poured. “Thanks, Jo. I hear Maddock is finally going to get his day in court soon.”

  Happy Darnell changed the subject, Jo poured coffee into her cup. “Yep. We provided solid evidence, so the D.A. should be able to convince the jury to do the right thing. Besides, I don’t think the defense has much of a case.”

  Darnell sipped his coffee. “Maddock didn’t confess, but anyone can tell he’s guilty. You and Pete did a good job getting that guy. He’s a real piece of work. Thanks again for the fresh coffee. Please don’t forget to ask Bryan about coaching. We could use his help.”

  Jo nodded, feeling a knot form in her stomach as Darnell walked away.  Does Bryan have any idea what he’s done? If their marriage fell apart, there would be rippling effects. Victory Gospel was the Reeds’ family home church.

  On her way back to her desk with her refilled coffee mug, she saw Pete walking towards her holding something in his hand.

  “We may have an I.D. for our girl.”

  Jo sat her coffee mug down on her desk. “Really? How? Who is she?”

  Pete held out his hands. “Whoa, slow down. You are going to want to take this in nice an easy.” He passed a photo to Jo. “First, here she is.”

  Jo grasped the photo. She immediately recognized the young woman to be their victim. Not only did she have a beauty queen smile, but the woman had been a participant in some type of pageant. She was wearing a tiara and had a bright pink sequined dash across her pale pink gown. Her blue eyes sparkled.

  This woman was certainly Maddock’s type, Jo thought. “What’s her name?”

  Pete cleared his throat before he responded. “Laura. Laura Finney.”

  Jo stared at Pete. “Finney? She wouldn’t be related to…?”

  Pete crossed his arms and nodded. “Senator Morris Finney.”

  “You have got to be kidding me?” Jo felt nauseous. She probably shouldn’t have eaten those two jelly donuts.

  “I wish I was. Her mother called to say their daughter was missing this morning. Police chief put Captain on red alert. The captain was the one who came to me with that photo. The parents will be heading to the morgue soon to confirm.”

  Jo rubbed her forehead. “I’m glad we may know who she is now. We can start narrowing down her schedule and talk to people who knew about her plans on Tuesday night. Remember Senator Finney is not a fan of this department. I should know. That guy worked with the mayor to force my dad to retire. He’ll make this investigation more difficult.”

  “I know. I talked to the captain. He agreed we need to keep a lid on some of the details and move at lightning speed as soon as we have confirmation. Come on. Let’s head over to the morgue, so we can talk to the Finneys.”

  Jo and Pete arrived in time to watch the Finneys walk in with Lou. Based on the wail that ripped from Mrs. Finney a few minutes later, it appeared their victim was Laura Finney. They waited for a few minutes before approaching the grieving parents. Senator Finney was a man who enjoyed public service and liked the spotlight. Right now as he held his wife, Jo recognized grief and a smoldering anger behind the man’s blue eyes.

  Pete led the conversation, “Senator and Mrs. Finney, we’re sorry about your loss. I’m Detective McConnelly and this is Detective Reed-Powell. We hoped to ask you a few questions.”

  Jo jumped right into the first question, “Any idea who Laura could have been with on Tuesday evening?”

  Mrs. Finney lifted her tear-stained face. Probably in her late forties or early fifties, she was still a beauty herself. “She said she was going out with friends. She was supposed to head back to Duke this weekend and wanted to spend time with her high school friends. They are all going into their senior year of college.”

  Jo hadn’t realized the victim was that young. She made a mental note that Maddock’s victims were in their late twenties and were established career women. She asked, “Can you give us names?”

  Senator Finney frowned, not looking at Jo, he stated, “None of my daughter’s friends would harm her.”

  Puzzled, Jo looked at Pete before responding to the senator. “Her friends may know someone Laura was seeing that you didn’t know.”

  Mrs. Finney yelped, “Laura’s engaged. Her fiancé adores her.”

  Senator Finney gripped his wife’s arm. “Where did you find her?”

  Jo noticed the senator addressed his questions mainly to Pete as though he didn’t want to acknowledge her. She wondered if he recognized her name, Reed. Jo did look like her father.

  Pete cleared his throat. “We can’t share too many details, Senator. However, the evidence, so far, points to the crime scene being different from where she was found. Any help you can give to help us to pinpoint her whereabouts on Tuesday evening would be appreciated.”

  Jo added, “We want to find the person responsible as soon as possible.”

  The family was grieving and maybe they needed time to process their daughter’s death. But something didn’t feel right to Jo. Her parents were already on the defensive, which meant there was a lot more to find out about former beauty queen and college student, Laura Finney.

  




  
  





Chapter 5


  
  
    
      Saturday, August 22 at 9:30 a.m.
    
  

  Jo stopped by her parents’ Saturday morning to spend time with B.J. Her parents were having a barbecue, but Jo planned to work for a few hours. They needed to make some progress on the case since they had only identified Laura Finney yesterday. B.J. was still wearing his Spider-Man pajamas and finishing up a bowl of Cheerios. “Mommy, where’s Daddy and when can I come home?”

  “I’m picking you up this afternoon. Didn’t Daddy call you?”

  B.J. nodded. “I talked to Daddy last night. He said he was away on business, but he didn’t say when he would be back.”

  Jo had doubts about the business part. “I’m sure Daddy will be back soon, honey.”

  Her mother walked up to the kitchen table and picked up the breakfast dishes. “B.J., Uncle Cori will be here soon. I just talked to him. Your Aunt Asia and Aunt Toni will be here later too.”

  “Yay!” B.J. asked, “What about Uncle Jax?”

  Jo looked at her mother. It had been awhile since she’d seen her half-brother.

  Jo’s mother placed the dishes in the sink and turned around. “I believe Grandpa called Jackson, but I’m not sure if he will drive up from Atlanta or not. Now B.J., go see if Grandpa needs help.”

  “Okay!”

  After B.J. ran from the kitchen, her mother looked at Jo. “You’re not going to work too long today, are you? You have been pulling a lot of hours this week.”

  “I’ll be back in time for the feast. So Bryan called?”

  Her mother nodded. “Bryan called here last night to talk to B.J. I did mention the barbecue today. Your dad does it every summer around this time especially since you and Bryan have been doing the 4th of July the past two years. It just came out. I can tell he felt awkward. Have you two talked?”

  “He had an affair and left the house. Kind of hard to just talk.”

  “Well, you both need to talk at some point even if you need a third party.  Marriage counseling can be arranged at the church. The longer you don’t deal with the root issues, the harder it will be to save the marriage. That’s if you want to save it.”

  Her mother looked at her with concern. “I know how you feel, Jo. Believe me. I also know how you will let your anger override reasoning. I don’t want you to do anything you’d regret. These situations can wreck a person mentally. Have you been praying?”

  “I’m trying. I get angry and then end up feeling guilty as if I did something wrong.”

  “You’re not the blame for Bryan’s choices.”

  “I know that, but last year was a difficult time. I hoped it would get better after we arrested Maddock. I’ve been guilty of forgetting to pick up B.J. a few times myself.”

  Vanessa glared at Jo. “Please consider what I said. You do need to work on what to do next. Just wallowing in anger and guilt is what’s going to eat you both alive, Jo. It’s not going to help B.J., who’s going to end up being in the middle of two very bitter people.”

  Jo looked at the time on her phone. “I know, I know. Look I have to go. Pete and I need to touch base with the Finneys. We were urged to give them space yesterday, but we have lost so much time already on this case.”

  Her mother grimaced. “I don’t like the man, but I’m sorry about his daughter. The captain couldn’t assign this to someone else?”

  “Mama, it was already my case. I’m going to see this through. It’s what I do.”

  “I know. I do hope you find who did this to their daughter.”

  “Me too.”

  As Jo drove out to the Finneys’ home she couldn’t help but think about how much she didn’t like the senator. No one in the Reed family had much love for Senator Finney. With a blanket statement, he had ended Justice Reed’s career as police.

  
    He has no control and has let officers disgrace our city and state.
  

  Even after her father fired the cops involved in the shooting death of the young man, Senator Finney used the incident to secure his third term in office by calling for her dad’s resignation and making way for a clean sweep of change in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. Her dad retired a month before the election.

  Still, Jo would treat this case as any of her other cases. She wanted justice served even for the senator.

   

  
    
      Saturday, August 22 at 11:07 a.m.
    
  

  Jo and Pete approached the front door together. A Hispanic woman who appeared to be in her thirties answered the door. She led them to a sitting area, where Mrs. Finney sat alone. Dressed only in a large white robe, Mrs. Finney held a china teacup in her lap as she stared out of a bay window that faced a garden outdoors. Mrs. Finney turned to look at them as they approached. Her eyes looked vacant.

  “Mrs. Finney, thank you for letting us view Laura’s room,” Jo said. “Did you think of anything else about Tuesday? Anything unusual?”

  Mrs. Finney shook her head as if to shake away her thoughts. With a deep sigh she leaned forward and placed her teacup on the table. “Laura was excited to go out with her friends. I remember she couldn’t decide on what outfit to wear. She left a mess in her closet as usual.”

  Jo thought about how Laura left the house. “Did Laura drive her car?”

  Mrs. Finney shook her head. “No, one of the girls picked her up. Her car is outside.”

  Pete asked, “You mind if I check out her car?”

  Jo added, “I would like to see Laura’s room.” Mrs. Finney led Jo up the stairs to Laura’s bedroom. When Mrs. Finney opened the door, Jo could tell it was a room that had grown with Laura. As she stepped inside, she could almost imagine when the walls were probably painted some pastel color with stuffed animals on the bed. The room she stood in now was still girly, but more sophisticated for a young woman. Fuchsia and brown squares covered the back of the queen-size bed, while two walls were painted a solid fuchsia and one wall a solid brown.

  It was bold and funky. Jo would have chosen similar colors if she had a girl. At twenty-one years old, Laura may have outgrown her teenage posters, because there were none on the wall. There were a variety of photos of Laura, some of her as cheerleader, at a dance recital and when she was a little girl. All types of trophies and tiaras lined one wall on shelves.

  Mrs. Finney spoke from the doorway. “It’s just how she left it.”

  Jo was so engrossed in studying the room, she forgot the woman was behind her. “Laura accomplished a lot. Do you mind if I look around alone? I’ll try not to disturb much.”

  Mrs. Finney turned slowly as if she didn’t want to leave. She grabbed the door handle and closed the door behind her.

  Jo sighed deeply. She didn’t like looking through someone’s personal space after they died, but it was a way to find clues. They didn’t have many leads on what happened until they could talk to Laura’s friends and her fiancé. Jo decided to start with what would have the most information about Laura. She sat at the desk and flipped open the pink paisley covered laptop. There was no login on the screen after the laptop booted.

  The wallpaper showed Laura with a young man. Jo observed the blond young man. The striking couple resembled a real-life Ken and Barbie. She clicked on Laura’s email and scrolled through her inbox. There was nothing that struck Jo as unusual from the subject lines. She snapped the laptop closed and decided to take the laptop to a tech to examine the email. She wanted to take a better look at the bedroom.

  Jo slid open a door that revealed a walk-in closet. Indeed, Laura had a difficult time choosing what to wear. Several dresses lay on an ottoman in the middle of the closet. All types of shoes lined one wall. One pair of shoes caught Jo’s eyes because they were on the floor next to the ottoman. The sling back sandals had an even higher heel than the one heel Laura was found wearing.

  She walked out of the closet over to the vanity table. Makeup and costume jewelry lay out in the open. It was probably just Jo, because she was more of a plain Jane, but it felt to her like Laura had gone through a lot of trouble to get dressed up on Tuesday evening. Did Laura’s friends also go through this much trouble? Jo looked forward to meeting them.

  Something sparkled from one of the drawers of an open wooden jewelry box. Jo frowned as she pulled the drawer out. She reached inside and lifted out a one carat diamond ring. Is this Laura’s engagement ring?

  Laura was supposedly out with friends but where was her fiancé? It seemed strange to Jo that Laura would leave home without her engagement ring. An engagement ring was meant to flaunt, especially one like this. She wondered how Laura’s fiancé would have reacted if he saw Laura without the ring on her finger.

  *

  




  
  





Chapter 6


  
  
    
      Saturday, August 22 at 5:35 p.m.
    
  

  “Alright, kid. I’m going to enjoy what weekend I have left. You should do the same.” Pete placed his Carolina Panthers hat on his head. “My lady isn’t too happy with me.”

  Jo looked at her phone, checking the time. Her family probably had already started the festivities.  She looked at Pete. “This job isn’t easy on relationships.”

  Pete grinned. “I should know. Wife number one and two still remind me. My three kids don’t have much to say to me most of the year unless they’re short on cash, of course.”

  Jo tilted her head in sympathy. “But you’ve met the right woman this time, right?”

  “I’ll find out soon enough. All I can do is try. I don’t like being alone. You need to be getting along too. No need to keep Bryan waiting.”

  Jo bit her lip. She hadn’t shared her predicament at home yet. “Enjoy the rest of your weekend, Pete.”

  After Pete left, Jo turned her attention back to the evidence board. There were too many loose ends and not many leads. She looked at the photos of footprints that were around the body. Since it had rained softly on Monday, the shaded ground around Laura’s body was still soft. She hoped CSI would be able to share a lead about the type of shoe that made the footprint. Jo thought the thread looked like a sneaker.

  She really wanted to know where the rug came from that Laura was wrapped in, and why were the woods behind the Pine Woods Park Apartments selected as the dumping ground. Though Laura’s phone had probably been destroyed, Jo put in a request for the phone records so they could triangulate her whereabouts, and possibly the actual murder scene. They still had several interviews to conduct. Hopefully then they would have a better timeline.

  Jo shook her head. It was time to call it a day. Plus, she was ready to eat her dad’s grilled masterpieces. She grabbed her bag and headed towards her car. Jo sped down I-77 to her parents’ home. Her parents and siblings liked Bryan, at least when he hadn’t given them a reason not to.

  Early in their marriage, Bryan tried and failed at managing his own web design company. Clients would often fail to pay on time or not at all, resulting in a lot of debt and past due bills. Jo wanted Bryan to do what he loved and stood by him despite her family’s concern. No one was more grateful than she when he found a position as a web developer at Progressive Media.

  Bryan worked there for three years. He seemed to love it, especially since Progressive Media was a hip place that offered flexible hours. All was fine until Alexis was hired as a project manager almost a year ago.

  
    I’ll be glad to be with my family. I’m tired and worn out thinking about Bryan and his affair with Alexis. 
  

  She pulled into her parents’ driveway, climbed out of her car and went around the back. Her nose was drawn towards the charcoal grill smoke. Her dad wore his red apron wrapped around his waist. He was chatting with some of his retired buddies. She waved to the group of men she’d known since childhood, and headed inside the house.

  B.J. was playing a video game with his Uncle Cori. Jo stopped and grinned as she watched her son and younger brother duke it out. Cori was twenty-six years old, unmarried and the smartest person she knew. No one in the family was surprised when he decided to go into forensics. He was always a science fiction geek.

  “Don’t hurt him too bad, B.J.”

  B.J. laughed, “I won two games.”

  “Ah, sis. What kind of kid do you have here? He’s too smart for six years old.”

  Jo patted her brother on the head. “Sounds like he gets some of that from his Uncle Cori. I remember you being just like this at six years old.” Jo was also sure her competitive younger brother was letting B.J. win.

  Cori turned and grinned, “Hey, I’m a good influence.”

  “I don’t know. B.J. is starting to follow your Star Wars obsession.”

  “That’s not bad, sis.” Cori’s face turned serious. “Hey!” He observed B.J. before turning around. “Are you okay? I can’t believe you-know-who.”

  Jo guessed her mother filled in Toni and Cori on the news of Bryan’s affair. Jo was almost eight years older than the twins, but it often felt like her mother had a closer relationship with her precocious younger siblings. Jo’s heart melted over her brother’s concern. “Me neither. I’m as good as I can be. Thanks for asking.”

  Jo headed into the kitchen. Toni jumped up from where she sat with a plate of food. Jo’s younger sister was by far the free spirit in the family. Her thick natural hair was placed high above her head in a large puff. Toni used her artistic skills successfully as a valuable forensic artist for CMPD. Their dad often proudly declared how all of his children were crime fighters with their various roles in law enforcement.

  Toni bent down to hug Jo. For some reason, all of her siblings had their dad’s height while Jo inherited their mother’s short stature. “Jo, you finally made it. Girl, Mama was going to have me go drag you out of that building.”

  Their mother grinned. “Your sister is exaggerating. I hope your day was productive.”

  Jo grabbed a ginger ale from the fridge and popped the lid. She answered her mother, “Sort of. There are still a lot of unanswered questions.” Jo drank from the can enjoying the sharp taste of the bubbles. She glanced at the row of grilled chicken, hamburgers, and hotdogs on the counter. She was really hungry.

  As Jo reached for a plate, she heard her older sister bellowing from the other room. “I’m here. I hope you people didn’t eat all the food.” Asia stepped into the doorway of the kitchen looking like a fashion model. Dressed in khaki pants and a red short-sleeved shirt, Asia had her matching khaki jacket folded over her arms. She placed the jacket and her large brown bag on a kitchen chair.

  Jo eyed her sister who worked as an assistant D.A. at the district attorney’s office. “You’re just getting here too? Don’t tell me you were working on a Saturday too?”

  Asia kicked off her three-inch high pumps before sitting. “Girl, you know the district attorney’s office is getting ready for Jeffrey Maddock’s trial in a few weeks. You of all people should be happy. By the way, you did a great job gathering the evidence for the case. My boss is ecstatic about getting this trial going.”

  Jo added some potato chips next to her hamburger. “Well thanks, sis. You actually sound proud of me.”

  Asia grabbed a plate. “I am proud of you. It was you who picked up on the romantic connections between Maddock and those women. I tell you every time I see that man, he makes my skin crawl. It’s sad because he is good looking, but he’s so evil.”

  Their mother spoke from the table. “That’s the way evil is packaged. Often looks good on the outside.”

  Jo sat and dived into her food. As she chewed, she thought about Bryan’s attraction to his colleague Alexis. She was a beautiful woman, but that was no excuse for Bryan straying away.

  Toni nudged her. “How are you, Jo? Mama told us about Bryan.”

  Asia swung around from the counter, “What about Bryan? I haven’t heard anything.” She stared at Jo.

  Jo attempted to swallow the food in her mouth, but a lump had suddenly formed in her throat making it difficult to swallow. The vibe of the kitchen was warm and cozy with the camaraderie of her sisters and her mother, now the atmosphere seemed to suffocate her.

  Toni answered for her. “Bryan cheated with that woman we saw at the 4th of July barbecue.”

  Asia put her hand on her hips. “That heifer! Jo, I told you something was up with her.”

  Jo cringed, not sure if she wanted to laugh or cry. Asia was right. Alexis had seemed glued to Bryan’s side that day. Bryan had told her they were talking about work.

  Their mother looked at her oldest daughter. “Asia, that was not necessary.”

  Asia took a seat with her plate. “Mama, come on. You know you probably called her the same thing. Mama tries to be sanctified about what she says. You know I could have called her something else.”

  Their mother shook her head. “Asia, just enjoy your meal. Jo’s had a hard time as it is.”

  Asia wasn’t one to ever be quiet, which was why she was the lawyer in the family. She chewed thoughtfully on her grilled chicken sandwich. “Jo, what are you going to do? I have plenty of divorce lawyers I can recommend.”

  Jo glared at her older sister. “I honestly haven’t had time to process what to do. I’m kind of still in shock.”

  Their mother stood and started clearing the table. “Jo, that’s why I asked you to pray and look into marriage counseling.”

  Asia smirked. “Counseling? Mama, you think they can work this out just like…”

  Their mother’s glare towards Asia left all three sisters quiet.

  Finally, she responded, “Like your father and me. Every marriage doesn’t have to crumble into a divorce. Sometimes these situations are a wakeup call to let God come in and be the center where He was not allowed to be present before.”

  Jo looked at her mother. Guilt shrouded her conscience. She hadn’t wanted to admit it, but Bryan and she had been slowly gliding apart for some time. She had not prayed for her marriage the way she had in the beginning. B.J. was born and then her cases kept coming. Bryan’s work could be time-consuming on occasion. Life snuck in and without her realizing it, an opening was left for the enemy to walk right through to steal, kill and destroy her marriage.

  Suddenly, Jo felt like curling up in her own bed. She picked up her plate and tossed it in the garbage. “It’s been a long day. I think B.J. and I need to head home.”

  Her mother walked over and hugged her. “Please get some rest. Maybe we will see you both in church tomorrow.”

  Jo hugged her back. “I’ll try.”

  She exchanged hugs with both of her sisters. The men were a little difficult about the hugs, but Jo’s mother and sisters insisted on hugs even if they had just argued with each other. Her mother helped her gather B.J.’s things and buckled him into the backseat of the car. B.J. slept soundly as Jo drove home. She was grateful since she didn’t know if she could handle any of her son’s questions about his daddy.

  She desperately needed eight hours of sleep. For a change, Jo didn’t want to think about the Finneys or the upcoming Maddock trial or Bryan. As she turned into her driveway, she pressed the garage opener, and was startled to see Bryan’s Mustang. She thought he would have stayed away longer.

  B.J. stirred in the backseat as Jo pulled into the garage. In a sleepy voice he said, “Mommy, look! Daddy’s home.”

  Jo shut off the engine and looked over at Bryan’s car. She wondered what this meant and if she had to deal with the inevitable tonight.

  




  
  





Chapter 7


  
  
    
      Monday, August 24 at 6:45 a.m.
    
  

  Smells of bacon wafted into Jo’s nose as she struggled to wake up. She lazed in bed feeling more normal than she had in a week. When she turned to the side of the bed where Bryan slept, her false sense of normalcy faded. He’d slept in the guest bedroom since he came back Saturday night. After staring at his pillow for a few sad seconds, she sat up and rubbed her eyes. She reflected on their awkward weekend as a family.

  Even though he was back, there wasn’t much said between them on Saturday night and all of Sunday. They spent the weekend avoiding each other. Both evenings Bryan tucked B.J. into bed, while she turned in for the night. Both nights, she’d listened to B.J.’s laughter and Bryan’s deep voice telling him a story.

  Despite a lack of sleep Saturday night, Jo woke up determined to attend Sunday services at Victory Gospel, mainly because she wanted to get out of the house away from Bryan. So yesterday morning without bothering Bryan, Jo had quietly dressed B.J. and herself and left a note. Even though many people at church asked about him, Jo realized there was no way she could have sat next to Bryan. She kept looking back wondering if he was going to show up. She sat with her family and listened intently to Pastor Jonathan Freeman as he preached about David, a
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