
Murder Out of Character 
 

By Olivia Matthews 
 

 
The phone screen identified Jo’s number. “Hey, Jo. What’s—” 

“Someone broke into my house and knocked me out.” 

My body went cold. I grabbed my car keys and raced to the door that led to my attached 

garage. “Are you all right?” 

“Yes.” Jo sounded dazed, as though she couldn’t quite comprehend what had happened. 

“Are you sure?” My voice was sharper than I’d intended. I pressed my garage door opener, 

gritting my teeth as it slowly lifted. I could’ve opened it faster manually. 

“My head hurts.” Her words were muffled by the sound of the door rising, but I could hear 

her growing anger and outrage. “As I came through my front door, the person hit me on the back 

of the head, knocking me unconscious.” 

Another splash of fear washed through me. It was so cold, it made my muscles hurt. “Are 

you certain the intruder’s gone?”  

“I think so.” The trace of fear in her voice squeezed my heart. “But could you come over? 

I’ve called the deputies, but I really don’t want to be alone.” 

“I’m on my way.” 

I had to remind myself to breathe as I sped toward Jo’s house. 

I pulled into a spot in front of her cottage as the deputies arrived. As Jed and Errol parked 

their cruiser, I yanked my key from the ignition and launched myself from my sedan. 

Jo was waiting on her porch. She’d wrapped her arms around her waist. She was shivering as 

though she was freezing in Peach Coast’s seventy-degree evening temperatures. I wanted to hug 

her with relief, but first things first. I searched her eyes. Her pupils were fine. She had a bump on 

the back of her head, but the blow hadn’t broken skin. “Do you hurt anywhere other than your 

head?” 



“No. I’m just cold.” Her teeth chattered. 

“Sounds like you’re in shock.” Jed’s assessment made sense. He also checked her pupils with 

a flashlight, examined her scalp, then checked her pulse. “You seem OK, ma’am. Do you want 

us to call the EMTs?” 

“No, I’m alright.” Jo’s voice was weak and wobbly. I’d wait until the deputies completed 

their interview before asking her to reconsider seeing a doctor.  

Jed nodded once. “Alright, then, ma’am. Let’s get you inside.” 

As we crossed the threshold, I almost collided with the deputies who’d planted themselves 

just inside her house. Their hands were on their holstered weapons as though preparing to defend 

the home and everyone in it. 

“What’s wr—” My puzzled gaze landed on the television monitor across the room. 

Stop protecting him! Someone had scrawled those angry words in what appeared to be corral 

lipstick across Jo’s forty-eight-inch black, high-definition television screen. In addition to the 

exclamation point, the intruder had underlined the each word twice. 

I tightened my hold on Jo’s shoulders. “You hadn’t told—”  

“I hadn’t seen it.” Jo sounded as dazed as I felt. “I called you as soon as I came to, then left 

the house to wait for you and the deputies.” 

Jed stepped forward with careful strides. Echoes of his tension seemed to reach out to my 

muscles. “Come on, Errol. Ms. Harris, Ms. Gomez, y’all wait right here.” 

“Who do you think they’re referring to?” Jo’s teeth had stopped chattering. 

“I’d guess Spence.” I studied the message on the television. The intruder had pressed the 

lipstick into the monitor, leaving behind thick corral strokes. I sensed the anger in the act. 

Jed returned, leading Errol into the living room. “We’ve searched your whole house and your 

yard. Whoever broke in is gone.” 

Errol crossed to her TV and opened a kit similar to the one used by the deputies who’d 

fingerprinted my office after the break-in. I didn’t think they’d found prints after my event. I 

didn’t think they’d get any here. 

Jo managed a smile in return. “Thank you, deputies.” 

I nudged her elbow to stop her from biting her nails. 

Jed gave Jo a considering look. “Take us through your day.” 



When she hesitated, I started the recap. “Jo and I went to Shoreline Souvenirs at two o’clock 

this afternoon.” 

Jo picked up the narrative, frowning at the Berber area rug beneath her glass-and-metal 

coffee table. “I went into my store to check on my team and to see if there were any issues they 

needed me to address.” 

“And how long did that take?” Jed asked. 

Jo hesitated, seeming to search her memory. “I stayed a little longer than I’d intended. I think 

I left around five.” 

I nodded my confirmation. “That makes sense. I got her call at almost five-thirty.” Just 

before her fingernails could connect with her teeth, I caught her wrist and returned her arm to her 

side. 

“When I got home from my store, everything seemed fine.” She jerked a finger over her 

shoulder toward the front door. “Nothing looked out of place or unusual. My front door was 

locked as it should’ve been. I let myself in. The attacker must have been waiting for me behind 

the door. As soon as I walked in, she hit me from behind.” 

I looked from Jed to Errol. “Deputies, I’m sure you recognize the similarities between this 

break-in and the one at the library. In both cases, the intruder got through locked doors without 

leaving any signs of tampering. How had they accomplished that?” 

“Well, now, I don’t think the doors were lock, least not properly.” Jed grunted, then pinned 

Jo with a no-nonsense look. “Just make sure you lock your doors and windows.” 

Jo’s sigh was sharp with frustration. “I am locking my doors and windows. Someone broke 

in.” 

“Let’s get you to the medical center.” I returned to Jo’s side. “I’d feel better if a doctor 

examined you to make sure you’re OK.” 

We locked up her house before getting into my car. She turned to me once her seatbelt was 

secured. “You’re not going to get us lost, are you?” 

I turned the key in the ignition. “I can’t make any promises.” 

 

 


