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For all the librarians of my past, my present and my future.

I'm of a fearsome mind to throw my arms around every living librarian who crosses my path, on behalf of the souls they never knew they saved.

- Barbara Kingsolver 

CHAPTER

ONE

––––––––
[image: ]


FOUND ME! That’s all the note said. Written in careful block capital letters in black ink across common lined notebook paper, the two words mocked me. They might as well have had neener, neener, neener written after them. But written or not, I heard the taunt.

A finger tapped the note. Actually, it was a copy of the note, the original long since packed in an evidence bag for protection and off being analyzed somewhere. 

“What can you tell us about this, Odelia?” 

The finger belonged to Andrea Fehring, a Long Beach homicide detective I’d come across a couple of times in the past. Even though Fehring had been a guest in my home on occasion, it was difficult to say whether or not I considered her a friend in the traditional sense of the word. She was a colleague and friend of my friend Devon Frye, a homicide detective who worked for the Newport Beach Police Department. 

I stared down at the note, willing it to say more. To tell me where it had come from and how it had gotten ... well, where it was found. People wanted to know more and they were looking to me for the answers. I closed my eyes as I had just a couple of hours before, but when I opened them I was in a police station interrogation room, not sitting in the California sunshine as I had been when this nightmare started.

The warmth of the sun had been welcome after the two straight weeks of cold and rain that had blasted Southern California with both surprise and ferocity, causing flooding and mudslides up and down the coast. February can be cool and we often get rain during the month, but this February had been brutal after last February’s unseasonable sunshine and dryness. My friends that live elsewhere in the country laugh whenever I mention “cold” temperatures being in the 40’s and 50’s, but we’re simply not used to it for long stretches of time. After a few days, it gets on our nerves and makes us as disagreeable as soggy nachos. Next to me on the bench was my mother. She was enjoying the sun and spending the time pecking away on her iPad.

“I’m blogging about how you Californians are wussies when it comes to a little rain and cold,” she told me, not looking up. Mom, who’d moved back to California from New England nearly two years ago, maintained a blog called An Old Broad’s Perspective. The blog was surprisingly popular and not just with the AARP crowd.

My wussie-assed meditation on California living was interrupted by my cell phone. It was the ring tone set for my husband, Greg Stevens.

“Hi, honey,” I said upon answering.

“Where are you, sweetheart?” Greg asked. “I came home hoping to surprise you and take you out for lunch.”

“I’m in Long Beach. I had an errand to run. Now I’m at the car wash. My car was pretty disgusting.”

“I need to get the van washed too,” my hubs said. “Are you going to be long or should I grab something from the fridge and head back to work?”

I looked out across the parking lot of Twinkle Clean. Men wearing matching Twinkle Clean tee shirts and clutching drying cloths were crawling over lines of wet cars like beetles over dung. The place was packed and vehicles were pulling into the lot at a fast pace. I wasn’t the only one taking advantage of the break in the weather to get their cars cleaned, or of the half-off price offered every Wednesday. I only work part-time, so whenever I can, I like to grab the Wednesday deal. I spotted my sedan in the front line of cars being dried.

“My car’s being dried off now,” I said into the phone. “So we should be out of here in about ten minutes or less.”

“We?” my husband asked.

“Mom’s with me.” I lowered my voice and turned away from Mom. “Should I dump her at home first?” If my mother overheard my question, she was choosing to ignore it.

“Bring her along,” said Greg with a laugh. Easy for him to say. He got along with her better than I did. “Why don’t you two meet me at The Gull. I’m craving one of their lamb burgers.”

“Hey, Mom,” I said to my mother. She looked up from her iPad. “Do you want to go to lunch with me and Greg after we leave here?”

“Sure,” she answered with a shrug. “Why not? Got nothing else to do but wait for death to find me.” It was a typical Grace Littlejohn response.

A woman came out of the Twinkle Clean office and looked around for a place to sit while waiting for her car. I shifted on the bench, moving closer to my mother to make room for her to sit down next to me. I smiled at her and she returned it and mouthed a silent thanks. In her hand was an iced coffee from the fast food restaurant next door to the car wash. It looked refreshing. Then I remembered that The Gull also had great coffee drinks. 

“Sounds good, honey,” I told Greg, judging the time it would take me to get to the restaurant from the car wash. “We’ll see you there soon. Why don’t you order me a large iced mocha latte to start.” I turned to my mother again. “Mom, would you like an iced coffee drink. Greg will order them for us so they’re waiting when we get there. They’re super good at this place.”

“Nah,” she said, her head of white hair still bent over her iPad. “They give me gas. I’ll stick to plain coffee.”

When the call ended, I dug into my purse and retrieved the claim slip for my car and a few dollars for a tip. I glanced at my car to estimate its progress. The man drying it had finished the front and sides and was about to start on the back. Another was cleaning the dash board and inside windows. I closed my eyes and went back to sun bathing for a few minutes.

My relaxation and visions of cold, creamy chocolate and coffee were interrupted by a loud piercing cry. I wasn’t sure if it was coming from a man or from a woman with a three pack-a-day habit, but it was close enough to send chills up my spine. My eyes popped open to find several Twinkle Clean workers dashing toward the front line of cars being dried. Specifically, they were crowding around my car.

My first thought was that someone must have hurt themselves. Did my car mysteriously kick into neutral and roll over someone’s foot? Did one of my windows break and a worker was bleeding all over my upholstery? Was it my insurance or Twinkle Clean’s insurance that covered such things?

I scrambled to my feet and quickly made my way across the wet pavement, nearly slipping. Putting a hand out, I placed it on a freshly washed Beemer and steadied myself as I threaded through the line of cars toward my own. Mom trailed behind me several steps, her thick rubber soled shoes squeaking in the shallow puddles. A man stepped forward and stopped me from getting closer. His name tag identified him as Xavier and the manager of the car wash.

“Just step back, please,” Xavier told me. “We have this under control.”

“My name’s Odelia Grey.” I tried to look around his bulky presence to see what was causing the commotion. “That’s my car.” I pointed to it just so he knew which one I meant, though with all the hubbub surrounding it, I didn’t think he’d be confused.

Xavier looked at me funny, but didn’t move aside. Instead, he latched a large hand onto my upper arm, holding it in a firm grip. “Stay here, please.” 

“What’s going on?” Mom asked.

“I don’t know, Mom.” I turned to Xavier and parroted the question. “What’s going on?” 

Ignoring me, he turned and said something to one of the other workers in Spanish. The only word I recognized was policia – police. The other man pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and made a call.

“Stay here,” I said to my mother. With some effort, I yanked myself free from Xavier’s grasp and sprinted the final few feet to my car. Well, sprint is a strong word and not entirely accurate when you’re in your late fifties and weigh around two hundred twenty pounds. It was more of a wog – half jog, half waddle. Either way, I made it to my car in spite of efforts to stop me. 

My trunk was wide open, like a surprised gaping mouth. Several men had gathered around it, gabbing away excitedly in Spanish. I elbowed my way through and stared into the butt end of my car. 

I screamed. 

Other patrons had left the waiting area and were coming forward. My mother had caught up with me and I felt her grab the tail of my sweater in a death grip. My teeth vibrated with more screams and cries. These were new ones and not coming from me but from the people starting to crowd behind me with curiosity.

Tucked inside my trunk was a naked man with long blond hair. He was in the fetal position with duct tape on his wrists and ankles and patched over his mouth. He was wedged neatly between the case of water I’d bought two days ago and a couple of bags of old clothing I kept meaning to drop off at Goodwill. It took several double takes for me to believe my eyes. 

A dead man was stored in my trunk as snuggly as a second spare tire. 

My legs gave out. I slipped to the pavement into a puddle, nearly taking my aged mother with me. Next to me, a man with a dog on a leash snapped photos of the body with his cell phone. The woman with the iced coffee was puking it up on the clean tires of the car next to mine. Several patrons were making excited calls. Around me people parted, giving me room, but no one reached out to help or to ask questions. Not even my own mother.

People stared at me, open mouthed, like I was a freak or carried a highly contagious disease. I knew how it would play out at dinner tables across the city tonight. “There’s was this fat lady at the car wash today,” they’d say. “And she had a real live dead body in her trunk.” The thing is, no one would correct the contradiction of the comment. There is no such thing as real live dead body. Trust me, I know. I’ve seen more than my share. After all, I was the Corpse Magnet – the woman who stumbled over dead bodies as often as most people stumbled over uneven pavement. What can I say? It’s a gift – an ugly, inappropriate gift – like a hideous red candle of a naked woman with fruit on her head that you can’t wait to re-gift at the next office secret Santa exchange.

I felt the cold water beneath me penetrate my jeans and soak my panties. I struggled to get on my feet, still receiving no help from anyone around me. Xavier stood next to me, looking ready to make a grab should I try to bolt. My mother was on her cell phone speaking with excitement to someone. Once I was stable on my feet, she held the phone out to me. “It’s Greg,” she said. “I called him.”

With trembling hands, I took the phone from Mom. “Greg, it’s me.”

“What in the hell is going on?” Greg asked, his voice going up as it often did when he was stressed. “Did Grace just say something about a dead guy?”

In answer, I aimed the phone at the body and took a photo of it. A second later, the photo was hurtling toward Greg in a text message. I didn’t send a message, just the photo.

“Check the text I just sent from Mom’s phone,” I said into the phone after returning to the call.

In the distance, sirens could be heard. Closer. Getting closer. Coming for me. Another body. Another endless barrage of questions that I couldn’t answer.

Just a few seconds passed before my husband shouted through the phone, “Dammit, Odelia! Just walk away. Don’t you dare get involved with that.”

“Too late, Greg,” I told him as a police car screeched to a halt in the street, blocking all cars from leaving Twinkle Clean. “That’s my car. That’s my trunk.”

CHAPTER

TWO

––––––––
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“WHERE’S MY MOTHER?” I asked Fehring.

“She’s being questioned,” Fehring answered. Since I’d last seen Andrea Fehring, she’d let her hair grow long enough to be pulled back away from her face. She was a trim woman somewhere in her forties with great posture and a no-nonsense demeanor. She was dressed in a black pant suit and blue blouse – her usual working uniform. She was good at her job and I respected that, even if at the moment I wasn’t pleased to be the object of her scrutiny.

“Did you cuff Mom too?” I asked, rubbing the red mark around my wrists. Shortly after the police arrived at Twinkle Clean, I was read my Miranda rights, then cuffed and stuffed into a patrol car and driven to the station. 

“Of course not,” Fehring said with a slight smile she tried to suppress. “Greg showed up and brought her to the station. They’re both here now.”

“Am I officially under arrest?” I asked. “I’m a little foggy on that point.”

“Should you be?” Fehring asked.

Before I could answer, a tall, trim African-American man entered the room. “Her husband called their attorney,” he announced to Fehring. “The guy should be here soon. The mother’s not saying another word until he gets here.” 

“My attorney?” I asked with surprise. I knew I hadn’t asked for one, but the fact that Greg had already called someone told me he’d felt it necessary. That also meant I should follow Mom’s lead and shut my mouth for the time being, but for me that’s more difficult than it sounds.

“To answer your question, Andrea,” I said, using the detective’s given name, hoping it would give a chummy feel to the awkward atmosphere, “no, I should not be arrested. I haven’t done anything wrong. I have no idea what this note is about or who the dead guy in the trunk is.”

“Guilty people usually say stuff like that,” said the guy.

I turned to him. “And you are?”

“Forgive my bad manners, Odelia,” Fehring said with heavy sarcasm. “This is Special Agent Shipman.”

“Special Agent?” I asked, the question squeaked out as if half strangled.

“Federal Special Agent Gregory Shipman,” the man clarified. “I’m with the FBI.”

“Gregory,” I repeated, choosing for my sanity’s sake to ignore the rest of his title until I could wrap my head around it. “Like my husband. And Shipman would mean you two have the same initials – G.S. You’re middle name isn’t William by any chance, is it?” I was babbling. Something I do when nervous.

“No,” Special Agent Shipman answered. His face was stern, except for his eyes. They danced with cautious amusement. “It’s Winston.”

“Huh,” I said. “The same initials for sure – G. W. S. Hopefully that’s an auspicious sign.”

The amusement in his eyes dimmed. “I’ve heard all about you, Odelia Grey,” he said. “You’re the famous Corpse Magnet.” He pulled out a chair across from me and folded his long, lean body into it. Fehring remained standing. “You’re a legend. A seemingly ordinary woman with a nose for dead bodies and friends in low, dark places.”

“You like Garth Brooks, too?” I asked. I was being glib but under the table my right leg was vibrating in a nervous seizure.

Special Agent Shipman studied me. “One of these days, you might be responsible for one of the bodies you stumble across. Maybe this is that time?”

I fixed Shipman with a weepy look and spoke through trembling lips. “I’ve already crossed killing a human being off my bucket list, Special Agent. It happened several years ago. Or didn’t you do your homework beyond listening to gossip?” I didn’t have to fake the weepiness. Every time I recalled the horror of pulling the trigger of a gun and ending someone’s life, the waterworks started. It was something I knew I’d never get over.

I wiped the back of one hand across my eyes, not caring if I smudged my makeup, and turned my attention back on Fehring. “Can I speak to Greg while I wait for my attorney?” My gaze bounced off Shipman. “My Greg,” I clarified.

“At the moment,” answered Fehring, “your Greg is with Mrs. Littlejohn, helping her through her statement.”

I was glad for that. Mom’s a tough old bird, but who knows what she would say. She thinks my finding the odd body and getting embroiled in danger is cool and fodder for her blog. I couldn’t trust her not to embellish once she got on a roll. Greg would keep her grounded.

“It’s probably best he help her,” I said.

Shipman got up. “Would you like a soft drink or maybe some coffee, Ms. Grey?”

“Oh hell, Greg,” I said with false bravado, “call me Odelia. All the other cops do.”

He leaned forward, his narrow face was so close to mine I could smell toothpaste. Like Fehring, he was probably in his forties, but closer to fifty than to forty. “And you can call me Special Agent Shipman.” He straightened up and started for the door. “What’s it to be?”

I thought about the iced mocha I’d been craving earlier. “You don’t happen to have an iced mocha anywhere on the premises, do you?”

“Did you see Starbucks posted anywhere on the front of this building, Odelia?” Shipman asked. The sarcasm was heavy and this time there was no amusement in his look or tone.

I was pressing my luck. “Black coffee, no sugar, would be nice, Special Agent Shipman. Thank you.”

Once he left, Fehring took the chair he’d abandoned. “I see you’re just as adept at making friends as always, Odelia.”

“Never hurts to ask,” I answered with a shrug. “Who knows, you might have one of those pod coffee machines around. They make lattes.”

Fehring chuckled. “With our budget, we’re lucky we don’t have to reuse the coffee grounds a couple of times.”

She leaned back in her chair. “So who’s coming? Seth Washington or Mike Steele? Or have you finally put a criminal attorney on retainer?”

“Probably Seth. Steele’s on his honeymoon.”

“His honeymoon?” Fehring sounded surprised. “He never struck me as the marrying kind.”

“He finally found someone who could handle him. And he didn’t have to chloroform her to get her down the aisle either.” Fehring and I shared a laugh. Mike Steele was my boss, an arrogant attorney and royal pain in the ass. “She’s a doctor,” I continued. “A pediatrician. Her name is Michele Jeselnik. She’s super nice and down to earth, and he’s head over heels for her. They’re currently skiing in Switzerland.”

“Nice,” Fehring said with a nod of approval. “Speaking of friends taking life changing plunges, what do you think about Dev Frye’s retirement announcement?”

“Dev’s retiring?” I looked at her with saucer eyes. 

Fehring looked like she’d just let an angry cat out of the bag and was trying to figure out a way to stuff it back in. “I’m sorry. I thought he would have told you since you’re such tight friends. I heard about it last night from another Newport Beach detective. It was just announced.”

“Dev did invite Greg and me to dinner tomorrow night,” I told her. “Maybe he was going to tell us then.” It made sense, especially since Dev specifically said he had some news to tell us, but I didn’t like being out of the loop so late in the news crawl. 

“I’m sure that’s it,” Fehring said, making a quick save. “He probably wanted to make it a special announcement.”

I glanced at the closed door and leaned forward like Fehring and I were girlfriends sharing a secret. “So what’s up with Mr. FBI?” I asked.

A half smile crept partway across Fehring’s face before coming to a halt and changing its mind. “You’ve hit the jackpot this time, Odelia. You’ve stumbled into a federal investigation.”

“What?” I asked, nearly coming out of my chair. “That dead guy is wanted by the Feds?”

Before Fehring could say anything more, a uniform officer brought in my coffee. On his heels was Shipman with Seth Washington. The two men were about the same height but Seth had a wider and more solid build that he carried with expert posture. Seth and his wife Zenobia, better known as Zee, are our best friends. Zee’s been my bestie for more than twenty years. Seth had obviously come from his office and was dressed in a snappy gray suit. He nodded to Detective Fehring, having met her on several occasions. “I’d like a few minutes with my client,” Seth told Fehring and Shipman.

Client? I didn’t like one of my dearest friends calling me his client. Nope. Not one bit. But at the moment I’d have to swallow it like a bitter pill. Seth isn’t a criminal attorney but he’d be able to guide me through the questioning and determine whether or not I would need more expert representation. It’s was also Seth who’d tagged me with the nickname Corpse Magnet many years ago. The obnoxious moniker had obviously stuck and spread to the Long Beach Police Department and even the Feds. 

When the detectives left us alone, Seth placed his brief case on the table and got down to business. “What in the hell is going on, Odelia? Greg said you have a dead body in the trunk of your car.”

“Had,” I corrected. “I’m sure they’ve removed it by now.”

“This isn’t a time for your flippancy, girl.” Seth unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat down in a chair next to me. A very handsome African-American man in his late fifties, Seth had a deep baritone voice. Jacob, he and Zee’s college-age son, was the spitting image of him. His close cropped hair, once jet black, was now salt and pepper. It looked great on him.

“I have no idea how that body got into my trunk, Seth. Really, I don’t.”

He pulled a legal yellow pad and pen out of his briefcase and started jotting down notes. “When was the last time you opened the trunk of your car?”

I gave the question some thought before answering. “It was Monday afternoon – President’s Day.” I told him. He jotted it down. “I’d done some grocery shopping and bought two cases of water. Greg and I always keep a case of water in each of our vehicles for emergencies and sporting events and it was on sale. I pulled one case out and moved it to Greg’s van shortly after he got home from work that night.”

“Wasn’t his office closed for the holiday?”

“Yes, but Greg went in for a few hours to catch up on some paper work. He got home sometime between three and four, I think. I know it was before supper time. And that’s when I transferred one of the cases to his van.”

“And there was no body in your trunk at that time?” Seth asked.

I looked at Seth as if his brain had skipped a beat. “Don’t you think I would have noticed a little thing like that?”

“One would hope, Odelia,” he said, his eyes on the pad as he jotted down the information. “How about the name Zak Finch?”

“Who’s Zak Finch?” I took a sip of my coffee. It was the temperature of pee and of a similar taste. Not that I’ve actually tasted pee.

Seth looked at me. “The dead guy in the trunk. At least that’s the story his prints are telling. That’s all Shipman told me just now. They didn’t mention his name to you?” 

I shook my head. “But I’m sure they would have gotten around to it.” 

“For some reason,” Seth said slowly as he poked the end of his pen at the pad, making an abstract figure of tiny dots, “the name sounds familiar to me but I can’t place from where or why.” He looked up from his art project. “Does the name ring a bell with you?”

I closed my eyes and quickly ran the name through my personal data bank, whirring it around like laundry on the spin cycle. I shook my head. “Nothing comes to mind.”

“Then why would he be in your trunk with a note pinned to him saying Found me? Were you looking for anyone?” Seth held the pen over the pad and waited for any answer. 

“These are the same questions the police have been asking me,” I complained.

Seth continued to hold the pen aloft over the paper. “And now I need to ask them if I’m going to help you.”

“First off,” I began, trying not to let my exhaustion amp up my already considerable crankiness. “The note was not pinned to him. He was naked. There was nothing to pin anything to. The note, I believe, was taped to him with silver duct tape. The same tape that bound him. At least that’s what the police told me.”

After writing down that the note was taped to the body, Seth looked at me expectantly for the rest of my explanation.

“As for looking for the guy,” I said, “I have no idea who he is ... or was ... so how could I be looking for him?”

“So you’re not helping out one of your odd ball acquaintances or friends with a little amateur sleuthing on the side?” he asked, then tacked on for good measure, “It’s not like you haven’t been involved with stuff like this in the past, Odelia.”

“Let me remind you, Seth, that I count you and your family among my odd ball friends.” I put down my pee-temperature coffee hard enough to make it slosh onto the table. “And whose side are you on anyway?” I asked.

“You’re side, Odelia.” Seth put down his pen. “But I need to know everything. We have to figure out why this guy and why your car? It’s only natural given your past that this might have something to do with your penchant for stumbling into trouble. If we can’t find a link to something or someone else, you’re going to go to the head of the suspect list. Do you want that?”

“Oh please,” I said, trying to be indignant when really I was ready to have a major stroke. “If I killed that guy, do you think I’d casually forget and drive my car with the body in the trunk to Twinkle Clean?” I looked at Seth with disbelief. “With my mother in the car, no less?” I paused, then asked. “And how did he even die? The police didn’t tell me that.” I took a short breath and continued my rant. “And do I look like I’d be able to hoist a grown man’s body into the trunk of a car? Even though that guy ... that Simon Fletcher or whatever his name was.”

“Zak Finch,” Seth corrected.

“Zak Finch,” I repeated. “Even though Mr. Finch was trussed and folded like a turkey in a roasting pan, he looked pretty strong and fit to me. And young. I can barely lift the kettlebells at the gym more than a few times.”

“You could have had help,” Seth suggested.

“Right. Mom helped me. Together we’re quite the killing machine.” I started doodling in the puddle of coffee to calm myself down.

Seth put down his pen and leaned toward me. “Odelia, did the police ask you about Willie Proctor or Elaine Powers?”

My heart stopped. My mouth went dry. I stopped playing in the spilled coffee and took a gulp of what was left in my coffee cup, draining it. Years ago William Proctor embezzled millions from an investment company that he created and headed, leaving thousands of people bereft of their nest eggs. He went on the run and has been in hiding since to avoid prosecution even though a few years back he returned every penny. Our paths crossed when I started snooping into the murder of one the clients of the law firm I then worked at. Over the years, Willie has become a special friend to both Greg and me. Not too long ago my half-brother Clark, a retired cop, went to work for a company that is believed to be owned by Willie, though nothing can prove that.

Elaine Powers is a killer. An older woman scarred for life to the point of no return. Her street name is Mother and she heads a very scary organization of women who specialize in hits for hire. We’ve crossed paths a few times and even though she’s saved my bacon and assisted me in the past, I’d hardly call her a friend, as I would Willie. Just thinking about Elaine makes me want to hide in a closet. Both Willie and Elaine have magical powers when it comes to ferreting out information about people, especially people who live and operate in the darkness of illegality.

“No,” I answered. “They haven’t mentioned either of them yet, although Special Agent Shipman did allude to my having friends in low places. By the way, did Shipman introduce himself to you before bringing you into this room?” Before Seth could answer, I added, “He’s with the FBI. Is that why he’s here? Because they think this might be related to Willie or Elaine?”

“Yes, Special Agent Shipman introduced himself to me.” Seth scratched something on his legal pad. “And I’m sure it’s a connection they’re thinking about. I don’t know about Elaine Powers, but Willie is definitely a federal matter.”

“Do you really think Willie or Elaine would willingly put me in jeopardy? Both of them operate in the shadows. This is the sort of bold statement neither of them would make. Not to mention Willie is not a killer.”

“Since I’ve never met either personally, I’ll have to reserve my opinion.” Seth put down his pen and looked directly at me. “Odelia, someone killed Finch and put his body in the trunk of your car. That on its own is crazy enough, but adding that note was a message. It’s a challenge, perhaps a taunt, to either you or someone you know who might be looking for Finch. Otherwise why would they choose your car out of the millions of cars in Southern California?”

What Seth said made sense, but as much as I squeezed my gray matter, nothing came out. It was like trying to get juice from a shoe. “I need to somehow ask Willie and Elaine about it,” I finally said. “But how can I do that with the police watching? Not to mention, I don’t even know how to contact them.” I actually knew I could probably reach Willie through Clark, but when it came to reaching Elaine, I was clueless, and for the most part glad of it.

“It’s not just the police,” Seth said. “If the note was aimed at one of them, it could be a ploy to get you to flush them out into the open.”

“So I don’t try to contact them and hope that justice will prevail and my big behind isn’t put in jail? What if whoever did this set me up to take the fall by planting that body?”

He shrugged. An attorney who shrugs makes me nervous. If they’re clueless, how in the hell am I supposed to feel confident in justice prevailing? 

“Yes, that’s another thought,” Seth said when he was through shrugging. “One of the other creeps you’ve tangled with in the past could be trying to even the score. That’s one of the things we’re going to suggest to the police. Maybe they can go back and check on the whereabouts of the people you’ve helped put behind bars. Maybe they’re not behind bars any longer. Maybe they have friends on the outside trying to even the score. Wasn’t there one situation several years back involving a federal matter?”

I put my brain through a series of tricks again. “I think so.” It was my turn to shrug. After which, I dropped my head into my hands and uttered a moan that sounded like a wounded animal. “And maybe I should just accept a murder rap and save everyone the trouble.”

CHAPTER

THREE

––––––––
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“WOULD YOU QUIT GRIPING about your car, Odelia,” my usually sunny husband said when we finally entered our home, Mom in tow. “It’s evidence in a murder investigation. Who knows when or even if we’ll ever get it back. We’ll lease one for you in the meantime.”

I shivered as the image of that man’s naked dead body in the trunk of my car flooded my brain. It almost felt like I’d found him in my home. “I’m not sure I want it back,” I said as I deposited the Chinese takeout we’d bought on the way home on the counter along with my purse. I knelt down on the floor and gave Wainwright, our golden retriever, a hug. He was very happy to see us, but I could tell the animal was a bit put out. Normally, he goes everywhere with Greg, but as soon as Greg realized he had to hit the road for Long Beach for an indefinite amount of time, he’d swung back to the house and deposited his canine companion at home. Fortunately, we’d caught him before he’d gone very far on his way to The Gull. Muffin, our tiny gray cat, came up for her own greeting. I hugged, kissed and petted them both, enjoying the simplicity of it after an afternoon of interrogation.

“If you don’t want the car back, Odelia,” Greg said as he propelled his wheelchair over to where I was receiving furry love, “then we’ll buy you another and sell that one when we get it back. I’ll call the insurance company tomorrow and see what they say. Who knows, maybe there’s an odd clause about stuff like this.”

“I’ll bet you could sell the car on e-Bay,” Mom said. She put her purse on the coffee table and sat down on the sofa with a tired plop. She looked like she’d been dragged behind our van all the way home. “I’ll bet you’d get a bundle for it if you advertise that a dead body was found in it. You could call it the Murder Mobile.” Greg and I turned to her like synchronized swimmers. She was dead serious. Tired or not, she hadn’t lost her gift for the bizarre.

Greg’s cell phone rang. Looking at the display, he announced, “It’s Clark.” Again, both of us turned our heads toward Mom.

“You called Clark, didn’t you,” I accused my mother.

“No, I did not,” she answered, her pointed straight nose titled upward in defiance. “I texted him and sent him the photo of the dead man in your trunk.”

“Oh no,” I said, lowering my butt onto the floor with a thud. Falling backwards, I lay there on the hard wood with my eyes shut, just imagining what my brother was going to say about this. Both Wainwright and Muffin thought I was playing. Muffin crawled all over me while the dog gave my face an enthusiastic bath.

“Hi, Clark,” Greg said, finally answering. “By the way, I have you on speaker.”

“I’ve been calling you, Odelia, and Mom for hours now,” Clark yelled into the phone. “I was thinking the worst after seeing that pic Mom sent.”

“We had to have our phones off while at the police station. I just turned mine on,” Greg explained.

I rolled over, got to my knees, then to my feet, and staggered to where I’d left my purse. Grabbing my phone, I looked at the display. Sure enough, there were six messages, all from Clark – four texts and two hysterical voicemails. I turned my ringer back on, glad it was off before. The thing must have been vibrating in my purse like a runaway sex toy while I was talking to Seth and the police.

“Was that body really in Odelia’s car?” Clark asked, finally checking the volume on his voice.

“Yes, it was,” called out Mom. “I told you that in my text.”

“Just confirming, Mom,” Clark said.

“What? You don’t believe me?” Mom said getting all huffy. “It happened at the car wash today. The dead man was tucked into her trunk as nice as you please, except that he was naked.”

“Yes,” Greg confirmed before a family phone brawl broke out. “There was a dead body in the trunk of Odelia’s car. We have no idea how it got there. And yes, he was naked.”

“Who was he?” Clark asked. “Some guy who made fun of Odelia’s obsession with Thin Mints?”

“Really, Clark?” I snapped as I moved closer to the phone.

“Sorry, sis,” Clark swiftly apologized. “It just sort of slipped out. As macabre as the situation is, it’s also pretty funny. A new low for you. Or should that be a new high?”

“We’re not laughing here, Clark,” Greg said, his own voice getting edgy.

“Have you been drinking, Clark?” Mom asked, her brows scrunched with worry. Both she and Clark were recovering alcoholics and both take their long-time sobriety seriously.

“No, Mom, I’m haven’t been drinking,” Clark assured her. It’s just that this is the sort of stuff that winds up on TV, and I’m not talking about the news.” He paused. “So what are the details. Did the cops I.D. him yet?”

“Yes,” Greg answered. I was glad he was fielding the questions because I’d answered more than my share already today. “His name is Zak Finch. He’s around twenty-three years old and from a small town in Illinois outside of Chicago. Sound familiar to you?”

There was silence while Clark gave it some thought. “It does sound familiar,” he finally said, “but I can’t place from where right now.”

That was when I decided it was time to get involved. I indicated for Greg to give me the phone, which he did. I switched it off speaker. “Hi Clark,” I said into it. “It’s just me on the line now.” I started moving toward our bedroom for some privacy. Just before I closed the door shutting the master suite off from the rest of the hours, I heard Greg say, “I’m going to unpack the food and get ready to eat. I’m starved.”

“Clark,” I said to my brother, “attached to the body was a note that said Found Me! The cops are wondering if it has anything to do with some of my past run-ins with criminals, including Willie and Elaine Powers. You know, the mother of hit men, or should I say hit persons.”

“The police asked you directly about Willie?” Clark asked with concern.

“Not right away,” I explained. “At first they danced around my connections to known criminals, but after I lawyered up they asked about them by name. They’re wondering if whoever left the body was trying to get to one of them through me. At least that’s one of their theories. Another is that it’s payback for someone I messed with along the way.”

Clark was again silent on the other end of the phone, putting his cop training to work. “But found me sounds like you’ve been looking for this guy, or at least someone has. Are you sure you’re not sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong?”

“My nose is clean and is minding its own business, thank you very much.”

“At least for the past few months.” Clark snorted. “I’m proud of you, sis. “You made it through Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Years without a corpse, although you were damn close to Thanksgiving with that last one. Too bad you couldn’t have made it to Easter.”

“Not funny, Clark. You and everyone else seems to think I do this for laughs or out of boredom. Well, I don’t.”

There was a short silence from Clark’s end, except for the occasional huffs and puffs and grumbles. Clark is in his early 60’s and can come off grumpy and snappish, but he’s solid as granite. He lives in Arizona, outside of Phoenix, in a swanky 55+ community, and oversees security for the company everyone knows is linked up the food chain to Willie.

“Tell you what, sis,” Clark finally said. “Let me check around on my end and see if the name rings any bells with either of your underground friends.”

“You know how to get in touch with Elaine?” I asked, my mouth falling open.

“Not really, but I might be able to find people who know people who do. One thing I’m pretty sure of though, I doubt she did this. It’s too flamboyant. Hit men work behind the scenes, in the shadows. They don’t wave flags to get attention.”

“That’s what I told Seth.”

“Is Seth Washington representing you?” Clark asked with surprise. “He’s not a criminal attorney, is he?”

“No, but I don’t think I’ll need one. He helped me through the questioning. He’s done that before.”

“Well, if things heat up, don’t you hesitate to get yourself a good criminal attorney,” Clark advised. “I think the world of Seth and Mike Steele. Both of them are top notch guys and attorneys who would go to the end of the earth to protect you, but neither have the expertise to help you if this gets messier and deeper on your end.”

“Seth already said that,” I told my brother. “He already has someone lined up should we need him.”

“Good,” Clark said with relief. “In the meantime, keep Mom out of it. I’ve already told her in a text that she’s not to post anything about this on her blog, or on Facebook, or Twitter. Damn social networking,” he groused. “Why can’t she just knit or watch talk shows like most women her age. Having this splashed across the Net might just be what the perps are hoping will happen.”

Clark was right earlier. In spite of the gravity, there was an underlying current of the ridiculous to the situation – a gallows humor that hung over it like a noose shown via shadow puppets on the wall. “Don’t worry,” I told him. “Seth gave her a very kind but forceful lecture on the subject before we left the police station. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll beat it into her.”

He laughed. “I’ll be out there tomorrow. We can beat her together.”

“You’re coming to California tomorrow?” With great speed, I searched my memory but couldn’t remember Clark telling us about this trip. “I hope you’re not coming here because of this? We have it under control, Clark.”

“Nope, it’s a last minute trip,” he explained. “Dev asked if I’d come out and go to dinner with him and you guys tomorrow night. At first I wasn’t sure I could make it, but today my calendar cleared up a bit so I’m driving over bright and early. I’ll be in town for a couple of days unless something crops up at work.”

“Are you staying with us or with Mom?”

“Frankly, I’d prefer staying with you and Greg, but Mom would be hurt if I do that. Besides, if I stay with her I can keep an eye on her shenanigans until her interest in this latest corpse dies out.”

“Why don’t you take her back to Arizona with you like you did before?” I suggested. “Just until this blows over.”

“She’d never fall for that ploy again, Odelia. She’s too sharp to be bamboozled twice.” He hesitated, then added, “And so am I.”

It was my turn to be quiet for a few seconds. “Clark,” I ventured, “do you know why Dev is gathering us up for dinner tomorrow night?”

The hemming and hawing on the other end of the phone was more than sound, it was solid and touchable.

“He’s retiring from police work, isn’t he?” I added when the stall continued.

“Yes,” Clark admitted. “He is. It’s something he’s been discussing with me on and off for a few months. He wanted another cop’s perspective on life after the badge, but he asked me not to say anything. He wants to retire and enjoy life. He’s only sixty, but he’s been on the job for close to forty years. He got into it right out of school. How did you find out?”

“Today at the Long Beach police station Andrea Fehring told me. Apparently Dev just announced it at work and the news traveled fast among other cops.” I smiled to myself. Dev worked hard and was one of the best people I’ve ever met. He deserved to retire and enjoy his life. “Do you know yet what he’s going to do with his time?”

“I’ll let him tell you that at dinner,” Clark said. He took a deep breath. “Okay, sis, I’m going to run and pack for my trip. I want to be on the road before dawn. Will you be at work tomorrow or is it one of your days off?”

“I’ll be going in for a bit. Steele’s off on his honeymoon and wants me to keep a lid on things in his absence, although Jill’s perfectly capable of that herself.”

“That’s right,” Clark said with a chuckle. “Mike Steele got married this past weekend. How was it?”

“Lovely, just like his bride. The ceremony and reception were tasteful, elegant, and intimate. And like Steele, not a hair or rose petal out of place.” I laughed. “I can’t wait to see you tomorrow, Clark. Call me as soon as you get into town.”

“Will do, sis. And you keep your corpse count down to just this one, okay? At least until I get there.”

CHAPTER

FOUR

––––––––
[image: ]


BEFORE LEAVING THE bedroom, I changed out of my still damp jeans and panties into dry, comfy yoga pants. The food was already on the table, along with plates and utensils. Greg was pouring iced tea for us while he brewed Mom a cup of decaf coffee. Mom was still on the sofa pouring over her iPad.

“Clark will be here tomorrow,” I told Greg. “He’s going to dinner with us and Dev.”

“Yeah, your mother just told me he was coming,” Greg said, putting down the iced tea pitcher.

“He sent me a text while we were at the police station,” Mom called from the sofa. “He asked if I wanted to go to dinner with you all, but I declined. I have plans tomorrow night.”

Greg and I exchanged glances. My mother seemed to have a very busy social life, but we were only privy to part of it. Sometimes she did things with Greg’s parents and sometimes with friends from her retirement community. For all we knew, the rest of the time she was a CIA operative. “What’s up tomorrow night, Mom?” I asked.

“Me and a few of the girls are going to one of those Indian casinos tomorrow,” she explained, not looking up from her tablet. “We’re even staying overnight. It’s one of those bus trips for old people designed to rob us of our Social Security money. They’re running a special for a two-day, one-night trip. Should be fun.”

I looked at Greg and shook my head. He just grinned. “Fun to be robbed or fun to spend time with friends?” I asked her.

“I’m not much of a gambler,” my mother said, still keeping most of her focus on what she was doing, “and sometimes those old biddies get on my nerves, but I love to people watch at the casino. And there’s always some great food and entertainment. I’ve been on these trips before.”

“You have?” I asked. This was news to me.

“Sure,” she answered. “They’re usually on Tuesdays or Wednesdays when the casinos aren’t as busy, but this one was for Thursday since Monday was a holiday.”

“Did you tell Clark you’ll be gone?” I asked, walking into the living room from the dining area. Except for the bedrooms and bathrooms, our home has a huge open floor plan with the living room, dining room and kitchen flowing one into the other. Greg designed it, buying a duplex and turning it into one very large, easy care home. “He says he’s staying
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