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ONE
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I EYED THE THICK WOODEN coat hanger with suspicion, poised as it was to do serious damage to my skull.

“Put that damn thing down before you hurt someone,” I demanded. “Namely me.” 

“I’m warning you, Odelia.” My assailant’s eyes were glazed with menace. “You take one step outside this room and I’ll knock you unconscious. I swear, I will.”

The door to the cloak room flung open, surprising both of us. From beyond the door, we could hear the band playing Achy Breaky Heart. Even though I’m as uncoordinated as an elephant in a tutu, at that moment I would have given a kidney to be on the dance floor doing the Electric Slide with assorted bridesmaids and wedding guests. 

“What in the hell is going on here?” demanded Seth. He snatched the hanger from his wife’s hands. “Zenobia Washington, have you lost your ever-loving mind?” His question was presented in the hushed voice of a really ticked off librarian, not that of an experienced lawyer. Behind him was Jacob Washington, Seth and Zee’s college-age son. Now as tall as his father, he stood looking at his mother and me like we were circus freaks. Which might not be that far from the truth given the current circumstances.

“Actually, Seth, her insanity is a teensy bit justified.” I held up my right hand with my thumb and index finger about an inch apart to add emphasis to my words. 

Seth’s mouth dropped open. “She was about to club you and you’re defending her?”

After straightening up from my defensive crouch, I smoothed the wrinkles out of my ice blue lace cocktail dress and studied Zee. She looked fabulous in her champagne silk tea-length mother-of-the-bride dress. Though I doubt the designer didn’t foresee the dress being accessorized with a weapon. Now Zee had her hands on her ample hips in her signature stance of intimidation, which ruined the flowing lines of the garment. Since we’re both short and fat and wear a size 20, I wondered, not for the first time, if she’d let me borrow the dress for my in-laws’ fiftieth anniversary party in two months. Something told me now would not be a good time to ask.

“Of course, I’m defending her.” I kept my own voice down in case someone was passing in the hallway. “She’s my best friend and she had her reasons.” I glanced over at Zee, who hadn’t moved a muscle. “Even if her method was a bit barbaric. Still, I’m not so sure I wouldn’t have done the same.”

Seth shifted on his feet and pulled at the collar of his tuxedo shirt. He looked from his wife to me, waiting for an explanation. “Either of you going to tell me what this is about?”

Jacob started to say something, but his mother cut him off. “She was going to ruin Hannah’s wedding.” Hannah being Seth and Zee’s daughter.

I felt my hackles rise. “I would never dream of doing such a thing, and you know it.”

Seth turned to Jacob. “Go find Greg. Tell him I need his assistance. Don’t say why.”

“And miss this?” Jacob crossed his arms in front of him, settling in for the show.

Seth leveled his paternal glare at the young man. “I said, go find Greg. Do it now.”

After a few seconds hesitation, Jacob caved, giving in to years of good up-bringing. “Okay, but don’t move the body till I get back.”

As Jacob dashed out the door, Seth Washington turned to me. He started to say something, then his open mouth clamped shut so hard I heard his upper and lower molars collide. He turned to his wife, his dark face incredulous, silently begging her to say it wasn’t true. Zee’s dark eyes met his. She nodded, confirming his worst fears. 

When Seth turned back to me, I took two steps to my left and cast my eyes slightly behind me. Seth’s eyes followed mine.

There, half hidden, was the dead body of a woman.

We were at a local private club, standing in a fair size room with no windows. During cooler months, the room was used as a coat room. Portable clothing racks, their sturdy wooden hangers dangling like soldiers at the ready, lined the walls on either side of the door. The room was slightly L-shaped, with a small alcove to the right. Against the back wall of the alcove stood several stacks of large plastic storage containers. From the view afforded by the opaque plastic, most were full. The only entry into the room was a Dutch door – a door split in two horizontally so that the top portion could be opened with the bottom half remaining shut. Right now the top and bottom portions where latched together. Seth had closed the door after Jacob had gone in search of Greg Stevens, my husband. 

Hmm, my husband. It was anyone’s guess what he was going to say about this latest turn of events. Dead bodies find me like flies zeroing in on dog poop. Though it had been over a year and a half since I’d stumbled upon the last body. A point I was ready to make if the subject came up, as I was sure it would.

Without stepping forward, Seth leaned the top part of his torso toward the stiff. “You sure she’s dead? Maybe we should be calling 9-1-1.”

The dead woman was sitting on the floor, her back against a stack of containers. Her legs were spread in a V, the straight skirt of her bronze silk suit hiked up mid-thigh. She’d been neither slim nor fat, with long muscular legs. Her feet, clad in open-toed high heels, ended with toes painted a muted rose. The same colored lacquer adorned her fingernails. Around her neck was an expensive-looking gold necklace. At her ears, diamond studs. On her wrist, a designer watch. Whatever had happened, it was easy to see it wasn’t robbery. 

The woman’s dark blonde hair contained pale highlights and was nearly shoulder-length, the ends turned under in a slight page-boy. It partially hid her face, which was square-shaped with a slightly crooked nose. She would have been described as a handsome woman. The term used when a woman isn’t necessarily pretty, but still very attractive. Her brows were carefully cultivated. Her make-up was meticulous, though a bit on the heavy side for my personal taste. She could have been taken for anywhere between thirty-five and fifty years old. It was clear that in life the woman had taken very good care of herself and had spent considerable time and money in salons of one type or another.

But was she dead?

One look into her cornflower blue eyes, wide and staring at nothing, and her slack jaw, open in silent song, and there was no doubt that any call to 9-1-1 would be in vain.

“I checked for a pulse,” I told Seth. “Nothing.” Pointing down to the floor, I indicated the small pool of blood she was sitting in. “There’s a knife in her left side, just under her breast. But I don’t think she’s been dead very long.”

A soft knock sounded at the door. Seth opened it with caution, relieved to find Greg on the other side. After opening the door as wide as it could go, Seth stepped back to make room for Greg to enter in his wheelchair. Jacob was behind him.

“Go back out there and keep an eye on things,” Seth told his son.

“But Dad, I want to see what happens.”

“We can’t have your sister wondering why we’re all missing. Go back out there,” Seth ordered again. “Act like nothing’s wrong. Say nothing to anyone. You got that?”

When Jacob hesitated, Zee stepped up to him. “You want your sister’s wedding ruined?”

With reluctance, Jacob left to keep the party going and his sister in the dark.

“What’s going on?” Greg asked after Jacob left and the door was shut tight again. I had stepped in front of the corpse hoping to ward off the initial shock and outcry from Greg upon seeing it for the first time.

“We have a situation, Greg.” Seth forced his voice to remain calm. 

Zee looked at Greg, then at me, her soulful eyes full of unspoken but loud explanation.

Greg looked up at me. “What’s going on?” His voice wasn’t tender, but direct, like he knew what was coming, but didn’t want to hear it.

“I had nothing to do with this, Greg. Honest.” I stepped aside. When his eyes found the body on the floor, he went white.

“Not again,” Greg said in a small voice. He looked up from the body to me. “I thought this was all behind us, Odelia. It’s been so long since ... .” His voice trailed off.

“Since I found that body in the corn field? Yeah, yeah, I know. I thought it was over, too.” 

I looked at the three faces of the people I loved most — Greg, Zee and Seth — and felt on trial. Odelia Patience Grey aka The Corpse Magnet. I was feeling compelled to plead my case, and not liking it one bit. The gloves came off.

“Hey, it’s not just me, you know. Zee was with me when I found the body. She’s just as involved.”

“Me?” Zee pointed a finger at herself. “The only time I see dead bodies is when I’m with you, Odelia. Couldn’t you have waited until tomorrow?”

“Waited?” I couldn’t believe my ears. “You think I planted this corpse?”

“No, but you’re the one who wanted to call the police, and right in the middle of my baby girl’s wedding.” Zee’s voice cracked during the last three words, letting us know she was barely containing hysteria.

“Okay, everyone,” Greg said, wheeling deeper into the middle of the room. He looked down at the body. “You’re sure she’s dead?”

“Yes!” came a trio of muffled shouts.

“Zee and I came in here,” I started to explain,” to get away for a few minutes. She was exhausted and needed some down time away from everyone. The ladies lounge was packed, then I remembered this coat room.” Before continuing, I swallowed the bile invading my throat. “We were here a couple of minutes before I smelled something not right. When I poked my head into this little niche, I found the body. Just as it is now.”

“She wanted to call the police!” Zee told them in horror, like that was the real crime at hand.

“But we have to call the police, Zee.” I pointed toward the door. “Someone out there probably killed this poor woman.”

Zee looked even more horrified. “Certainly you don’t think one of our guests did this?”

“Not necessarily,” I said, “but someone did and there are almost three hundred suspects out there right now. The police need to get here ASAP.”

“More than three hundred if you count the band, wait staff and caterers,” added Greg.

“You’re not helping, Greg,” Seth snapped at him.

Greg looked from Seth to Zee. “I’m afraid I have to side with Odelia on this. The police must be called.”

Zee started tearing up. “But not at this very minute. Can’t we wait until Hannah and Rob leave the reception? It should be very soon. When Jacob found us, it was to tell me Hannah was changing into her honeymoon clothes.”

Looking at Seth, Greg asked, “What do you say, counselor?”

Seth hemmed and hawed. “This is my daughter’s wedding. You can hardly expect me to be objective.”

Greg pressed, “But what legal obligations do we have?”

Seth took a deep breath and ran a hand over his ruggedly handsome face, which now sagged with weariness. “We don’t have to report it. But as Odelia said, someone out there probably killed her. The sooner the police get here, the better.”

There was a soft knock, followed by Jacob opening the door a few inches. “Hannah’s looking for you, Mom.” As he spoke to his mother, he craned his neck to glance at the corpse. “She’s changed and they’re about to leave. They want to say goodbye to you and Dad.”

Zee looked at Seth. “As soon as they’re gone, we can call the police. We can ask everyone to remain. Tell them it’s for a final toast or something.”

Seth thought it over, then turned to me. “Odelia, instead of calling the police, why don’t you call Detective Frye directly. Tell him what’s happened. We’re in Newport Beach so it’s his jurisdiction, and I’d feel better having someone we know handling this from the beginning. By the time he rallies his troops, we’ll have Hannah and Rob on their way.” He looked at each of us. Greg, Jacob, and I nodded, on board with his plan. Only Zee looked unsure.

“I feel awkward calling Detective Frye,” Zee said. “After all, I didn’t invite him to the wedding.”

Her husband stared at her like she’d lost her mind for the second time in less than twenty minutes. “I don’t think the good detective will hold a grudge, dear.”

As Seth guided Zee and Jacob out to play their role as the happy family sending off the newlyweds, I pulled my cell phone out of my evening bag and turned it on. Greg wheeled close to me and rubbed his hand up and down my back in comfort. 

“The sooner we turn this over to Dev,” he said, almost in the tone of an order, “the sooner we can get out of the middle of it.”

I nodded in agreement as I scrolled through my phone’s address book. 

Greg let out a short sad chuckle. “Here’s a story the wedding planner won’t soon forget.”

I tossed my head toward the body. “Meet Shirley Pearson, the wedding planner.”

CHAPTER

TWO

––––––––
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DETECTIVE DEVON FREY is a homicide detective with the Newport Beach Police. I met him the same time I met Greg, when my friend Sophie London was murdered. Over the years, the three of us have remained good friends. Dev is as chagrined over my penchant for finding dead bodies as Greg is, if not more. You see, Greg has finally adopted the “if you can beat her, join her” attitude, and often sticks his nose into things right along with me. Dev, on the other hand, being a homicide detective, faces the horror of murder every day and doesn’t find it one bit funny that it follows me like a pesky shadow. As he has often said, with a shake of his grumbling head, now he worries about the two of us instead of just the one.

It was just after 10:00 in the evening when I called Dev about the murder at Hannah’s wedding. Just to make sure we gave the bride and groom time to make a get-a-way, Jacob agreed to tell us when the limo was about to leave the club. As soon as his knock sounded on the door, I punched the speed dial. For the past couple of years, Dev, a widower, had been seeing a lovely school teacher named Beverly. Being a Saturday night, there was a good chance they might be together, or even out. But this wasn’t something that could wait. 

Dev answered on the first ring. He sounded neither sleepy nor annoyed. I gave him a brief rundown of what we’d found and where and about the delicacy of the situation. After barking at me to not let anyone leave, he hung up, dialing no doubt the station house for backup as he ran to his car.

Right before the departure of the bride and groom, and before too many people could get away, Seth had made an announcement that he and Zee had a special toast to make and asked people to remain. Once the happy couple’s limo was gone, fresh champagne was poured all around. Seth even invited the catering staff and the band to join in. He said a few words about Hannah and Rob, the young man Hannah met while attending Stanford, and thanked everyone for contributing to their happiness. 

I waited by the front door of the club for Dev. Just as glasses were tipped in final salute to the newlyweds, the police showed up and all exits were blocked. We’d been right to wait until Hannah had gone. It wouldn’t have done the bride any good to see her wedding reception turned into a prison lockdown. 

Dev Frye arrived almost at the same time as the police cars and took charge. I showed him to the coat room, where I’d left Greg to stand guard. The Orange County Coroner had arrived with everyone else and followed us. Greg and I were quickly shuttled out of the way so they could work. 

The questioning of the guests and wedding staff went into the wee hours. Some of the guests had left earlier and Zee had to produce a guest list so that they could be contacted. The police were about to head to the Four Seasons Hotel where the newlyweds were bunked down for the night before leaving on their honeymoon the next day, but Zee’s tearful pleading moved Dev to wait until morning.

Eventually, Greg and I were allowed to leave, but we stuck around until the police let the Washingtons go home. It was almost four in the morning when we dragged our sorry asses home. While Greg texted a buddy of his to let him know he would not be making their basketball game later that day, I fed our two cats, Seamus and Muffin, and Wainwright, our dog. It was way too early for their breakfast, but if I didn’t feed them, they’d be driving us nuts in a couple of hours. Mommy and Daddy needed their beauty sleep. Well, Mommy did.

––––––––
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“DID THE KIDS GET OFF on their honeymoon,” I asked Zee as I chopped vegetables for a salad.

It was Sunday evening. As soon as Greg and I woke up we’d had the idea of firing up the grill and inviting the Washington’s over for supper later. They’d been so wrapped up in the wedding preparations and now the stress of the murder, we thought they could use a little pampering. Seth and Zee readily accepted, but Jacob had plans with his friends. It was a simple meal of fresh vegetables and salmon cooked side by side on the grill and served with a large salad, followed by fresh strawberry shortcake – perfect for a warm June evening.  

Zee was sitting at the kitchen table watching me work. I wouldn’t let her lift a finger. The men were chatting around the grill, beers in hand.

“Yes, finally.” Zee let loose with a deep sigh of relief. “Good thing their plane to Maui wasn’t early in the morning or they would have missed it.”

“How did they take the news of Shirley Pearson’s murder?”

“Hannah was very upset.” She took a drink from the glass of lemonade I’d placed in front of her. “Detective Frye was so nice to let us break the news to the kids first. We called them around 8:00 this morning. They met the police at our house shortly before 10:00. They made their plane in plenty of time.”

“I’m so glad.” I had just halved some baby corn and added them to the big salad bowl. “Um, I hope Hannah doesn’t blame me for this.”

From the way Zee looked at me then cut her eyes away, I knew the topic had come up amongst the Washingtons.

“Come on!” I slapped the knife down on the counter. “You can’t be serious?”

“Odelia, honey,” she started, then paused. 

Zee had put on her motherly comfort tone. The sort of voice used for telling a kid his guinea pig had just bitten the big one and gone to the eternal wheel in the sky. If she reached out to pat my hand, it just might end up in the salad. Her hand, not mine. 

“We know you had nothing to do with Shirley’s murder,” she continued, wisely keeping her fingers to herself. “But.”

There is was – the but – and she wasn’t referring to my big butt. Or hers, for that matter.

“But what?” I turned toward her and leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed, waiting. Zee had her intimidating stance, I had my own. 

“But why do bodies always show up around you?”

My nose twitched in annoyance. “Maybe you should have invited Dev Frye to the wedding after all. He could have taken my spot. Think how handy that would have been?”

“Now, Odelia, don’t be like that.”

Turning back to my work, I started fussing with a nearby tomato. It was round, red, and ripe, waiting patiently for its execution under my knife. I knew how it felt. Knife poised over the bright orb, I shifted my eyes to Zee. “It’s not like I killed the woman myself.”

“No one is saying you did, Odelia.” Zee’s body raised and lowered as she emitted a another big sigh. “It’s just ... well, it’s just that sometimes I wonder if somehow, someway, something unseen has chosen you to find these bodies.”

I looked at my friend as if she had sprouted two heads. Zee Washington was a devout Christian and I wasn’t quite sure where she was going with this. Me, I’m a fence sitter on spiritual things. “Are you saying God has me on some sort of ghoulish scavenger hunt?”

She shrugged and drank some more lemonade. “You do help people, in an odd, creepy way.” She paused, then added, “This never happened to you before Sophie died, did it?”

“You know it didn’t.”

Zee knitted her brows in thought. “It’s almost as if Sophie’s murder opened some sort of door linking you to finding murderers.”

“Show me the door, Zee, and I’ll gladly slam it shut. And lock it. And throw away the key.” I sliced into the waiting tomato, glad I couldn’t hear vegetables scream.

She looked at me in earnest. “But what if it’s your destiny to help these people?”

Huh? I stared at my friend and wondered when she’d gone bananas. Had a year of wedding planning turned her brain to mush? “But I thought you weren’t thrilled with my being a corpse magnet.”

“I’m not. It puts you, and often the people around you, in danger. But in the end, some real good comes out of it. Think about it, Odelia. Murderers are brought to justice. People who have lost loved ones get some sense of closure.”

I finished dissecting the tomato and threw the chunks into the salad bowl. “So you’re okay with it as long as good is accomplished?”

Another shrug was thrown my way.

Turning to face Zee, I locked my eyes onto hers. “What if one day the bad guy wins?”

The men called us out to the patio. Dinner was ready. Zee scampered out without responding to my question. Relieved, no doubt. After giving the salad a quick toss, I picked up the bowl and followed.

We were just sitting down to eat when our front door bell rang. Wainwright started barking and dashed for the door. I got up and followed, noting when I reached the door that Wainwright’s tail was wagging with enthusiasm. On the other side of the door had to be someone we knew.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Detective Dev Frye said when the door opened. “But I have a few more questions.” Wainwright whined with pleasure. Dev was one of his favorite people. Instead of his usual suit, the detective was dressed in chinos and a dark blue knit shirt slightly strained across his muscular chest.

“Come on in, Dev.” I unlocked the screen door and pushed it open, kneeing the big golden retriever out of the way so the even bigger detective could come into the house.

“We were just sitting down to dinner,” I told Dev. “Please join us.”

As Dev grinned, the skin on his neck turned pink. “It’s no accident I dropped by around your usual supper time, Odelia. Hope you don’t mind.” He bent down and playfully roughed up the dog around his ears and head. Wainwright was in doggie heaven.

“Zee and Seth are here, too. And there’s always plenty.” 

Dev stopped playing with the dog and straightened. “I’m sorry, I don’t want to intrude on guests. I think the Washingtons may have had their fill of me today.”

“Zee and Seth aren’t guests, Dev. Like you, they’re family.” I lowered my voice for my next comment. “But as far as discussing the murder goes, let’s see how they feel before mentioning it. Let them lead the way.” 

He nodded in agreement and winked at me. “Anything for a good meal.” 

I hooked an arm through one of his and tugged him toward the patio. “Hope you like grilled salmon.”

“Love it.”

Seth and Zee joined Greg in welcoming Dev to our dinner table. Dev declined a beer in favor of iced tea. When I returned to the patio after fetching an extra place setting, the topic of Shirley Pearson’s murder was in full swing with Seth pumping Dev for information. So much for tip-toeing around the Washingtons. 

“We don’t have much information on it yet,” Dev told us between bites of food. “We’re working through the guest list, questioning folks.” 

Zee groaned, but said nothing.

“We’re also talking to everyone who worked the wedding or at the club or with Ms. Pearson.”

“Shirley owned the wedding planning service,” Zee volunteered. “It was called Rambling Rose. They handled anniversary and special occasion parties, too.”

Dev nodded. “We know she had an assistant. Not sure of any other employees yet.”

“Amber Straight,” Zee said. “That was her assistant’s name, I believe. At least that’s who we spoke to when we couldn’t reach Shirley directly. I think it was just the two of them. It was a small, but well respected operation.”

“Who referred you to it?” asked Dev.

“Kay Lorraine, a friend of Hannah’s, used Rambling Rose for her wedding. Hannah raved about how lovely it was, so when it came time for us to plan a wedding we went straight to Shirley’s company. Everything was perfect.” Zee sighed and put down her fork. “Until...,” she trailed off.

“It was a perfect wedding, Zee,” Seth assured her, placing a comforting arm around her shoulders. “In spite of everything.” Zee smiled at her husband, but I could tell she wasn’t convinced. 

We fell silent for a few moments, eating quietly and enjoying the subtle ocean breeze from the beach a few blocks away from our Seal Beach home. Then Dev turned to me. “And how about you? How do you know Shirley Pearson?”

“I don’t know Shirley,” I answered, a bit surprised by the question. “I only just met her at the wedding. Greg and I didn’t even go to the rehearsal dinner.”

“We had a prior commitment with my parents,” Greg added.

Zee shook her head. “I think you met her once before, Odelia. That time you came with me and Hannah to the bridal shop so Hannah could show you the dress she’d ordered. I think Shirley came into the shop while we were there.”

I dug through my memory, replaying that day months before in my mind. “I think you’re right. I vaguely remember it though.”

“I’m not surprised,” Zee added. “It was just a quick introduction, then we left.”

Dev moved his eyes back and forth between Zee and me. “So you didn’t know?”

“Know what?” I asked, going on alert. Zee had picked up her fork again, but it was now stopped halfway to her mouth as she waited for his response.

Dev cleared his throat but didn’t speak. Everyone at the table was still, hanging in suspense. 

“What is it, Dev?” Greg urged, his voice eager.

Finally, Dev wiped his mouth and made his announcement. “Shirley Pearson was a he – a man.”

“No way!” Seth said loudly, his eyes wide with disbelief. He’d taken the words right out of my mouth and probably everyone else’s.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

Dev looked straight at me to make his point. “I think the Coroner would notice a little something like that, don’t you?”

Without thinking, I let loose with, “Was it really that little or did he pack it tight?” 

Dev continued eating while the four of us snickered at my immature and tasteless remark. But in my defense, it did lighten the mood around the table.

“All that time I spent with her ... him,” Zee stumbled, “And I never noticed.”

“Her,” Dev corrected. “It appears Shirley Pearson was living her life as a woman and had been for quite some time.”

Greg drained his beer. “Did she have a sex change?”

Shaking his head, Dev answered, “Not yet, but the Coroner said it looked like the process was underway, at least hormonally.” 

With the rest of us still in shock, Dev took another bite of salmon, studying me while he chewed. Then he swallowed and took a long pull from his iced tea. “If you’d only met her that one time, Odelia, then why would she have your phone number? Did you give it to her at the wedding?”

“My number?” I pointed an index finger at my own chest in surprise.

“What’s this all about, Dev?” asked Greg.

After wiping his mouth on a napkin, Dev reached inside his pants pocket and retrieved a folded piece of paper. He opened it to reveal a copy of a small handwritten note. He handed it to me to read. It was my name and cell phone number.

I looked up from the note. “What’s this?”

“It’s a note we found in the pocket of Shirley Pearson’s skirt.”

Greg took the note from my hands and read it. 

I turned to Dev. “I know nothing about this, Dev. Shirley never said a word to me at the wedding.” 

I paused as a shard of remembrance knocked on my skull to come out. “Oh, wait.” I held up a finger, giving pause until I could hook the memory and reel it in like flopping fish. “There was one time, during the reception, Shirley came up to me and asked if I was Odelia Grey. Said the guest list had me down as Odelia Stevens, but that my first name was so uncommon she had to ask. She was about to say something else when someone called her away.”

Dev leaned forward. “Do you remember who?”

I shook my head. “No. I only heard someone, a man, call Shirley’s name. The next time I saw her, she was dead.”

Zee held out her hand to Greg. He passed her the note and she read it with Seth looking over her shoulder. “I don’t think this is Shirley’s handwriting.” 

“You sure, hon?” Seth asked.

“It’s difficult to say because it’s mostly numbers, but I’m almost positive. I saw Shirley jot down a lot of notes during the past several months and I’m pretty sure this isn’t her writing. Her hand was smaller, more like printing than cursive.” 

She handed the note back to Dev after it had made a complete round of our redwood picnic table. Zee got up and went into the house. When she returned she held her handbag and was rummaging through it. 

“Great,” she exclaimed upon pulling out a small notebook. From it she extracted a folded piece of paper, which she turned over to Dev. “This is a short list of things Shirley wrote down for me. Things I needed to remember for the rehearsal and wedding.”

Dev held the list by its edges and looked it over. Zee stood at his side and pointed out several things. “See, her handwriting is much more concise than on that note. Even her letters are formed differently.”

Dev nodded as he compared the list to the note found on Shirley’s body. “Good work, Zee. They are totally different. May I take this list with me?”

“Of course.” She returned to her seat next to Seth.

“What about the knife that killed the woman?” Greg asked.

“The knife belonged to the caterer,” Dev told us. “We’re processing it right now for prints. The owner of the catering company doesn’t recall it missing or any of his staff being unaccounted for during the evening, but there was a lot going on. The knife was long and had been thrust in hard and deep, possibly wielded by a man or very strong woman. And there was little struggle on the victim’s part. We believe she might have known her attacker and was taken by surprise. It looks like she was pinned against the storage containers, then slid down to the floor after the attack.” 

Greg looked at Dev with great interest. “You mean she might have gone into the coat room to meet whoever killed her?”

“Most likely. There was no sign of her being killed or wounded elsewhere then dragged into the room.”

“Shirley couldn’t have been dead long,” I said. “When she spoke to me, it had been near the beginning of the dinner service.”

“Do any of you recall seeing her after that?” Dev asked.

The four of us looked around the table, each questioning ourselves silently about Shirley’s whereabouts during the reception. All our faces were blank, then Zee spoke up. “The caterer came to me and asked about cutting the cake,” Zee recalled. “I told him to find Shirley, but he said he hadn’t be able to locate her. I didn’t think much of it at the time and herded Hannah and Rob toward the wedding cake myself.”

Dev finished eating and pulled his small notebook out of his pocket. He started writing the information down. “About how long was this after the dinner started?”

Zee shrugged. “About an hour, maybe a little more.”

Seth shook his head. “More like an hour and a half to two hours. After dinner the band started playing and people started dancing. The band had been playing awhile before the cake was cut. I remember because I wanted a piece of cake and had to wait.”

Everyone at the table laughed, except Seth. “Hey,” he said, his brow furrowed. “If you knew what that damn cake cost me, you’d understand. I wanted to know what money tasted like.” That brought more laughter.

“I feel your pain, Seth,” Dev told him with a grin. “I married off a daughter myself.”

“What about the photographer?” I asked. “It’s a long shot, but maybe he caught something on camera.” I turned to Zee. “Wasn’t he taking both video and still shots?”

“Yes, he was doing both,” answered Zee.

“The photographer is already cooperating,” Dev assured us. “As is everyone else connected to the wedding we’ve contacted so far.”

When I went inside to fix the strawberry shortcake, Dev offered to help. The others, sensing he had more questions for me, stayed on the patio.

“You’re sure you can’t think of anyone you know who might be connected to Shirley Pearson?” He rinsed off the dinner plates he’d brought in and started to put them in the dishwasher. 

I stopped him. “Don’t, Dev. I’ll take care of the dishes later.” I dropped a dollop of whipped cream onto a dish of fresh strawberries and sponge cake. “And, yes, I’m sure. I can’t for the life of me think of anyone who might give Shirley my number.”

Later that night, when Greg and I were climbing into bed, I was still combing my tired brain for who could of given my cell number Shirley Pearson. 

“Quit worrying about it, sweetheart,” Greg said, poking his nose over the top of his book. “You’ll just drive yourself nuts. Not to mention the rest of us.”

I settled in bed. Using one leg, I pushed Muffin out of my sleeping area so I could stretch out. It was a nightly ritual. Seamus was at Greg’s feet. He was no dummy. With Greg paralyzed from the waist down from an accident as a young teen, the cranky cat could snooze undisturbed. Wainwright was settled on the rug at the foot of our bed. Everything and everyone was winding down for the night, except my thoughts. 

“But I didn’t know Shirley,” I persisted.

“Or Steve or Sean or Bob,” Greg teased. “Or whatever the hell her name used to be.”

“Dev didn’t tell me that, though I think he knew. He simply said they won’t be able to confirm Shirley’s legal name until her fingerprints come back.”

“Whatever it is, it doesn’t mean you didn’t have acquaintances in common.” Greg put down his book and took off his reading glasses. After turning out the light he rolled to face me. “Now put that hornets nest of a brain down for the night,” he gently ordered as he planted a big good night kiss on my mouth. “With the police checking fingerprints, I’m sure whoever wrote that note will be revealed soon enough. And hopefully it will have nothing to do with Shirley’s death. That way, it will have nothing to do with you.”

I kissed him back and turned over. Scooting back against Greg, I settled my body into his in classic spoon position. He wrapped an arm around my waist and fell asleep instantly. I listened to the soft and not so soft sleeping sounds of my little family and wished my brain had an on/off switch.

CHAPTER

THREE

––––––––
[image: ]


TWO DAYS LATER, WHEN Dev Frye showed up at my office, the mystery was still driving me nuts. Not the issue of who killed Shirley Pearson, although that was on my mind, too, but I was still racking my brain over the identity of who could have given her my number. It gnawed at me like an army of hungry termites.

Dev had called me around 4:00, asking if I had time to meet with him to discuss some new developments in Shirley’s murder. Odd, I thought, usually I have to pull information out of Dev. Then it occurred to me that he probably knew who had written the note.

“What time’s good for you?” I’d asked him. Pulling up my Outlook calendar on the computer, I noted a meeting scheduled in thirty minutes with my supervising attorney, Michael Steele, obnoxious, pain-in-the-ass extraordinaire. 

I am a paralegal for the law firm of Wallace, Boer, Brown and Yates, or Woobie as both its fans and not-so-fans refer to it. It’s a medium size law firm in a high rise office building near South Coast Plaza, one of the largest malls in the country. I’ve worked here since God wore short pants, and it was at Woobie that I first met Zee Washington. She’d been a secretary here years ago when Seth was starting his own practice and Hannah was just a toddler. Wow, I thought, remembering that bit of history. A few days ago, murder or no murder, Hannah, now a beautiful, intelligent young woman, had gotten married. Time flies when you’re not paying attention to details.

“Now,” Dev said, his tone blunt and demanding. “I’m just pulling into the parking garage next to your building. I’ll see you in a minute.” The call ended.

I quickly tidied my desk, then thought it a lost cause. One of our clients was currently in the midst of a major and messy acquisition and there were at least a dozen boxes of due diligence documents stacked in my office, some with files spilling from them in a lava flow of paper. Then there was the confidentially issue of client documents being visible to an outsider, even though that outsider was a cop. 

Recently the firm had moved me into a different office. The move had been both a blessing and a curse. While my new office was larger and had a window, it was next door to Steele’s office. My other had been down the hall. Some days it felt like Steele was in my office more than his own. There was also more room to store and spread out the documents I needed, but that meant a less shipshape office, and again, more reason for Steele to be in here. He treated my office as an annex to his own. It was just a matter of time before he installed his own hi-tech desk chair. 

I made a quick call to our receptionist and asked about the availability of a conference room. Joyce advised me that the small one a few doors down from my office was free. Damn. That also meant it was just a few doors down from Steele’s office. I asked about the others, any of the others, but she said they were all occupied. If Steele saw me talking with Dev Frye, he’d decide it was his business to find out what it was about.

I grabbed my purse and headed for the lobby, nodding politely at colleagues along the way. I would cut Dev off and take him back downstairs to the small coffee shop on the ground floor of our building. Dev was just getting out of the elevator when I corralled him.

“I’d rather talk here, Odelia,” he told me. “It’s more private.”

Humph. Not when there’s a prying attorney trolling the halls, but I gave in and told Joyce we’d be taking the small conference room after all. The problem with our conference rooms is that they all have floor to ceiling glass windows looking out to the hallway. Only one was completely closed in and that one was upstairs and not available. I glanced at my watch. At this moment, Steele was on a conference call concerning the boxes of documents in my office. With luck, I could get Dev in and out before Steele freed up from the call and came looking for me for our meeting. 

I showed Dev into the conference room and waved him into a nearby leather chair the color of ash. I shut the door as I





























































































[image: ]
























































[image: ]













































































































































[image: ]























































[image: ]





































































































[image: ]








































[image: ]























































[image: ]































































[image: ]





































































































[image: ]





















































[image: ]










































































[image: ]





































































[image: ]

























































































[image: ]
























































































[image: ]








































































[image: ]














































































































[image: ]














































































[image: ]



















































































































[image: ]

































































[image: ]




























































[image: ]































































































































[image: ]















































































































[image: ]






















































































[image: ]















































































































[image: ]
















































































[image: ]






















































[image: ]



































[image: ]

































































[image: ]




















































































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





