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				For my nephew, Tom—one of the good guys.
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				AUTHOR’S NOTE

				It has been suggested by several of my readers that I include recipes in my books, as is the custom of many other writers. After giving this some thought, I decided to share the following:

				Odelia’s Favorite Cookie Recipe

				
						Wait until March;

						Go to nearest supermarket;

						Locate young girls in brown or green uniforms; 
they can be found in front of the store by a folding table, 
usually accompanied by a parental figure;

						Purchase at least twelve boxes of Thin Mint cookies;

						Place cookies in freezer, consuming no more than one box per month, preferably less;

						Next March, repeat steps 1–5 above.
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				By the age of forty-seven, I had technically broken nine of the Ten Commandments—although I’m still a bit fuzzy about the whole “graven image” thing. For example, when I was eleven, on a dare, I stole several candy bars from a drugstore. And in high school, telling the fifth-period gym class that Sally Kipman was a lesbian would definitely be categorized as bearing false witness. But in my defense, it was only after she told everyone I was fat because I was pregnant. 

				Still, I always thought that I would make it to heaven with the sixth commandment intact; that going through life without killing another human being would be a piece of cake.

				But I was wrong. And now here I am—ten for ten.

				And it all started with my birthday.

				I was born to be middle-aged. It fits me like comfy flannel pajamas that are worn and washed until they are faded and thin; clothing with no eager need to prove anything or be something else—it just is.

				Today is my birthday. As of 2:17 this afternoon, I, Odelia Patience Grey, wandered into my forty-seventh year as absent-mindedly as someone who arrives at the supermarket only to realize that they really intended to go to the dry cleaners. I am comfortable with being forty-seven years of age and embrace it with enthusiasm.

				I never felt young, not even when I was. When I was sixteen, my family claimed that I behaved more like a thirty-two-year-old. But it’s easy to act older in a family suffering from arrested development. Given the choice, I would not go back and relive my life for anything. My time is now—and, from the looks of it, getting better with each passing year, every marching month. 

				I was examining my face in the bathroom mirror, sighing slightly as I took inventory of new wrinkles. Enduring crinkly lines on my face was one the few things I viewed as a downside to maturity. Admittedly, I am no great beauty, but neither would anyone mistake me for Medusa. My hair is medium brown, worn just below my chin. My eyes, inherited from my father, are green and close set. A slight bump and a spattering of freckles exist in harmony on my long nose. I’m told I’m cute, if one can still be considered cute at forty-seven.

				The evening news drifted in from the television in the bedroom. I listened as I pulled, stretched, and smoothed my round face into alternative looks. A female newscaster was giving a follow-up report on the shootings three days prior at a community center. Five people had been injured, including three children. Two later died. The shooter shot himself at the end, just before the police captured him. It had been a crime fueled by racial hate. 

				I stopped fussing with my face and looked into my eyes as they stared back from the mirror. The green was dulled with sadness. I could never understand how some people could treat life so cavalierly. Did they think that once the trigger was pulled, they could yell “cut!” and their targets would magically resurrect like TV actors between scenes?

				A deep sigh crossed my lips, a barely audible prayer for the victims and their families.

				The news program was turned off. A moment later, I felt a strong hand caress my fat behind through my slinky nightgown. As I leaned back into the warm palm, the hand stopped to cup the fullness, giving my bottom a familiar squeeze. I closed my eyes and smiled. This was love, and love always conquered hate.

				“In some cultures,” I said with sass, still not turning around, “you’d be forced to marry me after this.” 

				“I think that’s a sentence I could live with,” my groper answered.

				The fingers of his hand did a tickling tap dance on my left buttock, and one finger lovingly found the slight indentation left by a bullet last year—a bullet fired by a killer hell-bent on making me the next victim. Then the fingers went back to a loving caress. Since the shooting, Greg favored that side of my bottom. The hand on my butt moved up to encircle my thick waist and pull me close. Only then did I turn to look at him as he sat in his wheelchair next to where I stood.

				Reaching down, I pushed Greg’s longish brown hair out of his eyes. I love his hair. It’s medium brown, nicely styled, and so silky to my touch. In the last few months he had grown a beard and mustache, which he kept closely trimmed. I had always thought him quite handsome, but now he was a bona fide babe. And he was mine. We had met fifteen months ago when a mutual friend died, and the fire still burned brightly between us. Out of the tragedy of Sophie London’s death had come this glowing, healthy relationship. At thirty-seven, Greg Stevens is my junior by ten years. 

				I bent down and kissed him lightly on the lips, tasting something unusual but identifiable. “I can still taste the cigar you smoked tonight,” I said, crinkling my nose. “No doubt you got it from Seth Washington.”

				Greg reached up his other hand and placed it on my other hip, turning me so that I fully faced him. “Don’t blame Seth,” he said, giving me his best puppy dog eyes, “I brought the cigars.”

				I bent down and kissed him again, this time a little longer and deeper, letting him know that I didn’t really mind the cigar taste.

				Greg had thrown me a birthday party tonight at one of our favorite Italian restaurants. Most of our friends had been there, including my closest friend, Zenobia Washington, better known as Zee, and her husband, Seth. Now it was just the two of us bedding down for the night at Greg’s place—the best part of the day.

				“Thank you for the party, Greg. It was wonderful.”

				“You’re welcome, sweetheart,” he said, taking one of my hands and kissing the palm. Holding it tightly, he turned the wheelchair and headed out the bathroom door, tugging me along. “Come to bed, Odelia. I have a big surprise for you.” 

				I laughed. “I just bet you do.”

				If I had known that forty-seven was going to be this much fun, I would have done it years ago.

				It is not against the law to be a nincompoop. If so, I would have a rap sheet as long as my arm.

				Fortunately for me, no one was witnessing my most recent slide into childish stupidity and self-pity. I was wallowing alone like a pig in a mud puddle—or, in this case, a tub of chocolate pudding the size of a child’s sand pail. 

				Now, there are comfort foods and then there are comfort foods. This particular item was my supreme tranquilizing grub. I had other favorites, but they were mere bandages eaten to soothe minor emotional aches and pains. But this, the one I fondly call “bucket-o-puddin’,” was akin to full-strength, prescription-only drugs when it came to emotional eating.

				When I was a little girl, my mother often made chocolate pudding. In those days, it came in a box and we cooked it on the stove. It began as a brown, sugary powder that was mixed with whole milk and then stirred constantly over low heat. That was my job, the stirring. With a wooden spoon I would gently stir and stir and stir, making sure that the precious brown mud did not stick to the bottom of the pan and scorch. 

				The pudding brand was My-T-Fine. I understand it’s still made today, but I haven’t seen it in years. My-T-Fine chocolate fudge pudding is one of those happy childhood memories that has disappeared from my life without explanation, just as my mother did when I was about sixteen.

				Normally, I’m not that fond of pre-made puddings, but not long ago I stumbled across a new brand in the supermarket and decided to give it a whirl. It tastes almost, but not quite, like my beloved My-T-Fine.

				I was sitting on my sofa, knee deep into the bucket-o-puddin’, watching the movie Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves. It’s one of my all-time favorites—not because it stars Kevin Costner, but because it boasts the British actor Alan Rickman cast as the Sheriff of Nottingham. I have a thing for Rickman. In my eyes, he is right up there with My-T-Fine chocolate fudge pudding.

				Sitting patiently on the floor to my left was Wainwright, Greg’s golden retriever. Greg was out of town and I was doggie sitting. To my right, ensconced regally on the sofa beside me, was my big, sassy cat Seamus. Seamus isn’t much to look at. He has only one eye and both ears are raggedy, as if they had once, long ago, been a chew toy for some other animal. About a year and a half ago, his fur was tinted green by some local pre-teen hooligans wielding food coloring. It’s now back to its original champagne color, but I swear that every now and then I still see a hint of emerald in the sunlight. As I studied my cat, he turned to look back at me with that one amber eye. It was a look of frank royal arrogance, leaving no doubt in my mind that cats have never forgotten they were once looked upon as gods. 

				After taking a big bite of pudding, I put a small glob on the spoon and fed it to Seamus. He licked it eagerly, almost as obsessed about it as his human mother. Knowing that chocolate was bad for dogs, I tossed Wainwright a Snausages treat from the bag resting on my lap. The animals seemed happy to join me in my comfort food binge.

				The reason for this slide into chocolate sedation was the little black velvet box sitting on the coffee table in front of me. It was closed tight. Inside was a breathtaking diamond engagement ring. 

				Before leaving to attend a convention in Phoenix, Greg had asked me to marry him. He had popped the question in bed the night of my birthday, and was surprised and hurt when an eager reply did not gush forth immediately. We had talked about it into the wee hours of the morning, but I was still no closer to a decision. However, he had made it quite clear that he expected an answer when he got back Thursday, just four days from now. Truth is, I just wasn’t sure. I mean, I love Greg and our relationship is wonderful, both physically and emotionally. But do we belong together for the long haul? That’s the million-dollar question. As compatible as we are, I’m not sure that we want and need the same things to be happy over the next twenty years and beyond.

				I put the dilemma and the pudding on hold long enough to shout at the TV. “Go ahead, Alan, cut out his heart with a spoon!”

				The phone rang just as I was about to jam another load of pudding into my mouth. I put down the container and went to answer the cordless in the kitchen.

				“Hello,” I answered with little enthusiasm.

				“What in the world is wrong with you?” the voice on the other end shouted.

				“Hi, Seth, and good day to you, too,” I responded calmly. 

				Seth is as much of a big brother to me as his wife is like a sister, and like most big brothers, he feels free to pass along unsolicited advice and comments. He’s also an attorney and is used to thinking that his opinion is always the correct one.

				“Do you have any idea what a good man Greg Stevens is?” His voice had lowered a bit, but it was still demanding.

				“Gee, Seth, what do you think?” I snapped back. “I’ve only been dating and sleeping with the man for the past fifteen months.” I sighed, knowing that Zee had told her husband about the proposal and my reluctance to accept it.

				“So why aren’t you marrying him? He’s crazy about you, Odelia. Marry him before he finds out he’s just plain crazy.”

				I should have anticipated Seth’s reaction. He loved me and thought the world of Greg. He only wanted what was best for both of us. So, damn it, just butt out.

				“I never said I wasn’t marrying him,” I responded in a tight voice. “I just want to think it over. You know, make sure it’s the right decision.”

				“Seth, you leave poor Odelia alone,” another voice chimed in. It was Zee, obviously on an extension. “It’s her decision. Odelia, honey, we’re behind you one hundred percent, no matter what you decide.”

				“Thanks, Zee,” I said into the phone.

				“Christ.”

				“Seth Washington! You know better than to take the Lord’s name in vain in this house.”

				Great, my marriage proposal was causing a battle in the Washington household.

				“Like I said, Odelia,” Zee continued, “whatever you decide, we’re behind you all the way—both of us.”

				I heard an abrupt click and guessed that Seth had hung up.

				“Zee, why couldn’t he just leave things be?”

				“Honey, Seth loves you. He’s just worried about you. He doesn’t want you to be alone.”

				“I don’t mean Seth. I mean Greg. Why did he have to propose? Things are great just the way they are. Or were. Now he’s changed everything.”

				“He loves you very much, Odelia.”

				“I know that,” I said, my voice small. Greg’s love was something I never doubted.

				“It’s only natural for him to want to marry you,” Zee added. There was a pause and I knew what Zee was going to say next. “Greg isn’t Frank, you know,” she said in a soft, comforting tone. 

				Bingo. Right on the money.

				Zee was referring to Franklin Powers, an attorney I was engaged to several years earlier. He was a seemingly charming man who had wooed and won me easily, maybe too easily. An attractive man a dozen years my senior, in time he revealed himself to be a control freak given to inflicting emotional torture mixed with violence. Although he never struck me, I had felt that those days were fast approaching. I broke off our engagement just two months before the wedding. The relationship had left me emotionally bruised and beaten and it had been three years before I could date again comfortably.

				I answered Zee truthfully. “I’m not worried about that. I know he’s nothing like Frank and would never hurt me that way.” Now it was my turn to pause. “Greg wants children. I don’t. You and I have talked about this before.”

				“But have you discussed it with him?”

				“Yes, of course.” I was tired and it came across in a cranky voice. I wanted to return to wallowing with the animals and rooting for the Sheriff of Nottingham. I was not ready to be grown up about this just yet, not even with my best friend. 

				“Zee, I don’t really want to discuss this right now. Please understand.”

				“I do understand. And I’m here when you’re ready to talk about it.”

				“Thanks.”

				“And Odelia?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Whatever you’re eating, put it away. It’s not going to help matters.”

				I frowned. Zee knows me too well. Like me, she’s as wide as she is tall, both of us weighing in over two hundred pounds and wearing size 20. 

				“What are you talking about?” I asked, feigning ignorance.

				She laughed. It was a smooth, sexy, throaty laugh. If My-T-Fine chocolate fudge pudding had a sound, this was it. 

				“Don’t give me that,” she scolded, still laughing. “Right now I’d say you were either up to your elbows in a pint of Cherry Garcia ice cream or a box of Thin Mints. Girl Scout cookie time is a long ways away, Odelia, better pace yourself.” She laughed again.

				“A lot you know. It’s a container of chocolate pudding.” 

				We laughed together and I felt immediately better. But then isn’t that what best friends are for?

				I hung up the phone and walked back into the living room. 

				“Oh … my … gawd!”

				In the middle of the floor lay Wainwright, wolfing down Snausages from a torn package. On the coffee table was Seamus, his furry face buried deep into the bucket-o-puddin’. The cat looked up briefly, his usually creamy-colored snout brown, and then went back to his feast. The dog wagged his tail in welcome.

				“Sheesh, I can’t leave you guys alone for a minute.” I scolded the dog, wagging my finger at him. “Your dad would kill me if he saw this.” The happy animal thumped his tail again. 

				It was true. Greg was a loving but disciplined master when it came to Wainwright. And the dog was beautifully trained and loyal. But when the golden retriever stayed with me, I let him get away with murder, sometimes even letting him sleep on my big bed just as Seamus did. Greg tolerated the cat sleeping at the end of his bed when I took Seamus along for weekends, but he would never have broken Wainwright’s training.

				Seamus, on the other hand, was spoiled rotten and had the fussy disposition that went with such indulgence. Annoyed at my own stupidity of leaving animals alone with food, I grabbed Seamus, stuffed him under one arm and toted him, protesting, into the kitchen before he could get pudding on the furniture. I deposited him into the sink. Holding him by the scruff of the neck with one hand, I rinsed his face off with the other, accompanied all the time by kitty growls and squirming. Fortunately, no matter what indignities I foist upon him, Seamus never uses his claws or teeth on me. He seems to sense that whatever I do to him, it is for his own good. Near the end of the cleanup, the phone rang again. I snatched at the receiver, loosening my grip from the cat’s neck. He used the opportunity to make a break for it and jumped down out of my reach. Oh well, now he was just wet, and water was harmless enough. 

				“Hello,” I barked into the phone.

				“I would have thought your disposition would be at least a little better at home,” the person on the other end commented.

				Damn, it was Mike Steele, one of the attorneys from the office. Correction: the attorney I hated from the office. Michael R. Steele, Esquire, was the poster boy for arrogance. 

				I am a paralegal in a firm called Wallace, Boer, Brown and Yates, nicknamed Woobie. I had worked for Wendell Wallace for nearly two decades, juggling legal secretarial duties for him in addition to being the firm’s corporate paralegal. In recent years, I have done less for Mr. Wallace and more paralegal work. When Mr. Wallace retired, the transition to full-time paralegal was virtually seamless, except now I am assigned to Michael Steele, who recently made partner in the firm—as if he had not been egotistical enough as a senior associate. Another downside is that, although I now have my own private office, albeit a teeny-weeny one, it is just two doors down from Steele’s office. 

				Michael Steele is the firm’s problem child, a real pain in the ass to everyone, overly demanding and rude. His redemption is his brilliance in the field of law; in that, he is top notch. And while he does not like me any more than I like him, he, in turn, respects my knowledge and experience.

				And here he was, calling me at home on a Sunday afternoon. Now I was really annoyed. This was beyond pudding therapy. 

				“What do you want, Steele?” I asked without ceremony.

				He got to his purpose quickly. “I need you to stop in on Sterling Price tomorrow before coming to work. Take your notary stuff. He has some documents he wants notarized, in addition to giving you something to bring back to me. I told him you’d be happy to do it. Sounds like some simple acknowledgments.”

				“Gee, thanks, Steele, for asking me first,” I said sarcastically.

				Actually, I didn’t mind, though I was not about to say that to Steele. I like Sterling Price. He is one of my favorite clients, and his office is not too far out of my way. I just wanted to give Steele some grief for not checking with me first.

				“He’s expecting you at eight sharp,” Steele said curtly, then hung up.

				Rats. That meant I would have to skip my usual morning walk with Reality Check, a support group for large people. My friend Sophie London began the group. When she died, I became the group’s leader. Reality Check meets every two weeks to dispense advice, comfort, and support, and to cheer on its members in their daily struggles in an unkind world. Each weekday morning at six, a small band of us walks a section of the Back Bay in Newport Beach. It’s a great way to start the day, even if it means dragging my lazy ass out of bed an hour earlier than necessary.
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				The corporate offices of Sterling Homes are located in Newport Beach just off of Von Karman. Unlike most buildings that house multimillion-dollar businesses, it’s a two-story sprawling structure with redwood trim and a peaked roof. Set back from the busy street and surrounded by parklike grounds that included lots of trees and picnic tables, it has an attractive yet artificially rustic appearance. The company had spent a great deal of money going for the mountain retreat theme, which I found to be both refreshing and disturbing plunked down in the middle of the sterile architecture of Orange County. I pulled into the entrance and followed the driveway as it wound around behind the building to a large parking lot. It was just a few minutes to eight and the parking lot was mostly empty.

				Once through the main entrance, I approached the receptionist. She looked as if she had just arrived. I waited patiently while she put away her purse, settled herself in her chair, and put on her headset. The receptionist was Latina, with pretty, dark eyes and long, dark brown, curly hair pulled back and held captive by a large faux tortoiseshell barrette. She wore very heavy eye makeup and her full lips were outlined in a color much darker than her lipstick. I fought the urge to pull a tube of lipstick out of my own purse and color inside the lines. Her clothes were clean, inexpensive, and hip. She looked to be in her mid-twenties. The aroma of fresh coffee wafted up from an odd-looking mug that sat on her desk. On the mug’s side, mommy was painted in primary colors. After asking my name and checking her appointment book, she informed me with a smile that Mr. Price’s office was upstairs and all the way down the hall to the left. He was expecting me, she said pleasantly, and, after having me sign in on a guest register, directed me to an area just past her desk where I had the choice of taking an elevator or stairs to the next floor. My body begged for the elevator, but since I had missed my usual morning walk, my conscience opted for the stairs. 

				Walking down the upstairs hall, I encountered no other employees. From a distance came the lonely sound of a single computer keyboard being put to use. It sounded like it was coming from the opposite direction. I found Price’s office exactly where the receptionist had said it would be. The door was open. I poked my head in and saw Sterling Price busy at a small kitchenette that had been discretely hidden behind folding doors. I knocked gently on the doorjamb. 

				Price looked up and smiled. “Come on in, Odelia.” He gestured toward a small conference table to the right side of the office. “Please have a seat. I won’t be but a minute.” 

				After placing my briefcase on the table, I unpacked my notary supplies and sat down to enjoy the view from the large picture windows that lined one wall. Price’s office took up the whole end section of the second floor that looked out over the prettiest part of the grounds. From his office viewpoint, there was no sighting or even suggestion of the office buildings and traffic that hovered so close. Somehow I was sure that was not an accident. 

				I had never been here before. I had met Sterling Price many times, but usually in our office and once, recently, at Mr. Wallace’s retirement party. He and my former boss were very old friends, having grown up together in Orange County when it was nothing more than miles and miles of orange groves. Like Mr. Wallace, Price was in his seventies. He was on the short side, a bit pudgy and slightly balding. He was also outgoing and charming. His brown eyes twinkled when he spoke, and his laugh and good humor came easily. But his easygoing nature aside, the man had built an empire in the construction and sale of upscale housing developments, garnering critics and even enemies along the way, most notably among those concerned with the disappearance of Orange County’s natural wildlife and vegetation. 

				The other walls of his office were lined with attractive bookcases, many with glass doors. Here and there, a painting or a grouping of framed photographs interrupted the shelving. I scanned the shelves from where I sat and then did a double take of the glassed-in units. 

				“Would you like some coffee, Odelia? I just made a fresh pot, a special blend I make myself every morning, a combination of French Roast and Sumatra.”

				“No, thank you, Mr. Price.” 

				“You don’t know what you’re missing,” he said teasingly as he waved the pot at me. It was less than half full. 

				With one deep sniff of the rich aroma, I caved. “Sure, if you have enough. Black, please.” 

				He gave me a not-to-worry gesture and poured some for me. “This was the end of a bag,” he said, “but I’m sure there’s more stashed away. Carmen never leaves me coffee impaired.” We both laughed. 

				He carried two navy blue mugs emblazoned with the Sterling logo in bold silver to the conference table and settled into a chair to my right. The coffee smelled wonderful and tasted even better—a big improvement over what awaited me at my office.

				“And please, Odelia, call me Sterling. Goodness, we’ve known each other many years now,” he said, smiling. He lifted his mug up and took a big whiff of the rich steam before continuing. “My staff usually comes in around nine o’clock. I wanted to get this taken care of before I got buried in my daily routine,” he explained between sips of coffee. “Thank you so much for coming here before going to your own office.”

				“It was no trouble at all … uhh … Sterling,” I said, trying on his first name like a pair of narrow shoes. He smiled again. “Happy to do it for you. I’m just surprised that your assistant isn’t a notary, with you being in real estate.” 

				“Carmen is a notary, but she’s taking a few vacation days off this week. Actually, we have a couple of notaries on our staff, but these papers are personal.” He looked at me directly. “I’m sure you understand.”

				And I did. There was nothing like tidbits of the boss’s personal life to fuel lunchroom gossip. It was the same in law firms.

				My attention kept going back to the items behind the glass doors. “Um, are those lunchboxes?” I asked, pointing in a very unladylike way to the items on the shelves across the room.

				Price looked over to where I indicated and gave a hearty laugh. “Yes, as a matter of fact, they are. I collect them. Have for years.” I must have had a puzzled look on my face because he laughed again. “When we’re done here, I’ll give you a tour of my collection.”

				“If you have time,” I said politely. “I don’t want to take up too much of your morning.”

				“Nonsense.” He gave me one of his twinkling looks. “Besides, I never miss a chance to show them off, especially the jewel of my collection.”

				We finalized the papers quickly. The notarizations were simple acknowledgments, just as Mike Steele had said they would be. Then Price indicated a couple good-sized stacks of expanding folders. 

				“I need Mike to go through these documents. No rush. But I’ll have them sent over later. They’re too much for you to carry.”

				I nodded my appreciation of his courtesy. Mike Steele, on the other hand, would have just loaded me up like a pack mule in a mining camp. 

				“I’m glad you’re still working with Mike, Odelia,” he said as I packed up my briefcase. 

				Well, that makes one of us, I thought. 

				“I’m sure he’s no picnic to work under,” Price added, much to my surprise.

				Suddenly, I wondered if I had slipped and verbalized my comment, but I was pretty sure I had not. 

				“But he’s a brilliant attorney and needs someone like you to keep him organized and in line.” 

				“I do my best,” I told him honestly, trying to keep sarcasm out of my tone.

				“God knows you did wonders with Dell,” he said, chuckling, referring to Wendell Wallace. “Now come along and let me show you one of the world’s best lunchbox collections. Just leave your things there.”

				Following his instructions, I left my stuff on the conference table and followed him over to the glass cases where there were, indeed, lunchboxes—dozens of them. The shelves were filled with colorful metal boxes, most of which were adorned with pictures of cartoon characters, comic book heroes, and TV legends. They brought back memories, and I recognized many of the boxes childhood friends had carried to school every day.

				“I didn’t realize people collected old lunchboxes,” I said in amazement. 

				“My dear, where have you been?” he teased. “It’s a very popular hobby, especially among men. And it can be increasingly expensive as the years go by and these boxes become even rarer.”

				“Which one was your first?”

				He smiled broadly and opened up a glass door to remove one particular lunchbox. It looked well used, with small dents and scratches. Adorning the front, back, and sides were scenes from the TV show Gunsmoke. On the box’s front was Marshal Matt Dillon, jaw set and gun drawn. Price held the box lovingly, almost cradling it.

				“This was my son Eldon’s lunchbox when he was a boy,” he explained. “He loved anything with a cowboy theme, particularly this TV show.”

				Something struck me as off. I racked my brain but could not remember a son named Eldon. In fact, I could have sworn Sterling Price’s son was named Kyle. I had just seen the name Kyle Price on some of the documents I notarized. A son named Kyle and a daughter named Karla—twins; that’s what my middle-aged memory bank was dredging up.

				“I didn’t realize you had another son.”

				Price looked at the lunchbox as he spoke, his voice in a monotone. “Yes, I had a son named Eldon. Unfortunately, he had an accident. Fell from a tree when he was eleven and broke his neck.”

				“I’m terribly sorry.”

				He nodded acknowledgment of my condolences and continued. “Years later, I was reading an article about the hobby of collecting lunchboxes and remembered that we had kept this stored away. That was the beginning. I have more than a hundred now, most of which I purchased after my wife’s death about eight years ago. She thought it silly but always kept her eyes open for them like a good sport.” He extended an arm toward the boxes lined up before us. “These are among my favorites in the collection.”

				“And this Gunsmoke one is your prize box?”

				“Only for sentimental reasons, dear lady. Value wise, it’s only worth about one hundred fifty to two hundred dollars. It would be worth more if it were in better condition.” 

				I swallowed hard. Two hundred dollars for a kid’s beat-up lunchbox that still reeked of sour milk seasoned with rust? Sheesh.

				He put the lunchbox back in its place and picked up the one displayed next to it. “This … this is my crown jewel; the ultimate lunchbox; every collector’s dream acquisition.”

				Price held the box out for my inspection, holding it gingerly by the top and bottom as if it were made of glass. It did not look like much to me, but then what do I know? I tote my lunch in paper sacks and old Blockbuster Video bags. 

				Except for a dent on one of its corners, this particular lunchbox did not have the bumps and bruises of the one before it, but neither was it festooned with colorful pictures. It was rather plain, the metal painted a dark blue. On one side it sported a primitive watercolor of a cowboy riding a horse and twirling his lasso over his head. Around the horse’s hooves were some quickly drawn grass tufts and in the background a few cactus plants. The picture was not even painted on the box but stuck on. The cowboy depicted in the drawing was unknown to me.

				Okay, what was I missing here? I kept looking at the box, hoping a clue to its desirability would pop out of it like a genie from a magic lamp. My eyes traveled up to meet Price’s smiling face, quite sure that I looked as dense as I felt.

				“Is it safe to assume that this lunchbox is worth more than the Gunsmoke one?”

				He gave a mischievous laugh, almost a childish giggle. It was plain to see that Price delighted in showing off this particular treasure. 

				“Would you believe, Odelia, at least a hundred times more?”

				In my mind, I quickly threw a couple of zeros after the two-hundred-dollar figure. “Holy shit!” I gasped, then immediately slapped my hand over my mouth. Holy shit, I thought in horror, did I really just say “holy shit” to a client, and an important one at that? 

				Price let loose with a real guffaw.

				Ashamed of my unprofessional behavior, I apologized. “Mr. Price, I am so sorry. That was very inappropriate of me.”

				He laughed, reached a hand up, and patted me warmly on my right shoulder. “Sterling, dear, remember? And actually, Odelia, that was very close to my exact words when I first learned of its value.” He leaned toward me. I could smell the coffee on his breath. “I paid twenty-seven thousand, eight hundred dollars for this trinket,” he confessed with a sly whisper. “Just over a year ago.” He nudged me good-naturedly. “Go ahead, say it. Say what you really want to say.”

				“Holy shit,” I said, this time with reverence and without apology.

				Price laughed heartily. “You’re probably too young to know this, but have you ever heard of the cowboy star Chappy Wheeler?” I shook my head. “His real name was Charles Borden and he was from Newark, New Jersey. In the 1940s, he found his way to Hollywood and eventually landed a TV series, appropriately called The Chappy Wheeler Show. It was one of the first shows of its kind, right up there with the more familiar classic cowboy genre shows like Hopalong Cassidy, Roy Rogers, and even Gunsmoke. 

				“This lunch pail,” he explained, holding the box up for my inspection, “was the prototype for the first known children’s lunchboxes depicting TV stars. See the artist’s signature at the bottom of the picture?” 

				I looked closer and saw what looked like a tiny “Art Bender” scrawled near a bit of prairie grass. 

				“This is an original drawing. This box, Odelia, started it all. Years ago, it was nicknamed the Holy Pail. Cute, eh?”

				I was puzzled. I watched a lot of TV as a kid, but I could not remember a Chappy Wheeler, not even in reruns.

				Price put the box back behind the protective glass and shut the door gently. “Wheeler was murdered in 1949,” he explained, as if reading my confusion. “Found dead in his bungalow on the studio lot. His killer was never found. The Chappy Wheeler Show was canceled and the lunchbox never manufactured. This box is all that remains of that promotional dream. Supposedly, it’s cursed.” He laughed softly.

				I found the story fascinating, though hardly worth nearly thirty thousand dollars. “So what did become the first children’s TV-themed lunchbox?” I asked.

				“This one,” he said, pointing to a box behind another glass door. On it was a character I knew well—Hopalong Cassidy. “This box debuted in 1950.”

				I strolled along the shelves looking at the different boxes. Except for a few that appeared to be in pristine condition, most showed signs of minor wear and tear. Many, I was sure, had a history of being proudly carried to and from school in the saner, more innocent times of the ’50s and ’60s. 

				I stopped short in front of one of the cases and stared at a lunchbox. It was black. On the front was Zorro, my favorite childhood TV character. What can I say? Zorro and the Sheriff of Nottingham—I had a thing for men in knee-high riding boots even then.

				I sensed Price coming up behind me. “Was that your lunchbox, Odelia?” he asked. “We’re always drawn to our own.”

				I shook my head, more to clear my mind of memories. “No, it wasn’t. But I wanted this one as a kid.” I turned and looked at Price. “My mother said it was a boy’s lunchbox. She made me carry a pink one with flowers and ribbons on it.” I made a face. “Ugh.” 

				He chuckled. “Junior Miss.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Junior Miss. That’s the name of the lunchbox you probably carried to school.”

				“Hmm. All I know is that it wasn’t very cool.”

				Price laughed again. “You had good taste, Odelia. Too bad your mother didn’t listen. Today the Zorro box is much more valuable than the Junior Miss.”

				Somehow I knew that without being told.
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				“A lunchbox worth thirty thousand dollars! Are you kidding me?” 

				I shook my head and finished chewing the food in my mouth before speaking. “Nope, telling you the truth.”

				The question had come from Joan Nunez, a litigation paralegal in our firm. She and Kelsey Cavendish, the firm’s librarian and research guru, were treating me to a birthday lunch at Jerry’s Famous Deli. In between taking bites from a mammoth Rueben sandwich and slurps of iced tea, I filled them in on my morning introduction to lunchbox memorabilia. 

				“Amazing,” Joan said slowly as she played with her fries, dragging one through a puddle of ketchup. She was around forty, small boned, with dark features and expressive eyes, and very proper in her demeanor. 

				Kelsey plucked at the sleeve of my blouse. “Pssst, hey, look over there,” she whispered.

				Joan and I moved our eyes in the direction Kelsey indicated with jerks of her chin. It took me a while, but finally my gaze focused on what Kelsey wanted us to see—Mike Steele. And he was not alone. He sat in a booth on the other side of the restaurant with Trudie Monroe, his latest in a long line of assistants. Trudie had only been working at Woobie for about three weeks. She was a sweet woman about thirty years of age with a pixie face, long coppery hair, and a cute figure. And knockers, big knockers. In addition to Steele, Trudie was assigned to Jolene McHugh, a senior associate at the firm. She also did work for me on occasion, though generally I found it faster and easier to do my own secretarial work. 

				When a paralegal shares a secretary with two busy attorneys, especially if one is a partner, and definitely if one of the attorneys is Michael Steele, she can bet her next vacation day that her work will end up at the bottom of the assistant’s pile. Overall, I found Trudie capable but not overly bright. Yep, huge boobies and not too smart—just the way Mike Steele likes ’em.

				“You think they got nekkid yet?” Kelsey asked, imitating her husband’s Texas twang. Kelsey was a plain, tall, and angular woman in her mid-thirties with a firecracker wit. She had married Beau Cavendish four years earlier after a whirlwind online courtship. He was a teacher in Houston at the time and relocated to Southern California just before they married. Like Kelsey, he was delightfully funny and his accent added to his folksy charm.

				“You mean naked,” Joan corrected her.

				“Naw, girl. I mean nekkid.” Kelsey looked at both of us in mock disgust before explaining. “Naked is when you don’t have any clothes on. Nekkid is when you don’t have any clothes on and you’re up to no good.”

				Joan looked over at the couple and frowned. “I’m sure Trudie told me during her first week at Woobie that she was married.”

				I took a big draw of iced tea from my straw and pondered the budding relationship of Steele and his new secretary. 

				“Hard to say if they’ve been nekkid yet,” I said, “but I bet he’s working on it.” 

				Kelsey and I giggled. Joan’s frown deepened.

				Later that afternoon at the office, two boxes were delivered to me from Sterling Homes. One was quite large and addressed to Mike Steele; the other, a small one, was addressed to me personally. I opened the smaller box. Inside was a lunchbox, the very same Zorro box I had seen earlier in Price’s office, along with a handwritten note.

				Odelia,

				Every child should carry the lunchbox of her dreams. Warmest regards,

				Sterling

				I could not believe it. After running my hands over every inch of the box in disbelief and adoration, I picked my way through my Rolodex until I found the number for Sterling Homes. I was so excited and overwhelmed my fingers had trouble punching the numbers. The value of the lunchbox was anyone’s guess. It was enough that this generous man had given it to me. I also had doubts about whether or not I should accept it. Woobie employees were not allowed to accept gifts from vendors, but there was nothing in the employee handbook about gifts from clients. The call went through, but the receptionist informed me that Mr. Price was not answering. I thought about asking for his assistant, then remembered that she was off for a few days. At my request, I was put through to his voice mail, where I left a stumbling and gushing thanks for the box. I also made a mental reminder to write a proper thank-you note later tonight.

				“Cool lunchbox!”

				I looked up at the enthusiastic comment and my eyes fell on Joe Bays, the firm’s mail clerk and jack-of-all-trades. Being rather roly-poly, Joe filled every inch of the doorway as he stood staring at the Zorro lunchbox on the edge of my desk. I detected a hungry look in his eye.

				“You know about lunchboxes, Joe?” I motioned for him to come in and sit in the small chair across from my desk.

				“A bit,” he said, still eyeing the Zorro box. He reached for it, hesitating slightly. “May I?”

				“Sure. I just got it today. It was a gift.”

				He sat down and picked it up. Turning it gently in his stubby fingers, he rotated it to see all of the pictures on the front, back, and four sides of the box. He opened it and I heard the still-familiar click of the metal latch and the squeaking of hinges. Inside was a matching thermos that I had already discovered. Joe put the box down, twisted the plastic top off the thermos, and then followed suit with the stopper. He inspected both, then peered inside the glass-lined bottle as if looking through a telescope.

				When I went to school, boys like Joe were branded as nerds. I imagine they still are. He was soft both in his body and in his face, which was youthful like a pubescent boy’s, spotted with mild acne, and looked out of place on his tall, doughy, adult body. His eyes were small and held both intelligence and humor, though most of the time he kept them averted. His light brown, fine hair was short but always looked in need of a trim. Overall, his daily appearance reminded me of an unmade bed. 

				Occasionally, Joe attended our biweekly Reality Check meetings. In the world of BBW’s—Big, Beautiful Women—he was a BHM—Big, Handsome Man—and needed the same support as his plus-size sisters. Over the past several months, Reality Check had been graced with several BHM members, though their attendance was more sporadic than their female counterparts. I suspected that many came to the group shopping for girlfriends with whom they could be comfortable.

				“This is in fine condition,” Joe pronounced when he was through. “Just a few dings here and there from use. Where’d you get it again?”

				“It was a gift,” I answered, “from Sterling Price. You know, our client Sterling Homes.”

				“Wow, nice gift. Might be worth a couple hundred bucks.”

				I almost swooned. Now I knew I had to give it back. It was too expensive a gift to accept from someone I hardly knew, especially a client. Since Joe obviously knew something about lunchboxes, I gave him a rundown of my trip to Sterling Homes that morning. When I mentioned the Holy Pail, his eyes widened and his mouth hung open, creating a fleshy tunnel in the middle of his boyish face.

				“The Holy Pail,” he said slowly, quietly, almost with reverence, more to himself than to me. He slumped back in his chair in disbelief. “Wow. You really saw it?” 

				I nodded. Obviously, Joe was not someone who needed an explanation about the Chappy Wheeler lunchbox. Joe had a quiet way about him. He was very shy and introverted, especially around the women in the office. He always seemed comfortable with me, though, and I assumed it was because I was old enough to be his mother.

				“I saw it with my own eyes,” I assured him.

				He looked at me eagerly, like a puppy hoping for a treat. “You know, they say it’s cursed. Bad luck for its owner.” 

				Of their own accord, my eyes rolled in amused disbelief. 

				“Do you think Mr. Price would show it to me? Would you ask him, Odelia?”

				I smiled at his excitement. “I don’t know, Joe. But if I get the chance, I’ll ask him.”

				“Not enough work to do, Bays?” The question came from Mike Steele, who now took his turn standing in my doorway. Steele was above average in height, nicely built, and sported a classic profile, and, as always, was immaculately clothed in a designer suit. I might consider Steele a very attractive man if I did not already find him odious.

				Obviously intimidated, Joe jumped up and started to leave. Once he was out the door and behind Steele, he grinned his ear-to-ear thanks to me and left.

				Mike Steele entered my office and picked up the lunchbox Joe had replaced on my desk.

				“Things so tough at home, Grey, you can only afford a used lunchbox?”

				“It was a gift, Steele, from Sterling Price.”

				He raised one trimmed eyebrow and looked me over. “Really? I thought the old boy was engaged.” He snickered. “His fiancée might not like this, not to mention your own squeeze.”

				I chose to not dignify his comment with a comeback. Instead, I indicated the larger box that sat on the floor and said, “He also sent this box over with it. Documents for you to review, I believe.”

				“Wrong, Grey, documents for you to review. We’re looking for anything that might help us break Sterling’s contract with Howser Development should the need arise. Look for suspicious chinks in their paperwork.” He caught me checking out the size of the box. “Don’t worry, Grey, we don’t need them right away. There’s a dispute brewing between the two companies that may or may not turn into something. We just want to be prepared in the event it does turn ugly.” He put the lunchbox down and turned to leave. “Just complete the review within the next two weeks. I wouldn’t want it to interfere with your love life.”

				Grrr.

				I decided to take the box of documents home, thinking I could look over a batch each evening and on the weekends. I had too much day-to-day work to do it justice at the office. After informing Steele of my plan and receiving his blessing to take the box home, I asked Joe to lug it down to my trunk. He was still babbling about the Holy Pail.

				Lunchboxes. Who knew?

				Once at home, I turned on the TV, stroked the cat, and promised the dog a walk after dinner. A short trip to the kitchen and I was back with a handful of Fig Newtons as a before-dinner appetizer. 

				To my surprise, the evening news was reporting on an event in Newport Beach. Usually, nothing very exciting happens in Orange County, except maybe exceptionally high surf or government corruption. I paid closer attention to the TV and saw a photograph of a familiar face plastered in the upper right-hand corner of the screen. At the bottom of the screen were the words Breaking News. A reporter, young, handsome, and mahogany colored, was onscreen, reporting live from the scene. In the background was the corporate headquarters of Sterling Homes. 

				I fumbled with the clicker and aimed it at the TV to turn up the volume.

				“It has been confirmed,” the reporter said with deliberation into the microphone held tightly in his hand, “that Sterling Price, CEO and founder of Sterling Homes, the prestigious real estate development company headquartered in Newport Beach, was found dead this afternoon in his private office.”

				Wainwright never let the falling cookies hit the floor.
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				The clean, fresh air of the Back Bay was tainted this morning with the odor of skunk. I twitched my nose and continued walking at a brisk pace. On a leash and trotting happily just in front of me was Wainwright. Beside me, dressed in a lightweight, pastel pink warm-up suit, was Zee. Ahead of us, and moving a bit faster, was a larger group of women from Reality Check. It was just past six o’clock in the morning, and a damp mist hung over the lower portions of the bay like gauze. Soon it would burn off, as would the haze overhead, and the day would turn sunny and warm. 

				It was here along the trail of the Back Bay that I had been shot by a lunatic fifteen months ago; not exactly where we were walking now, but nearer to the beginning of the trail. The group had offered to change the venue of our daily walks, but I had insisted we keep it the same. I needed to prove to myself that I could move on and put the ordeal behind me. So almost every morning I forced myself to walk along the place where I had nearly died. It was my daily dose of mortality. This morning, because of Sterling Price’s death the day before, the location brought on more than just the usual little shudder. 

				Zee was only recently a regular on these daily walks. Like the little engine who could, she matched me stride for stride, her huffing and puffing lessening each day she walked. By nature, Zee was not a morning person, and in the past what early energy she could muster was spent getting her family out the door for the day. But these days her little nest was nearly empty, and she was in a funk. Hannah, her nineteen-year-old daughter, had just left to start her second year at Stanford. Her son Jacob, who was now sixteen, was off on an end-of-summer camping trip.

				“Seems,” Zee said, slightly out of breath, “like that man could have found something more important to do with thirty thousand dollars.” We were just reaching the crest of a small hill that led to the parking lot and the end of our walk. “I hope he at least left some of it to charity in his will.”

				I had just finished telling Zee about Sterling Price’s hobby. His death weighed heavily on my mind as I walked the trail robotically. I had just seen him the day before and now he was dead, another reminder of the impermanence of life. Here today, dead tomorrow. 

				It had almost happened to me, and it could happen to anyone at any time, including Zee. I shivered at my last thought and glanced over at her with frightened affection. The sight brought a smile to my face. In the warm-up suit, she looked like fluffy pink cotton candy wrapped around a fudge center. Losing Zee would be like losing a sister or even a limb, maybe worse. Yet loss was part of the price of living; just ask the families of those recently murdered people at the community center. It was just not a price I was willing to pay in cash. In my book, that kind of debt was still available on credit. 

				The TV news had reported that Sterling Price had died from heart failure. I reminded myself that he had been in his seventies, then thought of my father. Dad was in his eighties and still going strong. Automatically, I wrapped my knuckles lightly against my skull.

				“Have you decided what to tell Greg?” Zee asked.

				I stopped abruptly, yanking Wainwright back. I gave the animal a look of apology, then looked at Zee, then back at the dog, fuzzy about the topic at hand. Both looked at me expectantly. Then I refocused my thoughts and looked back again at Zee. 

				“I still don’t know, Zee,” I sighed. “I’m no closer to an answer than I was on Sunday.”

				We started walking again, this time in silence, and did not stop until we were at our cars. The other women were already in their vehicles and waving out the windows as they drove off. I bundled Wainwright into the back seat of my car and shut the door, being careful of his tail. I gave the cotton candy a quick hug, climbed into the front seat, and headed for home and my morning shower. 

				I had just retrieved my second cup of coffee from the firm’s kitchen when the phone in my office rang. I could see on the telephone display that it was Mike Steele. I got my groans out of the way quickly before picking up the receiver.

				“Morning,” I said, giving him my best Little Mary Sunshine impersonation.

				“Get in here, Grey. Now.” His voice was serious but lacked its usual sneer. I knew him well enough to know that that signaled a potential real problem and not just him playing God. I hung up, picked up a pen and a yellow legal pad, and headed straightaway to his office. 

				I popped into his sanctuary, expecting a briefing on some unexpected client crisis, and stopped dead in my tracks. Steele was not alone. Sitting across from him were two men. One was a stranger to me and one I knew well, but had not seen in a long time—Detective Devin Frye of the Newport Beach Police.

				Detective Frye is a giant of a man. He stands well over six feet tall and is built like a solid, functional building. His age is somewhere in his fifties and he has a full head of curly hair cropped close to his skull, blond mixed with gray. His eyes are blue and his voice deep and gravelly. When he saw me, he stood up and offered me his huge right paw. I was reminded of Wainwright. We shook. Greg and I had gotten to know the detective when he was investigating the suspicious death of our friend Sophie London. We both thought him tops and occasionally ran into him around Orange County.

				“Dev, what a surprise,” I said, giving him a warm but slight smile. 

				Dev introduced me to the man at his side. “Odelia, this is my partner, Detective Kami Zarrabi.”

				Detective Zarrabi and I shook hands. He was a wiry man of average height with olive skin and big, deep brown eyes. His moustache and eyebrows were both bushy, like three black caterpillars marching parallel across his face. His shake was dry and confident.

				Something was wrong. If Dev Frye was here, there must be a problem, a big one. He would not be in Steele’s office if it were a social call. To my knowledge, he did not even know Mike Steele. I turned to Steele. He sat silent, his face pasty, brows knitted together. I had never seen him look so upset. I looked back to Dev and widened my eyes in question. Dev Frye worked homicide.

				“We need to ask you some questions, Odelia,” Frye said.

				“About Price, Grey,” Steele announced in an unusually subdued tone. “About his murder.”

				“I—uh … ahhh … ,” I staggered a couple of feet and planted my behind hard into a chair across from Steele’s desk. “But I thought he died from heart failure.”

				“It’s just a formality, Odelia,” Frye said. “About what time did you last see him?” I looked over at him and noted that he now held the small notebook that he kept in his jacket pocket. He was poised to scribble something in it.

				“Murder?” I squeaked out, ignoring the comment about his presence being just a formality.

				Frye continued. “Price was found by a secretary around four thirty. We know he returned from lunch around one.”

				“Murder?” I squeaked again, my brain stuck like a needle on an old vinyl record.

				“Actually,” Zarrabi chimed in, “we’re not sure of the exact cause. We do know that he had a heart attack. He was found slumped in his private bathroom. The coroner’s office will do an autopsy, of course.” 

				Frye pulled up a chair near mine and sat down. Unfortunately, this would not be the first time he had found it necessary to question me about something horrible. I knew the drill. 

				“So, tell me, Odelia, when did you see Sterling Price last?”

				I gave the detectives a full verbal report of my visit to Sterling Homes the day before, including the purpose of the visit, and ended with the gift of the lunchbox and my call to Price’s office. Frye asked to see the Zorro lunchbox and followed me back to my office. We left Zarrabi with Mike Steele, who was slumped in his chair, staring vacantly out a window.

				“Lunchboxes, who knew,” Frye said, looking the Zorro lunchbox over, inside and out. I smiled slightly at the comment and tried to shake off the lingering shock the word murder had produced. “You said Price showed you his collection while you were there?”

				“Yes, after our meeting. It was quite fascinating, actually.”

				“So it seems.” With a simple hand gesture he invited me to sit in my own desk chair. He closed the door and sat in the visitor’s chair across from me. In my small, cramped space, he appeared like a giant in a child’s playhouse. “I was a Hopalong Cassidy fan myself,” he said without emotion.

				There was a pause in the conversation. He seemed to be thinking of something, but the set of his jaw told me it was not Sterling Price. I saw him glance over at the framed photo on my desk. It was of Greg and me, taken last Christmas.

				“How is Mrs. Frye?” I asked. Dev’s wife had been battling ovarian cancer for several years.

				He looked directly into my eyes, then down at his huge hands, which still held the lunchbox. He gently put the box back on my desk.

				“Janet died almost two months ago.”

				Tears sprang to my eyes. I had never met Janet Frye but I thought the world of her husband and daughter. I sniffled slightly to keep control and searched my brain for something comforting to say. But there was nothing to say beyond polite condolences.

				“I’m very sorry, Dev. I didn’t know.”

				He nodded slightly. “It was for the best. Near the end, she was so doped up on pain medication she wasn’t really living. She did get to see her grandchild, though.” In spite of his still-raw grief, he smiled.

				“A grandbaby! How wonderful for you, Dev. Congratulations.”

				“Thanks.” He pulled out his wallet and produced a small photo of his daughter holding a very young infant. “Her name is Michelle Janet. She’s three months old now.”

				Smiling at the photo, I thought about how one life had replaced another in the Frye family. I wondered if anyone would replace Sterling Price in his.

				Dev closed his wallet and put it back in his pocket. “Tell me, Odelia, do you know of any reason why someone would want to see Sterling Price dead?”

				“So it’s true—you do think it’s murder.”

				“I think there are many possibilities. We won’t be sure until the autopsy is complete, particularly the toxicology report.”

				“Toxicology? As in poison? But I thought you said he had a heart attack.”

				“Price was violently ill just before he expired, which, of course, doesn’t necessarily mean foul play. And he did have a heart attack. 
I just want to look into other possibilities while I wait for the report.” He brought out his notebook and became all business, putting away his personal sadness as simply as if he had tucked it away in his pocket with the photo of Michelle Janet. “I asked Mr. Steele the same questions,” he continued. “In your acquaintance with Price, is there anyone you are aware of that might have wanted to harm him?”

				Leaning back in my chair, I looked up at the ceiling and combed my memory for anything that could be of help. 

				“He was always battling the local environmentalists,” I told him. “But I’m sure you already know that from the newspapers.” Frye nodded. I was about to mention the potential problem with Howser Development but stopped myself short, worried about a breach of client confidentiality. Our client was dead, but the company, also our client, was still active. I wasn’t sure what I could ethically say, so I said nothing about the matter. “Any questions having to do with his business affairs,” I advised Frye, “will have to come from someone like Mike Steele.”

				“I understand,” he said simply.

				“You know, Dev,” I said, leaning forward, my elbows on the desk. “I knew Sterling Price for many years, but I didn’t really know him. He was a client and a friend of my former boss, Wendell Wallace. And except for polite pleasantries, we didn’t really get very chummy. I’m not sure I can be of much help.”

				“But he did show you his lunchbox collection?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

				“Is that like showing me his etchings?”

				“I didn’t mean it in that way, Odelia,” Dev said, chuckling and shaking his head in amusement. “But he did show you the boxes he kept in his office?”

				I relaxed and smiled a little, comfortable with this particular cop. “Yes, in fact, he was very proud of them.”

				“And did he show you … ,” Dev flipped back in his notebook until he located the bit of information he needed. “Did he show you one called the Holy Pail? The box with the picture of Chappy Wheeler, the old TV cowboy star?”

				“Why, yes,” I answered. “In fact, he specifically called it the jewel of his collection. Told me he paid nearly thirty thousand dollars for it.” I looked at Dev suspiciously. What would a lunchbox have to do with a possible murder? “Why?”

				Dev ignored my question and continued his line of questioning. “So the Holy Pail was there yesterday morning when you left?” 

				I nodded, my curiosity rising. “He even took it out of the cabinet so I could get a closer look at it.”

				“Did you see Price put it back into the cabinet?”

				“I think so.” I closed my eyes and tried to summon up the exact order of events from yesterday morning. My memory played on the back of my closed eyelids like a movie on a screen. I saw the lunchbox and I saw Price replacing it on the shelf inside the glass cabinet. “Yes,” I said, opening my eyes. “Definitely. He put it back just before I spotted this box.” I indicated the Zorro lunchbox. “Why?” I asked again.

				“According to the family, it’s now missing.”

				“Missing?” I said incredulously, my mind whirring around the information, trying to quickly process it. “Do you think someone killed him to steal it?” He shrugged noncommittally. My mind kept grinding away like an overloaded hard drive. I heard Dev laugh quietly.

				“You doing my job, Odelia?”

				“Huh?” 

				“I can tell you’re already trying to piece together the crime, if there is one.”

				“Just seems odd, doesn’t it?” I shifted my mind into a higher gear. “Maybe someone took the box after he was discovered and before the authorities arrived. After all, it was worth a great deal of money.”

				“My job, Ms. Grey,” he said, shaking his head slowly once again, “is to ask the questions and formulate theories based on fact. Yours is to answer the questions to the best of your ability.”

				I ignored his polite “butt out” and kept working the possible angles. “Was the secretary who found him the only person to enter his office after he was found?” My gray matter shifted upward again and I prayed my middle-aged transmission held out. “I know his personal assistant was out on vacation, but didn’t anyone check on him during the whole afternoon? And what about visitors? Did you check with the receptionist to see if anyone logged in for an appointment?”

				Detective Devin Frye stood up and looked at me with concerned amusement. “I’m going to have to call Greg and tell him to keep you under wraps for a few days. Handcuff you to his wheelchair if he has to.”

				“Greg’s out of town.” I said with attitude. “Besides, I’m just trying to help.” 

				“You’ve already helped. You answered my questions.” He pulled out his business card and handed it to me. “And if you think of anything else, call me.”

				We both rose and together walked from my office down the hall to the reception area, collecting Detective Zarrabi along the way. The offices of Wallace, Boer, Brown and Yates were tastefully decorated with modern watercolors hung on pastel-hued walls. It gave the offices an overall look of peacefulness, which belied the true hysteria that lurked within the walls of any busy law firm. Along the way, we passed attorney offices on our left and assistant bays on our right and were serenaded by the clack of keyboards. Most of the attorneys had their office doors open, and a glance showed the residents hard at work talking into dictation equipment or on the phone. Steele’s office door was one of the only ones closed, but that was normal for him.

				Once at the elevators, Dev looked directly into my eyes. I was wearing flat shoes today and he was so tall he had to tilt his head forward, nearly chin to chest, to accommodate my short stature. 

				He spoke sternly, but his blue eyes danced. “You’re not to go looking into anything on your own, Odelia. That’s an order.”

				My attitude about taking orders was clearly stamped on my face, but I answered dutifully. “Don’t worry about that. I left my amateur sleuthing behind when I got shot. I’ve only got one good butt cheek left.”

				“Good,” he said with finality and gave me a grin. Following a warm shake of my hand, he disappeared with his partner into an elevator. 

				The rest of the day went by slowly. No matter what I did to divert my attention, it kept coming back to the death of Sterling Price and the possibility that he had been murdered. Dev said he had been violently ill just before his death, yet he had looked robust and energetic that morning at our meeting. And the missing lunchbox, what about that? Shoot, I forgot to ask Dev if any of the other boxes were missing or disturbed. Now if I ask, he will think I’m snooping. But I’m not. I’m just curious.

				Liar, liar, pants on fire.

			

		

	


End of sample
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