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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

  
  *

  




  
  







OEBPS/assets/BrokenHeart_BookCoverV2_watercolor.jpg
The Reed Family Series, Book 1

TYORA MOQODY





