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The Lord’s Prayer

Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil:

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever.

Amen.

Matthew 6:9-13 KJV






Chapter

One



I HAD EVERY REASON to be peeved, and I told Carly so.

“Why didn’t you just get me a T-shirt that says: ‘I turned thirty-five today, and all I got was the chance to poke around at a crime scene’?”

“ ‘And this lousy T-shirt.’ Don’t forget that part,” Carly added with a grin.

“And I’ll bet that lousy T-shirt would be small enough to fit a toddler.”

“It’s okay. I’d have given you a Wonderbra to go with it. Happy birthday, sis!”

Honestly, she’s just like our mother.

Carly, unlike our mother, is a medical examiner and happened to be on call that night. I knew I shouldn’t have gone out to dinner with her, but frankly, I didn’t have anything more compelling to do than watch a boxed set of the newly released season of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation—my birthday present to myself. Carly had offered to buy me a Cajun dinner at Fishbones instead. She’d already purchased a saucy little dress and matching shoes for me from one of the high-end boutiques she can afford but I can’t. Still, I would rather have watched Crime Scene Investigation on TV than be involved in one.

I shot her the evil eye.

Carly had insisted she take me out because, being Carly, she couldn’t imagine my choice of how to spend my birthday evening. “C’mon, Bell. You can’t spend your thirty-fifth birthday holed up in your apartment watching television.”

“It’s not television. It’s a DVD,” I told her, but she was talking right over me—as usual.

“And how can a psychologist be depressed? What’s up with that?” To her, the idea of a depressed psychologist bordered on heresy.

“Why can’t I be depressed?” I paused to give her my best sassy glare. “Don’t medical examiners die? What’s up with that?”

She sighed and said, “DVD or not, CSI is a TV show.” She poked her lips out in the mock outrage I’d seen her play many times before. “And pathologists do not die.”

I looked at her.

“They expire,” she said, followed by a wicked grin. I smiled in spite of myself.

“Then I’m not really depressed. I’m having an episode.” I’d spoken the gospel truth about that. Even if I had been mowed down by a full-blown clinical depression, there would be good reasons for it. I’d never married. I’d just turned thirty-five. I was halfway to seventy! And I had a raging case of endometriosis, which, according to my doctor, meant I shouldn’t wait a whole lot longer before trying to make a baby. Only problem was—I lacked a man. I had no significant other, husband, boyfriend, main squeeze, or any other variation of that theme. No knight in shining armor had appeared, magnanimously holding a test tube full of his little soldiers, mine for the taking.

We continued the argument all the way from Greek Town, stopping only when we pulled up in front of the house surrounded by bolts of yellow crime-scene tape.

Carly stopped her black Escalade next to two police cruisers, their light bars splashing colors against the house and trees. Groups of people—some still in their nightclothes—huddled on the sidewalk. The yellow crime-scene tape halted any lookyloos from getting too curious or too close for their own good. I glanced out the passenger window at the house. It looked awfully familiar. Number 2345—a small white house nestled in a ghetto upgrade neighborhood. Nothing about the nondescript ranch stood out. So why did a nagging uneasiness tug at me the moment I set eyes on it?

Number 2345—the one that sits a little farther back than the others.

I vaguely recalled, at some time or another, actually writing down directions to this very house. I’ve been here before.

A blue unmarked Crown Victoria pulled up beside us.

Carly thrust her gearshift into park and turned off the ignition. She fluffed her long black hair and wagged her eyebrows at me. “Honey, God is smiling on you. A yummy birthday treat has just arrived.” With no other explanation, she jumped out of the SUV. About three seconds later, I understood why.

He was stunning. Tall, but not too tall, and lightly tanned. He sported the classic boys-in-the-hood do—impeccably groomed brown curls, a little high on the top, with a fade on the sides—and he wore it well.

This white guy has been hanging around the brothers.

Wait.

I took another lingering look.

Is this white guy a brother? Or isn’t he?

He possessed the kind of exotic good looks that appeared to be an ambiguous blend of races—at least black, white, and Latino. He must have pulled all the fine out of that multicultural gene pool. Mr. United Nations had on a gray lightweight wool suit, tailored to perfection. His white button-down shirt had been starched to military attention. His artsy tie, knotted charmingly askew at his neck, looked like an expressionist painting. I sensed a little wildness there, and it looked good and natural on him—like wildness looks good on mountains and waterfalls.

He walked up to Carly with a hand extended. She ignored it and managed to entice him into a hug.

“Carly Brown,” he said, nearly humming her name with a voice as smooth and rich as a cup of Godiva hot chocolate. When he released her, I stole another look at his face.

He smiled, and one word came to mind: Wow. But this wasn’t the time to be ogling some blue suit, even if he was in plainclothes. Dead folks were in the house, for goodness’ sake, and CSI stuff needed to be done. Shoot. I wanted to see Gil Grissom or that fine Warrick Brown—or at least a reasonable facsimile. Then again, this plainclothes cop would do just fine as the on-site hottie.

“How are you, Jazzy?” Carly asked after she squeezed him. Knowing her, she had also given him a strategic but subtle brush.

He grinned at her. Laughed even. “How’s the most gorgeous medical examiner in the county?”

“County?” she complained, with mock hurt in her eyes. She batted her lashes as though she might be going blind. “Last time you said state.”

“Aw, sistah, my bad,” he said.

I stole another look at him.

He’s black and a hood rat at that.

He continued oozing charm in Carly’s general direction. “You already know you’re the most gorgeous medical examiner in the United States.”

“And Canada.”

I groaned. Great birthday. I get to sit in an SUV on an unseasonably hot September night—at a crime scene—listening to Carly flirt. I spent my adolescence doing that—minus the dead bodies, thank goodness.

Could it get any worse?

I shouldn’t have wondered. If I’ve learned anything in thirty-five years, it’s that one should never pose the question, Could it get any worse? As it happens, one’s situation can almost always get worse, and mine promptly proceeded to do so.

“Get out the truck, birthday girl,” my sister said, “and let me introduce you to Jazzy.”

Wonderful. Another opportunity to be negatively compared to my beautiful, intelligent sister. I stepped out of the SUV. Jazzy appraised me from head to toe with one quick, sweeping glance. Okay, handsome. Go ahead—I dare you to ask me how old I am.

“Birthday girl,” he said, “how old are you?”

I started to answer like my great-grandmother and namesake would. I could picture Mama Amanda Bell Brown rolling her shoulders back, standing erect, and cutting her eyes at him. Then her stern retort, “Old enough to eat corn bread without getting choked.” I would have said it just like Ma Brown, but the guy smiled at me, and darn it if my heart didn’t start to flutter. I lost the nerve to be so sassy. “Classified information,” I muttered with a fake smile to return his generous one.

“She’s thirty-five,” Carly said.

I mentally plotted my sister’s destruction.

“Happy birthday,” he said.

Honestly, he could have been a toothpaste model. I felt disoriented just looking at him.

“Nice dress.”

Nice dress? He had that right. Thank you kindly, big sis. The brassy red number defied my own personality. I would never have ventured to buy it—not even for my birthday, not even if I could afford it. The soft, crimson silk turned more heads than a chiropractor. I’d have to do some business with God about the plunging halter neckline. The A-line skirt made my legs in the red stiletto sandals look—quite frankly—devastating. I finished the look with a shawl embroidered with African-inspired designs. It alone tempered the heat my hookup sent out into the atmosphere.

Mr. Colgate Smile stood there looking a little stunned, trying to stop checking out my rarely seen gams. I said a quick prayer that it wasn’t lust, but merely a strong appreciation for the beauty of God’s creation the man was enjoying. As birthday fun goes, his thinly veiled delight in my appearance had become the highlight of my now-dismal night. When I put on that dress, I’d had no idea I’d meet someone who looked like a fashion model. But since it happened to be my big day, and since I’d already been upstaged by the dearly departed, I’d ask Jesus to forgive me for enjoying the whole thing. Heck, I wasn’t getting any younger. Compliments like the ones in his eyes don’t come down the pike too much anymore, and I let myself enjoy the moment.

Finally, he found his manners and said, “Another lovely Brown woman, whose name is…” He held out his hand to shake mine. Unlike Carly, I had sense enough to actually shake the man’s hand instead of sexually assaulting him.

“Dr. Amanda Brown,” I said, using my cool, professional psychologist voice. I reserve my nickname for my closest family and friends.

“Everyone who loves her calls her Bell,” my sister chimed in.

“Nice to meet you, Bell.”

No Doctor, no Miss Brown. Went straight to Bell like he was entitled.

“I’m Jazz Brown.” He flashed me that megawatt grin. “No relation.”

“Like we wouldn’t have noticed you at family reunions,” Carly said.

“On the bright side,” he said, nearly charming the two-hundred-dollar strappy sandals off my feet, “if I were to marry one of you, you wouldn’t have to change your name.”

“I’ll be darned if I’m not already engaged, Mr. Brown,” Carly said. “But, my baby sis here…”

As soon as I got the chance, I would kick my big sister with the enthusiasm of Billy Blanks in a Tae Bo infomercial. I gave both of them an exaggerated sigh. “Aren’t there dead people in that house?”

“All work and no play, Bell?” Jazz teased.

I pointed at the house. “The dead are crying out like the blood of Abel in there.”

“She’s only tripping like that because she doesn’t do this for a living. So what have we got, Sugar?”

Sugar! She called him Sugar as if it were his name. Why can’t I be that confident around gorgeous men?

“Report I got said it’s two males. No visible cause of death.”

“A double suicide or something?”

“No note, and probably more like ‘something,’ but you’re the ME. You can tell me.” He flashed me a look me that said “You stay back.”

“My baby sis here is a forensic psychologist…and a theologian.” Carly nodded toward me. “Maybe she can help or, at the very least, say a prayer for you.” Although serious, she said it in a teasing way so that if he said no, she’d save me face.

“A praying theologian slash forensic psychologist at a crime scene,” Jazz said. “Interesting.”

Interesting? He had to be kidding. I sounded like the bomb, if I must say, and apparently I must.

But I didn’t. I denied it like Peter on Good Friday. “I’m not actually a theologian.”

I hate it when women dumb down for a man, and yet…

“I did most of my training at Great Lakes Theological Seminary, but in psychology,” I said, appalled at myself.

A seminary degree automatically made me a theologian in most people’s minds. Still, did I have to act as if I didn’t know there are sixty-six books in the Bible?

“In fact,” I added, like an even bigger idiot, “calling me a forensic psychologist is a stretch.”

“Are you or are you not a forensic psychologist?” He had a challenging gleam in his eyes.

“I am, but…” I tried to decide if he would consider me a forensic psychologist based on whatever nebulous definition he may have. I spent my workdays administering tests to inmates at the county jail, writing reports, and testifying in court. I’d studied crime-scene photos but had never been on-site. I hated that I felt defensive, standing there sweating and discrediting my own hard-earned skills. All because he was prettier than me.

He cocked his head to the side and regarded me with teasing eyes. “I consult with forensic psychologists on occasion. You’re welcome to join us,” he said. “Or not.”

With that he seemed to dismiss me, and I could tell he had read me like the Bible on Easter. He might as well have called me ’fraidy cat to my face. I didn’t appreciate his attitude.

“I’ll have a look,” I said, trying to sound cool. Frankly, I’d rather have him extract my molars than go into that house of horrors. My fascination with true crime was one thing. It even extended to taking a few postgraduate criminology classes. But being knee-deep in the dead? I’d just as soon leave that to Carly. Yet I wouldn’t let him see me punk out. I’m tough. I’m Bell Brown. If Carly could be cool in there, so could I. We came from good stock. Strong black women.

“I’m going in,” Carly said, sounding bored. She went to her SUV and grabbed her kit out of the rear of the car, punctuating the quiet evening with a soft thud as she closed the hatchback. She walked to the front door of the house without us, where a uniformed officer nodded a greeting. He moved a piece of yellow crime-scene tape so she could enter.

Detective Jazz Brown sized me up for a few more moments and smiled like a sated cat. He stretched out his arm, but his eyes still mocked. When I moved to his side he placed a hand at the small of my back, guiding me to the front porch. I felt a tingle at his touch. He leaned in and whispered to me, “You have five minutes, Dr. Bell Brown. And don’t contaminate my crime scene.”

What have I gotten myself into?

I should have stayed home and washed down a few chili dogs with a diet cola, watching the bad guys get caught in the privacy of my bedroom. Now I was about to walk into a real crime scene with a gorgeous, arrogant detective who had a slight attitude that both annoyed and attracted me. And I had to prove myself.

Fine. I knew all about suicides. How hard could it be? I’d give the man one competent, professional insight. Five minutes. Show him what I’m made of, then get the heck out of there and never see those delicious brown eyes of his again.

I said a silent prayer. Lord, let me help in some way, however small.

With that simple prayer, the trouble began.








Chapter

Two



ON THE PORCH I could smell death lurking. Rotting flesh is a stench you can almost feel. It claws like a predator, violating the senses. My eyes watered. I swallowed hard, trying not to gag. I began to sweat, as if my pores wanted to throw off the foulness that covered me like a shroud.

Only five minutes. One useful insight.

Jazz turned to me.

“You know that Scripture that says, ‘We are fearfully and wonderfully made’?”

I nodded.

“That smell is the ‘fearfully’ part.”

My mouth tried to make all the appropriate movements for a smile, but it didn’t quite succeed. My feet refused to go forward. We hadn’t stepped inside the house yet, and I could tell he’d already counted me among the carnage.

Jazz reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, circular tin. He unscrewed the lid, revealing an ointment of some kind. He swiped some of the mixture onto his index finger and smeared it under his nose. In that swift motion, I caught the scent of peppermint, eucalyptus, and rosemary. I’d smelled this on Carly before. He held the tin out to me, and I dabbed a bit of the aromatic blend under my nose. It felt cool and stung a little.

“It helps,” he said. “Some people use Vicks VapoRub, but I like this better. It’s also great on dry skin.” He flashed his childlike grin, and the kindness in his face soothed my jangled nerves. “I turned Carly on to this stuff.”

That had better be all he turned her on to.

I chastised myself for the stab of jealousy.

“You don’t have to go in,” he said, probably having seen my expression change. Thank goodness he didn’t know the real reason.

“It’s okay.” I could do this.

A uniformed officer manning the door greeted us. He looked about twelve years old.

“Officer Daniels, this is Dr. Amanda Brown.”

The young, ruddy blond had the chunky build of a football player who doesn’t play much ball anymore. He seemed weary, yet eager to please Jazz. He looked at us, and I could almost see him drawing an inaccurate conclusion. “Lieutenant Brown, I’m sorry to interrupt you enjoying an evening with your wife.”

Jazz smiled—another slow, easy dazzler—directed at me first and then at Officer Daniels. He removed his hand from my back. “Dr. Brown is not my wife.”

Hmmph. I felt oddly disappointed. For one psychotic moment I really wanted to be his wife. I had to wonder if turning thirty-five made me vulnerable to some temporary midlife, no-man mental illness not yet classified in the DSM-IV.

Daniels blanched, reddened, then swore. “Sorry, sir. When you said Brown…and the two of you look so nice together and all…I mean you look nice, not particularly together, but…”

“It’s okay, Daniels,” Jazz said. “Dr. Brown is a forensic psychologist. She’s going to have a look at the scene.”

“It’s bad in there; the heat made ’em ripen fast,” he said, his embarrassment faded by the sobering reality just inside the door. “Other than me and the ME who just went in, it’s all clear. Richards has the back of the house covered, and the Crime Scene Unit should be here to process the joint in a sec.”

Jazz thanked the officer and then moved closer to the door. He stopped just outside it, reached into his suit-jacket pocket, removed a pair of latex gloves, and pulled them on. He looked at me. “Are you ready?”

I went momentarily mute and nodded.

“Usually I’m a gentleman, but I’d better go in first.”

He stepped inside, and I followed.

I’d had fantasies about what I would be like at a crime scene: My sharp, clinical eyes would take in every detail, my dazzling brain cataloging and calculating. Everyone would grow quiet, awaiting my brilliant assessment, and I would deliver—solving the crime, saving the day.

Only that’s not how it happened. First, the entire extent of my criminology knowledge took a leave of absence. I felt like a woman who had been the perfect Lamaze student, then forgot all the breathing exercises the moment the first contraction hit.

Once inside I processed the images before me as square pixels of random information. It was as if my mind were downloading digital photos without a high-speed connection. Shoe. Man’s shoe. Foot in shoe. Another. A thin leg in black trousers. Another. Broad, bony chest in red polo shirt. Arm. Arm. Skin color wrong. Bluish. Back locked in an arch.

Carly crouched over the man on the floor. She ran her glove-sheathed hand down his rounded spine. “The bowed back is opisthotonus. Poor guy had spasms that caused the large muscles of his back to contract. In a case like this, rigor mortis sets in immediately. They’ve been dead about twenty-four hours.” She coughed and wrinkled her nose.

“Seizure?” Jazz asked.

“Spasms like a violent reaction to strychnine would cause. Look at the blue coloring and the face,” she said, nearly touching his lips.

I looked at the young man’s face. Lord, have mercy—his mouth was stretched into a broad, teeth-baring grin. “He looks like he’s smiling,” I said, stating the obvious. The image etched itself into my memory. His eyes were wide milky protrusions with a swirl of blue in the center. Dark brown hair fell carelessly across his forehead.

“Risus sardonicus. The death smile.”

I imagined the spasms Carly had described and could almost feel his suffering. My heart pounded so hard I thought it would explode. In that moment I knew what the psalmist meant when he spoke of the valley of the shadow of death. I stood there now, and it scared me.

Carly lifted the man’s arm. The part closest to the ground had purpled. “Lividity,” she said to Jazz. “Doesn’t look like he’s been moved.” She turned her attention back to her exam.

I took a deep breath. Only one more body to see. This one lay on the couch, bent into the same unnatural pose. His face frozen in the same deathly grimace. This time everything processed faster in my head. Like the first man, he appeared to be in his late twenties to early thirties. He was somebody’s child, somebody’s friend, a person Jesus loved. I shut my eyes. Prayer came fast, and tumbled out of my mouth unbidden: “Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation…”

Rote memory. A prayer I’d learned as a child at my great-grandmother’s knee, emerging like unexpected grace. I guess Jazz liked the idea of a praying psychologist more than I’d realized. Before I could finish my prayer, he stood in front of me. His hands cradled my elbows. We prayed in unison: “…but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.”

His voice caressed me. “Let me take you outside, Bell. You can come back a little later if you want to. The Crime Scene Unit just arrived. They’ll need to start collecting evidence.”

“Uh.” My arms flailed about as I searched my mind for something sensible to say. Speech had abandoned me, but apparently crime scenes inspired my finest gesticulations. My left leg began to shake uncontrollably. I started blinking hard, and tears spilled from my eyes. I couldn’t think past the prayer. I couldn’t breathe for the suffocating smell.

What happened here?

I had a gnawing sense that we’d stumbled upon something more than a willing suicide. I could feel Death crouching nearby, having snatched two. The room felt all wrong. Something bad—not just suicide bad—had gone down. It sickened me in a wave of cold and nausea.

I became vaguely aware of the small group of men and women wandering into the room—real crime-scene investigators—unglamorous and preoccupied. Two men with camera equipment began to take photographs of the scene from every angle imaginable.

My body trembled. I tightened the red shawl around my arms. Jazz’s strong arms enveloped me.

“You’re getting cold.”

I rested my head on his chest.

Carly ignored me while she worked, as if she saw me hugged up with a strange man at a crime scene every day. Activity buzzed around us, but he didn’t let me go. He tried to avert my attention. “Talk to me.” When he spoke, I felt the rumble of his voice against my face. “What’s your favorite color?”

“Purple. At least, it was before I saw that guy’s arm.”

He drew away from me and took a long look at my red dress. “You should consider changing it to red.” He pulled me back into his arms. “What’s your favorite Scripture?”

Another welcome diversion.

“The Ninety-first Psalm. In The Message.”

He rubbed my back, and, my goodness, it would have felt rather cozy if I could have just shaken the horror threatening to engulf me. The sound of his voice became my anchor. “I like that one, too. What does it say in The Message?”

“Verse fourteen says, ‘“If you’ll hold on to me for dear life,” says God, “I’ll get you out of any trouble.”’”

“Do you do that?”

“Most of the time.”

“You hold on to God like you’re holding on to me?”

“I try to.”

His chuckle rumbled in my ear.

We stood that way until my heart beat in sync with the steady thump of his, drumming against my ear.

Camera lights flashed in a small storm around us.

“Are you okay?”

“Um-hmm.”

I couldn’t very well stay in his arms all night—well, I could, but he had work to do. Besides, the time had come for me to show him what I’m made of.

I reluctantly pulled away from his warmth. For a moment I watched my sister across the room, now examining the victim on the couch and dictating notes into a digital voice recorder. Her image mirrored something solid and reliable to me. I thought of Ma Brown, daughter of Aimee, a slave woman, who gifted her child with stories—of beatings, of rape, of being greased and sold on an auction block, and also of finding freedom by following the North Star. I tried to take courage from the praying matriarch of my family, long gone home to her Jesus. Her likeness remained in my sister and me.

I’m not as strong as you, Ma. I’m not even as strong as Carly.

Then the small still voice inside me whispered, Yes you are.

The voice surged through my body, and I knew, as I know the back of my freckled hand, that if Ma Brown could hear me from heaven, she’d say, “Call on Jesus.”

So I bowed my head in reverence and called, Jesus. Oh, dear God, sweet Jesus.

I felt my great-grandmother’s strength surge within me, and I pulled it around me like a quilt. Jazz lifted my face with his hand. In his gesture I felt my great-grandmother’s Jesus comfort me, stilling my quaking body with a touch from this beautiful man who had stopped working to pray with me.

“Lieutenant,” I said, “I’ve been in this house before.”








Chapter

Three



LIEUTENANT JAZZ BROWN raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been here? Do tell.”

“Just a sec.”

I stood rooted to the spot, taking in the room. The plain dácor had a stripped-down, ascetic feel to it.

It didn’t look like this before.

White walls, old paint. Nail punctures pocked the surface. The pictures or posters once adorning the walls were now gone. A simple, flat basket—nearly as wide as an end table—lay on the floor in the center of the living room near the dead man. Big, plain floor pillows—the kind that one would get for a dorm room—rested on the worn green shag carpet.

I turned my attention to the area just beyond the bodies. A small bookcase with three shelves held a few books. I tiptoed over to it and crouched. A worn Gideon’s Bible leaned against a paperback Webster’s student dictionary. Next to them stood a thin, black three-ring binder with the name “Gabriel” labeled on the one-inch spine. Six spiral-bound notebooks were stacked in a neat pile next to it.

I called out to my sister, who was now thoroughly engaged in examining the second victim. “Carly, you said something about strychnine, right? You’re sure they were poisoned?”

“Can’t say for certain till we get them back to the morgue and do a tox screen, but it looks like it to me.”

“A suicide?”

She shrugged. “It’s possible.”

I looked at Jazz. “What’s your first impression?”

“I’ve been a detective for too long to trust impressions. I’m like Joe Friday. Just the facts, ma’am.”

“And what are the facts?”

Jazz prowled the room like a stealth lion, careful not to disturb evidence. “No cups or glasses by the bodies or in the sink,” he said. “No syringes. No pill bottles. No suicide note.” He stopped his perpetual motion and closed his eyes briefly. “Johnson,” he said to one of the CSIs, a woman hovering over the body on the floor, “make sure they scour this house for poison. Anything these guys could have ingested.”

When he finished barking orders, he came back over to me, reached out a hand, and helped me up from my crouching position. Again, I felt sparks. He briefly locked eyes with me and his fair skin betrayed him; a blush spread across his cheek.

Jazz looked relieved when another brother—six feet two inches of dreadlocked, cocoa brown fineness—walked up to us. Jazz shifted his attention, thank God, to the man wearing a navy blue Windbreaker that said “CSU Forensics.” Where does the city of Detroit get these guys? I wondered if the Wayne County Jail was hiring. I needed to work with cute guys.

Cocoa Brown Hottie greeted Jazz with a complicated handshake that black men do effortlessly. Women would have to take Soul Handshake 101 to master it.

“Hook me up, Souldier. I’m looking for strychnine. Be ruthless,” Jazz said to his comrade.

“No doubt, Lieutenant,” he said. They finished with another variation of the handshake, and the man he called Souldier turned to face me.

Jazz introduced us. “This is my boy, Souldier, with an S-OU-L. He’s the shift supervisor for our crime-scene investigators. You’d like him, Bell. He’s a dedicated Christian.”

“Blame my mother,” Souldier said. “That old Pentecostal song ‘I’m a Soldier in the Army of the Lord’ got to me when I was knee-high to a grasshopper.”

Jazz was right. I did like him. Then again, what woman with eyes wouldn’t? I thrust out my hand to shake his.

“I’m Amanda Brown.”

“Brown?” Souldier shot a quizzical look at Jazz.

“She’s Carly’s sister, a forensic psychologist.”

Souldier laughed. “Oh, okay. I have to keep an eye on Jazzy. He’d pull a fast one on a brother.”

“But enough about me,” Jazz said, silencing any more commentary that would clarify what the handsome CSI supervisor meant. They’d piqued my curiosity, but the two of them created such a pretty distraction that I didn’t bother to ask for details. Besides, I needed to spill my guts about why I’d been in this house before I spilled them in another, less productive way.

“I think I came to a Bible study here.”

Souldier excused himself and joined his team, now busy setting numbered markers by the bodies and taking more pictures. A woman working with a portable ultraviolet light illuminated fibers on the floor pillows barely noticeable to the naked eye. They worked with solemn efficiency.

Jazz Brown studied me with greater interest. “Do you recognize the deceased?”

“No. It had to be years ago that I visited, and the people I met were alive.”

He gave me a half smile. “Your five minutes are up, Dr. Brown. Any other observations?”

“While I wouldn’t rule out suicide just yet, I’d consider the possibility that they may have had assistance.”

“Go on,” he said, without a hint of his former mockery.

“I’d do a psychological autopsy. Find out everything I can about their last days—what they did and what their state of mind was leading up to”—I paused and sighed—“their demise. I’m sure that’s your standard procedure anyway, Lieutenant.”

Jazz nodded.

Sadness settled over me. I felt so sorry for the dead men. “Do you have their identities?”

“I do.”

“Is one of them named Gabriel?”

“No.”

“I’d start with the notebooks. Since these guys have so few possessions here and neither of them is named Gabriel, it’s probably significant. I’d also look closely at all their relationships—or lack of relationships.”

“Do you have any specific relationships in mind?” Jazz asked, taking another quick glance at the two bodies.

“This could have been more than a suicide pact between two close friends.”

He looked impressed. “Tell me more, Dr. Brown.”

“It may be something religious.”

He paused for a few moments, and his eyes swept the room while the CSI team labored, dusting for prints. Souldier gave directions to a man holding a digital video camera.

Jazz turned his attention back to me. “Why religious?”

“Look at the room. It’s fit for a monk. There’s a Bible, but no other reference materials that would illuminate the scriptures. Just a Gideon’s Bible, probably lifted from a motel room.”

He nodded. “Keep talking, Doctor.”

The odious smell of decaying flesh and escaped bodily fluids assaulted me again. Jazz seemed only mildly fazed by it. I blew a quick breath out of my lungs and steeled myself to continue. “I don’t see many creature comforts here, so maybe the absence of dácor is less about feng shui and more about control. If this is some kind of religious thing, I’d bet whoever the leader is keeps a tight rein on what gets into the heads of the followers. Look, if it was a Bible study I attended here years ago, that wasn’t a good thing.” I wished I had a drink of water. I wished I were somewhere else—a place where the odor wasn’t about to make me lose consciousness.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I used to investigate cults and toxic churches.”

Jazz laughed. “A praying forensic psychologist slash theologian slash private investigator. You’re full of surprises, Bell.”

Then, I did it again. “I’m not a private investigator. I used to…” I decided not to get into my complicated past. Not here.

Carly had finally finished and needed to supervise the transporting of the bodies to the morgue. She removed her gloves, came over to me, and started kneading my shoulders. “Are you feeling all right, Bell? You look a little queasy. I’m heading out, why don’t you come with me?”

“Go ahead, Carly. I want to tell the lieutenant something else.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to come outside now?”

I nodded, and she squeezed my shoulder. “See you outside, then.”

I turned my attention back to Jazz. “Lieutenant…” My gag reflex reacted. I swallowed hard, trying to pull myself together, and pointed to the spiral-bound notebooks on the shelf. “Hopefully those belong to a copious notetaker. Find out who Gabriel is. He may just be your killer.” I gulped again, my stomach clenching into a tight knot. “That’s my take, Detective.” I imagined myself turning an unflattering shade of green.

For a moment he said nothing, his expression somber. “I’d better get you outside,” he said finally, and cupped my elbow. I felt that spark once again. My stomach flip-flopped. I wondered if it was my attraction to him that was affecting me, or if I was about to be sick.

“Is there anything else, Dr. Brown?”

“Just one more thing.” I didn’t realize in my queasy state that I’d uttered the most famous line of my favorite television sleuth, but Jazz noticed.

“What’s that, Columbo?”

I answered by throwing up on his charcoal gray alligator shoes. I hoped they were fake but knew they weren’t. The pain in my gut stopped me from caring. I had a fleeting mental image of myself as the next corpse Carly would examine. Thankfully, I was wearing clean underwear and had a fresh pedicure.

Jazz sighed, moving back from my mess. “I knew you’d contaminate my crime scene.”

He stepped out of his shoes, peeled off his socks, and stuck them in his ruined shoes. It didn’t seem to bother him that his team of professionals could barely contain their snickers. He walked me to the door, careful to disturb as little as possible. I slithered through it, feeling every bit the slug, and moved into the yard, grateful to be outside, even though the wretched smell of death still clung to my clothing.

To my amazement Jazz asked, “May I take you home?” He was still barefoot, looking perfectly at ease, walking to his car.

Wild.

“Carly will drop me off,” I said, trying to keep up with him. My cheeks burned from embarrassment. “I’m so sorry about your shoes.”

“I keep a spare pair of kicks in my trunk.”

He leaned against the Crown Vic, and his gaze swept over me again. “Carly will probably be busy tonight at the morgue. She got two for the price of one. Where do you live?”

“Ann Arbor.”

He raised an eyebrow. “What brings you to the beast side of Detroit?”

I smiled at his nickname for the eastern part of the city. “Carly and I were having dinner, and then she got the call.”

“You finish your dinner?”

“No, but uh, I’m not hungry anymore.”

“You will be soon,” he said. He smiled a little. Already I missed seeing his pretty teeth when he smiled as wide as the sky.

“I’ll take you home, if you can hang on until I’m done here.” He folded his arms across his chest in a classic defensive posture.

I didn’t know what to make of his change in body language. After all, I didn’t ask him to take me home. Truthfully, I’d have gone with him if I had to crawl to Ann Arbor while he rode my back. So why the protective armor all of a sudden? I decided to give him a gentle reminder of whose idea it was.

“I’ll wait for you if that’s what you want.”

“You’d give me what I want?” He gave me a red-hot gaze.

That sounded pretty enthusiastic for a person just giving me a ride.

“Are we still talking about you giving me a ride home?”

He paused, opened his mouth to say something, and then thought better of it. We stood there staring at each other until he crossed his legs, his body language shouting, Don’t get too close. Finally, he broke the silence. “I have no idea what made me say that.”

I knew what made him say it. Shoot. I had high hopes for the night myself.

Where did that thought come from?

Sometimes I hate my inner voice that reveals all kinds of unsavory motivations.

Fatigue settled on me, though I tried to rub it out of my eyes. I thought about Jazz and his heat-seeking eyes—but closed body language—and realized my own arms had crossed. For a professional people-reader, I wasn’t altogether sure what was going on between us.

We couldn’t very well stand there all night emotionally shielding ourselves. Jazz moved first, guiding me to where Carly stood by her SUV. I tried to relax as he placed his hand at the small of my back, but honestly, the man made me tingle all over. I could read my sister’s smirk as she spotted him leading me. She might as well have given me a high five and shouted, “You go, girl!” She eyed the detective. “Those guys might be dead, but chivalry is not, is it, Jazzy?”

“Not tonight.”

Carly grasped my hand. “Sorry for the sucky birthday, sis.”

“It’s okay. You owe me. By the way, Jazz offered to take me home.”

She looked at us and smiled broadly. “Then, you owe me one.” She released my hand and gave Jazz a playful nudge. “She could stand a good bodice ripping tonight.”

“Is that what she’s wearing?” he asked innocently.

Carly laughed in that sultry way of hers. “No, so it should be easy.”

“Can we keep things professional here?” I said, louder than I intended.

“Tell that to your sister,” Jazz said.

She leaned over so she could whisper in my ear, “Look at him. Haven’t I taught you anything?” With that she kissed my cheek and glided away.

I looked at the handsome man in front of me. Maybe I should borrow a few truths from the gospel according to Carly: Thou shalt have a good birthday. No matter who is dead.

I didn’t know if I should say, “Amen, sister,” or pray for divine protection.
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