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				Just how big is Odelia Grey?

				What reviewers are saying …

				“Odelia Grey is a keeper.”—Library Journal

				“Jaffarian plays the formula with finesse, keeping love problems firmly in the background while giving her heroine room to use her ample wit and grit.”—Kirkus Reviews

				“[Odelia Grey] is an intriguing character, a true counter against stereotype, who demonstrates that life can be good, even in a world where thin is always in.”—Booklist

				“A sharp, snappy mystery novel ... This is a fast and furious read that should be fun to see as a series with Odelia as the lead character.”—AmaZe Magazine

				What fellow authors are saying …

				“More fun than a lunch pail full of plump paralegals, The Curse of the Holy Pail is a tale as bouncy as its bodacious protagonist.”—Bill Fitzhugh, author of Highway 61 Resurfaced and Pest Control

				“[Curse of the Holy Pail is] even better than her first ... a major hoot!”—Thomas B. Sawyer, author of The Sixteenth Man and former head writer/producer of Murder, She Wrote

				“Sue Ann Jaffarian does a masterful job. Once you get to know Odelia Grey, you’ll love her. I know I do.”—Naomi Hirahara, author of Summer of the Big Bachi and Gasa-Gasa Girl

				“A plus-sized thumbs up. Jaffarian’s a new sharpshooter in crime fiction.”—Brian M. Wiprud, author of Stuffed and Pipsqueak, winner of Lefty Award for Most Humorous Novel
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				“Why am I not surprised?”

				The question, phrased more like a long-suffering supplication to a supreme being, was accompanied by a copy of this morning’s Orange County Register being tossed onto my small, cluttered desk like an under-thrown Frisbee.

				When it slid to a stop, just short of smacking my almost-full coffee mug, I saw that the paper was open to the front page of the local news section and folded in such a way as to show off a photo of me—yes, moi, Odelia Patience Grey. The caption above the photo blazed: Food Fight Erupts at Local Market.

				A resigned sigh escaped my lips. I had hoped that no one would recognize me. After all, in the caption under the grainy photo, I was merely referred to as an unidentified woman. 

				The question had come from Mike Steele, my boss. He stood in front of me, waiting for an answer to what I felt was not a question deserving of a response. In my opinion, it had sounded purely rhetorical in nature. I continued to stare down at the fuzzy photo in the paper, my lips tighter than a pair of size 6 shoes on size 9 feet.

				Michael Steele is a partner at Wallace, Boer, Brown and Yates, the law firm in Orange County, California, at which I am employed as a paralegal. I’ve been with Woobie (the nickname given the firm by its employees) for about eighteen years, and I would be looking forward to the next eighteen years, if it were not for the man standing in front of me.

				I didn’t need to raise my face to know that Steele would be immaculately groomed from his GQ-handsome, close-shaven face right down to his fingertips, which would be professionally buffed and shining like dew in the morning sun. And I didn’t need to glance in his direction to know that he was wearing an expensive and beautifully tailored suit. It was also unnecessary to look up to know that he was peeved at me. The sarcasm in his voice hung in the air, waiting to be admired, round and bright, like ornaments on a Christmas tree. 

				A few years ago, when my old boss, Wendell Wallace, retired, I somehow fell within Steele’s grasp. Steele had requested that I be assigned to him, and the firm agreed. They had even sweetened the pot for me with a nice raise and a private office. 

				They assigned me to him with an apology, claiming they trusted me to keep Steele and his law practice in line. In other words, I became his professional keeper so the firm’s founding partners could sleep at night. 

				Now, don’t get me wrong—Mike Steele is an incredible lawyer. He’s brilliant, focused, and ethical, which in this day and age is an accomplishment all on its own. He brings in a ton of new business and is the firm’s top attorney in generating billable hours. He’s Midas with a law degree.

				It’s just that sometimes he needs to be beaten about the head with the people-skills bat. 

				Without raising my face to look at Steele, I gave in and broke my silence. I pushed the newspaper back in his direction. “Not exactly my best side, is it?”

				In the photo, my two-hundred-plus-pound bulk was being squeezed from either side by two angry women. I looked like a pesky pimple ready to pop. The young woman on my right was cute, twenty-something and, like me, plus size. The other woman, who turned out to be her aunt, was trim and looked a lot like her niece, just older and smaller. Both women towered over my five-foot-one-inch frame.

				Steele cleared his throat. Peeking up through the hair that slightly hid my face, I saw him cross his arms in front of his chest. He wanted an explanation and would wait all day for one, if necessary. I didn’t owe him any details, and I could be just as stubborn. However, today I decided to go for bonus points with shock value.

				Lifting my chin in his direction, I shook my head and tossed my almost-shoulder-length medium brown hair away from my face.

				“Jesus, Grey!” In a flash, Steele’s arms uncrossed and he was leaning toward me, both hands flat on my desk. He angled his head to get a better view. “What the hell happened to you?”

				“I was slugged by a leg of lamb,” I explained, trying to be nonchalant about it, pretending that assaults by butchered meat happened every day.

				At that moment, Kelsey Cavendish, the firm’s librarian, strolled into my small office. With three people, it now reached capacity under the local fire code. 

				“Hey, Odelia, any plans for lun—” She stopped mid-sentence, then exclaimed in a folksy accent, “Damn, that’s one helluva shiner!” 

				Kelsey immediately pointed an accusatory finger at Steele. “Did he give you that?”

				“What?” Steele half-shouted, turning an indignant, flushed face her way.

				“Well, Greg certainly didn’t give it to her,” Kelsey shot back.

				“Actually,” I said, interrupting, “I believe my assailant came from New Zealand.”

				“Cavendish,” Steele snarled in Kelsey’s direction, “you don’t really believe that I’d strike Grey, do you?” He glanced at me. “No matter how tempting.”

				Kelsey coolly looked him up and down. She was one of the few people at Woobie who didn’t shrink in his presence. My guess is that if I ever left the firm, she’d be next in line for the keeper position.

				“Nah, Steele, I don’t.” 

				A woman in her mid-thirties, Kelsey Cavendish was tall, slim, and angular, with a plain, friendly face. She was Olive Oyl in the flesh, but with a bigger clothing budget. She gave Steele a wide grin, slipped past him, and plopped herself down in the small chair across from my desk. 

				“Though I’ll bet you lunch at Morton’s that Odelia’s thought about clobbering you a few times.”

				I couldn’t help myself. Like a rude belch, a short, loud guffaw escaped my lips. Kelsey was right, I had thought about clobbering him, and on more than just a few occasions. In fact, I know dozens of people who would like to gather in the parking lot and beat the living crap out of him, starting with his last twenty secretaries. 

				Michael Steele went through secretaries like I buzzed through Thin Mint Girl Scout cookies. Our office manager, Tina Swanson, had given up on keeping the secretarial bay outside his office filled and now the placement job fell to yours truly. Lucky me. Currently, we were trying out a very talented temp named Rachel Keyo. She had just completed her third week with us and so far, so good. At least she didn’t show signs of bolting—yet. And even though Rachel was a drop-dead gorgeous woman with long, sculpted legs and the face of a Nubian princess, Steele didn’t show signs of seducing her—yet. Of course, Rachel was also in a very advanced state of pregnancy. This latter situation seemed to have a good, yet strange, effect on Steele. Instead of his usual behavior toward secretaries, which could swing between charming, sexual scamp and overbearing, demanding ass, Steele treated Rachel with uncharacteristic tenderness, even reverence. Kelsey, who never misses a trick, referred to it as his Madonna fixation. Personally, I don’t care what it’s called, as long as he keeps treating Rachel with respect and the work keeps flowing out the door. 

				Jolene McHugh, another attorney at Woobie who shares secretarial services with Steele and me, loves working with Rachel, and no wonder. Rachel’s legal skills extend far beyond typing and dictation. Her last job had been in the legal department of a large corporation, but several months ago she was laid off when that company downsized. She came to us on a trial basis through a friend of one of the attorneys, and if everything continues smoothly, Jolene and I will recommend that Tina hire the woman permanently after her maternity leave, providing, of course, Rachel was equally excited about the idea. But Jolene had already expressed her concern to me that somehow Steele would screw things up for everyone.

				Kelsey looked down at the newspaper still on my desk, and her smile grew wider. “Is that really you?” 

				I nodded slowly, suddenly wishing I had called in sick.

				Kelsey leaned in closer. “So, just how did you get that shiner?” 

				Steele, who was now leaning against the doorjamb, also moved in closer. You would have thought no one had work to do.

				With a deep sigh that swelled my hefty bosom like a rolling wave, I began the saga of the leg of lamb, only to be interrupted by my phone ringing. A look at the display told me that the caller was Zenobia Washington, my best friend. No doubt she had also seen the morning newspaper. I ignored the phone. I would call Zee back later. I returned my attention to Kelsey and Steele and sighed again.

				“It’s nothing, really,” I continued. “I was simply in the market last night—just popped in to pick up some food for Seamus and dinner for myself—when these two women started arguing next to me at the meat counter. Rose, the older one, who turned out to be the younger one’s aunt, began chiding her niece about her weight. In fact, she was being kind of mean about it.”

				“Oh, no,” Steele groaned, shaking his head. “Odelia Grey, champion of chubbettes, to the rescue.”

				Steele was sarcastically referring to Reality Check, a local support group started several years ago by my late friend Sophie London. Now I lead it, together with Zee. Originally, Reality Check was formed to help large people emotionally cope in a weight-obsessed society. Now it included others facing similar bigotry over other issues, such as physical disabilities.

				I curled my lip at Steele before continuing. “Anyway, the niece—her name’s Manuela, Manuela Collado, I believe—started crying and snapping at Rose, and pretty soon the scene escalated into a full-blown family feud.”

				“And you couldn’t keep your freckled nose out of it, could you, Grey?” Steele gave another shake of his perfect head. “You couldn’t just walk away? Maybe head to the frozen section and grab a carton of Ben and Jerry’s?”

				“Steele!” Kelsey snapped. Turning to me, she said, “Go ahead, Odelia, clobber him. I won’t tell.”

				“You want to hear this or not?” I asked with annoyance. “If not, I have work to do.”

				“Sure, Grey,” Steele said, supporting himself once more against the doorjamb, hands casually shoved into his pockets. “Sing us a stanza of ‘Odelia Had a Little Lamb.’”

				Rolling my eyes, I continued. “By the time I tried to break Manuela and Rose apart, it had turned quite nasty and a crowd had gathered, including, I later found out, a photographer from the Register who just happened to be in the store and had his camera bag with him.” I stopped to take a drink of lukewarm coffee from the mug on my desk. 

				“Anyway, Manuela was calling her aunt some pretty colorful names, and Rose was getting in some good, sound slaps. I had almost succeeded in pulling them apart when, out of nowhere, Manuela picked up that darn leg of lamb and swung it like Babe Ruth, hitting a homer with my left eye.” I looked from Kelsey to Steele. “Satisfied?”

				Kelsey looked at me, then at Steele, then back to me. “Did you at least get to keep the leg of lamb?” Both of them cracked up with laughter.

				“Just for that,” I said to Kelsey, “you’re buying lunch.”

				It was then we noticed Fran Evans, a senior associate, standing just outside my door. She was tall and willowy, with a long mane of thick, blond hair and a very attractive face that would be downright stunning if she smiled more. As usual, she was all business and wore an air of disdain like a heavy fragrance. Around the firm, she was getting the reputation of being the female counterpart of Mike Steele. Once she had our attention, Fran indicated she needed to speak with Steele. 

				Steele told her he’d be with her shortly, then continued our conversation. Fran, her jaw set tight, glared at him. When Steele didn’t make a move to acknowledge her further, Fran tossed her hair in a little fit and took her leave. Once she was gone, he pulled his hands out of his pockets, stood straight, and looked me in the eye. 

				“I repeat myself, Grey. Why am I not surprised?” He shook his head yet again. “You’re the only person I know for whom it seems perfectly natural to go into a market for cat food and end up being KO’d by a roast.” He laughed. “Only you, Grey.” 

				“Too bad about the shiner, Odelia,” Kelsey told me, ignoring him, “especially with your big reunion this weekend. But maybe it won’t be that bad; it might change from plum purple to puke yellow by then—much easier to cover with makeup.”

				Steele raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “Reunion?”

				Crap, I thought, something else for him to bug me about. He’ll probably come up with a weekend full of work just to spite me.

				“Odelia’s thirtieth high-school reunion is this Saturday,” Kelsey cheerfully informed Steele.

				“Damn, Grey, didn’t know you were that old.” Steele appeared to be calculating something. He finally said, “I was … what … about eight years old then.” He paused for what I’m sure he thought was dramatic effect. “Were you an actual flower child? Did you trip the light fantastic to Joplin and Morrison? Do any streakin’? Heh, heh, heh.”

				My future with Woobie was looking more like being sentenced to death row.

				When he didn’t get a rise out of me, due to an amazing amount of self-control on my part, Steele gave a humph and started to leave. Partway out the door, he stopped and turned back around. 

				“Don’t forget, Grey, I’ll be out of town the beginning of next week.”

				“Where ya goin’?” Kelsey asked eagerly. “And how long can we count on you being gone?”

				Steele gave her a chilly smile. “If you’re a good girl, Cavendish, maybe I won’t come back.” Then he strode down the hall to join Fran.

				“Why,” I asked Kelsey, as I retrieved my purse from a file drawer in preparation for lunch, “do men always make promises they never intend to keep?” 
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				Whoa! was my immediate reaction as I walked into my thirtieth high-school reunion. My palms grew clammy. My legs threatened to buckle. Please, please, please tell me I’m hallucinating.

				As soon as we entered the hotel ballroom, my eyes were assaulted by an explosion of soft blue and seafoam green crepe paper. The ballroom was decked out in an exact replica of our senior prom—20,000 Leagues Under the Sea—right down to the real fish tanks positioned throughout the room and the blub-blub-blubbing of waterlogged air bubbles piped in over the sound system. I didn’t know which would happen to me first—passing out from shock or wetting myself; maybe the two would happen simultaneously. Talk about multi-tasking.

				The invitation to the reunion had only said that the reunion committee was cooking up a big surprise. Some surprise. My heart rate increased notably. If I had known in advance that one of the worst nights of my life was going to be revisited, I would not have come. Needless to say, my prom night had not been warm, fuzzy, or romantic, although I must admit, it could have been worse. After all, I hadn’t been doused in pig’s blood like Stephen King’s Carrie. Yet it was definitely not one of those evenings I discussed wistfully with middle-aged girlfriends over a glass of wine. Nor was there any decaying corsage lovingly pressed into a scrapbook anywhere in my house. I had attended the prom, true, but it was one of those memories I’ve spent thirty years trying to erase, like a magnet continuously passed over a hard drive. 

				My thoughts of bolting were disrupted by a commotion near the entrance. I turned toward the noise to see Donny Oliver entering the ballroom on the shoulders of several former members of the football team. He was waving and cheering, making his way through the fake sea creatures and his former classmates like a conquering hero returning from war.

				I couldn’t move. My feet felt encased in cement blocks instead of my new black suede pumps. Donny Oliver was the very worst of my high-school memories—the bogeyman in a quarterback uniform. I watched warily as he slid to the floor from the shoulders of his high-school comrades and started shaking hands. Someone handed him a beer. Someone else gave him a cigar. I half expected Donny to announce he was running for public office. 

				I prayed for early senility.

				“Odelia?” I heard a female voice tentatively ask. “Odelia Grey, is that really you?”

				I turned toward the melodic and kind-sounding voice to find a woman looking at me with happy curiosity. She was of medium height, with bobbed dark hair and a long, lean face with deep crow’s feet nestled around the eyes. She beamed at me, displaying a mouth of slightly crowded teeth.

				“Johnette? Johnette Spencer?” I inquired, answering her question with a question. She nodded enthusiastically, and we hugged.

				Johnette Spencer had been in most of my classes during our four years in high school. She had been tragically shy, painfully thin, and sported thick, black-rimmed glasses. Over the years, we had eaten lunch together often. Like me, she had been a loner, not belonging to any specific clique. 

				The glasses had been replaced by contacts, or maybe laser surgery—who knew these days. But Johnette was still thin and bony. She had not succumbed over the years to middle-age spread and a losing battle with the bulge. Glancing around at many of our former classmates, I comforted myself with the knowledge that I hadn’t really been the fattest kid in my class, merely a woman ahead of her time.

				Johnette continued beaming her high-watt smile. “Well, it’s Johnette Morales now. Has been for quite some time. Twenty-seven years, to be exact.”

				Johnette tugged on the shirt sleeve of the man standing behind her, urging him to come forward. He looked vaguely familiar. I tried to subtract three decades. He was bald, just under six feet tall, and built like a weightlifter gone slightly to seed. Football and the name Victor Morales came to mind.

				“Of course,” I said to Johnette, still trying to shake off the initial shock of the reunion theme and Donny’s entrance. “You married Victor. I remember hearing about that.”

				“Funny how things work out,” she said. “Victor and I hardly knew each other in high school. It wasn’t until college that we became friends and eventually fell in love.” Johnette blushed. Victor smiled broadly.

				Victor Morales had been on the football team. He had been a quiet boy, not given to rowdiness like so many of the guys on the various sports teams. He had been popular but not stuck-up. His only flaw, I recalled as I stood looking at him and his wife, had been his friendship with Donny Oliver, big man on campus and school bully. Nice boys like Victor had circled around Donny like moths to a flame because of Donny’s prowess on the football field. Under Donny’s influence in high school, Victor would never have dated a wallflower like Johnette. Yes, funny how things work out.

				“Isn’t this amazing?” Johnette said, sweeping her hand in an expansive gesture as if spreading pixie dust over the room.

				“Swell,” I responded in a voice cold enough to keep the ice caps from melting.

				“But it’s just like our senior prom, Odelia,” she said with enthusiasm. “Remember?” Suddenly, it was Johnette who remembered. Her smile vanished and she reddened. Victor studied the wall behind me. 

				Remembering my manners and eager to change the subject, I indicated my date and introduced him. “Johnette, Victor, this is Dev Frye.”

				Devin Frye is a homicide detective in Newport Beach. I met him when he was assigned to the murder investigation of my friend Sophie London a couple of years ago. He has curly blond hair flecked with gray and compelling blue eyes. He also stands well over six feet tall and is built like a moose on steroids. Dev is a football team all by himself and makes me feel downright petite despite my size 20 body. The two men shook hands amiably.

				Johnette quickly surveyed Dev, then looked to me with an eager smile. “So, is it Odelia Frye now?”

				Taken aback, I shot a glance at Dev. He was blushing and studying, or pretending to study, a five-foot-long cardboard sea horse that dangled near his head. A thought came to mind, and I glanced down at Dev’s left hand. Sure enough. Dev, a widower of just a couple years, still wore his wedding band. Johnette had made a natural assumption.

				“No,” I answered with a slight chuckle. “Dev and I are just good friends.”

				Johnette looked at the two of us with suspicion, and her face lost some of its friendliness. Victor, on the other hand, looked at us with renewed interest.

				“Oh look, there’s Sally Kipman,” Johnette said with forced cheer. She tugged at Victor. “Let’s go say hello.” And with a slight nod, they were gone.

				“That went well,” I said to Dev. 

				Dev bent down so his mouth was near my ear. “So what happened at your prom?” 

				“Nothing.”

				“Give me a break, Odelia. I’m a cop. ‘Nothing’ doesn’t make people that uncomfortable.”

				“Nothing, Dev, really; just childish pranks long forgotten.” I aimed my eyes at Dev’s wedding ring and shamelessly used it to get his attention off my senior prom. “I think Johnette thinks you’re married … and I’m not.”

				I scanned the crowd in the direction Johnette and Victor had headed. Sure enough, there was Sally Kipman, another personal annoyance from my past. This was turning out to be a reunion of my worst nightmares. A glance at my watch told me we had only been here seventeen minutes. That was long enough to bond with old schoolmates, wasn’t it? After all, the fiftieth reunion was just twenty years away. Why do it all in one night?

				I turned to Dev. He had stopped scrutinizing the sea horse and was now staring sheepishly down at his shoes, no doubt wishing he had worn sneakers so he could make a quick getaway should the need arise. I sighed and gave him a small, warm smile. It was hard to believe this very same man could make a hardened criminal shake in his socks.

				He shook his head slowly. “I should have told them I was a widower. Or at least taken off my ring.”

				“Why?” I asked. “It’s no one’s business who you are.” I guided him over to the registration table, where more former classmates waited to hand us our name tags. 

				My official boyfriend, Greg Stevens, was supposed to accompany me to the reunion. But a few days ago, he woke up with a cold that turned nastier with each day. Greg’s illness gave me mixed feelings. On one hand, I was worried about him being ill. But on the other, it gave me an excuse not to attend the reunion. Why he had to be his usual gallant self and insist on my going anyway, I’ll never know. He had suggested that I take Zee, but instead, at the last moment, I changed my mind and asked Dev Frye to be my escort. There was no way in hell I was going to go to this clambake alone or without a proper date. 

				Dev and I made our way into the main seating area and snagged ourselves a couple of chairs at one of the tables set for ten. Several chairs had napkins on them, letting all newcomers know they were already taken. After placing napkins on two chairs, Dev disappeared into the crowd to wrangle us a couple of drinks while I blazed a trail to the ladies’ room.

				I had checked my black eye—not a bad cover-up job, if I do say so—and was reapplying a fresh coat of lipstick when Johnette Spencer, now Morales, came into the large restroom. She looked quickly down when she saw me and started for a stall, but stopped short before entering. She just stood there, frozen. I watched her slim back reflected in the mirror in front of me. It seemed like she wanted to say something but wasn’t sure how to go about it. 

				As teenagers, we had been good friends, and I had spent a lot of time with her. Many afternoons after school we had studied together at her house while her mother, in true June Cleaver form, plied us with Cokes and snacks. When I was sixteen, my own mother abandoned me and disappeared, and I went to live with my father and stepmother. Johnette and I had become especially close during that turbulent time in my life. It bothered me now that a possible misunderstanding had tainted what should have been a happy renewal of friendship. It bothered me that she had been so quick to judge. And it bothered me that I had been so quick to cut her off about the prom. After all, our senior prom had been a happy night for many people. I just wasn’t one of them.

				Without preamble, I explained Dev. “Dev’s a recent widower. His wife died of cancer.” 

				Johnette glanced quickly over her shoulder, catching my eye in the mirror. “Oh,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. About his wife, I mean.”

				She turned her face back to the stall, but instead of entering, she abruptly turned on her heel like a soldier doing an about-face.

				“Odelia,” she began, still speaking softly. “I’m also sorry about being so rude out there. And I’m very sorry I brought up the prom.” She took a couple of steps toward me. I glanced down and noticed that she was wringing her hands slightly. “I really am so very glad to see you.”

				“It’s okay, Johnette,” I told her. “I’m very happy to see you, too. And the prom is ancient history—really.” Before another heartbeat passed, I took a step toward her and reached out my arms for a hug, not so much because I wanted to, but because instinct told me she needed a hug—badly. And she did. She fell into my arms, burying her small frame into my ample bulk. I could feel her shoulders slightly shaking. When we parted, I saw that she was weeping.

				“It’s okay, Johnette,” I assured her again. “No harm done.”

				“It’s not that, Odelia.” She started to cry in earnest.

				There was a small sitting area just inside the ladies’ room door with a small padded bench. Grabbing some tissues from a dispenser, I handed them to Johnette and steered her toward the bench. 

				“What’s the matter, Johnette?”

				She looked down at the tissue that was quickly being mangled in her grasp. I had one arm around her shoulders and could feel her take a deep, lung-expanding breath before answering.

				“Victor’s having an affair.”

				Now it was my turn to give a soft “Oh.” 

				“That’s why I was so upset when I saw you with that man. I thought he was married and you were cheating with him.” She looked up at me. “Stupid, isn’t it? You having a fling with a married man?”

				Her remark confused me. I didn’t know whether she thought that highly of my ethics or if she thought I couldn’t find a man with whom to have an affair. But this wasn’t about me.

				I gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Are you sure Victor’s having an affair?”

				She nodded. “I followed him one afternoon. He was supposed to be playing golf, but instead he went to some woman’s house.” She started weeping again. “Oh, Odelia, she was young—and very pretty.” She blew her nose. “I saw them embrace.”

				I found myself speechless, not a natural state for me. I continued to squeeze my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. Occasionally, a woman would come into the restroom, glance our way, and keep going toward the stall area. In due time, Johnette stopped crying, blew her nose, and straightened her shoulders. 

				“You go ahead, Odelia,” she told me, taking one of my hands and giving it a little squeeze. “You go on out there and keep that nice man company. I’ll be along very shortly.”

				“You sure?” I asked skeptically.

				She nodded. “I’m just going to freshen up before going out myself.” 

				Still not convinced she should be left alone, I did as she asked and started to leave the bathroom, only to be stopped by bony fingers clutching my arm.

				“Please don’t tell anyone about this, Odelia. I don’t want anyone’s pity.”

				Assuring her of my discretion, I said, “I’m sure you and Victor can work this out. You’ve been together a long time.”

				“Yes, we have.” Johnette contorted her thin lips into a forced smile. “I’m sure it’ll be all right in time. Lots of men have a mid-life crisis and return to the nest once it’s out of their system.” She looked to me to validate the statement.

				“So I’ve heard,” I responded automatically, all the while thinking that if Greg ever cheated on me, he’d be going from paraplegic to quadriplegic in no time flat.

				Back again in the main ballroom, I made my way to our table to find Dev and Victor deep in sports talk. The Moraleses were going to join us at our table, Dev informed me. I smiled tightly at the alleged cheater as I took the seat Dev offered. A much younger woman, huh? The cheating would have been bad enough, but as a middle-aged woman, I took it somewhat personally that he might be straying with a newer and shinier model. 

				I was telling the men that Johnette would be along shortly when movement caught my eye. Approaching our table was Donny Oliver. Grrr.

				“Hey, Vic, great to see you,” Donny boomed as he made his way to Victor’s side. The two men shook hands. With Donny was another former football player whose face was familiar but remained nameless to me. Victor shook his hand, too.

				Then Donny saw me.

				“What?” He looked at me in exaggerated surprise. “This can’t be Odelia—Odelia Grey?” 

				In high school, Donny Oliver had been a commanding sight. Ruggedly handsome with wavy brown hair, a dimpled chin, and deep-set, dark eyes, he stood just over six feet tall with a trim, hard body and wide shoulders. He didn’t look all that different now, except that his dark hair was laced with gray at the temples, and his face was marked with slight lines around his eyes and mouth. A boozy smell emanated from him. Yep, just like in high school.

				Memories as rancid as week-old tuna invaded my brain, and anger gurgled inside me. I felt ready to blow, like a shaken soft drink. Let it go, Odelia, I cautioned myself. Control. Control. Control. You can do it.

				“Hello, Donny,” I said through teeth clenched hard enough to worry me about cracking a crown. 

				Donny looked at me with amusement, then opened his arms wide. “Ah, come on, Odelia. Give your old friend a hug.”

				I glanced at Victor, who was looking embarrassed, then at Dev, who was looking both puzzled and concerned. I searched my brain for something glib and funny to say, something that would ease my tension and put Donny in his place. 

				“Eat shit and die, Donny.” The comment may not have been original, but it was heartfelt.

				He laughed. So did the guy with him. They were the only two amused. On my other side, I felt Dev start to rise. 

				“Is Tommy Bledsoe with you tonight?” Donny asked, looking around. He turned to the guy with him. “How about it, Steve? Wouldn’t that be perfect? Odelia, Bledsoe, and this damn Sea Hunt shit, together again. Now that would be a reunion.” They both laughed.

				I said nothing. Dev stood up, but Donny took no notice.

				“Come on, Odelia,” Donny said, still with his arms spread. “Give me some of that heavyweight lovin’ like you used to.”

				“Leave her alone, Donny.” 

				It was a woman’s voice. I turned to see Sally Kipman standing near the table with her hands on her hips, looking rather formidable. Johnette stood behind her, doing a great imitation of a frightened rabbit. I could have sworn I even saw her long, bony nose twitch. Geez, could this get any worse? 

				I continued my quest for the very elusive self-control. My jaw, still clenched, was starting to ache. What I really wanted to do was to push Donny’s head into one of the nearby fish tanks until it became one of the bubbling tank ornaments alongside the toy pirate ship. Without much effort, I could picture little multi-colored fish swimming in and out of his nose. Entertaining this thought, I could feel control within my grasp.

				Donny started to say something to Sally when another voice chimed in. “Yes, leave the lady alone.” This command came from Dev as he moved to stand by my chair in front of Donny.

				“Who the hell are you?” Donny asked Dev. I was pleased to see Donny flinch at Dev’s size. My jaw relaxed a tad at the sight.

				“Detective Devin Frye of the Newport Beach police. And this lady’s date.”

				“Let’s get out of here, Donny,” his buddy said, putting a hand on his arm. Suddenly, I remembered his name—Steve Davis.

				Donny looked down at me, then up at Dev, seeming to make up his mind about something. He turned to Victor. “Come on, Vic, let’s go get a beer.”

				Victor looked at the people gathered around the table, including his wife. “Sorry, Donny, have to pass.”

				Donny looked surprised at Victor’s insubordination. 

				“Leave it alone, Donny,” Steve said, trying to steer him away from the table.

				After glancing once more at me, then at Dev, Donny Oliver strode away. In seconds, he was shaking hands and slapping backs in another crowd of people.

				“Some people just never grow up,” Johnette said. She moved to Victor’s side. Her husband slipped a protective arm around her waist.

				Dev sat back down in his chair and looked at me. “Okay, now are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

				I didn’t look at him when I answered. “Maybe someday.”

				“Sally’s going to join us,” chirped Johnette, trying to move the mood of the table along to happier thoughts.

				Oh boy. Although, I reminded myself quickly, Sally did just come to my assistance with Donny. 

				“Hello, Odelia,” Sally said as she took a chair across from me and Dev. “Nice to see you again.” Her voice was clear but clipped.

				In high school, Sally Kipman and I got on each other’s nerves on a daily basis. Thinking back, I can’t remember why. Maybe it was because our personalities mixed like oil and water. Or maybe it was because we were too much alike. 

				Sally Kipman transferred to our school after her mother and father divorced and her mother relocated the two of them to Southern California from New Jersey. Sally wasn’t happy to be in California and was even less happy to find herself from a broken home, a status that was still fairly new in the early ’70s. 

				Until Sally came on the scene in our sophomore year, I was one of the only kids in school whose parents were divorced. While I retreated into boxes of cookies, Sally took a different approach in expressing her emotions. She was surly and belligerent to everyone, including teachers, and quick to start a fight. She quickly embraced youthful rebelliousness and her right to freedom of speech, no matter what was said or who got hurt by her machine-gun tongue. Like Johnette and me, Sally was a loner. At first, we invited her to have lunch with us. But she responded to our invitations with such verbal abuse that we finally stopped asking.

				For reasons unknown, Sally’s hackles would rise whenever she saw me. And, I must admit, the feeling was mutual. In our junior year, she told everyone I was fat because I was pregnant. I retaliated by telling everyone Sally was a lesbian. Shortly after that, following two weeks of detention and an order from Mrs. Zolnekoff, the school principal, we called an uneasy truce and made it to graduation without assaulting each other.

				I looked across the table at Sally Kipman. Like Donny, she still looked very much as she had thirty years ago. Maybe mean people don’t age; maybe all their natural vileness acts like embalming fluid. It seemed like a plausible explanation to me.

				As in high school, Sally’s body was tall, slim, and athletic. Her hair was dark blond and cropped short in a becoming tousled cut. She wore no makeup that I could see, and never did that I could remember. She was tan and fit and very attractive in a no-frills way. She no longer had an air of pent-up anger, but she still definitely had one of no-nonsense. Seeing me looking at her, she flashed me a non-hostile lukewarm smile, and I returned it. It looked like the truce would hold.

				With Donny staying on the other side of the room, no doubt avoiding Dev like he was my personal junkyard dog, the reunion turned out to be much better than I had expected—meaning I actually had fun once my jaw unlocked. During a lovely dinner, the people around the table caught up on each other’s lives and passed around photos of children and grandchildren. I was the only one at the table who didn’t have either. Even Sally Kipman had a grown son and one young grandson. I showed off a photo of Seamus, my ill-tempered, antisocial, champagne-colored cat.

				During dessert, the DJ started playing dance music, and Dev coaxed me onto the floor. 

				“I’m glad to see you’re finally having a good time,” he said while we danced to a slow tune. Dev Frye is way over six feet tall, and I top out at five foot one. He had to almost bend in half to whisper in my ear.

				“Yes,” I answered, “I am. Thanks for coming with me.”

				“You’re welcome. Thank you for asking.” He smiled down at me and pulled me closer to him. My nose hit somewhere in the middle of his chest. Suddenly, I was overcome with guilt.

				I have always known that Dev Frye likes me a lot, and the feeling is mutual. I also know that he would be actively pursuing me if not for Greg Stevens. And, if not for my love for Greg, I would be encouraging this mountain of a man in his pursuit. When I called Dev about escorting me tonight, I had made it clear that it was a friendship date, and that he would be filling in for an ill Greg. Dev had said no problem, but questions peppered my mind. Was I leading this kind, decent man on with my selfish need to prove something to someone? To who? To Donny Oliver? If that was true, I wasn’t playing fair with Dev’s feelings.

				And Greg—therein lay the bulk of my guilt. Greg was at home right now suffering with a head cold and thinking I was with Zee. He had no idea that I had changed my mind and asked Dev instead. I know that if he knew I was dancing in the arms of Devin Frye, he would be upset. Although Greg likes Dev, he’s not in the dark about Dev’s feelings for me. In fact, it was Greg who first brought them to my attention shortly after we met the man. And Dev is always there, ready to lend a hand or look out for me whenever I manage to get myself into a jam. Or stumble upon a body. Which are really one and the same since I never seem to be in a jam that doesn’t involve a dead body in the mix. 

				Simply put, Dev, Greg, and I are engaged in an emotional yet polite ménage à trois. 

				Thanks to me, Greg and I are not engaged, though he has asked and even has a gorgeous ring waiting for when I’m ready. We were engaged for a whole day just over a year ago, but I gave the ring back until I could sort out some personal issues. 

				I giggled. Dev looked down. I shrugged, not wanting to share my secret. I had decided that on Thanksgiving, just over four weeks away, I would ask Greg to marry me. I would let him know that I’m ready to accept his ring, to be his wife, to formally begin our life together. No one knew of my decision yet, not even Zee.

				I shook myself out of my girlish daydreams. Here I was, forty-eight years old, dancing with one man among cheesy, fake sea creatures and make-believe waves while being dreamy-eyed about another. He loves me, he loves me not. All I need is a bunch of daisies to pluck, petal by petal. But I really don’t need the daisies; I know without a doubt that Greg Stevens loves me.

				By the way, I’m blaming this thirty-year regression on crepe- paper fumes. That’s all there is to it.

				Another slow song started, and Dev showed no sign of loosening his grip. We continued swaying and gently moving to the music. I closed my eyes and lost myself in thoughts of a white gown and altar flowers … Greg sitting in his wheelchair, dressed to kill in a tux … Zee in a gawd-awful taffeta bridesmaid’s dress … people screaming … 

				What? People screaming? At my wedding?

				My eyes popped open, returning me to a room of blue and green chaos.

				Dev stopped dancing and stood stock-still, as if sniffing the air for the direction of the trouble. More screams. Dev and I turned to face the doorway just as the crowd parted and a man staggered in, his shirt-front soaked with blood. Dev made a dash in his direction just as he collapsed to the floor.

				It was Donny Oliver.
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				A sausage, plump, white, and uncooked, was being wiggled in my face. It reminded me of the smoked chicken and apple kind I’m so fond of, except that this one had a fingernail attached. Or was the nail something disgusting left behind by the factory? Either way, I was trying to grab at it with my teeth, like bobbing for apples but without bending over or getting my hair wet. I had almost succeeded when a bell sounded, then stopped. I tried to snag the sausage again. Once more, I heard the short ring of a bell. 

				On the third ring, I realized that the sound was coming from the phone on my nightstand. I made a half-hearted grab for it, but the caller had either hung up or disappeared into my voice mail. I settled back under the covers and closed my eyes, thinking that if I could only catch the sausage, it would go great with some scrambled eggs. 

				The phone rang again. This time, I answered on the second ring, but no one said hello back. All I heard was someone breathing. I said hello again, then it hit me. The elusive sausage was a dream. Or rather my subconscious retelling of the night before, when Dev Frye had poked his thick, round index finger in my face and told me to mind my own business. But in my sleepiness, the why and about what still escaped me. I said hello once more into the phone. The caller hung up without saying a word. There was no caller ID on my bedroom phone, so the call would remain a mystery for now. Frankly, I was too exhausted to care.

				It was nippy in my bedroom, so I burrowed back under the covers. This time I didn’t think about breakfast, but about why Dev would shake a stern finger at me. Not that he needed a reason to tell me to mind my own beeswax—he did that on a regular basis. 

				I yawned loudly. Seamus hopped up on the bed and rubbed his furry head against my chin. I gathered him up and squeezed him like a teddy bear until he meowed for mercy. Cats are wonderful things on cold mornings.

				A glance at the clock on the nightstand told me it was just past nine o’clock. Usually I’m up much earlier than this on a Sunday morning. And usually I wake up next to Greg. Why wasn’t I next to Greg?

				Oh my gawd! 

				The reunion. 

				The screaming. 

				Donny Oliver. 

				Dev’s admonition to stay out of it.

				The events of the night before came crashing into my consciousness like a head-on collision. I sat straight up in bed and covered my face with my hands in horror. Donny Oliver was dead. Someone had shot him in the chest—someone at the reunion. 

				The phone rang again. This time I grabbed it quickly and said hello. It was Zee.

				“Did you call here a minute ago?” I asked her.

				“No, I didn’t,” she told me. “I figured after last night you’d be sleeping in, especially after what happened.”

				“What happened?” 

				A deep sigh came from Zee’s end. I could almost see her standing there with a hand on one bulky hip. “Did you forget about the murder, Odelia? Or were you hoping no one would notice?” 

				Yep, dollars to donuts, Zee had one hand on a hip while she spoke to me.

				There was a click, and another voice chimed in. “Hey, Aunt Odie.” It was Jacob, Zee’s teenage son. “Did you really see the guy get whacked?”

				“Jacob Ezra Washington!” Zee snapped at him. “You get ready for church. Right now!”

				“But Mom,” Jacob whined, “I’m not a kid anymore. I want to know what happened.”

				I heard more commotion and muffled voices from the Washington end.

				“You’re not too old to obey your mother, Jacob.” It was Seth, Zee’s husband. His deep, authoritative voice came through the phone loud and clear, even though he wasn’t speaking to me. “Besides, I want to talk to your Aunt Odie a minute.”

				Uh-oh. I thought about hanging up but knew they’d only call back. Donny Oliver had been killed at the reunion last night, and I had been there. It must’ve been all over the news this morning, both on TV and in the papers. Seth was going to lecture me, just as Dev Frye had. 

				“Odelia, what the hell is going on?” When I said nothing, Seth continued his rant. “Why is it you can’t do anything without attracting killers and dead bodies? You’re a corpse magnet.”

				“Zee,” I said, hoping she was still on the other line. Usually she came to my defense when her husband became overprotective of me. “You can jump in anytime.”

				“Sorry, Odelia, but I’m with Seth on this one.” 

				Zee and Seth Washington are closer to me than my blood family. And, like real family, they could be royal pains in my big fat behind.

				“Come on, Seth,” I said. “A corpse magnet? Is that really a fair comment?”

				“Well, let’s examine the facts.” Seth was an attorney, and it showed. “The security guy. The woman in the ravine.”

				“Don’t forget the dead guy in the pool, Dad.” It was Jacob again. He’d probably picked up another extension.

				“What did I tell you, Jacob?” asked Zee.

				“Don’t make me come up there, son,” chimed in Seth. “If I do, you’ll be washing the cars instead of driving one over to your friend’s later on.”

				We all heard a phone being put down. I was thankful Hannah, their daughter, was at school at Stanford, or I’m sure it would have been four against one, putting me at a more definite disadvantage.

				“Odelia,” Seth said from his end, “do you need a lawyer?” Seth always thought of that angle first. “Zee told me that you and this Donny guy had history together, some bad blood.”

				“What?” I yelled. At my tone, Seamus scooted off the bed and ran for cover. “No, I don’t need a lawyer. I didn’t do anything to Donny Oliver.” I was getting more awake by the second, and more uppity. “This one I didn’t kill.”

				Silence fell over the conversation like a funeral shroud. No doubt, we were all thinking back over a year ago when I did kill someone.

				Seth was the first to speak. Now his voice was gentle. “I’m not saying you did, Odelia. I’m just asking if you need some guidance with the questioning and all.”

				“No, Seth, but thanks. Dev Frye was there. We were all questioned last night.”

				“Isn’t that out of Frye’s jurisdiction?” Seth asked. “Did you call him?”

				I hesitated, sensing I might be stepping into a minefield with the truth. “No, I didn’t call him. He was with me at the reunion. Greg was home sick.”

				There was a collective pause on the other end of the phone. I could almost see Seth and Zee mouthing comments and raising eyebrows at each other. 

				“Does Greg know you invited Detective Frye?” Zee asked.

				Boom! The first mine exploded.

				“I’m guessing by your silence,” Zee continued, “that your answer is no.”

				“Damn it, Odelia,” added Seth.

				“Dev was just my escort, nothing more.”

				“Nothing more?” repeated Zee. “Odelia, shame on you. You know better. Detective Frye has a huge crush on you. It’s only because of his decency and respect for Greg that he isn’t openly courting you, and you know it.”

				“He knew it wasn’t a real date and he was okay with it. We’re just friends. It’s not a big deal.”

				Seth cleared his throat. Another uh-oh crossed my mind. “If it was no big deal, then why didn’t you tell Greg?”

				Boom! Another mine went off, this time set off not by Seth’s question but by my own understanding that he was right. If taking Dev with me to the reunion wasn’t a big deal, I would have told Greg about it. 

				Seth didn’t let up. “What kind of game are you playing, Odelia? I thought you wanted to marry Greg.”

				“I do.” My voice was small when I answered. 

				I do. Would I ever be able to say those words to Greg? To anyone? Forget legendary male commitment phobia—my own inability to commit was sharp enough to put an eye out.

				“I do,” I said again with conviction.

				“Funny way you have of showing it,” Zee said.

				“Shit or get off the pot, Odelia,” Seth added. 

				“Seth!” scolded his wife.

				“I mean it, Zee.” He paused. “Odelia, girl, you know I love you, so I’ll say it straight. Greg Stevens is a great guy. He deserves to be treated better. You are not being fair to him or to Dev Frye.”

				On my end of the phone, I was starting to tear up. What Seth was saying was true, but I had already decided to marry Greg. I just hadn’t told anyone. But if that was true, why had I taken Dev to the reunion? Was it just to prove to everyone I could get a date? Was it to prove something to Donny Oliver? Donny, who was now dead.

				The conversation was getting out of control. I didn’t want to think about how I had screwed up. Better to get back to the dead body, the one I didn’t kill.

				“Dev said he was only shot once,” I said into the phone. “Donny Oliver, I mean, not Dev. Once in the chest.”

				There was silence on the other end. Either the Washingtons were mulling over this information or they were rolling their eyes at each other about my quick change of subject. I’d bet the scrambled eggs and sausage in my dream it was the latter.

				I was about to bridge the silence with another tidbit of police information when my call waiting sounded. I told Seth and Zee to hold on and clicked over with the flash button to answer the other call. As soon as I had, I wished I hadn’t.

				“It’s me,” said a flat voice.

				I hesitated just long enough to take a deep breath. The Washingtons were the least of my worries. 

				“Good morning, Greg,” I said with forced cheerfulness.

				Silence. Another mine exploded, this one silent but more deadly than the others.

				“How are you feeling, sweetie?” I asked, praying he hadn’t read or heard the news.

				“The question is, Odelia, how are you feeling?” He wheezed and sniffed. “Especially after last night. Seems your reunion was a real killer.”

				Ouch. 

				“Why don’t I get dressed and come on over, Greg?” I continued with the forced cheery tone. “I’ll stop and pick up some fresh bagels on the way.”

				“No need. I’m in front of your place right now.” His voice was still flat, and I knew it wasn’t just because of his cold. And it wasn’t lost on me that not once had he called me his usual sweetheart. Not a good sign.

				“Why don’t you just come in? You have a key.”

				There was pregnant pause. Not a first-trimester pause but a full-blown eight-and-a-half-month hesitation.

				“We need to talk, Odelia.”

				No good conversation ever starts with the words we need to talk, especially when that statement comes from a significant other. 

				As soon as Greg hung up, I clicked the call waiting back to Zee and Seth and told them that Greg was here and I’d call them later in the day. 

				Zee told me she’d be praying for us. 

				Seth advised me not to blow it.
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