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CHAPTER ONE
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The pounding woke me. I felt for the bedside lamp, turned it on, and looked around the unfamiliar room.

The swimsuit flung onto the broken wicker chair told me I was in the right place.

My best friend Jamila and I had rented the condo for a week, a gift to ourselves before pressing flesh at the annual bar association convention in Ocean City, Maryland. I usually bypassed the conference, along with Brussels sprouts and whiny kids, whenever possible. Jamila shamed me into going, since she was slated to speak. The topic was legal ethics. There wasn’t a room at the convention center big enough to accommodate everyone who should have attended.

We had checked in on Saturday, aka “change day” in the world of beach rentals. Not that I’d know. This was my first vacation in forever.

I’d left my case files, my calendar, my briefcase, and my cares back in my office on Main Street in Laurel. My neighbor Russell was looking after my cat Oscar in my stead. Russell is like the gay father I never had. He’s not a huge cat fan, but he’s a great friend.

More pounding. The noise came from the front door. I glanced at the bedside clock. 1:35 A.M. What the fuck?

The banging resumed. I rolled out of bed, trudged to the door and opened it. Jamila stood in the short hall between our rooms. She held a creamy white bathrobe closed across her sizeable chest.

Jamila looked amazing for someone who’d been startled out of bed in the wee hours. Despite pillow-tousled hair and sleepy eyes, she was a dusky Queen of Sheba in figure-revealing silk to my anemic court jester in striped men’s pajamas.

“Who on earth could that be, Sam?” Jamila hissed.

“I don’t know.” My words were stupid and obvious.

Another round of pounding. I moved to the door and peered through the peephole, before our visitor pounded his knuckles bloody.

On the other side stood a uniformed cop.

Sighing, I opened the door.

“Good evening, ma’am,” the cop said.

“Good morning, you mean.” Wail on my door in the middle of the night and you’re guaranteed an audience with the Wicked Witch of the West.

The cop took a step back then recovered quickly.

“Sorry to wake you at this hour—” he started.

I cut him off. “Please tell me this doesn’t have to do with our friends on the first floor. I thought we had that straightened out.”

“No ma’am. This is far more serious.”

It better be. And quit calling me ma’am.

I heard Jamila shuffle up behind me.

A female officer moved into view. She consulted a notepad. “Are you Stephanie Ann McRae?” she asked.

“Right. What’s this about?”

The woman ignored me. “And you’re Jamila Williams?”

“Yes.” Jamila sounded tired, unsure. She moved closer.

“Is this yours, Ms. Williams?” The man held up a plastic bag containing a decorative tortoise shell comb. The four-pronged, fan-shaped comb was distinctively marbled.

Jamila blinked. “Can I see that?”

He handed it to her for inspection.

“It ... looks like one of mine,” she said. “One that I lost. Where did you find this?”

The cops exchanged a look.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you need to come with us.”

“What?” I said. “What the hell is this?”

“Ms. Williams, we need to take you in for questioning.”

Adrenaline pumped through me, bringing me to full alert. “Questioning?” My voice was shrill. “What’s going on?”

“William Raymond Wesley has been murdered. We just need to ask you a few questions at the station.”

The man droned on. The night had turned surreal. I tried to get more specifics, but Jamila silenced me with a raised hand. Probably didn’t want to look uncooperative. Reluctantly, I backed down.

Everyone seemed to move in slow motion. The woman escorted Jamila to her room so she could get dressed.

Who the hell is William Raymond Wesley?

Then, I remembered.

Jamila emerged in a warm-up suit. With a firm hand on Jamila’s arm, the female cop escorted her while holding onto an evidence bag with her pajamas and robe. Jamila and I exchanged a look that said she, too, recalled how we’d met the victim. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Jamila and I had gone shopping for antiques on Sunday. Which is to say, Jamila wanted to shop for antiques and I dragged my ass along.

We took a spin to a small shop outside Berlin, Maryland. A mom-and-pop outfit in the middle of nowhere. Inside the store, Jamila took her time browsing while I stifled yawns.

A lacquered rosewood music box caught Jamila’s eye.

“Isn’t that pretty?” she asked.

I made approving noises. I had to admit, the image of kittens on the box was cute. However, I hate knickknacks. More stuff to gather dust and cat hair.

After checking the price, Jamila made a counter offer. The saleswoman may have looked like Aunt Bee on the Andy Griffith Show, but she drove a hard bargain.

Having reached a happy compromise, the lady wrapped Jamila’s new treasure and placed it in a gift box.

“You all have a lovely day, girls,” she said, beaming as if life couldn’t get better.

I followed Jamila to her silver Beemer. The spring in her step matched the saleslady’s mood. But not mine.

“I was thinking, there’s another place only half a mile from here.” Jamila could barely contain her excitement.

“Um, okay.”

Jamila scrutinized me. “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“Well ...”

She smiled and shook her head. “Guess you and I won’t be watching Antiques Roadshow together anytime soon.”

“I’d take that bet.”

*****
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We stopped for coffee then drove to the condo and parked in the lot. A group of twenty-somethings stood around a candy-apple red Corvette. They turned to look at us as we got out of the car. I recognized a couple of them. Renters in the condo beneath ours. They’d kept the stereo blasting until well after midnight the night before. I’d gone down and threatened to sic the cops on them. They had slammed the door in my face. I’d stomped back upstairs and made the call. I suspected I wasn’t high on their list of favorite people.

“Hey!” one of the men called out. “You ain’t supposed to park here ’less you live here.”

“We’re renters. We have permission,” I shot back, not stopping to engage him further. How is this your damn business, anyway? Who are you, the parking lot police?

“Well, that’s a fine thing,” the young man shouted. “Didn’t know niggers could rent here.”

I ignored him, but I could feel my face grow hot with anger. The group snickered amongst themselves. A real rocket scientist, I mused. Probably a Harvard grad.

“Hey!” he said again. “I’m talking to you.”

The guy ran around and barred our entry to the exterior staircase leading to our unit. Jamila and I froze. I gazed at the gangly, sandy-blond kid. A real shit-kicker, based on looks alone. Grin a bit too goofy, beady eyes a bit too close set. His parents were probably first cousins.

“I said, I didn’t know niggers could rent here.” He challenged Jamila with a withering look. Then it was my turn. I stared right back. I was ready to kick his nuts up to his neck. But all his friends were there. Things could get ugly. So I did nothing.

Jamila was a vision of total calm. She didn’t even flinch when he used the N-word.

I whipped out my cell phone. “Step aside or I call the cops.”

“And have me arrested? For what, you dumb white bitch?” The blond began laughing. All his friends joined in.

He had a point. He hadn’t done much of anything. Yet.

“Excuse me,” Jamila said, trying to get past him.

“Whoa, whoa! Don’t be pushing me around, girl. That’s battery, you know.”

The others had drifted over. Guess they didn’t want to miss the big show.

I eyed them surreptitiously. Two guys and two girls. All white. All corn-fed inbreds.

The young man peered at me. “You’re the one called the cops on us, ain’t ya?”

“Yes, I’m the one,” I said. “So why don’t you leave my friend out of it? And try not playing your music so loud you wake up people in Philadelphia.”

“I didn’t break no rules. I can play music as loud as I want.”

“Local ordinances say otherwise.” Ocean City had noise ordinances because of the overabundance of “June bugs” (the local term for rowdy high school kids doing their “school’s out” ritual) and bikers on Harleys with straight pipes.

“Well, being that my daddy owns the building, I think I ought to know what I can and can’t do.”

Oh, Christ. I’d about had it with the little shit. Jamila continued to look stoic, standing proudly erect.

“Your daddy may own the place, but you can’t just ignore the law.” Asshole.

Once again, Jamila tried to maneuver around the tall blond. He grabbed at the container Jamila held. A brief tussle ensued before he wrested it from her hand.

“What’s this?” He tore the box open and tossed it aside. The wrapping paper sailed off on the breeze. “Well, ain’t that cute?” He surveyed the antique music box like he’d unearthed it from an archeological dig.

“Hey, check this out, guys.” He waved the music box around.

The group drew closer. Their eyes were vacant. They simply followed the leader.

Jeez! What is this? Day of the Dead? The Ocean City Zombie Brigade?

“So, tell me,” the young man said. “How does a nigger afford a fancy car and a fancy box like this?”

Jamila stayed silent for a long moment. “Give that back,” she finally said, in a firm voice.

“How do I know it’s yours? You probably stole it.”

The group snickered again. They sounded like a pit of rattlesnakes.

I was losing it, so I tried to snatch the box. The kid threw it to someone in the group. They tossed it back and forth like a hot potato.

Jamila’s look never wavered, but I could sense desperation, worry, and anger. The two male friends circled around me and Jamila as they played catch with their leader.

I tried to make another grab for the box as it sailed past. It bounced off my fingers and smashed on the pavement. The delicate inlay shattered. The box lay scratched and splintered. And no amount of Krazy Glue could repair it.

A string of curse words passed through my mind. Jamila retained her impassive expression, but I knew she probably wanted to cry. I wanted to impale myself on the nearest stake.

“Don’t go blaming me for that,” the young man taunted. “I’da caught it, if you hadn’t gotten in the way.”

“And this whole thing wouldn’t be happening if you hadn’t grabbed it and started throwing it around, you ass wipe.” I’d reached my limit.

“Aren’t you the tough girl?” The young man lorded it over me.

“Why don’t you leave them be, Billy Ray?” The voice was female, faltering and soft. The face was pretty, the hair light brown and shoulder length, the eyes hazel and sincere.

“Don’t be telling me what to do, Danni!” The kid snapped. “You ain’t my girl no more. You can’t be bossing me around.”

“Well, isn’t she the lucky one?” I muttered into Jamila’s ear. She gave the ghost of a smile.

“What did you say?” Billy Ray turned his rabid, beady gaze my way.

“Just sharing my thoughts about you. Nothing important.”

Billy Ray didn’t catch the obvious slam. Nor did he budge.

“She’s right, Billy Ray.” One of the other guys spoke up. “Let’s blow this pop stand.”

“Hmmph.” Billy Ray looked disgusted. “Fine thing, when a nigger and her little white girlfriend can make me leave my daddy’s property.”

He continued to stand in our way.

“C’mon, Billy Ray!” The other girl whined. “I’m bored.”

The whiner was a pretty redhead with fair skin, green eyes, and big tits, which she showcased to great advantage in a tight tank top.

“Well ...” he said.

“I want to leave now!” the redhead demanded.

“Hey, Billy Ray,” one of the guys said. “That is your girl talking. Wanna get any tonight or not?”

The boys chuckled. I glanced between Billy Ray and Big Red. He looked torn by indecision. She stared him down and crossed her arms beneath her breasts, pushing them up to her chin.

I felt sick, shuddering to think how these pathetic losers must live. Big Red seemed to be enjoying her hold over Billy Ray. Jesus, girl! Get a life.

Billy Ray nodded decisively, as if he was in charge. “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here. This is getting dull.”

As he stalked off, Big Red glided toward him and grabbed his arm, like a drowning woman lunging at a flotation device.

“We’re having another party tonight,” he shot over his shoulder at us. “We’ll try to keep it down so you old folks can sleep.”

The others guffawed as they followed him—all except Danni. The quiet girl held back long enough to say, “It’s not even his daddy. It’s his stepdaddy.” She ran to join the others piling into the red Corvette.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jamila said nothing as we climbed the stairs and let ourselves in. I cleared my throat. “I guess the Welcome Wagon has changed its approach.”

Jamila walked to the sliding glass door leading to the balcony and simply stared. Apparently, my attempt at humor wasn’t cutting it.

I tried to think of something—anything—else to say. I failed.

Sighing, I parked myself on the couch and hit the TV remote. I had to create some noise or the silence would deafen me.

Jamila kept her watch at the window, surveying the bay’s waters as if expecting a Navy Seal attack.

I flipped through channels, interested in nothing.

“You know, I used to live in Salisbury.”

Jamila’s words jolted me. I muted the sound and dropped the remote in my lap.

“I didn’t know you were from the Eastern Shore.”

“Oh, yeah.” She sighed. “My family hasn’t been back since we moved to D.C. It’s been years. They always preferred to vacation on Martha’s Vineyard.”

“I’ve never been there,” I said.

“It’s beautiful. So’s Nantucket.” She kept staring out the window.

“A lot of ... well-to-do people go there,” I said. Filthy rich people, I thought. The kind who would look at me with disdain or, even worse, pity as a child living in the worst part of Brooklyn.

“My family was well-to-do.” She spit the words at the window. “Is, I should say. Money hasn’t been a problem for a long time. My parents have made sure of that. They were raised to become better than their own parents.”

I nodded, even though she wasn’t looking.

“All their money, their influence, their good friends,” Jamila continued. “But they can’t change one thing. They’ll never be white. And neither will I.”

I grimaced. “You don’t want to be white. It’s boring.”

A grin twisted the corners of Jamila’s lips. But when she turned to me, the grin had gone lopsided. “I could stand for that kind of boredom right about now.”

“I know. Believe me, I do.” I looked her in the eye. “I’ve told you about how I used to be the only white kid in Bed-Stuy, right? Would it shock you to know that I used to wish I was black?”

Jamila shook her head. “You don’t want to be black. It’s anything but boring.”

*****
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The next day, we planned to spend time hanging around Assateague. Jamila hoped to catch a glimpse of wild ponies or egrets or blue herons. It all sounded very charming, as long as we brought along enough mosquito repellent and sunscreen. I wish I could call myself a nature lover, but I tend to go more for pictures of the great outdoors than its actuality.

After smearing my exposed skin with SPF-80, I pulled on a floppy hat to keep the sun’s rays from barbecuing my face.

“Do I need to bring a machete?” I asked.

“You are a laugh riot,” Jamila said, inserting a last barrette. “Don’t worry. We’ll stick to the trails.” She had her hair pinned up and was decked out in jeans, a short-sleeved shirt and sturdy hiking boots appropriate for a Borneo jungle trek.

We gathered our goods—water canisters, a camera, binoculars, granola bars, fruit rollups, and a couple of packages of M&Ms (my contribution)—and made our way down to the parking lot. Which looked to be asshole free.

As we crossed the lot, the candy-apple red Corvette pulled into the driveway. Billy Ray and his cohorts making a return appearance.

“Oh, fuck!” I muttered, between gritted teeth.

“Ignore them,” Jamila said, as we proceeded to the car.

Instead of pulling all the way into the lot, the Corvette stopped in the entrance.

Billy Ray leaned out the window. “Hey, you guys going somewhere?”

Well, duh! “We can’t go much of anywhere if you don’t move your car.”

“You really shouldn’t have called the cops on us,” Billy Ray goaded.

And you should shut your fucking mouth and leave us alone. God, I was dying to say it.

Billy Ray opened the door, unfolded himself from the car and began walking toward us.

“I realize niggers can be slow, but you gals really need to understand your place here.” He swaggered as he spoke.

“That’s it!” I pulled out my cell phone and hit 911.

“Whatta you think you’re doing?” Billy Ray asked.

“Calling the cops, shithead. You’re blocking a public thoroughfare. I’m sure there’s a ticket in it for you somewhere.”

Billy Ray ignored me and swaggered right up to Jamila, who looked frozen in place. I noticed his gang huddled in the car, watching.

“Well, don’t you look nice?” he said, grinning in her face.

Jamila merely stared back, eyes blank.

I knew what she was up to. Jamila refused to sink to the level of other people’s ignorance. She was playing Jackie Robinson to Billy Ray’s Ty Cobb. The rest of us were like spectators to a Mexican standoff.

“Still, I liked your hair better when it was down.” Billy’s arm shot out like a sideways jack-in-the-box. He snatched at her hair. The other arm followed and repeated the exercise, over and over. Jamila raised her hands to fight him off, but he kept evading them. He must have pulled a couple of combs and a barrette from her hair before she finally hauled off and slapped him.

“Nine-one-one. Please state the nature of your emergency.”

The phone. “I’d like to report an assault and battery,” I said. “I’d also like to bring false arrest charges—”

“Yes, ma’am.” She cut me off. “I’ll need your address.”

“Fifty-five three seventeen Bayview Avenue. And please hurry.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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By the time the cruiser arrived, Billy Ray and his zombie brigade were gone. The cop who responded looked to be about sixteen. He and Billy Ray could have attended high school together. Maybe sat in the same homeroom. Compared notes on the same girls.

The kid—the cop, that is—walked up to us, a quizzical look in his baby blues.

“Did one of you call about a disturbance?”

I raised a hand. “I did. The disturbers have hit the frickin’ bricks.”

Jamila counted her barrettes and combs, shaking her head. “One’s missing.” She squatted to peer beneath the cars again.

The cop’s brow furrowed. He scratched it with his pen. “I can file a report, if you’d like.” His tone suggested, “Why bother?”

“I think we should,” I told Jamila.

“Why?” She squat-stepped sideways, ducking her head and doing another visual sweep. Finally, she straightened and added, sounding annoyed, “What good will it do? We don’t even know his full name?”

“Ah, but I got his tag number.”

Jamila did a double-take and smiled. “Quick thinking, Sam. Way to go.”

I hoped that my quick thinking would help make up for the inadvertent damage to her music box. I didn’t realize it would just lead to more trouble.

Who knew that Billy Ray, aka William Raymond Wesley, would end up knifed in the gut while passed out on the downstairs porch that night? Or that someone would plant Jamila’s comb near his body?

Filing the report provided more evidence of animosity between Jamila and the deceased. Surely, not enough for her to commit murder, I argued to the cops. My words fell on deaf ears. Before I knew it, they’d arranged a lineup. A witness fingered Jamila as the one he’d seen at the scene of the crime hours earlier. As they led my friend away to be fingerprinted, I realized we needed local counsel. We were both outsiders and city slickers. Neither of us knew the local ropes or had the proper connections to handle this.

*****
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A couple of hours after they’d taken her, I was allowed to see Jamila. In the visiting room, it felt more than a bit peculiar to see her in an orange jumpsuit seated on the wrong side of the table.

“I’ve called Rudy and my parents.” Jamila sounded tired.

“I can only imagine how they must feel.”

Jamila blew out a breath. Her shoulders sagged, her body deflated. “Not good. Rudy hasn’t told the kids.”

“Hopefully, he won’t have to. You realize, of course, we’ve got to hire a local attorney.”

Jamila raised her index finger. “I used one of my calls to reach my father. He recommended someone he worked with here years ago.”

Sounded hopeful. Jamila’s father was an attorney at one of D.C.’s biggest firms. “Who?”

“His name is Edward G. Mulrooney.”

“If he’s as impressive as his name, he should be good.”

*****
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I called Mulrooney. Jamila’s father had already hired him to cover her bail hearing later that morning. With that out of the way, I arranged in the wee hours to move into temporary quarters since our condo was still off-limits and crawling with crime techs. I scrounged up a motel on Coastal Highway near the Delaware line. It was late (or early) and vacancies were few and far between, so I took the room without close inspection. I stumbled through the door, threw myself on one of two double beds, and drifted off for a few hours. I woke up in a musty, oversized closet passing itself off as a room.

I heaved myself off the bed with a grunt and trudged to the window. A peek through the curtains revealed a canal lined with a chain link fence and scrubby grass. The stagnant waters reflected the murky dark sky.

“Charming.” My voice sounded like the bottom of a shoe scraping against a curb.

Splashing water on my face, I rinsed out my mouth and tried to tidy up before heading downtown to attend the bail hearing.

*****
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Things went about as well as could be expected. Bail was set at $5 million—a heart-stopping figure, but not for Jamila’s parents. They’d probably manage to cover the bond.

Mulrooney arranged to see Jamila after the hearing. When she insisted I sit in on the meeting, Mulrooney wasn’t thrilled. However, she persuaded him to take me on as pro bono co-counsel to cover confidentiality concerns. I also made it clear I had no desire to steal Mulrooney’s thunder. For my own part, I was glad to let him take the lead and play second fiddle.

We met in a visiting room painted in soothing shades of doody-diaper green and furnished with the latest in institutional gray metal table and chairs.

Mulrooney was a country lawyer straight from Central Casting. White hair, wire-rimmed glasses, seersucker suit, pleasant demeanor with a glint in his eyes that suggested intelligence buried beneath the country corn.

“Your father,” Mulrooney said to Jamila. “That man could pick crabs like no one else.”

“God, yes. He loves crabs,” Jamila said. “Oysters and rockfish, too.”

“And ribs?” Mulrooney tilted his head back, letting his jaw drop. A raucous laugh echoed through the visiting room. “That man could suck every last piece of meat off a rib. Or a chicken wing, for that matter.”

Jamila smiled politely. I checked my watch. It had been nearly ten minutes of chitchat. How long were we going to discuss Jamila’s dad and his dietary habits? Would we move onto his bathroom habits next?

“Now.” The sound of the word ricocheted around the room like a rifle shot. Mulrooney’s gaze bored into Jamila over his wire-rims. “Let’s talk about your case.”

“So soon?” I muttered.

I didn’t think I’d been audible, but Jamila threw me a look. Mulrooney either didn’t hear or chose to ignore me.

“The police have shared some of the evidence they’ve turned up with me. Unfortunately, there is an eyewitness—”

Jamila shook her head. “Does this witness claim he saw me kill the victim?”

Mulrooney held up a hand. “Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?”

He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, as he spoke. “The body was discovered at approximately 11:30 P.M. on the front porch of the condo beneath yours. According to his friends, they’d been having a party. Wesley had so much to drink that when the others decided to get something to eat, he could barely walk. Apparently, they left him passed out on the porch in a lounge chair.

“Now.” He nearly shouted the word again and paused before continuing. “According to these friends, they left around 10:30 and didn’t return for about an hour. That’s when they found him. He was in a lounge chair, bleeding from his gut. A gruesome death.” He shook his head. “A horrible crime.”

I yawned deliberately. “Boo hoo.”

Mulrooney swiveled his laser gaze toward me. “You should have more respect for the dead, Ms. McRae.”

“And the dead should have had more respect for my friend. Could we possibly—” I made circles with my finger in a speed-it-up gesture.

Mulrooney’s look never wavered. “Respect. It’s an important thing to remember here. People respect Wesley’s family. That will be a factor.”

Rather than ask, I gave an inward sigh and awaited his explanation.

He turned back to Jamila. “As I was saying, the friends called the police upon finding the deceased. After the cops arrived, a passerby on a bicycle approached them. He claimed he’d seen someone coming down the stairs and slipping into the shadows on the front porch. This witness also thought it appeared to be a tall, slender woman. Dark complexion. That was the sum and substance of the description. When he picked you out of the lineup, that’s when they decided to go for the arrest.”

“This is all very fascinating,” I interrupted. “But what about the forensics? What about all the blood? If Jamila had done this, wouldn’t there be evidence of blood in the condo? Or on her clothes?”

“Ah.” Mulrooney held up a didactic finger. “The police found bloody clothing.”

“They did?” This was news.

“After the lineup, they asked Jamila to identify some clothing they’d found near the crime scene.”

Jamila shook her head. “I told them, they could be anyone’s and wouldn’t say more without legal counsel.”

“A wise move,” Mulrooney observed, nodding her way. To me, he said, “They found a pair of women’s jeans, a T-shirt and tennis shoes, along with the knife in the dumpster next door. There was blood all over them.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“Big deal,” I said. “So they found some bloody clothing and a knife next door from where he died. How does this prove anything against Jamila?”

Mulrooney turned toward me and raised his finger—his index finger, for the record—again. “Patience.”

I bit my tongue and exercised all the patience I could muster.

“Now,” Mulrooney stated with irritating repetition. “Naturally, they’re testing to make sure the blood matches that of the victim. Those results may take a couple of days. Assuming the blood matches, they may want hair samples for DNA testing. That kind of testing doesn’t come cheap. However, in this case, they may find the cost justified. It’ll depend on how strong the other evidence is. For instance, when the police searched the condo you’re renting, they noticed a knife missing from the butcher block.” His look bored into Jamila. “Did you realize that?”

Jamila shook her head. “I never noticed. Sam?”

I spread my hands, feeling helpless. “Are you kidding? I barely noticed the kitchen.” As Jamila knew, I’m hardly the domestic sort. My idea of cooking is heating frozen entrees or leftover Chinese.

“Unfortunately, the knife appears to be part of the set in your kitchen.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

I cleared my throat. “Do you know how many similar sets of cutlery could be out there? How do they know it’s from our set?”

“The fact that the knife is missing doesn’t help.”

“Oh, come on.” I lost it at this point. “The killer could have broken in and stolen it. If it was one of the victim’s friends, they saw what happened between Jamila and that racist son of a bitch. In fact, the victim’s stepfather owns the place. The killer could have filched a key from him.”

I paused to gather my thoughts. My words were making me sound like a conspiracy theorist and I wasn’t sure if Mulrooney was buying.

“Apart from speculating about the knife and clothes, is there anything linking the murder directly to Jamila?” I asked. “Any forensic evidence?”

“Here’s where it gets a little interesting.”

As if it weren’t already.

“The police not only found her comb near the body, but they found traces of blood on the front porch of your condo. Again, they’re awaiting the test results, but if it’s the victim’s blood ...”

Jamila and I both fell quiet.

“Wait a second,” I said. “If Jamila threw out the bloody clothing, how could she leave traces of blood on the porch? Someone is obviously setting her up.”

Mulrooney sighed. “I, for one, am willing to believe you. However, others will be more difficult to convince. They will likely argue that blood got on her hands as she was removing her clothes.”

“Sure, they will probably argue that, but she could be looking at first-degree murder. Now what would be her motive? And don’t say racism. Jamila wouldn’t go to such lengths to kill a man simply because he was a racist, would she?”
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