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Chapter 1

 

“Ladies and gentleman,” I began with a smile to the lone male student in my DIY Perfect Pillows class. Bud, a stocky, balding man, was a recent retiree and widower who’d enrolled in my class so he could learn to make new cushions for his outdoor furniture. So far, he’d completed one passable pillow and had started a second. Bud returned my smile with a grin and a bow, eliciting giggles from his classmates.

The whirring of sewing machines ceased, and my students, all fellow residents of Hawkeye Haven, our guard-gated community, looked at me attentively.

“Before we wrap up today, I have a couple of announcements. You’re all doing such a great job I thought some of you might be interested in entering your projects in the creative pillow contest Suzi’s Fabric Shop is sponsoring. First prize is a $200 gift card at Suzi’s. I’m going to pass out the brochures with all the details.” I threaded my way between the sewing machines, distributing them to the students who wanted to enter the contest.

“Bud?” He shook his head as I extended a brochure.

“Don’t think I’m ready for prime time yet, Laurel.”

Jennifer, a cool blonde who always made me think of an Alfred Hitchcock heroine, surprised me by also declining a brochure.

“Are you sure, Jennifer? You have such a wonderful eye for design, and your craftsmanship is superb.”

“Hey, teacher, you didn’t say anything about my eye for design.” Bud mugged as he winked at me, and I obliged him by turning red. 

“Gotcha. You’re way too gullible, Laurel.”

I had to agree with him on that score. My boyfriend Wes wasn’t above teasing me himself. After my sleuthing had led to a killer’s confession a few months ago, Wes had dubbed me the “DIY Detective,” but my handsome guy was the real deal—a homicide detective with the Center City Police Department. Ignoring Bud, I turned back to Jennifer. 

“Please consider entering, Jennifer.” I knew that the gift card prize probably didn’t motivate her in the slightest, but I hoped recognition of her design talent might.

Hesitantly, she accepted a brochure. “Well, I suppose I’ll enter if you really think I have a chance.”

She quickly scanned the brochure, pulled a small notebook from her oversized Gucci handbag, and began to make some sketches. 

“Just one more brief announcement, and you can be on your way, or you’re welcome to stay and work on your projects.” Although class would officially end in a couple of minutes, the Hawkeye Haven Community Center’s exercise facility, indoor pool, and craft rooms remained open, day and night, to all residents. The open-door policy, initiated by the new homeowners’ association manager was a welcome change. Only a few months earlier, locked doors had been mandated by the previous manager, who hadn’t trusted instructors with keys. Sometimes, I’d had to search for a staff member to unlock a classroom door. 

“It’s a different type of contest. Although you could make pillows for this one, too, it’s much more involved. The Center City Paint Company will give a $1000 cash prize for the best bedroom makeover. The makeover would involve painting or wallpapering a bedroom, dressing the bed, and replacing window coverings. If any of you are thinking about redecorating a bedroom, you might want to enter. Of course, you’ll need before-and-after pictures. I don’t have a brochure on this contest, but I wrote the link on the board that goes directly to the contest information on the store’s website. Any takers?” 

“Too late for me,” my friend Amy, a petite brunette, said. “I redecorated my bedrooms last year.” 

“It’s a big project,” twenty-five-year-old Amber Johannson, the youngest member of the class, commented. “I can paint like a pro, but when it comes to sewing window coverings, forget it. I can barely sew a straight seam, as it is.”

“Actually, Amber, I don’t think you’re required to make the window treatments, pillows, or bed coverings. I know a lot of you have the skills to make them yourselves, but I believe that’s optional.”

“In that case, I might give it a whirl,” Amber replied. “Our guest room certainly needs sprucing up.” She pulled out her smartphone and punched in the link. “You’re right, Laurel. If the contestants don’t have to do any sewing, maybe I’ll just make a couple of pillows and buy everything else.”

Not surprisingly, none of the others seemed interested in the paint store’s contest. Who could blame them? Unless they’d already planned to redecorate, it was unlikely anyone would do it just to enter a contest.

“Uh, oh. Snow’s starting up again. I think I’ll go before it gets any worse,” Cynthia, a take-charge woman known for her organizational skills and participation in numerous clubs and charitable organizations, said. “I’m still sore from falling on the ice last week.”

Bud nodded. “Oh, the snow, the beautiful snow. Step on the snow and down you go. Damn the beautiful snow.”

“Too true,” Cynthia said. “Did you make up that rhyme?”

“No, it was my grandpa’s saying. He was a lifelong Iowan. He lived to be ninety, so he saw plenty of snow in his day.”

“It’s a love-hate relationship; that’s for sure,” Amy said. “New snow looks so fresh and lovely, but after a few days, the piles of snow with the sand and dirt mixed in just look sad and depressing. Oh, well, nothing we can do about that.”

“Only two more months of winter, ladies,” Bud said. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

A chorus of groans followed as most of the students turned off their sewing machines and began to pack up their pillow projects.

Amidst the activity, I noticed that Jennifer had pulled out her little notebook again and was copying the Web link I’d written on the board. Although Jennifer made exquisite handcrafted projects, her sense of design really made her stand out among my students. Plenty of students had top-notch technical skills and could follow instructions or patterns to produce a project, but creativity and innovation weren’t their strong suits. Jennifer’s original designs wowed me, though, and I hoped she’d showcase her talent by entering both contests. I’d noticed that she hesitated to call any attention to herself, preferring to remain in the background, although her beauty and spot-on fashion sense made her noticeable, despite her retiring ways.

The students drifted out of the classroom until Amber, Amy, Cynthia, and Jennifer—all members of my book club as well as students—were the only ones left.

“Don’t forget that tomorrow’s book club meets at three o’clock, instead of our usual two,” Cynthia said. “You’re all coming, right?”

We nodded. I didn’t admit I’d failed to read the British mystery we’d be discussing. I figured I’d have time to skim it before the meeting, though.

“I just loved the book’s quaint tea-shop setting,” Amy exclaimed.

“Girls, in keeping with the book’s theme, I’m planning to serve afternoon tea. We’ll do it up right with little cucumber sandwiches, scones, clotted cream, butter, jam, and some sweet tarts—the works,” Cynthia said. “Pete even volunteered to polish my silver tea set. I confess I haven’t used it in years.”

“What a wonderful idea!” Amber said “I’m really looking forward to it.”

“Cynthia, you’re always on top of things,” Jennifer said, “and I agree. It’s a great idea.”

“I’ll come over early to lend you a hand,” Amy, who lived across the street from Cynthia, said. “I’m glad our meeting’s at your house tomorrow. I hate driving in the snow.”

“Speaking of which, just glance outside now. It’s starting to look like a white-out,” Cynthia observed. “Say, isn’t that Bud cleaning off your car, Amber?”

“Sure is.” Amber tapped on the window, but Bud, several yards away, intent on his task of clearing snow from the front windshield of Amber’s car, didn’t hear her. “He must be cleaning off all our cars. There he goes to yours, Amy.”

“That’s nice of him,” Amy said, pulling on her coat. “We should go before he has to clean them all off a second time.”

The others murmured their assent. “Coming, Laurel?”

“You go on. I have to duck into the office for a few minutes to check next month’s class rosters. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

We walked together down the hall, and I waved as they left before I continued on my way to the administrative offices. The receptionist wasn’t there, but the new HOA property manager spotted me from behind her glass-walled office and came out to greet me. I couldn’t help thinking again about the enormous change that had taken place in Hawkeye Haven since the HOA’s former president’s murder a few months earlier and the discovery that both he and Patty, the former property manager, had been involved in nefarious plans to line their own pockets at the expense of Hawkeye Haven’s property owners. Although it was satisfying to know I’d had a part in solving the murder, I was happy that the incident was behind us, and the residents of Hawkeye Haven could once again live in a peaceful community.  

“Laurel, it’s nice to see you,” Colette, the new property manager, said. “What can I do for you?” No insults, no ranting and raving, no sarcasm—instead, a pleasant smile and a helpful attitude: I certainly didn’t miss Patty.

“I thought I’d pick up the class rosters for next month.”

Colette searched the top of the receptionist’s desk and quickly located a folder that contained my rosters. “Here they are, Laurel,” she said, handing them to me. “How’s the DIY Perfect Pillows class going?”

“Really well. Some of the students are planning to enter the pillow design contest sponsored by Suzi’s Fabric Shop.”

“That’s great! I hope one of our students wins.”

“Actually, I think one of them has an especially good chance of doing just that.”

“What fun! That would be great publicity for Hawkeye Haven and your class. Any hints who the student is?”

“I’d better keep mum on that score. I wouldn’t want anyone to think I had some kind of influence if she does win. I’m not one of the contest’s judges, but you know how gossip flies around here.”

“Say no more. I understand completely. We’ll keep our fingers crossed, but do let me know if she wins. I’ll want to put an article in the newsletter.” 

“Will do.”

As I approached the community center’s front door, I groaned, seeing that the snowfall had intensified in the few minutes I’d spent visiting the office. One of the custodians had cleaned off the walkway to the parking lot, but snow had already covered it again. As I pulled my suitcase full of class supplies behind me, snow covered the parallel tracks of the suitcase’s wheels, along with my boot prints, as I made my way to my silver Honda SUV. I’d kept my head down, stepping carefully, and I didn’t see Bud behind my SUV, whisking the snow away, until I heard him call.

“Laurel, you’re all set.”

Startled, I jumped, slipped on an icy spot, and struggled to keep my balance. “My goodness, Bud. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you back there.”

“Didn’t mean to startle you, Laurel,” he said, looking contrite. “Let me stow your suitcase in the trunk for you.”

“Thanks, Bud, and thanks for cleaning off my car, too. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to these Iowa winters.” Winters in Seattle, my hometown, tended to be mild by comparison.

“I’m a native, and I’m still not used to them. Looks like this snow storm’s going to be a real lulu. See you in class next week, teach.” With a wink and a wave, appearing to be in no great hurry, he ambled toward his truck, parked on the other side of the lot.

I had a feeling he was at loose ends since his retirement and his wife’s death. I could certainly empathize. I’d felt lost after my husband died in a terrible accident. Although five years had passed, I still felt his loss keenly. I’d worked hard to build a new life—moving to Hawkeye Haven at my cousin Tracey’s encouragement; concentrating on my career as the DIY Diva, with several books to my credit; and teaching DIY classes at the community center. And now there was a new man in my life, the only man I’d dated since Tim died. Sometimes, I felt a little guilty about that, although Tracey, who’s not only my cousin, but my BFF, assured me that I shouldn’t. 

As I cautiously drove out of the parking lot, I set my windshield wipers on high. Even though the wipers whipped across my windshield at a frantic pace, they barely kept up with the fat snowflakes bombarding my car. I drove the short distance home at a crawl because of the poor visibility. By the time I pulled into my garage, a couple inches of snow had settled on my Honda. I hopped out, leaving the suitcase filled with my class supplies in the trunk to retrieve later. Now, I had a more pressing matter to attend to:  playtime with Bear, my chocolate Labrador retriever, who’d begun to bark in excitement as soon as he’d heard me. When I opened the door to the hallway, Bear rushed me, dancing around in little circles and pausing occasionally to let me pet him.

“Did you miss mommy, Bear?” I cooed. My pet had a way of laying a guilt trip on me every time I left him home alone, but I was onto him. Curious to know how he acted after I departed, I’d installed a home security camera and had been pleased to learn that he snoozed most of the time.

Obviously well rested, Bear barreled down the hall, raced through the kitchen, and stopped just short of the patio door. Then he turned toward me, whipping his head back and forth.

“Okay, Bear. We’ll go play in the snow.” I slid the patio door open, and he ran outside, his big paws leaving tracks across the patio in the new-fallen snow.

Before I joined him, I quickly changed into jeans, a warm winter jacket, and snow boots. I dug my knit cap and mittens out of my pocket and put them on, too. Although only a few inches of the white stuff had accumulated on the patio, the back yard was a different story, with over a foot of snow covering the ground. Bear loved to frolic in it, forging new pathways every time he fetched his hard rubber ball. Inevitably, I tired of the game sooner than he did, and after half an hour of tossing the ball for my eager Lab, I felt like an icicle and called it quits. 

“Come on, Bear. Let’s go in now.”

He trotted to the patio door and gave himself a mighty shake, throwing the snow that had accumulated on his thick coat in all directions. As soon as we entered the den, I grabbed a thick towel and dried him as best I could. He flopped down on his bed, awaiting the next major event in his day—dinner.

While Bear dozed, I checked my smartphone. Still no message from Wes, who’d gone to Quantico, Virginia, for a two-week seminar at the FBI. No text from Tracey, either. She was assisting a client at a trade show in Los Angeles. My friend and next-door neighbor Liz hadn’t called either. She’d decided to vacation in Florida this winter. There’d been few Saturday nights since Wes and I had started seeing each other that I’d been alone, and I missed him.

With a sigh, I resigned myself to a quiet evening at home. At least, I had an upcoming festive gala to look forward to, which Wes and I planned to attend in a few weeks, and now I’d have a chance to read the mystery novel we’d discuss at our book club meeting tomorrow. I picked up the book and became so engrossed in reading it that I jumped when Bear nuzzled my hand and pushed the book aside with his nose. 

Bear might not be able to talk, but he certainly had no trouble communicating. Time for din-din.


Chapter 2

 

“Fantastic crowd!” I exclaimed. “We should raise a ton of money for Food for Families with this party.”

“I have no doubt,” Wes agreed. “Say, look at this.” He’d turned to the long tables where donated items for the silent auction were displayed. 

He was reading details of an eight-day trip package for a riverboat cruise on the Mississippi.

“What do you think?”

“You want to bid on a cruise?”

“Would you like to go?”

“Sure. It sounds like fun. The Mark Twain experience. It says here you have to book for June,” I said, reading the fine print about the vacation package. “Early summer would be a great time to go, but what if you can’t get the time off?” I knew all too well from canceled dates that Wes’s job as a homicide detective for the Center City Police Department could interfere with our plans.

“I’ll put in for time off right away if I win the bid. That way, I’ll be guaranteed the vacation time. It’s only for a few days, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Great! I’d love to go.”

“I’ll put in a high bid. After all, it’s for charity, right?”

“Thanks, Wes. FFF always needs donations.” 

My friend Amy had asked me to serve on the board of Food for Families several months earlier, when one of the members had resigned. Until I joined the board, I hadn’t realized how strong the community need was for nutritional assistance for families, most of whom had small children.

“Laurel! Wes!” 

I turned to see who was calling me and spotted Amy, dressed in a dazzling red cocktail gown that sparkled with sequins, making her way toward us through the crowd. 

“Hi, Amy. You look fabulous! What a cute evening bag!” Amy carried a small red beaded bag that I’d never seen before. “Is it part of your collection?”

Amy nodded. “My newest acquisition. I bought it on an eBay auction, and it arrived just this afternoon. Isn’t it wonderful? I figure it’s at least sixty years old, but it’s in pristine condition.”

Wes shook his head in good-natured bewilderment. Although he would never understand our fashion obsessions, he always complimented me on my appearance. I smiled, remembering the admiring look on his face when he’d picked me up for the fundraiser earlier and told me I looked gorgeous in my turquoise blue gown.  

“Great turnout,” he commented. 

“It sure is,” Amy said.

I nodded in agreement, knowing that Marcie, FFF’s president, had spent months planning the gala, and it certainly looked as though she had thought of everything. In the middle of a bleak Iowa winter, the ballroom of Center City’s Grand Hotel had been transformed into a magical, lush floral paradise. Marcie planned to reveal the results of the silent auction at the end of the evening, with cocktails, dinner, and dancing to music from Bob and the Boys, the most popular band in the area, leading up to the fundraiser’s finale, the announcement of how much money the gala had raised. 

“Let me finish my bid here, and I’ll get us all some champagne,” Wes said, as he scribbled his bid and deposited it in the bid box. “Or would you rather have something else to drink?”

“Champagne,” I said.

“I'll have champagne, too,” Amy murmured.

“Champagne all around, then. I’ll be right back.”

I watched as Wes made his way through the crowd. He looked quite dashing in his charcoal tuxedo, and the smattering of gray hair at his temples enhanced his debonair look.  

“Laurel, did you hear that Jennifer won Suzi’s pillow contest?” Amy asked.

“Yes, she called me this afternoon to tell me the news.”

“She’s really talented. I can’t believe how intricate her beading is on her winning pillow. Such fine work—it  must have taken her hours and hours to do.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “She’s super excited, mostly because of the recognition. She’s going to take our pillow class shopping for the next project at Suzi’s and pay for their materials with her prize money.”

“That’s sweet of her. Which pillow project is next?”

“It's the lacy neck roll with satin and ribbons, the pink and cream pillow I showed on the first day of class.”

“I really like that style. It’s so dainty and feminine.”

“Maybe too much so for our only male student. I’ll definitely have to show Bud a way to make a practical neck roll, instead of a decorative one.”

“Oh, look. Speak of the devil. There’s Bud now.” Seeing that she’d caught Bud’s eye, Amy exchanged waves with him. “It still feels a little bit strange to have a man in class.”

“It doesn’t happen too often; that’s for sure, but Bud’s making progress, and he’s not afraid to use the industrial sewing machine.”

“Those machines are great for heavy-duty upholstery fabric, but I must say, I’d rather work with fashion fabrics myself. To each his own. Ah, here comes Wes with our drinks.”

Balancing a tray that he’d snagged from the table near the champagne fountain, Wes arrived and distributed the drinks before giving the tray to a passing server. 

“I’m impressed. You didn’t spill a drop,” I said, smiling at him. “You looked like a pro carrying our drinks.”

Wes shrugged. “Only three glasses:  that’s easy. It’s when you have a tray loaded with heavy dishes that you have to be careful.”

“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” Amy said.

“Yup. I waited tables for a couple years during college. I didn’t like it much, but it helped pay the tuition.”

After dating Wes for several months, I thought I knew a lot about him, but learning this tidbit reminded me that he could surprise me. I surprised him sometimes, too. When I’d joined the board of Food for Families shortly after we began dating, he wondered where I’d find the time, because, in addition to monthly board meetings, which didn’t take too long, since Marcie ran a very efficient meeting, Amy and I also stuffed food bags two or three times a week. Wes hadn’t objected, though, and he managed to help out occasionally, too.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Marcie called, as she removed a portable microphone from its stand. No screeching or squealing meant that, efficient as ever, she’d tested it beforehand to make sure no annoying feedback assaulted the guests. “Welcome to our Food for Families gala, and thank you all for your generous support. It’s going to be a fabulous evening. After dinner, we’ll dance to music from Bob and the Boys.” Enthusiastic clapping met Marcie’s mention of the popular band. “The silent auction results will be announced at 11 p.m., and the bids will be open until then, so put your best bids in to help our community’s families who need nutritional support.” More clapping broke out. As soon as it subsided, Marcie went on, “And now, please seat yourselves. You’ll find your table number on your program that you received at the door, and, we’ll be raffling off the table centerpieces immediately after the silent auction winners are announced. Chef Arnold of Arnold’s Bistro, right here in Center City, has prepared us a fabulous feast!” More applause broke out as people began locating their assigned tables.  

“We're at table one, aren’t we, Laurel?” Amy asked. Marcie had insisted that the board members and their guests sit at the two tables in the front of the ballroom. 

“Yes. I’m glad we’re at the same table. You and Marcie are the only board members I really know. Come to think of it, I don’t know Marcie all that well. She’s only attended our book club a couple times, and she’s all business at the board meetings.”

“She certainly went all out for this fundraiser. I can’t wait to find out how much we’ve raised at the end of the evening.” 

“Just look at that centerpiece!” I said as we walked to our table. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.” With spreading greenery at its base, the arrangement was low enough that we could see across the table and easily talk to each other. At a few other parties, I’d seen centerpieces that effectively blocked conversation, so I appreciated this one, not only for its lack of height but also for its lovely yellow and lavender tulips. Although we had several more weeks of winter to endure, the centerpiece reminded us that spring would come eventually.  

“I wouldn’t mind winning that one. It would make the perfect spring decoration for my dining room table,” Amy said.

I paused for a moment to admire the floral creation before Wes pulled my chair out for me. So far, we were the only occupants of the table, but in a moment, Jennifer and her husband Matt, who was also an FFF board member, came along, followed by Marcie and her assistant Josh.  

After compliments all around on our evening gowns, servers, dressed all in black, appeared and began pouring wine, offering us a choice of red or white.

“Don sends his regrets,” Marcie said. “He and Gladys both came down with the flu yesterday, so they won’t be able to come.” We all responded with sympathetic murmurs, and I was glad I’d taken the precaution of getting a flu shot in the fall. “That leaves us with some empty seats, so we invited Justin and his girlfriend to join us.” Justin was Matt and Jennifer’s twenty-year-old son who attended Iowa State University in Ames. 

Matt scowled and turned to Jennifer. “You didn’t say anything about that.” 

Her hands trembling slightly, Jennifer blushed. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“Well, I do mind. I mind very much. You know how I feel about my son dating a stripper.” 

Wes and I exchanged glances while Amy stared at her plate, and Marcie and Josh busied themselves sipping their wine. 

“Fine,” Jennifer said, although we could all tell that it was anything but fine with her. “I’ll text them and tell them to sit at their assigned table.” Jennifer pulled her smartphone from her evening bag, and for a split second, I thought Matt would relent, but he didn’t stop her. 

“I’m sorry, Matt. I didn’t realize . . .” Marcie apologized. Just when I was wondering whether the situation could get any more awkward, Matt waved away her regrets and changed the subject.

“Let’s forget about it,” Matt said, as he launched into speculation about how much money the gala would raise for FFF. Although the tension at our table dissipated somewhat, I could tell that Jennifer was still upset by Matt’s outburst. As dinner service began and normal conversation around the table resumed, I waited for several minutes until Jennifer finally joined in before congratulating her on winning the pillow contest sponsored by Suzi’s. 

Amy chimed in, too. “Your winning pillow is so artistic!”

I described the pillow to the group. “It’s a fabulous pillow design—a peacock embroidered on cobalt blue silk with metallic threads and tiny iridescent beads. As always, Jennifer’s workmanship is topnotch.”

Jennifer modestly accepted congratulations from everyone—everyone except her own husband, that is. 

“A pillow?” he said. He obviously knew nothing about the contest or Jennifer’s winning entry. “One of your little sewing projects, I guess, huh?” 

“Yes,” Jennifer said, her voice quavering. 

“Excuse me,” Marcie said, as she slipped out of her seat. “It looks like the band’s ready. I need to introduce them.” Thankful for the interruption, I turned to Wes.

He leaned close to me and whispered, “Let’s dance.” I nodded, and as soon as the band began playing, we headed for the dance floor. Luckily for us, the band started with a romantic tune, perfect for a slow dance. Neither Wes nor I could claim to be good dancers, but we managed not to embarrass ourselves and avoided stepping on each other’s toes, for the most part.

As Wes held me close, I began to relax, and I realized that the tension level at our table had affected me. Although the dance floor was crowded, we could have a conversation without anyone overhearing us.

“That guy’s a real jerk,” Wes commented. “I would have said something to him ordinarily, but, since you’re both on the board, and I didn’t want to make things uncomfortable for you.” 

“I had no idea he treated Jennifer like that. Even though I’ve been to their house several times for book club meetings, he never showed himself or else he may not have been home, so I’ve only encountered him at board meetings, and they’re strictly business. Sometimes, Amy and I go out to lunch afterwards, and Marcie recently joined our book club, but, as far as I know, the other board members don’t socialize with each other. Poor Jennifer! I wonder whether he’s always like that.”

“Bullies don’t change. When I first joined the force, I saw plenty of ugly incidents firsthand when we got domestic disturbance calls. It was more usual than unusual to get several calls to the same address.”

“Do you think Matt’s beating Jennifer?”

“My best guess—probably not. He keeps her under his thumb by his words and his behavior.”

“How awful. No wonder she’s always so quiet, even when she’s not around him.” 

When the band paused between numbers, we held hands and drifted back to the table where Josh was pulling out Amy’s chair for her.

“Thanks for the dance, Amy. You’re right up there with the pros on Dancing with the Stars. It’s a good thing you offered to lead, or I never would have made it,” Josh joked. 

“No problem, Josh,” Amy said breezily. “We can wait this one out and try again later, if you like.”

“No, thanks, Amy. I can’t keep up with you, but maybe Matt or Wes . . .” 

“Saved by the bell, Josh,” Amy said. “Here comes my next dance partner now. He asked me to save him a dance.” Amy stood and waved at Bud, who whisked her away after a quick greeting to us. We watched as they whirled around the dance floor to a much faster beat than the first number. 

“Who would have guessed?” I said. “Bud’s a fantastic dancer, just like Amy. He’s so light on his feet.” I noticed Marcie watching the couple as she made her way back to our table. She continued staring at them as she sat down and lifted her wine glass.

“Who’s that guy Amy’s dancing with?” she asked me. After I explained that he lived in Hawkeye Haven and that he, Amy, and Jennifer were all classmates in my Perfect Pillows class, she nodded. “You really can’t judge a book by its cover, can you? I’d guess he’s at least twenty years older than Amy and outweighs her by a hundred pounds. Amy certainly found the right partner because I don’t see anyone else out there who even comes close.” 

“Matt, how about you and Jennifer?” Josh said, nodding towards the dance floor. 

“Matt’s a wonderful dancer, but . . . ” Jennifer began.

“I’m having knee surgery Friday,” he interrupted. “My orthopedist claims I’ll be good as new after he replaces both knees. I played football in college and injured them both then, but the real kicker happened when my snowmobile overturned a few weeks ago.”

“That’s too bad, Matt,” Marcie said, not noticing his attempt at humor. “We’ll miss you at our next board meeting. Will you have to stay in the hospital long?”

“Nope. I’m planning to recuperate at home. I can’t stand hospitals.”

“We’ve contacted an agency and lined up some private duty nurses to help out,” Jennifer said.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to interrupt your social schedule.”

“I can cancel the book club meeting.” 

“We can hold it at my house,” I volunteered. Frankly, I wondered why Jennifer hadn’t already suggested canceling the meeting or moving it to another member’s home. 

“No need. I’ll probably be so out of it I won’t know the difference.”

Strange that he changed his tune when I said something. I had the feeling that, had Jennifer suggested the very same switch of plans, he would have objected. As the evening went along, Amy and Bud stayed on the dance floor while Wes and I danced every slow dance. During the times we were at the table, Matt was perfectly polite to me, Marcie, and Wes while he disagreed with the few comments Jennifer offered and ignored Josh. It was a relief when Marcie finally rose to emcee the silent auction. As she revealed the winners of each auction, items that included jewelry, artwork, gym memberships, spa days, and dinner-for-two deals, the buzz in the ballroom increased, and the winners claimed their prizes. To build suspense, Marcie saved the most valuable items for last—the  Mississippi River cruise and a brand-new compact car. She paused as Josh presented her an envelope with the results.

“Now for our last two auction winners. First, a wonderful eight-day steamboat cruise on the Mississippi River. And the winner is . . . Wes Wesson!”

I squealed.

“All aboard, matey,” Wes whispered as he hugged me. 

In the hubbub at our table, we didn’t even hear who’d won the car. 

“Now we’ll have a lottery winner at each table to take home your beautiful
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