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chapter one










IHAD TO GIVE UPJAZZ.Not the music; the man.




Now I had Amos, and we were going to “bond.” I stood in the middle of my living room holding him. I’d put on my favorite pajamas——the midnight blue pair Carly had gotten for me from Victoria’s Secret. They were modest, even if they did have the VS logo on the breast pocket. Cut in the style of men’s pajamas and a size too big, they had the effect of looking charmingly baggy on me. I didn’t even need a robe with them. Perfect for bonding with the one you love. I could tell Amos liked them.




Amos is my new sugar glider.




I know, nobody knows what a sugar glider is. When the woman at the pet store first mentioned one, I thought she was talking about a kitchen accessory. I hadn’t wanted to let her in on my woeful ignorance of household utensils, so I told her a sugar glider sounded intriguing. And intriguing he was.




When she led me over to his cage, I first noticed his peepers. He had big, black, round eyes that reminded me of my pastor and ex-boyfriend Rocky’s “I can make you do anything with these” puppy eyes. Don’t judge me. Not for that. Having a pastor who is your ex-boyfriend sounds a lot worse than it is. Besides, I’ve got plenty ofreal issues for you to choose from.




Amos was roughly the size of a Beanie Baby and looked like a cross between a tiny gray squirrel, a skunk, and a kangaroo——with the face of a bat. Kinda.




I never would have gotten a pet if my mentor and spiritual father, Dr. Mason May, hadn’t recommended it. I’d gone to see him earlier that day, whining endlessly about being manless, being childless, having endometriosis, and about my grief over my eggs, which were aging faster than my mother saidI was. I got frustrated while venting to Dr. May and threatened to have an intrauterine insemination procedure done with some stranger-donor’s little soldiers. But Dr. May——Pop, as I called him——stopped me right there and told me I should pray about the matter some more and buy a pet. That’s how I ended up at the exotic pet store near my house, feeling guilty about my baby lust and purchasing something that looked like one of the Crocodile Hunter’s furry friends. And we had to bond.




How pathetic am I?




Amos didn’t seem very prickly. A little standoffish, yes, but nothing that should have stood in the way of us getting cozy with each other. My initial mistake: I should have put together his cage first. But no, being a psychologist, I wanted to get straight to the attachment process. That’s important. I reached into his little Exotic Petz cardboard box——the kind with the round peepholes——and picked him up. I could feel him freeze, and I do know body language. I figured it was just nerves bothering him, so I pressed on with the bonding process. Amos didn’t complain.




We crossed to my couch. Jazz once described my apartment as “shabby chic meets Africa.” Fair enough, I suppose. The ambience I’d created with my eccentric flea-market finds gave my home a comfy, livable feel. I’d often paint my treasures in hues with whimsical-sounding names like old lace, seafoam, and dusty rose. The walls were a sunny buttercup——I’d called it ocher just months ago, but that was when I’d felt more earthy and African-inspired. Something had happened in my soul, and I’d begun to feel more romantic and feminine. I think it was falling in love with Jazz. Since then I’d given away most of the masks that used to dot the walls and most of my Nigerian baskets. I was trying to make room for Addie Lee Brown paintings and sculptures. But I’d kept a few wood pieces I loved, and I still had all of my textiles——bright, colorful Kente cloth and a few mud-cloth pieces——to add warmth and texture. Candles cast a soft glow in the rooms and sweetened the air with rose, vanilla, and jasmine.




I took a seat on the couch and propped my feet on the coffee table, with Amos perched somewhat stiffly on my lap. I thought I’d better tell him a little bit about myself.




“I’m your new mom, Amanda Bell Brown. I’m named after my paternal great-grandmother and favorite diva in the whole wide world. Most people call me Amanda, and some even call me Dr. Brown, but you can call me Bell. That’s reserved for the people who love me best.”




Amos didn’t say anything. I figured sugar gliders weren’t very talkative. No problem. I’d fill the silence between us.




“I got you because I need someone to love. I hate to sound like one of those thirty-five-year-old career women who realize too late that they forgot to get pregnant. It wasn’t really like that. I had a lot of hurts, but I don’t want to talk about that. The point is”——I stroked his short fur, which made him recoil——“it seems the only prospect I have for marriage is my pastor, Rocky. That would be too weird; you’ll see what I mean if you ever meet him. And then there’s Jazz…”




Just saying his name gave me chills. How fine was he? Too fine. Fine like God didn’t make him out of the dust of the earth that the rest of us mere mortals were made of. Jazz was made of something sparkly and inspiring. He intoxicated me. No, he made me feel, as Aretha Franklin sang, like a natural woman. But it could never work. He had issues. He kept using the word “unavailable.” Not that he had a woman, mind you. Just an ex and a belief that he couldn’t remarry. And God bless him, he had too much integrity to lead a woman on. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t want anyone but him. And he’d never want me. Not really.




Even Amos didn’t seem to be into me. I thought for a moment that, instead of Amos, I should have gotten a rocking chair and a pair of Birkenstocks and resigned myself to a depressed, childless spinsterhood. I told Amos, “I stopped seeing Jazz one month, two days, and three hours ago. I miss him. Now Christmas is coming.”




I looked around my place, void of any yuletide cheer.Well, Bell, that was smart, thinking of Christmas. All I needed was to get some poisoned eggnog and put myself out of my misery. I rubbed the top of Amos’s head. “I guess it’s just you and me.”




Either that head rub didn’t please Amos, or he didn’t like Christmas. He made a hissing sound like he was exhaling smoke from Hades.




The saleswoman hadn’t said anything about evil hissing, and I hadn’t read the manual.




Then he added to the hissing a raised paw——a gesture that did not look loving at all. I didn’t have to be an astute observer of body language to see that I had myself a little problem.




I was on the couch, so I didn’t have the luxury of backing away slowly. I hoped if I cooed and touched him affectionately, he’d relax and see that I was a “good touch” person. But when I gave his silken gray fur, with an adorable black stripe right down his back, just a tiny stroke, the rotten little stinker jumped on my sleeve and tried to kill me.




Our bonding session turned straightaway intoWhen Sugar Gliders Attack.




The saleslady hadn’t mentioned anything about aggression.




Amos scratched, bit, and clawed my pajamas like a veritable Tasmanian devil. I screamed. My pathetic manless life flashed before my eyes. I could just see my mother at my funeral, talking smack about me because I’d purchased, of all things, asugar glider. “I always knew that child didn’t have good sense,” she’d lament.




Someone pounded on the door.




I leaped from the couch, still screeching, Amos still clinging and assaulting. While the vicious creature shredded my jammies and skin, I managed to unbolt my locks——a dead bolt and a spare, thanks to Jazz——and snatched my door open. I didn’t bother to ask, “Who is it?”




There stood none other than the man my heart beat for, Lieutenant Jazz Brown, homicide detective. He had his pistol drawn, ready to protect my honor. I noticed, after swiftly taking in his general gorgeousness, four fresh, angry slashes on his face.




In an instant he took in my situational challenge, grabbed the arm that was being attacked, and started pumping it like he was trying to milk me.




I screamed louder.




“Stop all that noise!”




“What? Are you going to arrest me for disturbing the peace?” I yanked my arm away from him as hard as I could, which had the effect of hurling poor Amos across the living room. He landed with a thud on the couch, right in the middle of the cushions.




I hurried over to the couch with Jazz on my heels. My arm ached and throbbed from the battery it had taken.




Amos was as still as a stone.




“Oh, no,” I wailed. “I think I killed him.”




“Good.” Jazz put his gun back in his shoulder holster. He walked to my door and locked it. “You shouldn’t open the door like that, Bell,” he barked. “I could have been anybody.”




“It’snot good if I killed him. I’m supposed to love, nurture, and protect him.” I touched one of many tender spots on my arm. My motherly instincts hadn’t kicked in all the way. I glared at Amos. “The little beast.”




“Are you okay?” Jazz took my arm in his hands. He shot a look at Amos and shook his head. “I can’t believe you chose this thing for a pet.” He gently pulled back the wreckage that was my sleeve.




I ignored his comment and took in his perfect beauty, his sculpted and slender body. He was wearing one of his trademark suits——the brown one——and the effect of the color, contrasted with his creamy skin tone, made him look as good as a Hershey’s Hug. He wore no overcoat, which was odd for a cold December night, but so was the fact that he was wearing his suit so late into the night. I didn’t ponder it too much. Except for the ugly scratches and pinched expression, his white-chocolate face was as fine as ever. Yum.Lord, have mercy on my Jazz-starved soul.




I felt awful for poor Amos. What kind of mother was I, ogling Jazz while my baby could be lying there dead? I wondered if Jazz would arrest me for cruelty to animals. Looking at his relieved expression, I figured not. Still…I glanced at my fallen furry friend. “Jazz! He’s so still.”




“I’d be still, too, if you threw me across the room,” Jazz said. “We need to take care of your arm, Bell.”




But my parental guilt was growing like mold on a loaf of bread in summer. I started wringing my hands, like my mother did whenever I cut my hair. “Amos is hurt the worst. What kind of mom would I be if I tended to my wounds without making sure Amos is taken care of?”




“Bell, you’re not his mom, and he’s probably dead. Now, let’s get some antibiotic ointment on you before you get an infection.”




I had images of Amos on life support.Beep, beep, beep. “Maybe it’s not too late.Do something, Jazzy. He could be getting brain damage.”




Jazz looked at me like hedidn’t actually get paid to protect and serve. “What am I supposed to do?”




“Do CPR on him or something.” Honestly, I was becoming more histrionic by the moment.




He laughed right in my face. “Now you’re trippin’.”




My maternal hysterics compelled me to yank on the sleeve of his suit jacket. “He’s unconscious. You have to help him.”




“I’m a homicide detective, not a vet. I can, however, shoot him in the head.”




“Please, please, puh-leeeze, Jazz.”




“You’re crazy.”




When begging failed, I progressed to physical assault. I started hitting him with limp-wristed girl slaps all over his chest while shouting in a staccato rhythm with the blows, “How. Can. You. Be. So. Cruel?”




Jazz tried to stop my flurry of blows to his torso. “Bell, stop it.”




I didn’t stop.




“Woman, I said…”




I kept it up.




“Okay,” he bellowed, with a few added expletives. “What is up with all the violent women tonight?”




So it was a woman who’d scratched him? Interesting.




Jazz shot a very dirty look in my direction and dropped to his knees. He reached out his hand and gingerly shook Amos.




“You’re supposed to ask him if he’s okay first.”




He gave me another look that said,Shut up. He turned Amos over, and when Amos didn’t move——or hiss——Jazz steeled himself for the task at hand. “I hate you, Bell. And if you ever tell anybody…”




“Brain damage, Jazz!”




He groaned and put his mouth to Amos’s, then puffed as if Amos were a big inhaler. It looked so utterly ridiculous that I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. Besides, I reasoned that laughter was good for calming my frayed nerves.




Jazz looked up at me and hissed himself, something like “You think this is funny?”




“I’m sorry.”




“You ain’t right, Bell.”




Before Jazz could get in another puff, or even a fur-covered chest compression, Amos sprang up. Jazz grabbed him with both hands, arms extended, holding Amos as far away from himself as humanly possible. “Where am I supposed to put this thing?”




I grabbed Amos’s cardboard box off the coffee table and held it out. Jazz deposited him inside it, frowning, as if Amos were a piece of that aforementioned moldy bread and needed to be done away with. I delicately placed my precious cargo back on the table. “Amos and I thank you, Officer.”




Jazz wagged his finger at me. “You owe me.”




I winked at him. “What do you have in mind, big boy?” I got one of his toothpaste-model-like smiles for that one.




“What’s that your great-grandmother used to say?”




I sighed. “She’d say, ‘Don’t start no stuff, and it won’t be none.’”




“Take her advice, for your own good.”




“I can handle you. I can’t handle Amos, but you…Hey, what are you doing here, anyway?”




“Saving you.Again. ”




I looked at his war wounds. “Jazz, what happened to your face? Did you get a sugar glider, too?”




“Awhat ?”




“A sugar glider. You know, the furry little thing you just gave the kiss of life to.”




“I don’t need a wild animal in my life.” He swiped at his pursed lips. “Give me a wipe or a washcloth or something.”




“Don’t get cranky with me. It’s not my fault you don’t like pets.”




“I do like pets.Pets, Bell. Kittens. Puppies. Rabbits. You might even be able to sell me on a hamster or gerbil, but that thing…What the heck is it, anyway?”




I looked at him as if he were the most ignorant, uncouth man alive——the same way the saleswoman at the pet store had looked at me. “He’s an Australian marsupial.”




“Bell! People don’t buy marsupials for pets.”




I was getting sick of his attitude. “They don’t yell at me, either, and if you don’t stop it, I’m going to hurt you.”




“Like you did before with all that pimp slapping?”




“I was under duress. Plus, I had to get you to act.”




We were at a standoff. We stood there, shooting lasers from our eyes at each other. Those scratches on his face looked recent. When he finally looked away, I knew I’d won this battle. Having attained victory, I went back to more important matters. “What happened to your face?”




Suddenly, he wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Tough night.”




I snickered. “Yeah, me too.”




He moved closer and tenderly lifted my arm again. It felt like little jolts of love shocking me. He surveyed the damage. I tried not to let him see me swoon.




“Let’s get you cleaned up,” he said. “You got any antibiotic ointment? And industrial-strength mouthwash?”




“In the bathroom.”




“Come on.” Jazz led me to my tiny bathroom as if we were inhis apartment. Men. Always marking their territory. I glanced around. His presence here always made me feel like redecorating.




“Still think my apartment is shabby chic meets Africa?” I asked.




“It’s nice.”




“Thanks.”




Not good. One of the things I loved most about being with Jazz was our verbal volleying. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t said anything clever or teasing while we’d walked to the bathroom. Of course, when we got in there and I handed him the Listerine, he got busy rinsing his mouth about three hundred times. Honestly, the man used up the entire bottle. He shrugged when he finished and gave me a sheepish grin. “I’ll buy you another one, but c’mon. I had to do what I had to do.” I wondered what else he felt like he had to do tonight.




I didn’t have to wonder for long. He grabbed me by the waist, pulling me to him. I looked into his eyes. But what I saw there this time——unadulterated hunger——scared me. “Jazzy?”




He reached up and touched my hair. It had grown about an inch, and now my teeny-weeny Afro wasn’t so teeny. I had braided it in microbraids, then unbraided it. It gave my hair a soft, crinkled look.




Jazz tangled both his hands in it and rubbed his cheek against it.Ouch, I thought for him. I had a vision of his blood mingling with my hair.Ew! Not a good image, but when he moved his face, the image went away. He started massaging my scalp. I get all soft and gooey when a fine man plays with my hair. “Your hair is growing,” he said.




“My hair is growing?” I asked dreamily, as if I’d suffered from female pattern baldness and hair growth was a surprise.




“And you smell like peaches.”




I snuggled a little closer. “I smell like peaches?” The peach-scented shampoo and body mist had also been a gift from Carly. The head massage felt wonderful. And then, God help me, I moaned: “Ummm.”




“‘Ummm’ is right.” By now he’d started rubbing circles on my back. “I missed you, Bell.”




“You missed me?”




He laughed. “You’re repeating everything I say, except you make it a question.”




“I’m repeating…” So what? He was right, but I didn’t care. Hadn’t I told him I didn’t want to see him again? Why did I ever tell him that?




Wait. I knew why I’d said that. I could never have a real life with him.Shoot . I couldn’t let him just dance into my apartment like he was Gregory Hines and start molesting my hair. “Hold on, Jazz,” I said, trying to push him away.




He nestled his face into my neck. “I am holding on.”




“We need to deal with our scratches.”




He let me go, and I got over to my medicine cabinet like I was on fire. I kept my first aid supplies behind the bathroom mirror. I didn’t have a whole lot, but I needed to step away from that man. Goodness me, his touch had activated some warm and fuzzy feelings in me. In fact, I felt so fuzzy I could hardly pay attention to what I saw in front of me. I started furiously rooting around for the Neosporin and missing it, though I knew it was there. I thought taking a tough, efficient stance——like Nurse Ratched fromOne Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest ——was in order for both our sakes. “Now,” I said, practically snapping my heels together like a Nazi soldier, “let’s have a look at those scratches.”




He moved over to where I stood. Too close. He reached around me into the cabinet, grazing my arm with his. My body’s nerve endings wentShazam ! I hate it when that happens. He knew he’d affected me, too. He gave me a slow, sexy grin but quickly got back to the task at hand. “Let’s take care of you first,” he said. “You might have rabies.”




Rabies? “Thanks for the insight.” My sarcasm couldn’t mask a bit of irrational fear that he may be right even though I got him at a pet shop.No wonder he rinsed so much.




He gestured to my towel rack, where bath and face towels hung. “Are these clean?”




I nodded, imagining myself foaming at the mouth and Jazz having to shoot me, as if we’d gotten plunged intoTheir Eyes Were Watching God. Not romantic.




He turned on the faucet, washed his hands with my antibacterial hand soap, then wet a face towel and gently washed my arm. I winced. His eyes, full of sadness, regarded me. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”




“It’s okay. I’m just a big baby sometimes.”




“No, Bell. I’m not talking about when I touched your arm. I’m sorry I hurt you when I, you know, when I said I was unavailable and all that.”




“Jazzy…”




He took the ointment and administered more of his treatments to my battered arm. My pajamas were now officially ratty. Carly was going to stand on the roof and pound on her chest like King Kong when she saw them. I shook my head to clear the image and to clear Jazz’s words from my heart:I’m sorry I hurt you.




When he was done, I washed my hands and went to work on his face. The mystery woman sure had gotten a hunk of his DNA. I applied the ointment. It was his turn to wince. He grabbed my wrist. It startled me.




“Sorry. Did that h——” He pulled me to him, crushing me with his embrace. “I want you,” he whispered in my ear.




Uh-oh. I wasn’t ready for this.




In a pinch, intellectualizing is an effective diversion. “Uh,” I said into his chest, “by ‘want me,’ do you mean you’d like to hire me as a consultant again? Or do you mean you’d like to be my man?” I tried to wriggle away, to no avail. “You could also mean you’d like to rip my bodice like we were the cover models on the romance novel on my night table. So…I really need clarification here.”




But he grabbed my face and smothered any other questions I may have had with a definite pre-bodice-ripping kiss.




God, this ain’t right. Amos chewed me up, and now Jazz is trying to take off my chastity belt——and I don’t want him to stop.




I tried to buck up.Okay. I’m Bell Brown. I’m tough. I am a strong black woman. Surely I can endure one kiss without it becoming an R-rated movie.




But we were already at PG-13!




Okay, God; it’s me again, I’m kissing him back like I’m going to riphisbodice. Apparently, I don’t have any self-discipline. What’s this going to cost me?




Jazz had hurt me. Maybe he hadn’t meant to, but he had. We could do this, but in the end he was going to give me the sad story about him not believing in remarriage. I didn’t believe in letting myself be used. I didn’t care how battle-weary he was tonight.




I pushed him away again. “Stop it, Jazz. You’re all over me like T. D. Jakes on sinners. What’s gotten into you tonight? Every other time we’ve kissed, it’s been me who came on to you. Now you’re…Well, it’s like you’re not yourself.” I folded my arms. “Why are you even here?”




His voice had the same passion as his kiss. “I need to tell you something very important.”




“What?”




Again he wouldn’t look at me. “Bell, I did something wrong tonight.”




“Jazz, what’s going on?”




He ran his hand roughly through his brown curls. “Can we make it work? You and me? What I mean is, do you feel like you’re capable of doing something you never thought you’d do——something that would compromise what you believe in——if it meant we could be together?”




What was I supposed to say? I wanted to be with him, badly, but how could I ask him to compromise what he believed in? That’s not what love does. Not the First Corinthians kind. “Jazz, if we could have made it work, I think we would have. We were at an impasse that wasn’t fair to either of us.”




“So are you telling me that there’s no hope at all for us? Please don’t tell me that, Bell. That’s the last thing I want to hear tonight.”




I didn’t know what to say, so I just stood there with my mouth agape, trying to figure out if Rod Serling was going to walk into my kitchen and begin hisTwilight Zone monologue. I waited for Jazz to confess whatever it was that was deviling him. For a long time, neither of us moved. Finally, he broke the silence. “I was with Kate.”




“Excuse me?”




His jaw tightened, and his eyes seemed to plead with me for understanding. “I’ve been with Kate tonight.”




Without warning, my heart dropped to my bathroom floor. I backed against the toilet, which made my knees buckle. I ended up plopped down on the toilet seat. Thank goodness I kept the lid down. I’d have hated to fall into an open toilet bowl at a time like this.




So the bum had come to see me after he’d been with hisex-wife . And what did he mean by “been with” her? I couldn’t believe his nerve. “You were with…” My strange repeat-after-Jazz speech impediment had begun to irritate me——but so had he. I jumped up——how threatening can you look on a toilet?——and marched into the living room and to my front door with him trailing behind me. I unlocked all those stupid locks he insisted I have and pulled open my door. “Get out of my apartment.”




He placed his hand over mine. “Wait.”




“Are you touching me? We’ve got a no-touching policy, or have you forgotten? We’ve also got a no-seeing-each-other policy, if I recall. So leave. Now.”




He didn’t move his hand. “I was with her because of you.”




I snatched my hand away and slammed the door shut. I didn’t know what was up with him, but that was the last straw. “You’ve got about two seconds to explain, or I’m going to send you back to her with scratchesI gave you.”




“Can we just sit down? I can explain everything.”




“I don’t want your explanation. If you want to be with Kate, do that, but don’t come over here kissing on me when you’re done.”




Jazz gave me such an earnest, almost desperate look that I felt a little scared for him. “Please, Bell. I’m sorry. I can’t seem to get through this night without saying and doing all the wrong stuff. I need a little help here. Will you just talk to me for a minute?”




I stood there, staring at him. I loved him, and it was obvious that he was in trouble. If the tables were turned, he’d help me. “Do you want some coffee?”




His exhale was so dramatic that it looked like he’d been holding his breath. He smiled at me, chuckled a bit, and raised an eyebrow. “Got anything stronger?”




“I’ll put a cinnamon stick in it,” I quipped. “I can’t have alcohol in the house. I’m a pet owner now.”




He smiled at that. “You’d better check on him.”




I headed over to the coffee table and peered down at Amos. He was peacefully scratching at the cardboard walls of his box. I let him be and went into the kitchen. Jazz didn’t follow me.




In five minutes I had the coffee brewed. I hollered from the kitchen, “How do you want your coffee?”




“Black, strong, and kinda sweet——like I want my woman.”




Since he’d tried to lighten the mood, I followed suit. “I guess I’m not the woman you want, then, unless you want a little cream in this. You said I was the color of peanut butter.”




“With aspirations to be an ebony queen.”




“I am a queen——the Skippy Queen.”




He laughed. “Last time you were Jif.”




I walked back into the living room carrying a bamboo tray bearing a fresh rose and my two favorite handmade coffee mugs full of steaming Starbucks Holiday Blend. Jazz would recognize the artist who’d crafted the mugs. “Speaking of choosy moms…” I said, offering the tray.




As soon as he saw the mugs, he smiled. “My mom made those.”




“I never saw an Addie Lee piece I didn’t love.”




That is, except for the Marriage Wish necklace she’d made for Kate. Actually, I loved that piece, too, but in a nasty way that brought to mind commandment number ten,Thou shalt not covet. Not to mention number eight,Thou shalt not steal.




I handed him the red ocher mug with the yellow spirals and mud-cloth pattern at the bottom. I took the indigo one with the silver stars, my favorite. She’d crafted the indigo and luminous silver glaze in a way that made the colors otherworldly beautiful. It took my breath away almost as much as Jazz did. I was so preoccupied by him that when I handed him the mug, it slipped from my hand. The moment it touched the floor, it shattered. My hand flew to my heart. “Oh no! It was my favorite.” I wanted to cry.




Jazz jumped from his seat. “I’m sorry, Bell. This is my fault. You must be a nervous wreck with me acting so crazy.”




“That was a rare one, too.” I stomped my foot. “Man.”




He reached for my hand and clasped it in his, sending a wave of warmth through me. “I’ve got one of those,” he said. “You can have mine.”




“Are you touching me?”




He chuckled and withdrew his hand. “Don’t want to break any more rules.” He started picking up the big pieces of the mug. “I’ll clean up this mess. Why don’t you have a seat and chill for a minute?” He went into the kitchen for supplies to clean up my mess.




I plopped down, feeling dog-tired. Somehow the night had spiraled out of control almost as soon as I’d gotten home. “I’ve gotta get Amos’s cage put together,” I called to him.




He reappeared with a plastic grocery bag and a dish towel. He dropped the pieces into the bag and sopped up the coffee.




“Careful,” I teased. “We don’t need any more bloodshed tonight.”




“Amen to that,” he said. While he wiped up the last of the Starbucks, he threw this little gem out there: “I didn’t sleep with her.” He paused as if waiting for my reaction. But what was I supposed to say to that? It wasn’t my business. Much.




“Will you go somewhere with me?” he said. “There’s something I want to show you. And I still haven’t told you what I came here to say.”




Before I could answer, my cell phone rang in the bedroom. I sighed and thanked God for being saved by the bell, though I wished I could have been saved byBell. I made it to my bedroom and picked up the phone off the night table. “This is Amanda,” I said, using my standard phone greeting for friend or client.




“Bunny?” It was Carly. Her voice sounded like something was wrong.




It didn’t take much to make me panic when it came to my mother or sister. “Carly, what is it? Is it Ma? Did something——”




“Everybody is fine. Bell, is Jazz with you?”




Honestly. Did she have man radar when it came to me? “Nothing is going on.” We were still PG-13, for goodness’ sake.




Her voice got very strange. “Is he in the room with you? Can he hear me? Don’t say my name again.”




“I’m in mybedroom. ” I chose my words carefully, to appease her. “The answer is absolutely not, and won’t be, so don’t worry. Bye-ee!”




“Wait,” she said. “Listen to me, Bell. You’ve got to get out of there.”




Had everyone gone insane tonight? “What are you talking about?” I made sure I didn’t say her name.




“Are you dressed?”




“Of course I am. I said nothing was going on.” Well, Iwas dressed, albeit in shredded pajamas. They offered full coverage, even if they were from Victoria’s Secret.




“Bunny, please, just get out of there. Don’t let him follow you. And write down this address. I want you to meet me there.”




“What is going on?”




“Just take this address down. And don’t let him see it.”




Great, I have to play cloak-and-dagger now. Can this get any weirder?




She rattled off the address.




“Okay. I’ve got it. What is this place?”




“It’s Jazz’s loft downtown,” she said, her voice hushed. “I just got called to a crime scene there. His ex-wife, Kate…Bell, she’s been murdered.”















chapter two










KATE’S BEEN MURDERED.




I heard Carly say it, but it sounded as if she’d spoken some archaic form of English that I only vaguely recognized.




“What?” I said.




My body understood. My heart pounded so hard it made my pulse thump in my ears. I tried to unite body and mind to make sense of what I’d heard, but my mind refused to cooperate.Murdered …




“Bell…are you there?”




“Yes, I’m…” My voice sounded strange and hollow, even to me.




Carly said something. I couldn’t focus. I felt like the ground was shifting beneath me. I needed to root myself on to something solid and immovable, but everything seemed shaky.




Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.




“Talk to me, Bell.”




“I’m coming.”




“Comenow . Try to keep him there if you can, and don’t let him know you know anything.”




Ididn’t know anything. I tried to focus on the facts——the few I had.Who? Kate.What? Dead.When? It had to be sometime between face scratching and Jazz showing up at my door with his gun drawn.




His gun drawn…




Had he shot her? The beginnings of a headache throbbed at my temples, commanding my attention and forcing my eyes shut.




Where?Jazz’s loft.Why?




His voice pounded in my head.Do you feel like you’re capable of doing something you never thought you’d do…if it meant we could be together?




Impossible. I couldn’t believe he’d kill her for us to be together any more than I could make a bowl of alphabet soup into the great American novel.




Carly’s instructions,Get out of there, bit into me with the frigid precision of a Michigan winter. “Okay,” I whispered into my cell phone.




“Bell!”




“Okay.” I folded it closed, cutting off the call.




I sank down onto the bed, wondering how I’d get out of thereand keep him in my place.




“Bell?”




Jazz stood at my bedroom door, his lean body suddenly menacing. He’d pressed his shoulder against the doorjamb. He gave me a quizzical look. “Is everything okay?”




That man could read me like a John Grisham paperback——not that I wasn’t obvious at the moment. I scanned his face. His expression looked more genuine than sinister. I squeezed my eyes shut.Sure, everything is great, except for the dead woman in your loft.




“What’s wrong, Bell?”




“I have to go out.”




“Now?”




When I didn’t say anything, he moved to take charge. “I’ll take you.”




“No!” I tried to calm my voice. “I just have to…make a quick run.”




“But I need to talk to you.”




“I’ll be back, Jazz.” What choice did I have? It was my apartment. “Uh…just hang out. Will you put Amos’s cage together for me?”




He did not look enthusiastic.




“I need to get some tampons.”




He stared at me like I’d said I needed a leopard-skin body stocking. “Is it that time of month? Do you have to leave rightnow ?”




What kind of man…?A mere mention of a feminine hygiene product should have sent one of his species scuttling to the other side of the room. Since the dreaded “girl stuff” card hadn’t worked, I’d have to go hysterical, which I was on the verge of anyway. “It’snot that time of month,” I screeched. “But I am a thirty-five-year-old womanwith endometriosis .”




Now make it about him.




“Do you know anything about endometriosis?”




He opened his mouth but didn’t answer, just stood at the door looking dumbstruck.




“That’s what I thought!”




And then the big finish, with my eyes narrowed to slits and my voice a deep rumble. Very Joan Crawford. “You cannot underestimate my need for supplies.” I stomped my foot, hard. “Ever!” I hoped I sounded like Joan when she said, “No. More.Wire hangers !” in the movieMommie Dearest.




I rushed into the living room to snatch my black wool duster out of the closet. I pulled it on over my partially mangled pajamas. I grabbed the first pair of shoes I could get my hands on——ornate gold, jewel-encrusted, high-heeled pumps that went with absolutely nothing I owned but were really cute and only twenty-five dollars. I slid my bare feet into them, Carly’s voice sayingGet out of there driving me into a full-blown hissy fit.




With caution, he broached the question: “Is that what you’re wearing?”




“Is this what I’m wearing?” Again my voice crested with more drama than I’d intended. “Are you my mother now? She’s the only person who would ask me that. And my secretary, Maggie.” I thought about it. “And Carly.” The mere thought of those three, and the possibility of Jazz being a murderer, bolstered my hysteria. My hands shook.




He took a big risk in stepping a little closer to me. “It’s just that…”




“It’s just thatwhat ?”




“You look…” I could see him searching for the right word, treading carefully. “Upset, Bell.”




“Of course I’m upset! I need tampons, and you’re opposing me!”




He put his hands up as if he all of a sudden felt like praising the Lord. “Okay. I’ll put the cage together, and you go handle your business. I’ll walk you to your car.”




“No! You don’t have time to go strolling around like you’re God’s troubadour. I need that cage put together. Don’t you see he’s badly in need of a home? What kind of mom do you think I am, leaving poor Amos in a cardboard box after all he’s been through tonight?”




And speaking of Amos…




“Uh. I’m taking him with me.” I whisked over to the coffee table and swooped up Amos’s box. I couldn’t leave him with a man who might be a dangerous felon.




“Bell, are you sure——”




“Do. Not. Get in myway. ” My eyebrows nearly touched the ceiling.




He took a step away from me. “Fine. I’m out of your way.”




I exhaled. The air I forced out of my lungs almost hurt coming out. I was sure Jazz could see me trembling. My heart began an Irish clog dance. I tripped twice going over to the door in my fabulous shoes, while Amos flopped around in the box. I finally grabbed the doorknob in hopes of steadying myself, but Jazz’s arms caught my waist and pulled me up and against him. He turned me to face him, stroking my hair. “Maybe you should change shoes. You know how you and high heels are.”




Our eyes locked. A knot twisted in my throat. “Jazzy?” Tears sprang to my eyes.




His eyes filled with concern. “What is it, baby?”




I whispered, “Baby, what did you do wrong?”




He didn’t avoid my eyes this time. He smiled a bit. Brushed a stray tear off my cheek and gave me a squeeze. “We can talk about everything when you get back. Don’t worry, okay?” He pulled away and narrowed one eye. Chuckled. “I’m a little scared of you right now.”




I couldn’t return his silly grin. “I’m scared, too.”




He kissed my forehead, then my lips. “It’s not that bad. What I did was more stupid than anything. I——I just wanted us to be together.” He squeezed my shoulders. “Go get your——you know, stuff. I’ll be here when you get back.”




I nodded again and rushed out the door.




 




I don’t know how the Love Bug got me to the address I’d discreetly tucked into the breast pocket of my pajamas. It was all I could do to steer, my iPod blasting U2 to blunt my thinking. It briefly occurred to me that a sunshine yellow VW Beetle sure was a happy-looking car to drive to a crime scene in. I’d have to rethink my vehicle choice——or at least color——if I were to continue sleuthing.




I tried to focus on Bono’s scratchy tenor wailing “All Because of You.” I replayed it over and over as Interstate 94 flew past me. I may have made it to the heart of downtown with my body in one piece, but my mind resembled an unassembled jigsaw puzzle.




Gonna need a little help here, Lord.




I gazed up at the impressive redbrick building. Back in the early 1900s it was a pharmaceutical company’s warehouse. The space had been converted into lofts years ago, and now the high-end property right on the Detroit River was home to the city’s most prominent shakers and movers——very cosmopolitan. How Jazz could afford it, even on a lieutenant’s salary, was beyond me. I got a little mad that he’d never brought me here.




The requisite crime-scene gawkers ambled about, even in the cold, and uniforms kept them at a distance. The CSIs had arrived, but they hadn’t gone inside. I saw Carly’s Escalade parked on the street. I spotted her standing outside in the cold. I picked up Amos’s box, got out of the Love Bug, and rushed over to her, surprised by the relief I felt just seeing her.




“Bunny.” She gathered me into a hug. “I have never been so happy to see——”Screeeeeech, went the brakes on her affection. She thrust me away from her, holding me by the shoulders. “Are you inpajamas ?” The word “pajamas” soared eight octaves higher, rivaling Minnie Riperton’s famous refrain from “Loving You.”




“You said leavenow .”




“You told me you were dressed.”




“As opposed to being naked.”




“And what is up with those shoes?”




“You don’t like them? I got them on sale at Ma’s boutique. She let me have them wholesale for twenty-five bucks.”




“Bell, we’re at a crime scene.”




“Last time I wore stilettos and a red silk halter dress.”




“You have a point.” She thought for a moment. “Actually, I’ve got a sexy little bustier and gold shorts that would——”




I did not want to hear about gold shorts on a forty-year-old woman, even one as striking as Carly. “Can we just get down to business?”




“Okay, but I will get back to you on the pajamas and shoes.”




I had no doubt that she would. She jerked her head toward Amos’s temporary home. “Is something moving in there?”




I tried to ignore her.




“Bell?”




Continued to ignore her.




“Bell!”




I gingerly opened the box. I didn’t even look, but I heard the familiar hiss, followed by Carly’s scream. “What in theworld ?” She tried to knock him out of my hand.




I snatched him away. “What are you doing? He’s my baby!”




Carly stared at me openmouthed, like I was more shocking than Jazz possibly murdering his wife. “Whatis that thing?”




“A sugar glider.”




She shook her head. “I don’t understand you, Bell.”




“I can tell you all about myself later, but I’m sure you asked me here for a reason.”




“Ihad a plan, and then you show up dressed like Hugh Hefner, with a squirrel in tow.”




“Sugar glider.”




I’d challenged her with my unorthodox apparel and furry companion, but try dissuading Carly Brown when she has a plan. She snapped back into efficiency. “You’re going to have to go along with what I say, no matter how you’re dressed.” She glared at me, looking frighteningly like our mother. “And put that thing away.”




“I can’t leave my baby in the car.”




“Why didn’t you leave him at home?”




“With someone who might be dangerous?” I clutched Amos’s box to my chest.




“Thatthing looks dangerous, Bell.”




And speaking of dangerous…“Carly, what happened here?”




Her brow furrowed. “What do you think? It looks like he snapped or something. I was scared to death that he could be with you, which he was. I thought you said you stopped seeing him.”




“I did. Look, we’ll talk about my social life later. What happened?”




“Did he act unusual tonight?”




I nodded.




Her hand flew to her mouth as if to stop whatever would come out. She practically threw herself on me and snatched Amos and me into a suffocating embrace. I let her hold us until Souldier, Jazz’s colleague and best friend, interrupted our sisterly hug by rubbing my shoulder. I eased out of Carly’s arms.




The handsome, dreadlocked CSI supervisor looked shaken; his cocoa brown skin actually looked pale. “Sorry we had to get you”——he regarded my pajamas——“out of bed.”




“I wasn’t in bed with Jazz.”




His gaze darted to the ground and assured me I’d given him too much information. “Uh…nice shoes.”




That worked for me. I wouldn’t have to regale him with more unnecessary disclosures about my nonexistent sex life. Besides, it’s always good to have a man’s opinion about shoes. “Thanks.”




He scratched the top of his head. “Did Jazz say anything to you——”




About murdering Kate? Nope!




“Nothing specific, Souldier. He just said…”




I did something wrong.




A bolt of fear shot through me. I clamped my mouth shut. After a moment I could offer: “He said…something about being with Kate.” My gut twisted. “Have you gone inside yet?”




“Nobody can do anything until the medical examiner takes a look. Carly and I just got here. We took our time, waiting for you.”




Carly took my hand. “Come on. You’re going in with me. When we get inside, walk with your hands behind your back, and don’t touch a thing.” She took a deep breath, steeling herself for a task that had become much more personal than a routine death investigation. “Bell, don’t throw up or in any way compromise the scene. This isn’t like last time. The lead detective hasn’t invited you in.” She gave me another disgusted look. “Pajamas! And thoseshoes. ” She sighed. “Pray that we get away with this.”




I said a silent prayer indeed.




I followed Carly to the building’s glass double doors, guarded by a bored-looking uniformed officer.




“Dr. Brown,” the uniform said to Carly. “She can’t——”




“She’s with me.”




The officer took one look at my attire. “But——”




“But what, Officer? We need to get inside.”




He nodded and let Carly and me brush past him.




We walked into a narrow corridor that led to the stairs. My hands stayed behind my back——awkward, since I held a box full of sugar glider. The corridor had a stale smell. I favored it, however, to the blessedly absent odor of the not-so-freshly deceased that had permeated the air at the previous crime scene I’d been to.




I climbed the black metal stairs on shaky legs, dreading what I’d find in that fabulous loft, with every precarious step I took. When we arrived upstairs, I could see the door to Jazz’s loft already open. I noted that it hadn’t been forced open. A few uniforms huddled by the door.




Carly nudged me. “Stay behind me.”




I followed her lead. Carly walked right up to the men and lifted her chin, and with a single look, they parted like the Red Sea. What a goddess.




But enough about her.




Take in everything, Bell.




I studied the room. Timber ceilings and cathedral windows with a spectacular view. Wide, open space, exposed brick walls graced with his mother’s paintings. Shining wood floors you could eat off of. A gourmet kitchen with stainless-steel appliances. A forgotten takeout package from Luckey Chinese sat on the countertop. The bag was still stapled shut with the bill attached. I’ve eaten many Chinese takeout meals with Jazz. Judging from the size of the bag, he’d ordered for one tonight.




His cold food was just about the warmest thing in the room. The place had the sterile air of a property that hadn’t been lived in yet. He had very little furniture. A big-screen projection television held court in the nearly empty living area. A black leather couch——that looked like an IKEA special——sat at comfortable viewing distance. Beneath it was an area rug as funky and colorful as the ties he wore.




Jazz apparently had mastered minimalism in his approach to home decorating. I knew exactly what he needed to make the place homey: me. Of course, the lack of a corpse would do wonders as well.




Carly stopped at two wet spots pooled just inside the door. Broken pieces of pottery caught my eye.Aw, man!




It must not have been a good night for Addie Lee’s Starry Night mugs. So much for getting Jazz’s. I briefly——and selfishly——wondered if he had two of them.




They’re rare, clown girl! Besides, this is no time to ponder adding to my Addie Lee art collection.




Carly crouched down to examine the wet spots. Sniffed. Wrinkled her nose. “One is urine.” A broken red fingernail lay beside it. She stood up again. “The other has no odor. It’s probably water.” Carefully, she walked out of the living area, toward a full-size bed perched in a corner by one of windows.His bed.




I followed her, hands and Amos behind me. Jazz’s bed had a cast-iron headboard wrought into several hundred candleholders that he’d filled with white candles. Okay, maybe it wasn’t that many, but they looked so beautiful, lit up as if in a sanctuary. A lovely patchwork quilt, made of a rich jewel-toned shimmery fabric, lay folded at the foot of the bed——no doubt another gift from Jazz’s mother for me to covet. God have mercy on me, the things I could picture doing in that bed, if it weren’t for the dead woman sprawled in the center of the mattress, looking frail and pitiful beneath the white satin sheet, which covered her partially clad body from the waist down.




I followed Carly over to the bed, my steps heavy, as if I had worn steel-toed work boots instead of my gold sparkly shoes. The former Mrs. Brown was not quite resting in peace, her body an odd pale blue except for her bloodred face. My heart plunged to my shoes.




Carly snapped a vinyl glove on her hand and pulled the sheet back, exposing the body. Kate had been posed in a most unflattering, sexually suggestive way.




A primal scream sounded in my head. My legs threatened to fold beneath me, and I stumbled into Carly. She turned swiftly and caught me, forcing me upright. Her half nod, a brisk downward thrust of her chin, gave me a little courage.




I muttered to her, “Excuse me, Dr. Brown.” I tried to regain some semblance of composure and took a deep breath before I looked again.




Kate wore only a man’s white button-down shirt. What must have been her clothing——a little black dress that I could have fit into when I was five——frilly black panties, a demi-bra, a garter, and thigh-high panty hose lay neatly folded on the floor by the bed, her black stilettos upright beside them.




Death pallor aside, Kate Townsend had to be one of the prettiest women I’d ever seen. When Jazz and I first met, he told me that I reminded him of a story about a monk and an actress. He was the monk, Nonnus, and I was his Pelagia, the woman who inspired him at first sight. Or so he said. After seeing Kate, I had my doubts. She had the kind of beauty that could awaken a man; I didn’t. She and Jazz must have made a lovely pair.




I hate to admit how much that disturbed me.




She had fair skin, like Jazz, but a bit more tawny, and the same exotic biracial good looks. She couldn’t have been over thirty years old. Her brown hair had been coiffed to perfection in a sweeping updo. White rhinestones dotted her crimson nails——nails now broken, as evidenced by the one on the floor near the urine. Some had been torn off completely——defensive wounds.




She didn’t go easy. Good for you, Kate.




She was wearing false eyelashes, which gave her a dramatic Audrey Hepburn inBreakfast at Tiffany’s look. A stunner. She’d obviously made a big production of how she looked tonight, the poor doll. Now her striking hazel eyes looked dramatic because they were bulging in wide-eyed terror. Mouth open, tongue protruding over her bloodred lipstick, competing with the unnatural ruddiness of her face.




Carly bent over the body. She manipulated the woman’s open mouth, then prodded and turned her head. “She’s still warm——no rigor yet. I don’t think she’s been dead over a few hours, if it’s been that long.” Carly shook her head, a look of disgust shadowing her face. I wondered if she’d been thinking he’d come to me right after.




A wave of nausea washed over me.




She pointed to Kate’s neck, circled with angry red abrasions and contusions. She spoke directly to me: “You can see the external damage to the structure of her neck. I have no doubt that it’s worse internally.” She pointed to a thumbprint-size impression on the side of Kate’s larynx. “These impressions are from his fingers.”




“Whose fingers, Dr. Brown?” I asked.




It was a breech on my part, one she didn’t respond favorably to. She shot me a hard look. “Her murderer’s.”




“Assuming the person is a he.”




She ignored me, speaking in terse ME-speak. “The wounds are consistent with hand strangulation.”




Strangling someone to death is not like shooting them——bam, bam, you’re dead. It takes about four minutes for a person to die from strangulation. Foureternal minutes. I couldn’t imagine Jazz being that angry or cruel.




Carly asked me, like the curious innocent she wasn’t, “What kind of killer would do this, Doctor?”




Not my Jazz.I didn’t respond.




She turned her attention back to the body. “The bruises indicate alot ”——the word emphasized for my sake——“of unnecessary force.” She pointed to Kate’s eyes. “She’s got the telltale petechial hemorrhaging consistent with strangulation.”




An image of Jazz’s hands flashed before me. I blinked it away.




Just breathe, Bell. Think.




I tried to act like a pro——as if the man I loved weren’t the one who could have done this. “Carly, the urine on the floor by the door? Is that from the victim?”




“The crime lab will be able to tell us later, but it’s common for a victim’s bladder to void during this kind of violent act.”




“Could she have been murdered over by the door, then moved to the bed?”




“She shows signs of lividity, although it’s not fixed, which means she’s probably been in this position for the short time she’s been dead. Whether she died in this bed or not, I can’t say.”




A burly, balding, brown-haired man entered the apartment, ambled over to us, and stood by my side. His pasty white skin provided a sharp contrast to his curly dark hair. The poor soul needed vitamins or some sun. He had all the appeal and energy of a crumpled paper bag. He rocked back on his heels and regarded me curiously. Then he nodded and thrust out his hand, attached to an arm that looked like a pale ham hock. “Detective Bobby Maguire,” he said, sounding as bored and irritated as a teenager. “And you are?” His bushy eyebrows curved up like twin question marks.




I shifted Amos’s box to my left hand and offered my right. He shook it harder than was necessary.




Carly spoke up. “This is Dr…. uh, Dr. Amanda…”




“I’m a forensic psychologist,” I said, as if that would give me permission to be there.




Carly chimed in, “She’s worked another case with me. I wanted her to see this.”




He shot an incredulous look at me, pajama girl. “What’s your name again?”




“Dr. Amanda…” Saying Brown, when that was both Carly and Jazz’s last name, seemed a bit like overkill. No pun intended.




“Dr. Amanda what?”




I gave him a tight, professional smile. “Dr. Amanda is fine, Detective.”




He returned it with his own fake grin. “I didn’t realize the medical examiner’s office sent out forensic psychologists on death investigations.”




Carly, still busying herself with the body, spoke with arresting authority: “I said she’s withme. ” She grinned at him to charm the sting away. “I didn’t say she was from our office.”




He shrugged. “I see. Interesting outfit for a death investigator.”




“Hey!” I said. I had absolutely nothing to put behind that. While my mind whirred, searching for data to fill in the blanks, my favorite sleuth came to mind with a lightbulb-over-the-headbing . “Have you ever watchedColumbo on television, Detective Maguire?”




Maguire had to be at least fifty, just the right age to remember the popular show well. He nodded.




“He had his own special uniform.” I raised my arms with a flourish, drawing attention to both Amos’s box and my clothing. “Pajamas and sparkly shoes are my version of Columbo’s trench coat.”




I put my hands on my hips, firmly gripping the handle on Amos’s box while the poor thing flopped around inside. “Maybe this is what makes me comfortable so I can give my brilliant assessments. Maybe it helps me to ask important questions that will help you catch the nutjob who did this. Questions like: Why is she in the bed instead of over there by the door, where the urine is?”




I got a blistering stare from him, but after a moment his gaze softened in what must have been recognition. “Are you two related? You look like you could be sisters.”




“Sir,” I said, my hands still on my hips, but resisting the urge to rock my neck sistah-girl fashion. I moved closer to him in what I hoped he’d find an intimidating half step. “Are you suggesting that all black women look alike?”




Detective Bobby Maguire showed no sign of being put off by my question. He pointed a stubby finger at Amos’s temporary dwelling. “What’s in the box you’ve got there?”




I thought it best not to do the whole sugar-glider routine. “Detective Maguire, I’m sure you want me out of your way so you can work. If you’ll excuse me, I really have to concentrate.”




He smirked. “Don’t let me interrupt, Dr. Amanda. I’m just the lead detective here.”




I turned back to Carly. “Why would she be in the bed if she was killed near the door?”




Carly looked away, but Maguire didn’t. “You don’t know for certain she got killed near the door,” the detective answered.




“Right.” I looked back at him. “She just peed on the floor because she wasn’t wearing her Depends.”




“You don’t know if it’s her urine, and even if she did get killed by the door, it’s not so hard to believe he could have moved her.”




Bobby Maguire annoyed me. “Why would he put her in his bed?” I asked.




“Maybe he was sending some sort of message.”




“What kind of message? It wasn’ther he wanted in his bed.”




“How do you know that? Do you know Lieutenant Brown?”




I panicked and raised my voice. “I know him.”




“Do you?” Maguire asked. The question reeked with innuendo.




“She was his ex,” I said, wanting to kick myself for making it crystal clear that not only did I know Jazz, I knew him well. But I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “‘Ex’ means it’s over.”




“Not always.”




“Why pose her like that?”




The detective sighed. “Maybe he wanted her to look sexy.”




He knew good and well the message had nothing to do with Kate Townsend being sexy.




“Do you find anything about that pose sexy, Detective?”




Carly nudged me, clearly peeved. “I think you made your point, Be——Doctor.”




“That pose,” I said, ignoring my sister’s prodding, “is humiliating. It’s a message, all right, and not the kind made by a person in the heat of a crime of passion.”




Maguire didn’t bother to mask his diminishing patience with me. “What do you mean, Dr. Amanda?”




I walked back over to the door with him following. Carly stayed by the bed. I said, “Let’s say,hypothetically, Jazz did strangle Kate. How would things have progressed?”




Maguire said nothing.




“We’ll assume Kate came here for…something.” And I assumed it wasn’t to be strangled to death. As a matter of fact, I knew what she had come for. The thought made my breath try to heave out of my lungs again, while my knees decided to get to know each other better. She had wanted what I wanted: Jazz. And in a way that was so personal, so intimate. It stripped my very soul to think that she had once had what I wanted.




It took every bit of professionalism, biofeedback training, minor acting skill from one high school play, and a quick, silent prayer for mercy to hold my body in check. I couldn’t let Maguire and Carly see me fall apart. And maybe I needed to hold myself together for Kate.




Who was I kidding? I needed to be strong and see this through for Bell. What in the world had I gotten myself involved with? Or rather, whom?




Heaven help me!




“They argued. He wanted her to leave, which brought them here by the door. Maybe she didn’t want to leave. It got physical,” I went on.




Maguire chimed in, “Maybe she’s the one who wanted to leave, and he tried to stop her with the little choke hold cops know all about.” He shrugged.




I didn’t like his take and kept rolling with my own not exactly stellar spin. “Maybe in the struggle, he grabbed her by the neck and started choking her.” I held my hands out, shaking them as if strangling someone, but I could hardly stand it. I couldn’t picture Jazz doing it. Notmy Jazz. “The action took place right here.” I took a deep breath. “She was dying. Her bladder emptied involuntarily.”




I stopped. Shut my eyes against the image assaulting my mind. I saw Jazz’s hands——the same hands that had delicately caressed my face this very night. Hands that had outlined my lips after I kissed him.




“No,” I said aloud without intending to. He couldn’t have. The thought of him doing the kind of violence evident at this scene drained me of energy. “Kate slumped to the floor.” I became less aware of everything and everyone around me, except Maguire studying me as if he suspected me as the prime suspect. But the scene compelled me.




Dear God, what happened here?




My pulse drummed in my head, and my knees began to tremble. “She was dead,” I said.




Bobby scratched his head, looking more bored than confused. “He’d drag her over to the bed.”




“Are there drag marks on her heels?”




Carly cradled one of Kate’s heels in her hand. “No.”




“Then he picked her up and took her to the bed,” Maguire said.




I was buffeted by an image——tender and golden——of Jazz sweeping me off my feet and into his arms on the night I met him. I could see him picking her up, just as he’d done to me.




“Why put her in his bed? There’s no good reason for it,” I said.




Maguire quipped, “So she can rest in peace.” The two uniforms who had previously guarded the door snickered.




“Something else doesn’t make sense,” I added.




“What’s that, girl Columbo in shiny shoes?”




“Why would he cover her from the waist down with the sheet if he posed her like that? I mean, I’ve known of murderers who have closed their victims’ eyes or turned their heads. It’s an effort to relieve the guilt. They don’t want the victim’s stare to accuse them. But that pose…it begs for attention.”




“Maybe he posed her ’cause he’s a slime bag——make that amurdering slime bag, Dr. Amanda. Your theories are interesting and all, but you’re a shrink, not a homicide detective. It looks pretty clear-cut to me. Maybe they gave each other a little sumthin’-sumthin’ now and then. It ain’t unusual between exes. Things got crazy. He killed her, panicked, and left.”




I looked at him with what I hoped were a whole basketful of cocker-spaniel puppy eyes. To no avail. “Detective Maguire, I just want to help you figure this out.”




“You don’t work for me. And I don’t need you.”




“Why would a veteran homicide detective leave a body right in his bed? He’d have more than enough knowledge of how to hide his crime.”




“Like I said, he panicked.”




“Or someone else killed her and wanted it to look like Lieutenant Brown did it. Maybe your perp was the person who called the police.”




“Not possible.”




“Why not?”




“Kate Townsend called.”




I tried to wrap my brain around that. Dead women don’t call 911. Maguire didn’t offer any sympathy for my obvious confusion, so I had to ask, “How could the victim call?”




“I don’t know. Maybe he beat her up first, left, then came back to finish her off before we got here. Maybe he was still here when she called.”




“How long did it take your uniforms to get here?”




“Apparently, it tooktoo long. Look, lady——”




“Doctor.”




“Doctor.” He frowned. “I don’t know about your success rate as a profiler, but I’ve been a homicide detective for fifteen years. To me, it looks like the lieutenant snapped and murdered his ex. Now, if Dr. Brown is done with the body, I’d like to get my crime scene processed.”




Carly grabbed my arm. “Thanks for your insight, Dr. Amanda.” She focused her attention on Maguire. “Do you have any more questions for me, Bobby?”




“Nah. I’ll see ya down at the morgue.”




Carly yanked me away and marched me out of the loft. When we were outside and some distance from the detectives and CSIs now starting their work, she loosened her grip on my arm and let me have it. “That was a bit much, Bell.”




“It doesn’t look right, Carly.”




“No, itdoesn’t look right, because there’s a dead woman in there. You made some good points, but that doesn’t mean Jazz didn’t do it.”




“He wouldn’t have left her that way.”




She rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding me? You don’t knowwhat he would have done.”




“Jazz is a gentleman. He opens the door for me. Walks me to my car. He puts his hand on my back to guide me. Carly, he stands up when I come to the table. Every single time.”




“You’re still in love with him, Bell.”




“Think about it, sis. Every scene leaves clues, both physical and behavioral. Bobby Maguire, you…You both read physical clues.”
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