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“One, two, three. One, two, three.” 

Lauren Crenshaw box-stepped to the strains of The Blue Danube in the arms of her fiancé, Detective Mitch Denman.

So far, the only thing she liked about their dance lessons was the fact she got to spend extra time with him before the wedding. 

“No, no, Lauren.” Simone abruptly stopped the classical music. Tall, and slim, her flaming red hair flowed to her shoulders. She wore a long green skirt that whirled around her toned legs when she showed them a waltz movement, and her gauzy, matching top revealed a hint of cleavage.

All Lauren knew about her was that she appeared to be in her forties, and was divorced.

“I thought we were doing well,” Mitch whispered in her ear.

“So did I,” Lauren replied. She took a moment to appreciate his good looks, and the way his lean, muscular frame filled out his outfit of gray slacks and blue button-down shirt. His dark hair was cut short in anticipation of their wedding day, but not too short. His straight nose and dark brown eyes made her heart sigh every time she saw him. 

It wasn’t just his appearance that attracted her to him. His appreciation of her as a person, and of her independence, was one of the key factors in their relationship.

“Like this.” Simone swept in front of Lauren, and took Mitch’s hand into her own. “Zoe, turn the music back on.”

Lauren’s cousin, and right hand in their café, reluctantly obeyed. She and her boyfriend Chris were sharing the lessons. Since Zoe was her co-maid of honor, and Chris was Mitch’s best man, it made sense that they find a dance instructor together. 

Or so Lauren had thought. 

“This is how you do it,” Simone tossed over her shoulder as she led Mitch into the romantic waltz. 

Going by the expression on his face, Mitch did not seem to think it was as romantic as their teacher did. 

“That’s what you and Mitch were doing!” Zoe stage-whispered.

“I thought you two looked good,” Chris offered. He worked as a paramedic and was an old friend of Mitch’s. He too, wore slacks, and a cream button-down shirt.

“I think you’d better cut in.” Zoe nudged her, looking a little critical in an outfit of capris and red t-shirt that flattered her slim figure. “I do not like the way she’s looking at Mitch.”

“Neither do I.” Lauren frowned. At this very moment, Simone definitely looked like a cougar, eyeing Mitch as if he were the tastiest man she’d seen in a while. 

“I think Lauren and I should try it.” Mitch disentangled himself from Simone as Lauren approached them. 

“Very well.” Simone shrugged carelessly. “Zoe and Chris, I want to see better footwork.” She stalked back to her phone, which lay on a stool.

Lauren felt reassured once she was back in Mitch’s arms. Not for the first time, she questioned their choice of dance teacher. But with all the wedding planning, running the café with Annie, her silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat, and Zoe, as well as solving the occasional murder, somehow time had slipped away. She was marrying Mitch in two weeks, and they’d realized recently they needed to brush up on their dance skills. 

Simone had been the first instructor with availability at the moment. They’d tried two other teachers first. Now, Lauren wondered if perhaps Simone’s attitude toward Mitch and Chris was the reason she had some open slots. Had word gotten around Zeke’s Ridge or even further, that Simone was a bit of a man-eater?

The interior of the studio was plain – wooden walls and floorboards, with a large shelf in a far corner holding an array of gold trophies of different sizes. When they’d turned up for their first lesson, Simone had proudly pointed to the prizes, and informed them she’d won them all.

Lauren and Mitch danced around the floor, passing Zoe and Chris, who she thought waltzed well together. She caught Zoe’s eye, and they smiled at each other.

Simone clapped her hands. “You must practice, practice, practice. In fact—” she glanced appreciatively first at Mitch, then at Chris, “—it might be a good idea for the men to have some private lessons with me.”

Lauren’s eyes widened. Had Simone just said that?

Zoe opened her mouth in protest, but before she could speak, Chris said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Zoe and I will learn together.”

“Just what I was about to say about Lauren and me.” Mitch shot his friend a grateful man-to-man look. “Thanks for the offer, Simone, but I think your instruction has really helped us improve. In fact, I don’t think we need any more lessons.”

“Yeah, I thought we were pretty good today,” Zoe said. “All of us.”

“Me too,” Lauren added.

Simone sighed a tad theatrically. “I am the teacher. I should know if you need more lessons – or not.  If you insist on stepping onto the dance floor ill-prepared, at Lauren’s wedding, then ...” she shrugged. “Do you really want your parents, and Lauren’s parents, to see that all of you are not as good as you could be?”

Zoe’s lips pressed in a mutinous line, while her brown eyes looked like they were going to—

The studio door burst open.

“We lost!” A girl who looked around twenty rushed in. Her blonde hair was a little disheveled. 

“Yeah, you said we’d be guaranteed to win – or at least place,” a guy who seemed to be around the same age accused, a scowl on his face. “You said if we—”

Simone clapped her hands again. “This is not the time nor the place,” she said brusquely. “As you can see, I have students here.”

“One of the judges said our movements in the paso doble were illegal,” the girl said indignantly.

“We did it exactly how you taught us,” the guy added, his short dark hair spiking up, as if he’d run his hands through it in frustration. “We did it perfectly!”

“Oh, those judges.” Simone’s laugh grated along Lauren’s spine. “Some of them are such old fuddy-duddies, they shouldn’t be judging. I think they are acting illegally, if they told you that.”

The girl looked a little relieved. “We did think it strange.”

“Who was it?” A little frown appeared on Simone’s unlined – until now – forehead. “Terry? Brian? Roger?” 

“No, it was Paul someone.” The girl blinked at her.

“Oh – him.” Simone’s tone was one of dismissal. “You mustn’t believe anything he says. He’s a washed-up ballroom dancer who somehow talked his way into getting onto judging panels. Take no notice of him.”

“But we lost,” the guy reminded her. 

“You guaranteed we would win – or at least place,” the girl added. 

“Make an appointment for another day, and we’ll talk it over,” Simone promised. “Text me when you’re free. I’m in the middle of a lesson right now.” She indicated Lauren, Mitch, Zoe, and Chris.

“Oh – sorry.” The girl looked a little embarrassed. “We were just so upset – the judge said if it was up to him, he’d disqualify us permanently for our paso doble!”

“You promised us,” her partner growled, looking ferocious for a second. “Come on.” He pulled his partner out of the studio, banging the door behind them.

A few seconds later, Simone tsked. “Amateurs. I never promised them anything. I said they might be able to win – or place – and they just heard what they wanted to hear.” She shook her head, her bright red locks brushing her shoulders. “I’m sorry you had to witness that. Now, where were we? We have time for a little more dancing.” She looked at the two men. “Why don’t I show you, Mitch, and you, Chris, how to lead a woman in the most romantic waltz in the world? Lauren, turn on the music.” She moved toward Mitch.

“I’m sorry, but Mitch and I have to go now.” Lauren straightened her shoulders in her plum wrap dress. 

“Yeah, me and Chris too.” Zoe backed her up.

“That’s right.” Mitch sidestepped Simone and wrapped his arm around Lauren’s shoulders. 

Chris looked at his watch. “I have to start my shift soon.” 

Zoe grabbed his hand and peered at the timepiece. “We’ve got to skedaddle.”

“Then we’ll meet again on Saturday.” Simone looked a little frustrated. 

“I don’t think that’s really—” Chris started.

“You have two more lessons,” Simone added quickly. “Remember, you paid me in advance for eight. You should get what you pay for.”

Lauren wondered at the time if that had been the best idea, but she hadn’t taken dance lessons for years and had no idea if that was standard practice now. She glanced doubtfully at their instructor. Perhaps it wasn’t.

“Okay,” Mitch replied after a moment. “If we’re all agreed.”

Zoe shrugged. Lauren nodded reluctantly. 

“All right,” Chris said.

“Then I’ll see you Saturday afternoon,” Simone said.

They walked out of the studio into the twilight.

“I’m sorry.” Mitch kept his arm wrapped around her. “I don’t think we should have hired Simone.”

“Yeah,” Chris replied with feeling, his even, attractive features twisted in a shadowy grimace. “The way she looks at me sometimes, I feel like I’m a piece of meat, and she’s planning on barbecuing me.”

“Only I’m allowed to do that.” Zoe giggled, then quickly sobered. “Sorry. But I just don’t like her.”

“Me neither,” Lauren admitted. 

“Maybe she’s one of those women who don’t have women friends – they’re only interested in men,” Zoe pondered.

“You could be right.” Mitch nodded.

They got into Mitch’s car for the twenty-minute drive back to Gold Leaf Valley, where they all lived.

“I’m starving,” Zoe declared as Mitch pulled up outside Lauren’s Victorian cottage, attached to the coffee shop. The small town dated from the Gold Rush era, and the quaint clapboard houses were testament to that. Lauren had inherited both properties from her Gramms a few years ago. 

Lauren’s stomach grumbled in response. “What are we eating tonight?” 

When the four of them got together, they usually took it in turns what to choose for dinner. 

“I think it’s your choice.” Mitch switched off the ignition and smiled at her. 

She turned her head toward the backseat. “Chris? I thought it might be your turn.”

He smiled. “I usually let Zoe choose.”

“And that was last week,” Zoe added. “Pizza.”

“I vote for pizza again.” She was pretty sure no one would protest. She was right. 

“Awesome!” Zoe grinned. 

Lauren led the way into the cottage. All she wanted to do was cuddle her fur baby and relax.

“Brrt!” A large, silver-gray tabby with long fur ran up to her as soon as she unlocked the front door.

“I missed you, too.” Lauren picked up Annie and held her close, relishing the velvety soft fur on her fingertips. 

She’d spent the day with her at the coffee shop. It was a certified cat café, and Annie worked with her and Zoe, choosing tables for the customers, and spending time with her favorites. Lauren baked the cupcakes and made the lattes, cappuccinos, and mochas, with Zoe helping. But they both knew that Annie was a real draw card and one of the reasons they had so many customers, although their regulars praised the baked goods and coffee.

She’d only been apart from Annie for a couple of hours since they’d closed at five, but for some reason it felt a lot longer. Perhaps it was the dance lesson she hadn’t enjoyed that much, apart from being in Mitch’s arms, or the fact that with the upcoming wedding, her life was going to change. 

“Hi, Annie.” Chris smiled at the feline in Lauren’s arms.

“Brrt!” Hi!

Zoe and Mitch greeted Annie as well, and the five of them made their way to the living room. 

“Phew.” Zoe flopped onto the pink sofa. “I’m glad that lesson is over.”

“Me too,” Lauren admitted, easing down next to her, Annie still in her arms. Her fur baby snuggled into her chest, as if she wanted to stay there for a while. 

She looked up at Mitch, who smiled down at her and Annie. 

“Want me to call for pizza?” he offered.

“Thanks. I’ll have the Lauren special.”

“And I’ll have the Zoe special.”

“Sounds good.” Chris nodded.

“Don’t you have a shift?” Lauren glanced at him.

“In almost two hours.” He checked his watch. “I should have just enough time for dinner with you guys. I’d rather spend any free time I have with you than dancing with Simone.”

“Good.” Zoe smiled at him.

When the pizzas arrived, the guys took them into the kitchen. Annie sat in the middle, between Lauren and Zoe, on one side of the large table. Mitch and Chris took the opposite side. 

“I like your special.” Zoe helped herself to a large piece. 

Lauren nodded, her mouth full. Her “special” consisted of Canadian bacon, sundried tomato, and mushroom. 

“You guys should have a special, too,” Zoe said.

“But we love yours,” Chris told her.

The Zoe special consisted of pepperoni and sausage.

“Brrt?” Annie peered at Lauren’s plate. A small piece of crust with Canadian bacon and sundried tomato remained. 

“I don’t know if pizza is good for cats,” she apologized. 

“You had your beef in gravy just now,” Zoe reminded Annie. “That was yummy, wasn’t it?”

“Brrp.” Annie looked like she’d welcome some pizza as well.

They talked about their plans for the next few days. 

“Dance lessons Saturday afternoon,” Chris reminded them.

Zoe wrinkled her nose.

“Are you free on Sunday?” Mitch glanced at Lauren. “We could have lunch together, after church.”

“That sounds great.” She smiled at him.

“And we can have lunch together too,” Zoe suggested to Chris. “Unless you’re working?”

“I’m all yours.”

“We could go to Gary’s Burger Diner.” She winked at Lauren. “We don’t want to cramp your style.”

“Brrp?” 

“I’ll bring you home a plain patty,” Zoe promised Annie. 

“Thanks.” Lauren smiled at her cousin. Annie loved the burgers from Gary’s.

“Brrt!” Thank you! Annie bunted Zoe’s hand.

“I’m picking up my gown on Monday,” Lauren said. 

“And my co-maid of honor outfit,” Zoe added. “It’s lucky the café is closed that day.”

After a quick dessert of vanilla ice cream, Chris left to start his shift. 

Mitch also departed, saying he was going to pack some more boxes. He lived in a small apartment, which Zoe was going to take over after the wedding. 

Annie sat on Lauren’s lap, Zoe next to them on the sofa, while they all watched a crime drama – Zoe’s pick. Last night it had been Lauren’s turn, and they’d viewed a rom-com.

She relished this time with her two best friends, and settled in to enjoy the show.
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“Craft club tonight,” Zoe reminded Lauren the next morning as they readied the café.

On Friday evenings, the trio visited their friend and regular customer, Mrs. Finch, and took their handicrafts with them. Lauren was frantically knitting a scarf for Zoe for Christmas, while Zoe had just put the finishing touches on the pottery mugs she’d made – her wedding gift to Lauren and Mitch. 

Lauren had paid her to make extras for the café – their customers already used Zoe’s mugs when they ate in, and also purchased them to use at home. Ms. Tobin, one of their regular customers, owned the complete collection! Each mug featured Annie in a different pose, and the wedding design had the names Lauren and Mitch with the wedding date on one side, and Annie wearing her co-maid of honor floral headdress on the other. 

“I’m looking forward to it,” Lauren replied.

“Brrt!” Annie added from her pink basket. She’d already strolled around the room, as if to check that Zoe had unstacked all the chairs correctly. Now she waited in her basket for their first customer.

The rattle of pastry tins from behind the swinging kitchen doors signaled that Ed, her pastry chef, was hard at work. Lauren prided herself on her cupcakes, but had to admit that Ed was better at making pastry. Everyone raved about his tender, flaky Danishes. Today he was making honeyed walnut, and cherry pinwheels.

On the dot of nine-thirty, Lauren unlocked the glass and
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