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      “Can’t help you,” said Terry Seiser, owner of Seiser Lumber and Hardware. I hadn’t even introduced myself, let alone begun my spiel about donating to the Reindeer Run charity event, and he was already saying no.

      Surely he’d misunderstood. “I’m Rowena Summerfield, co-owner of Nailed It Home Renos. Perhaps you didn’t hear me say I’m asking for your help with this charity event to support low-income housing here in Shasta.”

      That’s Shasta, Florida, a small city in central Florida. I’m a former homicide detective who took a disability retirement after a horrible on-the-job vehicle accident kept me from field work. After several months of rehab, self-hating, then self-discovery, I became an interior designer and opened Nailed It with my daughter, Valerie. These days, I sometimes consult with my former employer on homicide cases.

      “I heard, but I’m not interested,” he said dismissively. Where was his holiday spirit? Christmas was only two weeks off.

      I couldn’t believe his attitude. I should’ve let it go and left, but something made me try one more time. “I’m not asking for much. Just some rope and clips to make a crowd divider.”

      Seiser wasn’t a tall man, but he had a barrel chest, which I hadn’t noticed until he stood up from where he’d been bent over sorting screws of various sizes. He pulled himself up to all of his approximately five-foot-six splendor and, for the first time since I’d entered the store, gazed directly at me. His head shape matched the rest of his body, round except on top, where it was flat, and his eyes, tiny and set apart, blazed like an angry boar’s. “I said I’m not interested. Do us both a favor and leave.”

      I held up my hands in faux surrender. “Fine, I’m leaving, but only after you tell me what’s going on here. I barely set foot in this place and you were already against me. What have I ever done to you?”

      His head came forward and his eyes narrowed, making his face look even more piglike. “I can’t believe you have to ask. You don’t even remember the last time we clashed.”

      “Uh, we clashed?” He had me there. I had no recollection of mixing it up with the man. I’d only dealt with him once that I recalled. That was in the early days of Nailed It.

      “Shoulda known. I don’t even rate a small embarrassed memory in your book. You accused me of taking advantage of a woman in a new business. Just because the manufacturer chose to up their prices after I gave you a quote based on their status quo. You chewed me out royally, said you’d tell all your friends to avoid doing business with me.”

      I started to rebut his statement, then cut myself off. Now that he’d mentioned overcharging me based on an earlier estimate, I vaguely remembered something like that happening a few years back. At least three. I was so new in the home rehab business, and a woman in a man’s world to boot, I must’ve pushed that whole incident to the back of my mind. Not remembering was so unlike my cop persona, where my mind was like a computer when it came to human behavior.

      Even though I wasn’t particularly proud of those actions, there was no need for him to hold a grudge this long, although the more I was in the construction business, the more I realized hard feelings sometimes did carry through the years. I’d become much more circumspect in my dealings with subs and service providers as a result. No point in making matters worse with this particular merchant. I didn’t think his attitude was completely aimed at me this morning, but I wouldn’t push him further. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” I left my card on the counter well out of his reach. “If you change your mind in the next day, let me know.”

      I didn’t exactly run out of the building, but I didn’t linger either.

      I drove away immediately but stopped a few blocks away at a drive-through coffee stand. I needed caffeine. Lots of caffeine, which I would imbibe as soon as my hands stopped shaking.

      I took a quick gander at myself in the car’s dropdown mirror. Still the same short dark brown bob and brown wideset eyes. I didn’t look browbeaten by that last experience. I just felt that way.

      The nerve of that guy! Okay, I admit to having the gall to challenge my bill once upon a time. Perhaps I could’ve delivered my ire in a lower volume, but he was the one at fault. He could’ve warned me prices were about to change.

      Enough poor-me time. The only way to deal with this setback was to move forward and find something that did work. I had agreed to take on decorating the community center for the cocktail party the night before the Reindeer Run, a 5K marathon, when the person in charge suddenly left town to care for an ailing parent. She’d been so worried about her father, she hadn’t done any planning as far as what they were calling the Reindeer Run Rendezvous was concerned.

      I must’ve been out of my mind to say yes with only a week to put this together, but it was Shane Bolton, manager of my boyfriend Chuck Dawson’s restaurant, who’d begged me to take pity on him and say yes. Through Chuck I’d learned this was Shane’s first attempt to reach out to become more active in the community. I wanted to help him. Plus, due to interaction with the neighbors on our current project, Val and I had realized it was time Nailed It gave back to the community that was supporting us.

      Decorating the inside of the community center where the event was to be held had seemed like a slam-dunk when Shane first asked. But then my interior designer brain engaged and started putting together a plan that called for not only more time than I had for construction but also supplies and materials neither I personally, my business or the event committee could afford. Thus, the need for donations. Soliciting this type of help was not in my wheelhouse. Exhibit A: what I’d just experienced with Seiser. Granted, he wasn’t the most socially responsible person around, but would everyone else I planned to contact have similar complaints about me personally that would preclude them from contributing?

      My phone rang as I was about to return to the duplex I shared with Val to list donor options on the white boards I kept there for homicide investigations.

      “How’s it going?” Chuck asked. The man had incredible radar where I was concerned. At times, he seemed to know what was on my mind before I did.

      “Not so well. I had no idea my business dealings would come back to haunt me when I returned to ask for donations.”

      He didn’t reply immediately. “Yeah, that can happen. You know what they say about burning bridges. Who said no?”

      I related my brief encounter with Seiser.

      “You picked the worst of the lot to start with. Wish you’d mentioned your plan to approach him to me before you descended upon him. I might’ve been able to prepare you.”

      “You know him?” Why would my guy who owned a deli, a restaurant and a wine bar have interacted with the owner of a hardware store and lumberyard?

      “Not well. By choice. Ran into him a few times at chamber of commerce meetings. Not a happy camper. Views the world with scorn.” Another pause. “I’m sorry you had to tangle with him first thing.”

      “I’m glad you called when you did. I was feeling sorry for myself. At first I blamed myself for approaching him the wrong way, but the more I’ve thought about it, I don’t think there was anything I could have done to change his mind.”

      “Good decision.”

      “Now I’m rethinking not only my approach but the whole design plan. I was just about to head home and start listing options.”

      “Before you do, tell me what you’re thinking,” he said.

      “First, I don’t have much time to do anything. We’re down to five days before the event. Therefore, my plan must be simple, meaning whatever I need to put it together, I must obtain posthaste.”

      “If you don’t mind sharing, what were you planning to do at the community center?”

      “I thought I’d set up something to look like the race course by roping off three corners of the room so it would look like those in attendance were there to root on the runners on the outside. Not a complicated look but very dependent on getting enough rope and stanchions, which don’t have to be real, just posts of some type to tie the rope around.”

      “Intriguing idea.”

      “That’s all you have to say about it?” I asked. What was he seeing that I wasn’t?

      “How much are you committed to it?”

      “Earlier this morning, at least ninety-five percent. That number has gone down considerably now. But I must replace it with something else immediately.”

      “What you were going for would be a great tie-in to the race itself and would probably look pretty great,” he said tentatively. “Until people started to arrive. If Shane has been drumming up as much interest in the marathon as I think, there will be a crowd. Your design will cut off ten to twenty percent of the available floor space. People like to be close for events like this but not on top of each other.”

      That was his kind way of telling me to scrap the whole idea. Was it possible Terry Seiser had done me a favor? Not intentionally, but that seemed to be how it was working out. “Okay, I get what you’re saying. I suppose I could fall back on the old standard, Christmas trees. But I don’t have a budget to buy even one. I could maybe foot the bill and take it home afterwards? I haven’t had time to get one of my own yet.”

      “I have a Christmas tree here at The Sandpiper. It’s already decorated.”

      “That’s very generous, Chuck, but that would mean transporting a decorated tree from your place to the community center and back again afterwards.”

      A couple beats went by. “Not necessarily. What if Shane moved the party here? We’re already contributing the hors d’oeuvres, appetizers and wine. And we’re already decorated.”

      For one glorious moment I was ready to cave and thank him repeatedly. Then the reality of what he was offering hit. “Chuck! That is so generous, but it’s too generous. You’d have to close the restaurant and the wine bar for one night and lose all that revenue. I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t. I offered. When is this party supposed to take place? Surely it’s not more than a couple hours? We could work around that time and either close early or open late.”

      “You make it sound so doable, but no, I can’t ask you to do that. It would negatively affect your staff as well. They would be earning less, especially around the holidays.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of them.”

      Meaning he’d pay them their usual wages and supplement their tips out of his own pocket. As tempting as his offer was, I couldn’t let him do that.
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      In the end, I accepted his offer, on condition that Shane approved the change. Shane was absolutely delighted with the idea when the two of us went to him with it fifteen minutes later. “That is so good of you, boss,” he told Chuck.

      “Don’t credit me too much,” Chuck replied. “This is great advertising for the restaurant and wine bar for those who’ve never been here. And there are a few folks in town who haven’t.” He grinned.

      That night, as we relaxed over a cozy dinner of turkey tetrazzini and kale salad, I continued to express my appreciation. “Thank you again for your generosity. Maybe you should consider the loan of The Sandpiper your Christmas gift to me.”

      “No way! I’ve already got something else in mind.”

      “You do? What?” I sounded like I must have when I was a kid trying to get my parents to spill their secrets ahead of time. With the Rendezvous decorating and finishing up Mehaffy House, our current rehab project, on my mind, I’d almost forgotten to think about Christmas gifts. I smiled to myself. Almost, but not entirely.

      If men could emulate the Mona Lisa smile, that’s what he gave me. “You know I can’t do that. You’ll just have to wait.”

      “Okay. But I owe you for donating The Sandpiper.”

      “I’ll remember that,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “The restaurant and wine bar are in good shape thanks to you, but one of these days, maybe we should consider updating the deli.”

      “Really? I’ve always liked its casual atmosphere.”

      “Just a thought. I’m sure we can find a way for you to repay me at some point.” He had the audacity to wriggle his eyebrows. “So? What will you do with your spare time now that the decorating has essentially been done for you?”

      “Not entirely. I’m meeting with Shane tomorrow morning to go over the layout for serving. We’ll need to move some of the tables to allow for people standing around, and we’ll need to figure out where to serve the appetizers and hors d’oeuvres, since we won’t be doing table service.”

      He studied me, his forehead wrinkling. “Oh. Guess I thought it would go like a typical serving night. People seated at tables, my wait staff circulating throughout the room offering food and wine on trays.”

      “Is that a deal-breaker?” I asked.

      “No. I’ll leave the layout up to Shane, with your input, of course.”

      I took his hand in mine. “You are the greatest. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Anything I can do to please my lady.” He was so sincere. He didn’t sound corny at all. True, his gesture was for charity, but it was also a huge statement of his love for me. Love? I used that word again. It had come up a few times recently, but it was so precious, neither of us wanted to overuse it. Still, it was one more sign that things between us were getting progressively more serious. The time was coming when I’d have to decide what to do about it. I was a fifty-seven-year-old widow of thirteen years. Was it really necessary to make a legal commitment in this day and age?
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        * * *

      

      The next few days flew by. Mehaffy House, an older, two-story-plus-attic house, was reaching the point where I needed to be present to direct the placement of all the furnishings. Thanks to Chuck’s generosity, I’d found time to invest there, as soon as Shane and I could finalize plans for the Rendezvous.

      “I couldn’t believe my luck when you called to ask if I was okay moving the venue to The Sandpiper. This means I can spend more time here at work and still be planning this part of the event,” Shane told me when we first met. “I still have to check in with the rest of the marathon committee from time to time, but this change frees me up considerably.”

      “Thank Chuck for suggesting the Rendezvous be held here. Truth be told, he took pity on me when my first day of attempting to solicit donations for the decorations tanked.” I gave him an overview of my experience with Terry Seiser without mentioning the jerk’s name.

      “The guy at the hardware store who didn’t want to hear you out? By any chance, was his name Terry Seiser?”

      “Uh, yes. I was trying to take the high road by not naming him. Do you know him?”

      The smile that had been present on Shane’s face since we’d starting talking about the venue switch disappeared. His lips firmed up. “Yeah. Haven’t seen or talked to him recently. By choice. But once upon a time, I worked in that same store. For his dad, Bill Seiser. Nice guy. Can’t explain how his son grew up to be such a dirtbag, but he was already like that when the two of us worked for Bill. I’m sorry your paths crossed.”

      “Not your fault. Apparently I had words with him a few years ago when my bill came in much higher than he’d led me to expect. I’d forgotten the incident and moved on. He hadn’t.”

      “Carries a grudge. He was already like that then. Sorry you had to deal with him on my account, but one good thing about it. His attitude resulted in this change.”

      Only now did another question occur to me. “What about publicity for this late change of plans? Do you have to recall any flyers or public service announcements?”

      “In this day of the internet, all it took was a few online modifications and we’ve been good to go.”

      “Terrific! One less thing to worry about.”

      “You should really be worried about the fact anyone can walk in here any time of day,” said a male voice behind me. A grizzled, self-important male voice.

      “Sorry, sir, we’re not open yet,” Shane said in his usual placate-the-customer voice.

      “Daryl Henson doesn’t tend to observe those rules,” I told Shane. “Shane Bolton, manager of this restaurant, this is former vice cop Daryl Henson.” I tried to keep my disdain out of my voice. Not an easy feat. Hercules “Herc” Morgan, my former homicide partner, and I had never been friends with the man when I was on the force, and the few recent encounters we’d had with him hadn’t been very cordial either. We suspected the guy was dirty. Even ran across direct evidence in a recent murder case that indicated he’d taken bribes from a former madam to avoid her place, but it was too late to do anything about it.

      “Daryl Henson? You’re the guy who’s handling security for the Reindeer Run,” Shane said. “

      “Security?” I said, my astonishment coming through in my tone.

      “That’s right,” Henson replied. “Gotta do something to keep myself busy in my retirement. Don’t have the wherewithal to paint houses.”

      “I do the interior design,” I said, realizing too late he was baiting me, just like always.

      Having succeeded in delivering his blow, Henson turned his attention to Shane. “Heard there’d been a last-minute switch in location for the party the night before the run. That your decision?”

      “Yes, it was,” Shane replied. “We ran into some snags decorating the community center, so my boss offered to open up his place, where most of the decorating is done.”

      “The move should’ve been run past me first,” Henson said self-importantly. “This place could involve all kinds of security problems.”

      “This is a restaurant and wine bar, Mr. Henson. We face potential security problems from out-of-control patrons all the time, but I’m pleased to say we’ve had few incidents. Nothing serious.”

      “Nonetheless, Ellen Garvey, who’s chairing this event, asked me to check things out.”

      “Right. I called Ellen to run the change of venue past her before we made it official. She was delighted and gave us her blessing. In fact, when I asked if I needed to inform anyone else, she said not to worry. She’d take care of those details. Apparently one of those involved informing you.”

      “Yeah, well, I told her exactly what I just told you. I shoulda been consulted first.”

      Shane invested a lot of his work time ensuring things ran smoothly at the restaurant. Much of that effort went into smoothing the ruffled feathers of irate customers. That persona went into action now. “No slight intended, Mr. Henson. May I call you Daryl, since we’ll be working closely together the rest of this week? I’m Shane. Why don’t I show you around the place now. I’ll take note of any potential issues you point out.” He switched his attention to me. “We’re done for now, aren’t we, Ro?”

      Even if we still needed to talk, this was no time to mention it. “Right. I’ll call if anything else occurs to me.” I pivoted to leave, then turned back. “You’re in very competent hands, Daryl.”

      I didn’t give him a chance to answer but instead booked my way out of there as fast as I could. I called Herc once I was in the car. “You won’t believe who’s heading up security for this charity event I’m involved in.”

      “Hello to you, too,” he answered. “I’m not in the mood for Twenty Questions. Who?”

      Uh-oh. What was up with him? I hadn’t heard through Val’s live-in boyfriend, Jim Watkins—Captain James Watkins, my sometimes boss when I consulted for the department—that there’d been any murders lately. Maybe that was the problem. My friend was feeling bored.

      I told him it was Henson. “Have you heard anything about him setting up his own security practice?”

      “No, and something as juicy as that woulda been common knowledge around here within twenty-four hours of him setting out his shingle. Thought he said he’d retired? Didn’t we learn he’d been taking money for years to look the other way with petty criminals?”

      “Maybe he burned through it. He didn’t sound particularly thrilled to be working again. He came down hard on Shane for not bringing him up to speed on the venue change when the event chair had already taken care of that.”

      “Probably the dogs. I remember how he was always broke because he’d put his money on the wrong contender.”

      “How’d you like to be my guest at the Reindeer Run Rendezvous? Chuck will be too involved making sure nothing goes wrong. I could use someone to help me fend off Henson.”

      “Ah, Ro. You know how much I hate those frou-frou things.”

      “What if you could invite Luann Cory to be your guest? No reason why I couldn’t invite a couple. Wait, isn’t she participating in the run?” Luann, assistant Shasta fire chief, was the first woman Herc had dated in a long time.

      “Yeah.” He groaned. “Things between us were just heating up after Thanksgiving and spending the night in the attic of your so-called haunted house, and then she got involved training for this race.”

      “She’s probably already made plans to attend the Rendezvous the night before.”

      “What if she’s asked someone else to go with her?” He sounded like a preteen afraid to talk to the girl of his dreams.

      “You’ll never know until you ask.” Why did I have to keep reassuring him as far as this woman was concerned? From what I observed at Thanksgiving, she was into him.

      “Promise you won’t keep running off to check on things if I have to come stag?”

      “I don’t anticipate anything going wrong. Shane Bolton and I have this in hand.”

      It was almost like I was tempting fate with that statement. Would I never learn?
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        * * *

      

      The zipper on my cocktail dress stuck as I was getting dressed for the Rendezvous on Friday night. That should’ve been a sign to take off the dress, crawl under the covers in my nightgown and skip the party.

      “I suppose you think you could do better?” I told my tuxedo cat, Jason. He’d wandered into my bedroom a minute before. Nothing got by him when it came to anything going on in my home. Of course, he couldn’t jump up and tackle the pesky zipper on his own. His contribution was to sit there on the bed and eye me, like his stare-down would fix things.

      Good soldier that I was, I patiently fiddled with the thing for ten minutes until it gave way. Jason offered a knowing look, at least a knowing feline look, like that had saved the day. Maybe it had. His presence had helped me calm down and focus.

      I was only a few minutes behind schedule when I walked into The Sandpiper an hour before the event was to start, my good mood restored.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Shane called as he approached me. This was not the calm, in-control restaurant manager I left earlier in the day when we went over last-minute details for the evening. “The roof is caving in. Well, not literally. That might be easier to fix.”
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      I drew him over to one of the tables we’d left in the room and made him take a seat. I dashed off to the service stand and was back in seconds with a glass of water. “Drink first, then we’ll talk.”

      My commanding cop voice had momentarily taken over. He didn’t object but took a few sips instead. “Thanks.”

      “Now then, tell me what’s up.”

      “First, one of the microwaves in the kitchen chose tonight to act up. It can be fixed, but right now that would take too much time. Then I remembered the one in the wine bar, which Lorna uses on occasion to heat up appetizers.” Lorna Varney managed The Piper, the wine bar adjacent to the restaurant.

      “Okay. That must’ve been a frustrating few minutes,” I said, not sure if that was the kind of thing he wanted to hear or not.

      “That was just for starters. Then the florist you got to donate the poinsettias was late delivering them. I should’ve let you go get them earlier today when you volunteered to pick them up, but you’ve spent so much time on this event, I thought you needed a few hours off to relax. I just got through arranging the plants before you arrived.”

      I knew I should’ve pushed him more to let me do that much. But what was done was done. I surveyed the area of the room where we were clustering the plants near the Christmas tree. “You did a great job setting them out, Shane.”

      “Thanks. But I’m used to dealing with setbacks like those two problems. Normally, I could’ve handled them and broken a sweat. It’s that former cop who’s crowned himself King of Security who’s been getting to me.”

      Daryl Henson had struck again. “What’s he been up to?” I really didn’t want to deal with the man any more than I had to, and dealing with him really was Shane’s responsibility, but he seemed so flummoxed, I thought I should volunteer.

      “He wants to close off the back entrance, the one that goes directly into The Piper. We can’t do that. There are fire laws. What kind of Security guy doesn’t recognize the danger of allowing only one point of access to an event?”

      “Did he say why?” If I planned to confront the man, I needed to know what I was dealing with.

      “Something about not allowing participants to stroll in and out. Does he have no idea how these social events go? People know we’ve got that secret garden area out behind the wine bar. On a night like this, some folks may want to, uh, take advantage of it.”

      “I’ll see if Chuck will tackle that one. Don’t let Henson get to you. He hasn’t been in charge of much of anything lately. Sounds like he’s taking advantage of the title.”

      “That wasn’t all,” Shane continued. “He wants to limit the number of drinks anyone can have. In a way, I get his point. The less alcohol imbibed, the less chance of incidents. But this won’t be an unruly crowd. These folks are here to support the marathon and the charity. No one will get out of hand.”

      “You’re not leaving open bottles out on the bar or on the tables, are you?” I asked.

      “No way! Despite the so-called gentility of the crowd, no one’s perfect when the alcohol flows freely. We’ll be serving drinks on trays. I told the servers after they finish circulating each time to hold off ten minutes.”

      “Good plan. Did you share it with Henson?”

      “The guy kept cutting me off.”

      “Sorry, Shane. This one’s yours. I know you’re up to explaining to him in no uncertain terms that managing alcohol consumption is your job.”

      He blew out a breath and straightened his shoulders. “You’re right, Ro. Guess I let my jitters about overseeing this event get to me. All I needed to hear was your voice of reason.”

      “Why don’t you take a short break and catch your breath? Go back to Chuck’s office and chill a bit.”

      He hugged me briefly and took off. I went in search of Chuck to alert my guy to Henson’s access plan.
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        * * *

      

      The first hour went well, as guests arrived and were treated to drinks and appetizers. My job as decorator done, I now helped Shane by greeting attendees as they entered the room. I’m not usually comfortable in this type of social situation, but this evening I felt a different vibe. Everyone seemed so up, probably because of the approaching holidays, but also because of the excitement mounting about the upcoming race. I didn’t have to appease or placate anyone, just point them in the direction of the food and drinks.

      Early on, Ellen Garvey made it a point to thank me for my part in the evening’s festivities. She struck me as being in her mid-forties, about a decade younger than me, but crow’s feet were already starting to appear around her deep green eyes. They were nicely set off by the emerald green satin suit she wore. I’d met her at one or two other social events over the last several months, but no close friendship had grown out of those encounters. We were both busy women whose careers were taking us different directions. She was a suddenly wealthy widow, and I rehabbed older houses.

      “I was so pleased to hear about the change in tonight’s venue, Mrs. Summerfield. Holding the event here at The Sandpiper was a dream on my list. I never thought it would become an actuality. I plan to thank Mr. Dawson, but I haven’t seen him yet,” she said.

      “Call me Ro, please. And he’s Chuck. He’s probably keeping the kitchen staff company so Shane can be in charge out here. Shane has worked hard to make this evening come together.”

      “And I’m Ellen. I couldn’t agree more about how well things have gone with Shane handling this evening’s activities. All I must do is say a few words to greet everyone and then my part for tonight is over.”

      She’d just left me to find the microphone when I heard shouting near the wine bar entrance.

      “Let go of me, Bolton. I have just as much right to be here tonight as you,” a male voice shouted.

      Terry Seiser had deigned to come to the party? He was attempting to get past Shane to enter the restaurant.

      “You wouldn’t help us with decorations. How does that get you an invite?” Shane said in a voice I’d never heard him use before, even with unruly customers. His complexion had gone as red as the poinsettias decorating the room.

      “I support this charity,” Seiser returned, his voice steely. “I just don’t support you, Bolton. I’d already told Ellen I’d be happy to help, but when I read you were in charge of whatever this is tonight, I switched my support to constructing the viewing stand at the end of the race tomorrow.”

      “You’re doing that?” Shane asked. “What’s in it for you?”

      “Same thing you’re getting from your little show tonight. Stepping up to help the community.”

      “Since when have you cared one fig about the community? All you care about is making money.”

      I recalled how Shane had called Seiser a dirtbag who carried grudges. Only from what I was hearing now, Shane, unfortunately, seemed to be the one bringing up grudges. Other than refusing to back off, Seiser was maintaining his cool.

      Shane grabbed Seiser by the upper arms in an attempt to push him back out the door, but the intruder held his ground. Shane removed his right hand from the other man’s arm in order to deliver a blow, but his fist was deflected by none other than Daryl Henson.

      “Let’s take this outside, boys,” Henson said in an official law enforcement voice.

      Herc appeared from out of nowhere to help his former nemesis break up the fight. Could this scene get any more surreal?

      Ellen Garvey, who’d changed course from the microphone at the front of the room to head back to the disturbance, changed course again and grabbed the mic. “Sorry, folks. Just pre-race jitters. Nothing to be concerned about. Please go back to your conversations and drinks.”

      My six-foot-plus ex-football player hunk and love of my life, Chuck, appeared at my side. My guy looked particularly handsome tonight in his new dark gray suit, which went particularly well with his short salt-and-pepper buzz cut. “Was that Shane I saw being led outside?”

      “Uh, yes. The other guy was Terry Seiser, the one who turned me down for decorations earlier in the week. At the time, he made it sound like he wouldn’t do it because of me, which probably was part of his reason. But he also resented Shane from way back. He seemed to know exactly what button to push tonight to make himself appear to be the injured party.”

      “I’d better go check on things outside,” Chuck said. “Can you take over for Shane until I return? Something tells me my trusty manager will need to go off and lick his wounds the rest of the evening.”

      “Yes, of course. Go. I’ll help Ellen Garvey reassure our guests nothing is amiss.” Although I wasn’t sure that was the case.

      Chuck returned along with Herc after a few minutes. “I sent Shane home to cool off,” Chuck told me. “Henson said he’d remain with Seiser until Shane was out of here.”

      “Can’t believe I was actually helping Henson,” Herc said. “But I’m glad you warned me ahead of time he’d be here. For once, I don’t have anything negative to say about him. He was johnny-on-the-spot to keep that argument from getting out of hand, although it appeared to be mainly a matter of calming down your friend. The other guy reminded me of a snake charmer. All he had to do was keep playing his tune and your friend got more and more agitated.”

      “Funny, that. Shane never loses his cool. He told me he knew the
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