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				one

				The joint. The slammer. The clink. The words trekked through my brain like muddy feet across a clean floor. 

				The bright light above assaulted my tired, gritty eyes. All I wanted to do was go home and go to bed. I tried to think of synonyms for bed but failed. Instead, my mind kept to its single track like a wheel in a rut. 

				Hoosegow. Big house. Pokey.

				I didn’t know how long I’d been in this room. It was small and windowless, containing a sturdy metal table and a few chairs. Was it morning yet? It had to be. Resting my arms on the table, I cradled my head on them, face down, to escape the annoying artificial light. 

				“Really, Dev, that’s all I can tell you.” I spoke without lifting my head, the words coming slow, barely above a whisper, as if we were in church instead of jail.

				Devin Frye, Newport Beach homicide detective and friend, parked half his butt near me on the edge of the long table. His close presence caused me to lift my head. Dev looked down with a mixture of disbelief and barely reined-in anger. He’d looked that way for hours. “Do you want to call an attorney, Odelia?” 

				It wasn’t the first time he’d asked me that question, but this was the first time I’d seriously considered it as an option. “Do I need an attorney?” The question seeped out of me, small and fuzzy, like a gummy bear rolled in cat hair.

				I raised my head until I was upright again and looked from Dev to the other detective in the room. She’d been introduced to me as Detective Andrea Fehring. 

				“I thought I was just pulled in for questioning. I mean, I wasn’t Mirandized or anything. That’s what they do on TV when they arrest people, isn’t it?” Detective Fehring, a trim woman with bobbed black hair and dark eyes, remained silent and studied me like a specimen trapped between two glass slides. Even though there were several other chairs in the room, she stood, leaning against the beige-painted wall.

				Dev let out a uneven grumble that started deep in his gut. When he spoke, his usually deep, gravelly voice went up an octave, sounding like a Yahtzee cup shaken with too many dice. “No, Odelia, you’re not under arrest. Yet.” He emphasized the last word with the sharpness of an awl puncture. “But you were found at the scene of a murder, alone, in the middle of the night, wearing a bloody nightgown.”

				“I wasn’t found at the scene like a lost wallet, Dev.” I was dangling over hot water, and I knew it. Mustering what strength I had left, I dropped the whisper, snapping at the detectives like a lobster about to be thrown into a hard boil. “I’m the one who discovered the body and called you. Remember? I’ve only told you that a hundred times.”

				Dev had been the first and only call I’d made upon finding the body. I’d called him at home. Soon after, Dev arrived in his car, with several police cruisers as backup.

				“But why were you there in the first place?” he asked, his face hard and crusty.

				A knock sounded on the door. A uniformed officer stepped in and motioned to Dev, who left after giving Fehring a meaningful look.

				I was no longer in my nightie. As soon as I’d arrived at the Newport Beach police station, they’d taken it and the hoodie and jeans I’d also been wearing for evidence and gave me an extra-large tee shirt and some sweatpants to wear. Since I’d left the house in my nightgown, I hadn’t been wearing a bra, and now I felt naked without one. I crossed my arms in front of my big boobs more out of modesty than defense.

				“May I call my husband?” I asked Fehring.

				“Detective Frye already did.”

				“Good.” In spite of the word, it didn’t feel good. I would have preferred to call Greg myself, after I’d had a chance to rehearse and soften the facts. I’d thought about calling Greg while I waited with the body for Dev but dismissed the idea, hoping I could simply answer a few questions and be on my way. The plan was to tell Greg about my nocturnal activities over a nice breakfast. I would have made him blueberry pancakes with bacon. One of his favorites. Who knows, I might even have woken him up with a booty call before easing into my confession.

				Upon receiving Dev’s call, I had no doubt Greg sped out of our house in Seal Beach, the tires on his van squealing on the pavement. And I’m sure he was also glued to his cell phone, calling either Seth Washington or Mike Steele, both attorneys, and begging one of them to meet him at the police station. Greg was going to be madder than hell over this, but at least he’d be on my side. The heated lecture would come once we got home.

				Fehring stepped closer to the table, her face deadpan. “So you’re the infamous Odelia Grey. I’ve heard a lot of stories about you.”

				“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.” I squirmed in my chair, which was plastic and not made for someone with a bulky butt.

				“Frye has a soft spot for you, but I don’t. Remember that.” Her dark eyes narrowed into two small ink pools. I noticed for the first time that her dark hair was laced with silver strands, reminding me of a sweater I wear around the holidays.

				If she was trying to scare me, it was working. I looked into her face and saw not a hint of warmth, only tired lines and a thin, hard mouth on a face wearing very little makeup. She could have been anywhere between thirty-five and forty-five years of age. 

				“They call you Corpse Magnet, don’t they?” she asked without a smidgen of amusement.

				“Who’s they ?” My words had the attitude of a combatant in a playground tussle. My common sense tried to get the upper hand but failed. “It’s not like it’s on my birth certificate.” 

				Corpse Magnet was an ugly nickname given to me by Seth Washington in a fit of exasperation, and it was only used sparingly by my closest friends whenever I stumbled across a dead body, which was more often than one would think. I didn’t know the handle had become public knowledge. Dev must have told her.

				“Don’t get cute,” Fehring warned. “And it’s not cute when private citizens get mixed up in serious crimes. You put yourself and others in danger.” She pitched forward, slapping both of her hands flat on the table across from me. In my seat I gave a startled little hop and looked down, noticing her square-shaped nails were clean and trim and shined with a coating or two of clear polish. “You can put officers in danger nosing around, and that I take personally.”

				“Trust me, it’s not my idea of a good time. It just seems to happen.”

				“Are you saying you just happened to be standing in someone else’s house in the middle of the night when that woman was killed?”

				“She was dead when I got there. I told you that.”

				Fehring stepped back and leaned against the wall again. She stuck her hands in her pants pockets and returned to studying me with laser eyes. “Personally, I think this time you did the killing yourself.”

				“No!” I cried out in urgency. “I swear I didn’t. I—” but my words were cut off by Dev’s return. With him was my husband, Greg Stevens, and Seth Washington. Seth isn’t only an attorney, he’s a close personal friend. His wife, Zenobia, better known as Zee, is my best friend. I was so happy to see them, I nearly cried. But my joy was cut short by the look on Greg’s face. If Dev’s face looked as hard as day-old bread, Greg’s was the truck that ran over the bread. I almost peed in my borrowed sweatpants.

				Seth turned to Dev. “I’d like a word with my client.”

				As soon as Dev and Andrea Fehring filed out, I said to Seth, “I didn’t know you were a criminal attorney.”

				Seth fixed me with his espresso eyes. “I didn’t realize you needed a criminal attorney. At least not yet.”

				Yet. There was that annoying word again. It hung in the air alongside the one Dev had thrown out—a pair of verbal vultures just waiting to pounce and make accusations about my evening.

				Greg, in a wheelchair since an accident in his early teens, rolled up to where I was sitting. No hug. No kiss. The pressurized steam coming from his ears could have cleaned a greasy car engine. “What in the hell is going on, Odelia?”

				“Calm down, Greg,” Seth told him. “We need to get to the bottom of this, and quickly.”

				Greg looked raggedy, with his light brown hair uncombed and the nighttime stubble sprouting around his usually groomed Vandyke beard. “Seth, was it your wife who sneaked out of the house in the middle of the night to have a slumber party with a dead woman?”

				“Of course not,” Seth admitted. “Zee has more sense.”

				I snapped my head around to look at my so-called lawyer. “I beg your pardon? Are you on my side here or not?” When neither Seth nor Greg said anything, I tacked on, “Don’t make me call Mike Steele. Please.” It was more of a supplication than a threat.

				After taking a second or two and several deep breaths, Greg asked, “So who’s the stiff this time?”

				“Please let me ask the questions, Greg,” said Seth, using his lawyer voice. “I think it will go smoother if I handle this.”

				It was in Greg’s nature to take charge, but what Seth said made sense. He was, after all, the only law degree in the room. As soon as Greg nodded his assent, Seth turn to me. “So who’s the stiff?”

				Greg did a double take but remained silent.

				“Her name is Connie Holt,” I told the two of them. “She’s Lily’s mother.”

				Seth’s mouth fell open. So much for his legal composure. “Lily? You mean the sweet little girl sleeping under my roof right now?”

				“Yes. Connie is Lily’s mother and the sister of my boss, Erica Mayfield. Like I’ve told the police, I found her—Connie, that is— already dead when I got to Erica’s house. I didn’t know who she was until the police told me.”

				Greg groaned. “Please tell me you did not go over to Erica’s to beg for your job.”

				Seth held a hand out towards us, indicating for us to be still. “Back up the bus, folks.” He turned to me. “This woman fired you, and you went to her house in the middle of the night?” He took a deep breath. “Why do you do such dumb things, Odelia?”

				“I am not dumb.” My nose twitched in annoyance while I fought to defend my actions. “I’m impulsive.” I turned to my husband for support but could see he was clearly in Seth’s camp on this issue. “And I wasn’t fired,” I insisted. “At least not yet.”

				“I didn’t say you were dumb, Odelia,” Seth clarified. “But your actions are often those of an insane person.”

				Greg was nodding in agreement. I was on my own.

				“Maybe I should call Steele,” I suggested.

				Greg let out a short, dark snort. “If you think he’s going to be any easier on you, you’ve been away from him for far too long.”

				My hubs was right. If Steele, my former boss, were here instead of Seth, he’d be crucifying me. I just wasn’t sure if it would be because of my nocturnal actions or because I didn’t invite him along. Steele had grown disturbingly fond of sticking his nose into my amateur murder investigations. Come to think of it, so had Greg, making me believe his anger was more focused on my safety and possible future criminal record than on my actions specifically.

				“We’re wasting time,” Seth told us. “According to Dev, they don’t believe Odelia is the killer. The woman was shot twice in the chest and may have been dead several hours before Odelia called him.”

				“I can vouch for her whereabouts,” Greg offered. “We went to a dinner party last night given by one of my basketball buddies and his wife. We got home around eleven and went straight to bed. I’d had a few drinks and fell asleep before the Channel Four news ended. Odelia was in bed with me.”

				Seth knitted his brows as he wrote down the information. “That will help in the event they start looking at her as a suspect.”

				Suspect ? My stomach did a flip. When Detective Fehring suggested earlier that she thought I might be the killer, I thought it might have been more of a scare tactic than something she truly believed, and it had scared the snot out of me. But hearing my lawyer say the word had even more impact. I took a sip of water from the paper cup Dev had brought me earlier. My hands shook, threatening to cave in the thin vessel.

				“I think I got to Erica’s around one thirty,” I added. Seeing no napkin or tissue, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. 

				Remembering how Connie had looked when I stumbled across her, I shuddered. “When I arrived, Connie was staring up at the ceiling, pale and still, the front of her long-sleeved tee shirt drenched in blood. I tried to give her CPR, just in case she wasn’t dead. That’s how I got so much blood on me.” I took another deep breath. “I told the police all this several times.”

				“I’m positive they’re checking your clothing for gunshot residue.” Seth stopped writing and looked at me. “Did they test your hands yet?”

				“They applied some sort of adhesive strip to them, like they were waxing for hair removal. They also took a swab for DNA. I thought it would help if I were cooperative.”

				Seth nodded as he made more notes. When he was finished, he put his pen down, folded his hands, and leaned his large body back in his chair. “Okay, Odelia, tell me how you got to Ms. Mayfield’s house in the first place.”

				“I drove.”

				Greg placed a hand on my arm. It was his first act of affection since entering the room, and it meant the world to me. “He means what caused you to go there.”

				“Oh.”

				Of course that’s what Seth meant, but the night’s events and lack of sleep were taking its toll on my middle-aged brain cells.

				I dug through my tired mind for the root of my actions. When had all this craziness started to take shape? What exactly was its genesis? It had started small, of that I was sure. Like a palm-sized snowball, over the past couple of days it had gathered in size with every discussion and situation until it had become a large, heavy orb too big to ignore.

				I took a deep breath, ready to start at the beginning.

				“It all started with Lily,” I told Greg and Seth. This was not something I had told the police, because it really had just come to me.

				“The little girl?” Seth asked again with surprise.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				I was mesmerized by the snot bubble. It ballooned in and out of one tiny nostril, playing peek-a-boo each time the little girl exhaled. 

				Normally I don’t mind kids, especially since they always belong to someone else and aren’t my responsibility. Once, at a summer picnic Greg held for his employees, a woman clutching the hand of a wee tot asked me if I liked kids. I answered, “Absolutely, especially with a little salt and pepper.”

				With a gaping mouth she had shuttled the child away, lest I slather the tike with barbeque sauce and throw him on the grill, giving new meaning to the phrase shrimp on the barbie. Greg, being used to my sense of humor, found it hilarious, but for the rest of the party I noticed people keeping a closer eye on their offspring, especially when I was handing out the ice cream bars and popsicles. I was sorely tempted to climb up on a picnic table with a bullhorn and shout, “It was a joke, people! Get over it!”

				The festering petri dish happily coloring on the other side of my desk was named Lily Marie Holt. She was three years old, with an angelic face, fine curly blond hair, upturned nose, blue eyes, and rosy cheeks. The problem was that for the time being she was my responsibility. 

				There’s never any salt and pepper handy when you need it.

				What had started out this week as simply keeping an eye on Lily one day at the office as a favor to my boss was now turning into full-blown daycare. When I had arrived at the office this morning, Lily was there, as she had been for the past couple of days. But today—in addition to the coloring books, crayons, story books, stuffed toys, blanket, and snacks that usually accompanied her—a car seat, a stroller, and a pink suitcase festooned with various Disney princesses had been added. Either Lily was moving in or preparing for a yard sale. 

				I was not a happy camper.

				As I studied the little bundle of joy with the runny nose, trying to decide what to do about this latest turn of events, I pulled a tissue from the box next to my computer monitor and held it out towards the kid. “Here, Lily.”

				Instead of taking the tissue, Lily started to drag her left hand across her snot-laden nose while her right hand continued to push the crayon with industry.

				“No.” The beginning of the short word came out of my mouth sharper than I intended, then spiraled down into a half hush. She looked up from her coloring book, clearly perplexed by my short-lived outburst. I shook the tissue in Lily’s direction and was heartened to see her eyes brighten with understanding.

				Since law firms don’t come equipped with booster seats, I’d pulled a chair up close to my desk. Lily seemed happy to kneel on the seat and color away. If I’d knelt that long, I wouldn’t be able to walk for a week. Sometimes she sprawled belly down on the blanket on the floor of my office. She’d proved herself to be a good-natured child, in spite of being cooped up all day in an office. There were a lot of adults in the firm, me included, who could take a few lessons from the kid.

				Instead of taking the offered tissue, Lily crawled down off her chair and circled the desk until she stood beside me. Tilting her head back, she presented her wet nose to me as if offering up a precious gift. With a sigh, I held the tissue to her snout. She gave a small toot. I wiped the nostril and the immediate area clean and tossed the tissue into my wastepaper basket. I followed it up with a squirt of waterless cleaner to my hands. As I rubbed my hands together, the scent of the crisp aloe gel wafted through the air.

				“Priddy,” Lily said, meaning she liked the smell of the antiseptic cleaner. In three days, she was no closer to speaking my language, but I was much closer to understanding toddler gibberish, which appeared to be a combination of babble and real words, or reasonable facsimiles of real words.

				I smiled and nodded. It was a ritual—the nose, the wiping, the gel—that Lily and I had shared since she’d been assigned to my care. 

				My smile faded and my blood pressure started to rise as my eyes once again scanned the pile of Lily’s belongings in the corner of my office. Asking me to keep an eye on Lily a day or two was okay, even if it did interfere with my work, but if she were moving in with Greg and me, someone needed to man up and tell me. I’d waited in my office for some explanation, but it had been two hours since my arrival and no one had said a peep about the added baggage.

				Getting up from my chair, I held out my hand to Lily. She latched onto it with her own tiny hand as naturally as an infant taking a breast. Together we walked out to the secretarial bay just outside my door.

				“Would you watch Lily a moment?” I asked Alyce Allen, who now sat at Jill Bernelli’s desk. “The boss and I need to have a ‘come to Jesus’ meeting, and it may not be something for Lily’s delicate ears.”

				Being a religious woman, Alyce winced at my smart-ass phrase involving her savior, but her disapproval quickly melted into curiosity. She clearly wanted me to expand on my huffiness, but I gave up nothing. Alyce wasn’t Jill. I had trusted Jill. The jury was still out on Alyce, though she seemed nice enough.

				“Will it take long?” she asked. “I have to get the changes to this agreement done before lunch.”

				“Depends,” I answered truthfully. “What I have to say won’t take long.” I deposited Lily on an empty chair at the desk across from Alyce and started to walk away. A few steps later, I turned back to Alyce. “If I get fired, Lily may end up in your care. Her stuff’s in my office.”

				Alyce looked from me to Lily and back again with the sort of closed-mouth assurance you offer when you tell someone everything’s going to be fine even though you know they’re probably toast. “I hope it doesn’t come to that. The firing, I mean.”

				Steeling my shoulders for confrontation, I walked the few steps to my supervisor’s closed door and knocked. First softly, then again, with more conviction. I never received a call to enter but pretended I did and barged in.

				“We need to talk,” I announced to the attorney behind the desk. I shut the door behind me.

				“I can’t right now, Odelia,” came the sharp response. “I have something important to do out of the office.”

				The boss in question wasn’t Michael Steele, the attorney who’d been a royal pain in my ass for the past several years. Nor was it any of the other attorneys at Wallace, Boer, Brown, and Yates, the law firm where I’d been happily employed for two decades. Woobie, as its employees affectionately referred to the firm, was no more. Shortly after the new year it had entered into a merger with another firm. Woobie was supposedly the surviving entity, but you’d never know it from the way things turned out. 

				Last June Steele had received an offer from Templin and Tobin to open and manage their new Orange County office, and he’d taken it, leaving at the end of the summer. He’d asked me to go with him. He’d also asked Jill Bernelli, his assistant, to jump the good ship Woobie and sail off to T and T. Jill and I had discussed the offer with our significant others—Greg and her partner, Sally Kipman—and after many separate and joint discussions around our kitchen table and theirs, she decided to go with Steele, and I decided to remain at Woobie. I wasn’t sure either of our spouses were happy with our individual decisions. Greg was nudging me to follow Steele, while Sally point-blank told Jill she was nuts to do so without me on board to run interference.

				Jill and Steele had departed Woobie nearly seven months ago. A few months later, after the merger was announced, Jolene McHugh, a senior associate, joined them. That move surprised the tar out of me. Jolene never got along with Steele, but she must have sensed the change at Woobie coming like the smell of burning flesh carried on an ill wind. Shortly after the merger took place, Joan Nuñez, another paralegal at Woobie and a good friend, left for a different firm. Sometimes when I walk down the familiar halls and see all the new faces I feel like an alien trying to adjust to a new planet.

				We’d merged with a firm that had been downsized over the past few years. With the economy hitting law firms hard, including Woobie, the idea was to join together to form one large, strong unit of legal muscle. The problem was, Woobie joined forces with a firm that had a totally different management and practice style. Along with their client roster, the other firm had brought with them unhappy, caustic employees and foul-mouthed, ill-tempered attorneys. The firm was now called Hamlin, Hawke, Boer, and Yates. I dare you to make a touchy-feely acronym out of that.

				Undeterred by the haughty attitude oozing from my new boss, I stood my ground. “I noticed a lot of kid stuff in my office this morning. Is Lily moving in with me or are you using my office for storage?”

				Erica Mayfield looked up from the file she was rummaging through and gave me the stink eye. “Michael Steele might have put up with your insubordinate attitude, Odelia, but I will not.” She put down the file and latched her eyes onto mine with all the warmth of a hired gun. “In fact, I’m quite tired of your old firm treating you like you’re something special. You’re not. Get that through your thick skull.”

				Inside I wobbled for a moment, but outside I held firm. “What’s the deal with Lily?” I asked again, trying to infuse my voice with respect, even if it was just for show.

				With a deep, exaggerated sigh, Erica stopped what she was doing. “The deal is I need you to take her for a few days.”

				I stepped closer to her desk, a beautiful and feminine piece that I liked much better than Steele’s cold, ultra-modern one. Too bad I didn’t like the boss behind it better. “You mean you want me to take her home with me tonight?”

				“Yes, and keep her through the weekend. I’ll inform you if I need you to care for her any longer than that.”

				In all my years working as both a legal secretary and a paralegal, I’d been called upon to do a lot of odd and annoying things, especially for Mike Steele, but this took the cake.

				Before I could answer, Erica located a piece of paper on her desk and held it out to me. “This is a medical release giving you authority to seek medical care for Lily in the event she requires it.”

				I took the paper and eyed it. It was signed by a Connie Holt almost a week ago and notarized. “Is this Connie Holt Lily’s mother?”

				“Yes, that’s my sister.”

				“She doesn’t even know me. Why would she turn her kid over to me? Lily’s a child, not an unwanted puppy.” I shook the paper in my hand at her. “And this was signed a week ago. Clearly this was not a last-minute decision on your part. The least you could have done was given me a heads-up or asked if I could do it. This involves my husband, not just me.”

				“I had Connie sign two releases, one for me and one for you, just in case I had to leave Lily in your care. I should have given you yours on Monday but forgot. As for advance notice—my bad.” Her voice dripped with entitled sarcasm.

				Erica stuffed a couple of files into a large designer briefcase and stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have something very important to take care of.”

				When Erica Mayfield first darkened the doors of our office suite, I had had high hopes of getting along with her. She’s in her early forties, smart and organized, with an impressive background. Standing close to five foot ten, with a thick torso and chunky limbs that she dressed to the nines, I thought we might also be able to bond a bit on the big-gal level, as well as over the legal work. But it was not to be. From the moment we met, Erica made it clear I was expendable. She gave all the plum assignments to Mark Baker, the paralegal brought over from her old firm, and went days without acknowledging my presence. It was quite a change from my days with Steele, when he was in my office as much as his own.

				I slapped the medical release down on her desk with a heavy hand. “Demanding this of me, especially without warning, is highly unprofessional and inappropriate, Erica, and you know it.”

				Ignoring me, Erica flipped her dark blond hair over her right shoulder and headed for the door with her purse and briefcase. I followed on her heels, which were expensive and pointy. 

				“Just a cotton-picking minute,” I demanded, but it fell on deaf ears.

				She stopped in front of Alyce’s desk. “As soon as you have those changes,” she said to her secretary in a tone as crisp as a fresh apple, “e-mail them to me.”

				Alyce nodded. A few feet away, Lily sat frozen in her chair, watching the adults with wide eyes. She made no movement towards her aunt.

				“You can’t do this,” I said to Erica. I wanted to say more, but not in front of Lily. I may not have had children of my own, but I did know they picked things up like sensitive satellite dishes.

				Erica didn’t seem to care if her niece felt the negative vibes. She turned to face me, standing only a foot way. She was attractive, with large brown eyes, full lips, and a nose just irregular enough to be interesting instead of a negative. “If you value your job here, Odelia, you’ll do what I ask. If not, you know where the door is.”

				The words I quit were on my tongue, ready to make the leap into the abyss of unemployment. Instead, I said nothing, knowing I should discuss the matter with Greg first. While his business was doing fine, the economy was not, and a good job wasn’t something a person tossed away without serious consideration and a plan.

				Erica handed me a smug, confident smile. “I thought not.” She turned and marched down the hall towards the front door of the suite, leaving me to steam and boil quietly in front of Alyce and the kid. It took me a few seconds and several deep breaths before I held my hand out to Lily.

				“Come on,” I told her with a forced smile, “let’s leave Alyce to do her work.”

				Lily and I were barely back in my office when I was called to do snot duty again. I had just wiped Lily’s tiny nose when Mark Baker appeared silently at my door.

				“Doing Sesame Street duty again, I see.” Mark sneered with glee as he watched me with the kid. “Better you than me.” The words were pregnant with gloat. Lily moved closer to me.

				Like me, Mark is a corporate paralegal. He’d been working with Erica for just over a year before the merger. He’s in his mid-thirties, of average height, with a wiry build. He wore his dark hair cropped close to his head, and one brown eye was smaller than the other, like a perpetual half-wink. A small scar ran from the center of his lower lip down across his chin, as if cleaving it in two. It was probably left over from a childhood injury, or maybe from the last paralegal with whom he crossed swords. I could see his smug attitude angering a coworker to the point of wielding a sharp letter opener. Yeah, I could see it easily. 

				“I have work to do,” I told Mark, eyeing my own letter opener with wishful thinking. “Why don’t we trade off watching Lily so we can both get some work done?”

				Mark laughed. It had a nasty underside to it, like Halloween candy laced with razor blades. “No way.” Next to me, Lily buried her head in my soft side.

				He looked around my office, his eyes measuring every inch, especially noting my window. Mark had been assigned my old office when Hamlin-Hawke moved in. It was a windowless cell down the hall. He’d made it clear he coveted my larger office with a view. My office was also much closer to Erica’s office—Steele’s old one. Even Erica had campaigned for a switch between Mark and me, but she had been overruled by management, who cited my seniority with the firm. I have no doubt that if I died today at my desk, Mark would move in before my body was cold and traveling down the elevator on a gurney.

				“I hear the firm’s thinking of downsizing.” Mark tossed the remark out like a live grenade with a pulled pin.

				My head snapped up with a quick pop. Lily started to quietly babble something, but I placed a hand gently on her head. Like magic, she stilled. “I haven’t heard anything about that,” I told Mark as casually as possible.

				“Erica told me.” He spoke the words with undisguised confidence. “Management’s reviewing all duplicate positions. Any unnecessary staff will be laid off.”

				Duplicate positions—as in two corporate paralegals.

				A shudder of fear ran through me. Never, in all my years with the firm, had I feared for my job until this very day. Not even when Steele and I were at each other’s throats did I feel this unsettled.

				It was becoming clear why Erica was not giving me much work and why she’d saddled me with daycare. It was a setup. With my billable hours slowly sliding into a deep hole, Erica was making it easier for management to decide between their two corporate paralegals. She was stacking the deck in Mark’s favor, using the firm’s decision to tighten its belt to get rid of me.

				Another realization hit me between the eyes. Even the challenge for me to quit a few moments ago might very well have been calculated. Erica knew I would balk at taking care of Lily 24/7 and had laid her trap. Had I quit, I would have walked away with nothing. If they laid me off, I might get a nice severance.

				Beneath my desk, my right knee knocked with anxiety. But while it was out of view, I couldn’t hide my concern from Mark’s eagle eyes. A slow, sardonic smile spread across his face like a smear of dull paint. He raised his mug in my direction in a final salute and left—a competitor assured of a victory.

				“Odie,” a squeaky voice beside me chimed. I turned to find Lily’s nose needing attention again. Not only did I get trapped with a kid, she was a sick kid. Plucking another tissue from the box, I held it to her tiny nostril and was rewarded with a small, wet honk. With Mark gone, Lily returned to her side of the desk, but instead of climbing up on her chair and getting down to the business of coloring, she picked up her latest masterpiece and returned to me, offering it up like a gift.

				“For me?” I took it from her.

				She put both hands behind her back, screwed up her face in a chubby giggle, and nodded with vigor.

				“Thank you, Lily. It’s lovely.” My eyes fixed on the bulletin board fastened to the wall on the right side of my desk. “Tell you what, how about we pin this up here so I can always see it?” I removed a couple of pushpins from the cork surface, positioned the crayon drawing in a prominent place, and secured it. The child was overjoyed with my art appreciation.

				“Don’t let it get to you.”

				I looked up to find my doorway again occupied. This time it was Alyce. She pushed a strand of light brown hair away from her eyes and gave me an encouraging, shy smile. She was petite but sturdy and favored casual business attire with flat shoes.

				When I’d showed Alyce the ropes around Woobie—it’ll always be Woobie to me, dammit—I’d found her quiet and attentive, and she’d proven herself to be an excellent secretary. She was also supposed to provide me with secretarial support, but Mark and Erica made sure I seldom saw the fruits of her labor. I knew little about her beyond the fact that her husband’s name was Gary. He was the pastor of a small independent church, and they had two children. Although pleasant enough, she hadn’t reached out to make friends with any of the Woobie staff. Alyce was a quiet, private person, which was probably how she survived working with Erica and Mark.

				I wiped Lily’s nose again as I answered, “It’s just a little cold. She doesn’t seem to be too bad.” I felt her forehead. “No fever.”

				“I meant Mark.” With one finger, Alyce pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. They were too large for her face and made her look owlish.

				“Oh, that.”

				I threw the tissue into the trash and squirted some antiseptic gel in my hand. Lily made some indecipherable kiddie sound and held out her hands, making it clear she wanted some. I took her two little paws within my two large ones and rubbed the germ killer on them.

				“What do you know about the downsizing, Alyce?”

				“About the same as you just learned.” Her comment left no doubt she’d heard the entire conversation.

				“So it’s between Mark and me?”

				“I haven’t heard that exactly. Is there enough work for the two of you?”

				I stroked Lily’s head. Her hair needed washing. She started to babble something. She either wanted juice or a jackhammer.

				I answered Alyce with blunt honesty. “If you take away my childcare duties, no, there’s not. At least not right now. And I’m not too sure I’m doing that good of a job with Lily.”

				Alyce gave me an almost-warm smile. “You’re doing great with her, Odelia. She’s in much better hands than if she’d been parked with Mark.”

				“I’m totally in the weeds here, Alyce. I’m almost never around little kids.”

				Her nose clean again, Lily leaned up against me. She’d stopped yammering and was rubbing her head, with its fine yellow albeit dirty hair, against my elbow. It felt like one of my cats when they’re looking for a scratch behind an ear. 

				Alyce jerked her chin in Lily’s direction. “She really likes you.”

				“Don’t bet on it. More like a case of Stockholm syndrome. That and I’m the keeper of the cookies and juice boxes.”

				“You’re a kick, Odelia.” Alyce gave off a small, self-conscious laugh. “It’s clear Lily likes and trusts you, that’s why she’s sticking to you like glue. I haven’t even seen her do that with Erica, and she’s Lily’s aunt.”

				Lily rubbed against me a couple more times until I was tempted to toss her a kitty treat. Instead, I lifted my arm. Immediately the little girl slid under it and nestled against me like a perfectly joined puzzle piece. It felt kind of nice.

				“What’s the story, Alyce? Why is Lily with Erica and not her own mother?”

				Even though Erica was currently out of the office, Alyce looked up and down the hallway with caution before stepping farther into my office. Maybe she didn’t want Mark to hear and tattle to Erica that she’d been talking to me.

				“I don’t know exactly what’s going on, Odelia, but it seems Connie, Lily’s mom, brought Lily to Erica and took off. Erica can’t reach her anywhere and has no idea when she’s coming back.”

				Under the pretense of fixing her hair, I gently covered Lily’s ears with my hands. I didn’t know how much she’d understand, but we were talking about her mother deserting her, even if only for a few days. My own mother had done the same to me when I was sixteen, and it had been over thirty years before I found her. You might say I was a bit of an expert on feeling like an abandoned puppy heading for the pound.

				“What about her father?”

				Alyce shrugged. “That would be Hank Holt. I think they divorced recently, or at least separated. Erica can’t reach him either. I’m not even sure she knows how.”

				After more babble, Lily started dancing around with a pained look. “Priddy,” she said to me with urgency. This time I knew she didn’t mean the smell of the aloe gel. The kid had to pee. After all, pretty and potty do sound a lot alike.

				Lily was potty trained but didn’t have great bladder control. She hadn’t yet mastered the art of giving a heads-up with much lead time—something I’d learned the hard way on my first day with her. Without wasting time, I stood up and grabbed her hand. We scooted out the door past Alyce.

				“Sorry, Alyce. With Lily, nature doesn’t call—it yells ASAP!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				If there’s one thing I’d learned in the past few days, it’s that kids need to burn off pent-up energy. You can’t stick a kid in an office and expect them to sit still for eight to ten hours. After visiting the ladies’ room, I took Lily down the elevator to a tiny area near the parking garage. There were a few small trees and a bit of grass not much larger than an area rug, along with a couple of benches and tables where people could have lunch. To the far side of the area was another bench and an enclosed ash-and-butt-disposal gizmo for the smokers in the building. I’d brought some work-related reading with me so I could get something done while keeping an eye on my charge. 

				I glanced up at the sky. Thick clouds were approaching like slow-moving cattle herded across a prairie. The weatherman had predicted rain over the next few days. It wasn’t supposed to be a big storm, just spring showers. Lily was nattering to herself and hopping on one foot around one of the trees. She was dressed in pint-size jeans and a white turtleneck jersey covered with tiny embroidered ladybugs. Over that was a sweater. I’d left her hooded jacket upstairs. I was contemplating taking her back inside when my cell phone gave off a familiar chime. It was Zee. 

				“You still doing daycare?” Zee asked after I said hello.

				“More than ever.” Still keeping an eye on the happy Lily, I gave Zee a rundown of the morning’s events.

				“Why don’t you bring that poor child over here?” Zee offered when I was finished.

				“Thanks, but I can’t saddle you with a sick kid.”

				“If she is sick, she should not be at that office. And I’ve taken care of many runny noses in my day.”

				Zee and Seth have two children, Hannah and Jacob, both grown now and out of the house. Something told me empty-nester Zee was itching to get her hands on a little one as much as offering to help me out.

				“Seriously, Odelia,” Zee urged, “bring her over so she can get the rest she needs and you can get some work done.”

				“Humph,” I snorted. “Like I have any work to do.”

				“Call Mike Steele. He’ll give you a job in a heartbeat.”

				“You sound like Greg. He said the same thing to me last night.”

				“And we’re going to keep saying it until you listen.”

				Getting up, I went to retrieve Lily to go back upstairs. “But if I wait it out,” I said into the phone, “I’ll probably walk away with some nice cash when they lay me off.”

				“I know you, Odelia. Unless that happens soon, and I mean very soon, you’ll go insane in the meantime.”

				“You’re assuming I’m not already.”

				“Well, before you go completely crackers, get that child over here. She doesn’t need to witness your descent into madness.”

				Zee was right. Lily would be better off at her house, although I hated seeing the kid palmed off on yet another stranger. As soon as we returned to my office, it hit me. I couldn’t just throw Lily into my car and take off for Zee’s. I’d have to get all her stuff downstairs and into the car and set up the car seat somehow. And I’ll bet Erica didn’t leave instructions. I was developing a headache to go along with Lily’s unhappy nose. Instead of dropping her off at Zee’s, maybe I should go home sick and call in tomorrow, too.

				I was trying to figure out how best to get both Lily and her baggage down to the car in one trip when Stump ambled by with the mail cart. He stopped to drop a few envelopes into my inbox. 

				“Hey, Stump,” I said, eyeing his cart. “Do you have another one of those carts in the copy room? One I can use to get all this stuff down to my car?”

				Stump, whose real name is Stanley, eyeballed Lily’s stuff, taking quick measurement. “Sure. Give me a minute to finish up my rounds and I’ll help.”

				True to his word, Stump was back at my office in about ten minutes with a two-tier cart. He packed the car seat, stroller, suitcase, and other items onto it like a pro. Stump was tall and angular and pushing thirty. By day he ran our copy room and all aspects of our office services department. By night he wrote screenplays, which he hoped would one day sell and allow him to write full-time.

				“Did you hear about Kelsey?” he asked as he made sure the stroller was secure. 

				My ears perked up. Kelsey Cavendish was the firm’s librarian and one of my closest friends. “No, what about her?”

				“She was let go.”

				I froze until Lily said, “Ow.” I was holding her hand and had tightened my grip upon hearing Stump’s news. I loosened my fingers but never took my eyes from Stump. “Are you sure?”

				“Just delivered her mail. She found out, like, two minutes ago.”

				I started down the hallway to the library, towing Lily behind me, then remembered Stump and the cart. I retraced my steps. “Can you give me a few minutes, Stump? I have to go see Kelsey.”

				“Tell you what—give me your car keys, and I’ll take this stuff down and load it up for you. You still park on the fifth level?”

				I nodded and let go of Lily’s hand. Going to my desk, I opened my bottom right-hand drawer and retrieved my car keys from my bag. I handed them to Stump.

				“Don’t worry, Odelia, I’ll even install the car seat for you. Got two little kids at home. I’m an old hand at this.”

				“Thanks, Stump. I really appreciate it.” I gently placed a hand on his arm. “How about you? Is your job in jeopardy?”

				He gave me a small, sad smile. “I don’t think so. The guy from the other firm is only a part-timer. Goes to college the rest of the time.” He shrugged. “But you never know.”

				Stump leaned close. “Watch your back, Odelia,” he whispered. “There’s a target on it.”

				Seems everyone had received that memo a day or two before me.

				I wanted to run in the direction of the library but couldn’t with Lily attached to my hand like a kettle bell. Instead, I walked fast, the tike trotting behind me, her little legs churning up the carpet. If I moved any faster, I’d be dragging her. When we reached the library, Kelsey was just hanging up the phone. She looked like she’d been crying.

				“What’s up?” I clutched Lily’s little hand tighter in my stress but was mindful of not squeezing too tightly.

				“I was just about to come over to your office,” Kelsey told me. She plastered a smile on her face as her eyes settled on Lily. “I just came from seeing Carl.”

				She meant Carl Yates, one of the two former Woobie name partners who still remained after the merger. Wendell Wallace had retired years ago, and Katherine Brown had retired this year.

				“I heard they let you go,” I announced, trying not to cry myself. Hamlin-Hawke had not brought a librarian with them, but Kelsey had told me not too long ago that she feared they might make the librarian a part-time position or outsource it entirely, like a lot of firms were doing.

				Kelsey nodded. “Yes, but I was leaving anyway. After this last trip to visit Beau’s family in Texas, we decided to move there in a few months.”

				I dropped Lily’s hand and handed her the first magazine I could get my hands on. “Here, Lily,” I told the little girl. “Why don’t you read yourself a story.” She took it happily and plopped down on the carpet. 

				I plopped my own butt down in a nearby chair. “When’s your last day?” I asked Kelsey.

				“I have to leave today. Now, in fact. Carl handed me my last check and asked that I be as discreet as possible. He seemed genuinely upset.” Kelsey started putting her personal items in a small box while she talked. “That was Beau on the phone. I just told him.” She stopped packing and turned to me, this time with a real smile. “We’re preggers, Odelia.” On that bit of news, her voice tilted up with joy. “I was going to ask you to lunch tomorrow to tell you about that and the move.”

				Kelsey and her husband, Beau, had been trying for a baby for several years and had nearly given up. She’d had two miscarriages in the past two years, both in the first trimester.

				I looked at my friend with concern. “Are you okay? I mean, about the baby?”

				She nodded. “I’m about three months along and so far, so good.” She patted her stomach. “I should start showing a bump soon. With everything that’s going on here, Beau was concerned about my stress level, so he’s pleased with this. He was offered a very good job back in Texas when we were there last week and has to start soon. He was going to go ahead of me, but now we’ll both move right away. And my severance pay is generous enough that I won’t have to look for something else between now and my due date.” She took a deep breath. “So although I’m sad and a bit pissed off, it’s really a good thing.”

				I looked down at Lily. As she thumbed through a copy of California Lawyer, she jabbered on about kitties and ducks, making up her own legal news as she went along. Soon Kelsey would have one of these.

				I got to my feet. As I wrapped my stubby arms around my tall, lanky, and now pregnant friend, my eyes filled with tears of both joy and sadness. I was close to Kelsey. Her moving would be a huge blow, but I knew it would be best for her and Beau.

				“Before you leave, Joan and I will have to take you out. Better yet,” I told her, “Greg and I will host a party for you and Beau at our house.”

				“Please don’t go to a lot of bother.”

				“It’s no bother. It’ll be fun. Jill and Sally will want to come. Carl and his wife. Jolene. Even Steele.” 

				Kelsey smiled and wiped an eye with the back of her hand. “Okay. Thanks.”

				I didn’t want to seem insensitive to Kelsey, but I had to ask. “Do you know if they’re laying off anyone else today? I’ve heard it might be between me and Mark.”

				Kelsey swallowed hard. “Hope in accounting was told last night, right before she left for the day.”

				I thought about Hope Spellman, the small birdlike woman who only worked three days a week. She was pushing seventy and had been with Woobie even longer than I had.

				“Other than that,” Kelsey continued, sniffing back tears, “I haven’t heard anything else. It wouldn’t surprise me, though. It’s the end of a pay period. Today and tomorrow would be the logical days to lower the boom.”

				I dug into my pocket and checked my smartphone for my firm e-mail account. Nothing. No summons to meet Carl or Tina Swanson, our office manager. No e-mail goodbyes to the firm as a whole from anyone.

				“They’d be fools to let you go, Odelia, especially for Mark. He’s such an—” she clipped the end of the sentence short when her eyes settled on Lily.

				I leaned in close to Kelsey and whispered, “They became fools when they merged with these sharks.”

				After several more hugs with Kelsey, Lily and I started back to my office to collect my purse and be on our way to Zee’s house. We were barely out of the library when Lily emitted a string of high-pitched giggles and shot down the hallway like a runaway pony. I trotted after her, my two-hundred-pound bulk jiggling in every way imaginable, while attorneys and secretaries pointed and laughed. Glad I could provide some entertainment. Maybe the firm will consider keeping me on as court jester when they decide they no longer need my paralegal skills.

				We were almost to my office door when my smartphone sounded another familiar ring. I punched the answer button and snapped, “What do you want? I’m busy.”

				“Uh-huh. That’s not what I hear.”

				“Are you spying on me, Steele?”

				“Not at all. I had a beer with Greg a few days ago. He told me you haven’t been very busy at the firm.”

				“I obviously need to talk to my husband about his choice of friends.” On Tuesday, Greg came home and said he’d had a beer with a buddy after work. He never said which friend, and I didn’t ask. Greg often met friends after work. Usually it was one of his basketball teammates or a client, so I never inquired and he never offered. 

				It’s not like I haven’t seen Mike Steele since his departure from Woobie. He’s been a guest at our home for a couple of parties and barbeques since then, and he showed up to support Greg during a recent basketball tournament. I just didn’t realize he and Greg had remained so friendly on their own. My nose twitched at the thought. I had concerns about my husband and my former boss being close pals. One, it felt like I was outnumbered. Two, Steele has a lot of bad habits I don’t want rubbing off on Greg.

				“I’m on a special project right now.” As I said the words, I watched Lily dance and spin to a tune only she could hear. Either she wasn’t sick at all or she was delirious with fever.

				“You too busy to have lunch with me today?”

				Lunch. Steele had had a beer with Greg and now was asking me to lunch. Greg probably told him how unhappy I was becoming in my job. He was probably going to make me an offer again. This time I’d be sorely tempted to make the jump.

				“Did Greg put you up to this?”

				“No, he did not.” There was a slight pause. “My lunch plans canceled, and I thought why not ask my former paralegal to join me. Is that a crime?”

				“Depends on your motive.”

				Lily was showing signs of winding down. “Look, Steele, I really have to go.” 

				“Have lunch with me today, Grey. You know you want to.” I could hear his cheesy grin.

				“I already have plans today, Steele. With a very important client, a young up-and-comer.”

				“Jesus, Grey, I can smell that lie through the phone. You must be slipping.”

				I sighed as I brushed Lily’s fine hair out of her face with my free hand and noted how dirty her face and hands were. Most of the crud she must have picked up playing in the dirt around the tree downstairs, but some of it was just general grime. She didn’t smell that fresh either. She’d arrived at my door on Tuesday bright and shiny as a new penny, but as the week wore on she’d become more disheveled in appearance, like she was sliding into neglect feet first. It seemed odd because Erica’s grooming was meticulous. Before I could stop her, Lily smacked her mitts down on my thigh, leaving noticeable tiny handprints on my cream-colored skirt. My eyes rolled up into my head like snapped window shades. How did women do this day in and day out? And Lily Holt was well-behaved. What if I’d been put in charge of a miniature Tasmanian devil?

				The dirt smudges on my skirt made up my mind for me. After a couple of days watching Lily eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and spill milk, I could use a good lunch with some adult talk. My usual lunch companions were thinning out.

				“Okay, Steele. You’re on, but I have to run by Zee’s house first and drop off … um … a package.”

				“Can’t you do that after lunch? I have a meeting in two hours. Meet me in ten minutes at Morton’s.”

				I studied Lily. She was starting to look tired. No doubt she would conk out right after she ate. And I really should give her lunch before depositing her with Zee, not to mention lunch with Steele might be interesting with a tiny third party.

				“How about in fifteen minutes?” I said into the phone, my mind made up. I rooted around in my brain for a nearby restaurant with a kiddie menu. “And not Morton’s. How about Red Robin?”

				“Are you joking?”

				“Hey,” I protested. “They make great burgers, and they’re reasonable. Greg and I eat at Red Robin all the time.”

				“I rest my case.”

				“It’s that or nothing, Steele.”

				There was a pause.

				“Steele, you still there?”

				“I’m thinking.”

				My office phone rang. The display said it was Carl Yates. 

				“Take it or leave it, Steele,” I said again, this time with urgency. 

				“Okay, but make it ten minutes.”

				I looked at Lily’s dirty face. “I’ll need at least fifteen.”

				My office phone rang again, and again it was Carl. I ignored it and grabbed my bag and Lily. As we exited the ladies’ room with empty bladders and clean faces and hands, I heard my name announced over the PA system, asking me to call Carl’s extension. Instead, I punched the down button on the elevator, hoping our receptionist didn’t see me making a getaway and try to stop me. There would be enough time after lunch for Carl to kill my legal career. No sense him killing my appetite, too.
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