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      Micki Demetrius limped into the community center of the central Florida town of Serendipity Springs. She should invest these few free afternoon hours in a hot bath and a nap, but after the almost round-the-clock rehearsals for the upcoming dance competition she’d been subjected to, she needed this time to decompress with her friends Sydney Bonner, Marianne Putnam and Katrina Faulkner.

      “Micki! Hold up.” Syd dashed up the sidewalk. “What’s wrong with your foot?”

      Micki made a face. “It’s that noticeable? I thought the foot pads I’m wearing would help but apparently not. Madame Rizzo is so intent on making this dance contest a success, she’s making us practice at all hours.”

      “It’s still two weeks away, isn’t it?”

      Micki started walking—rather, hobbling—again. “Two long weeks. I hope I survive enough to actually participate.”

      “Have you considered dropping out?”

      She chortled at her friend’s well-intentioned suggestion. “Hourly, but Guy’s a man driven. He’d have a fit if I bowed out.”

      Syd offered a concerned look. “Who’d have thought when you and Guy Whitney wound up in the same ballroom dancing class you’d now be partnering up in this dance contest? But he’d understand if you dropped out. It’s not like you to go along with something you don’t believe in.”

      “Ever since he and Trip parted ways over the chili cook-off because they couldn’t agree about the secret ingredient, he’s been adrift, trying to find something to do with his extra time. Since the dance competition was already in the works, he grasped hold of it like a life preserver.”

      “Sorry about that. My husband put up with Guy’s suggestions regarding the secret ingredient as long as he could tolerate, but when Guy brought up plantains, Trip lost it.” They’d almost reached the room where they played mah jongg. Syd pulled up, so Micki did as well. “Marianne thinks he’s been at loose ends since he retired and is seeking something he doesn’t know he wants. Which is why he’s wearing you out with his attention.”

      “Sounds like someone else I know. How’s the redo of Lombardi’s interior coming? Are you and that designer still getting along?” Micki asked.

      “Funny you should mention that project. These days I’m feeling more like a referee.”

      “How so?”

      “Since I first met her, I’ve been impressed with Brooke Norris’s creativity and style. I also like Shane Bolton, the previous manager of Lombardi’s, who Kat kept on to manage the place for her. He’s personable, detail-oriented and a good leader. Individually, two very talented people. But they can’t seem to work together.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      But Syd wasn’t done. “She sees the interior of Lombardi’s as her own personal blank canvas upon which she will overlay her design masterpiece. Shane, on the other hand, views the interior as his little kingdom, the stage upon which he and his staff provide their patrons with excellent food and impeccable service. I never realized how much style and service are in conflict. I’m constantly having to help them find middle ground.”

      “Then you are enjoying yourself?”

      Syd blinked. “Enjoying? Hardly. I told Kat from the start I’m not an interior designer. I’m not a babysitter or mediator either, yet I keep finding myself in the middle. All I want to do is maintain Kat’s interests, but Kat wants the food and service to be perfect and ambience world-class. It’s a lot to put on me.”

      The lady doth protest too much. But until Syd recognized and admitted how excited this project made her, Micki couldn’t say anything to change her mind. Time for a new subject. “As for Guy, I’m neither his counselor nor the answer to the loss he might be feeling after his retirement. I was on a high when we did so well at our ballroom graduation recital, and he took advantage of it by suggesting we enter this competition.”

      “Okay, message received. Although I have to admit, he’s growing on me. You could do worse.”

      “I did with Ignacio Demetrius, which, like I’ve told you before, is why I’m taking my time with Guy.” Although of late, her feelings toward Guy were changing, not that she planned to let Syd or the others know. Especially Guy. At least until she’d figured out what they were.

      “I guess that means it’s none of my business. Just know that I’m here, as well as Marianne and Kat, whenever you need additional shoulders for support.”

      Micki forced a smile. Her friends meant well. But all she wanted to do right now was get through this dance hell while keeping Guy at arm’s length. Literally, since they were in a Charleston contest after having done so well with it in their recent dance recital.

      Marianne and Kat were already waiting for them. “What’s with your foot, Mick?” Kat asked.

      Syd put up a hand. “Don’t ask. Suffice it to say, that dance thing she and Guy are embroiled in is beating her up.”

      Marianne frowned and reached for Micki’s hand. “Are you sure it’s worth it?”

      Micki inhaled a deep breath. “I appreciate your concern, guys, but I’d rather not discuss it. I’ll get through this and be the better person for it. I hope. I’m just trying to cope with my body’s growing limitations as my age edges upward. I hate getting older.”

      “Neither do the rest of us,” Kat replied. “But for the next few hours, let’s concede the inevitable and get started with the game. I’ve found an app to help me with this new card of hands, and I want to see if it makes a difference.”

      “No fair!” Marianne cried. “You’d better not beat us every game today, or … or …”

      “Or you’ll make me share my winnings with you.” Kat laughed. “Which I planned to do anyhow, after I tried it out today.”

      The card listing the various hands for the type of mah jongg the four of them played changed annually. They’d had the new card for a little over two months. By now, most mah jongg players had assimilated most of the new hands. The new hands weren’t the challenge. What irritated most players, these four being no exception, was playing old hands that were no longer there.

      To take her mind off her aching feet, Micki paid more attention than usual to the playing styles of her three friends. Marianne, former pharmacist and lifelong analyst, tended to pick a few new hands and stick with them. It was cute how while she studied her card, she twisted a few strands of her short, graying red hair around one finger and pursed her lips.

      Kat was just the opposite. The reserved one, somewhat conservative in her actions other than when she was appearing on stage in her singing act, stuck with the old hands. Micki could almost follow those green eyes lighting on one of the tried and true hands on the card.

      Syd pursued a little bit of everything, old or new, depending on the tiles she drew. Tall, like herself, Syd settled her long, lean body back in her chair as she rearranged her tiles on her rack.

      They hadn’t quite reached the point where all they needed to see were six or so of the fourteen tiles that made up a hand in order to discern the other players’ strategy, but that was starting to occur to Micki. Kat might have gotten the draw on them with her cheater app, but Micki was doing pretty well just observing the plays of the other three, the tiles they discarded giving her clues to what they were keeping. Sure enough, Kat’s hand showed signs of being one of the old ones no longer recognized. Micki let her go that route without saying anything.

      “Mah jongg!” Kat called a minute later.

      “Let’s see,” Syd replied.

      Kat placed all of her tiles on top of the rack for the other three to verify the hand.

      “Uh, Kat?” Marianne said. “Take another look at your card.”

      Kat lowered her gaze to her card. “Huh? Where … is it?”

      “Sorry, pal, that hand is no longer there,” Syd told her. “Your hand is dead. I thought you said you’d been studying up on the new hands with that fancy app.”

      “I have, but then these tiles showed up, and I got so excited, I forgot to check to make sure the hand was still viable.”

      Fortunately, no one else revealed their hands, which meant play continued without Kat. In the end, Marianne won. With one of the new hands. “Guess I don’t need your app after all,” she told Kat, more than pleased with herself.
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      “Thanks for agreeing to ride with me to practice tonight.” Guy Whitney rested an arm on the steering wheel while he shifted position enough to eye Micki. He wore a short-sleeved light blue golf shirt, and his dark arm hairs swayed with the gusts of air coming from the AC vent. “I would’ve asked you to dinner, but I know how you hate to go to practice on a full stomach. Before we get there, I need to update you about a few things.”

      What had he been up to now? The last time he used the word “update,” Guy had casually dropped the news that he’d signed them up for this dance competition. Their instructor, Stefania Rizzo, who called herself Madame Rizzo and was also the dance competition coordinator, had caught Guy when he was by himself and appealed to his sympathy to get him to join her event. Naturally, he agreed, but only if his class partner came along.

      “What’s up, Guy?” Micki tried to keep her tone even, sensing this wouldn’t be good.

      “First, I wanted to warn you that my sister, Portia, plans to attend the dance contest.”

      “Okay.” That she could tolerate, especially because her three friends and their men would most likely be in attendance also. She knew Portia from a previous case. She couldn’t fault her for attending.

      “My daughter also wants to be there.”

      His daughter? Guy rarely talked about his one child, although he displayed a few photos of her in his home. “She’s coming from Nashville just for the contest?”

      “Uh, yeah. I long ago gave up trying to get her here more frequently. She has her job and her life back in Tennessee. I don’t question the timing of her visits but simply welcome her with open arms.”

      Maybe a visit from his daughter would be just the ticket to get him out of his retirement slump. Why was he acting like this wasn’t good news?

      They were nearing the parking lot of Madame Rizzo’s studio. “We’ll have to table this discussion for now so we can focus on our dance routine,” he said.

      As if their rehearsals and getting their routine down weren’t challenge enough, now he expected her to file away this new twist until they could discuss it later? She didn’t have much choice. “Sure. Let’s go do this. I want to get that tandem turn into the yo-yo right tonight.”

      As they were entering the building, they had to pass another dance team on their way out, Delilah Harper and her partner, Stanley Carlyle. Delilah was a little younger than Micki and Guy. Early fifties perhaps. Carlyle was much younger, most likely late thirties. Delilah pulled up. “You’re not walking so good, Micki. Are you sure you’re up to the rigors of this competition?”

      Harper and Carlyle acted like their chance of winning first place in the Charleston Challenge was assured this year, like Delilah had the last three years straight, even though word had it she’d been involved in some kind of serious accident months before and was supposedly still recuperating. This year, the smart money was on a younger couple, Nedra Perkins and Mark Wyner.

      Micki summoned the energy she’d been saving for rehearsal. Even let her lips fold into something resembling a smile. “How kind of you to worry about my foot, Delilah, but don’t waste the effort. I bumped into a parking meter base on the way in. I’ll be fine in the blink of an eye.”

      Delilah offered her own false smile. “You take care of yourself, dear. Foot injuries can be so … permanent … for those your age.” She didn’t give Micki a chance to reply. “Gotta go. I see Corinne Blaisdel in the parking lot.  She had some questions about her routine she thought I could help with even though she doesn’t have a chance of winning. Toodles!” She sauntered off, leaving Carlyle to go off in his own direction.

      “I know what you’re gonna say,” Guy told her, “so don’t. Delilah uses every opportunity to goad you because she’s concerned we’ll beat them now that she’s no longer a hundred percent. She’s trying to undermine our confidence.”

      “You’re right, but so is she. The so-called ‘rigors of the competition’ are getting to me. Delilah, on the other hand, seems to be thriving on all the physical challenges. I wonder if she’s bullying Corinne also.”

      “She’s bluffing,” Guy said, continuing to reassure her. “This competition is rough on all of us seniors.”

      “You seem to be doing okay.”

      “Then I’ve got you fooled. I go home after every practice and crash after an extra-long hot shower.”

      “Thanks for telling me. Now I don’t feel quite as overwhelmed. Misery loves company, I guess.”

      After rehearsal, as they stumbled to his car, Corinne Blaisdel rushed over to them. “Are you two going to make it to contest night?” A tall, leggy blonde about twenty years their junior, she seemed genuinely concerned about their condition, unlike Delilah Harper earlier.

      Once again, Micki put on a brave front. “Not to worry about us. We usually look a little winded after rehearsals, but we snap back right away. Why are you still here? Wasn’t your rehearsal over some time ago?”

      “I was meeting someone for dinner, but they got detained. When I met Delilah in the parking lot, she boasted how she had you cowed. Don’t let her get to you. She’s struggling just as much as you to stay in shape.”

      “Good to know, although it’s not apparent.”

      Her fellow competitor started to say something but stopped herself. With that, she flitted swiftly away.

      “At least we have someone rooting for us,” Guy said once they were in his car.

      Micki screwed up her face. “I guess. But she’s young enough she has no idea what a strain this competition is.”

      “Forget about Corinne. We need to talk.”

      That was ominous. Why did he sound so mysterious and worried?

      Guy took a deep breath as he steered the car out of the studio parking lot. “Back to the subject of my daughter’s visit. Luann wants to throw a small reception for us after the dance contest. She’s already called Portia and asked her to cater. I hope you’re okay with the idea.”

      The last thing Micki wanted to do once the Charleston Challenge was over was party with others. She doubted she’d be able to stand longer than the time it took to return to her condo and collapse in her bed. “She’s making a lot of this Charleston thing. We’re probably not going to win. We’re probably not going to place. I just want it to be over and still be alive.”

      “I get what you’re saying, but since she’s rarely here, I think she wants to make a statement about supporting her old dad.”

      “She could be here more often if she chose to be.”

      “You’re being too logical,” he told her.

      “Me? Logical? That’s a new one.”

      “So? Will you come? She’s doing this for both of us.”

      “Why is she doing it the same night as the contest? I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be beat. I’d rather go right home.”

      “Why are you being so stubborn? She just wants to do something nice for us.”

      Was she being stubborn? Or was she simply reacting to the news that this stranger was rearranging her life without a thought to how it would affect her? “Okay, I’ll come. And I’m sure my friends will, if they’re even invited. But don’t be surprised if I stay seated the whole time. My feet may be bloody pulp by then.”

      “Thanks. Just your being there will be great.”
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      After mah jongg that afternoon, Syd attempted to sneak into her house through the front door without Trip hearing her. She wasn’t ready for another go-round with him pleading for her to help him with his chili recipe. That’s why she’d been escaping to Lombardi’s whenever possible even though she realized she’d probably be settling the latest design conflict between Brooke Norris and Shane Bolton.

      “Syd?” Trip called from the kitchen. “You’re home early,” he said once he caught up with her in the living room.

      Shoot. She’d been caught. “Micki’s exhausted from her dance rehearsals and just wanted to go home to bed. Kat said she had other plans. A brilliant idea occurred to Marianne for her new play, and she couldn’t wait to get back to her computer.”

      “Which meant you had to suck it up and come spend time with your husband.”

      “No, Trip, that’s not it. I had a bad afternoon at mah jongg, that’s all.”

      He raised a brow. “You didn’t come in the front door instead of the back, where your car must be parked, to avoid me in the kitchen?”

      Why did he have to be so insightful at times like this when typically his mind was engaged elsewhere? “I wasn’t trying to avoid you.”

      “What about my chili setup in the kitchen?”

      Busted. Hopefully that meant he was ready for the truth. She pulled him over to the sofa. “You’re right. With the mood I was in, I couldn’t take one more discussion of your chili aspirations. I know how much you seem to be into that project, but it’s just not me.”

      He exhaled deeply, then gazed deep into her eyes. “I know. I really thought I was helping by asking you to join me. With the exception of your last couple cases, you’ve seemed so out of it of late.”

      “I have?” He knew her better than she sometimes gave him credit for. “I, uh, didn’t think you …”

      “Noticed? I may come across as a lunkhead most of the time, dear wife, but we’ve been together too long for your discontent to have escaped my notice.”

      Which to address first? The “lunkhead” comment or his reference to her “discontent”? Neither. “It’s nothing for you to be concerned about. I’ll figure out what I need sooner or later.”

      “What about the work you’re doing for Kat? How’s that coming?”

      She collapsed against the back of the sofa. “It’s coming, but it’s like one step forward and two steps back with the infighting between Kat’s high-priced interior designer and the manager she doesn’t want to lose.” She explained how every time she checked on progress, she discovered the project was at a standstill because the designer and the manager were at odds over the latest renovation step she thought everyone had already agreed to. “They’re making me crazy.”

      Trip put an arm around her shoulders and studied her. “Why?”

      “Because neither wants to compromise. Two coaches for the same team.”

      “But you’re used to dealing with people like that. Isn’t that working this time?”

      She considered. He was going for something here that seemed to be eluding her. “Well, yes. It takes a lot of energy to work through their issues. I don’t have the same drive I used to.”

      “Feeling the strain of getting older?” He kept his tone gentle and understanding. That tone didn’t emerge very often, except when she needed to be bucked up.

      “That’s part of it, although I’ve gotten pretty good at handling the aging process. There’s more to it than that.” That said, what did she mean? She took a few beats to consider. “I guess because I sense their disagreements are more intellectual or for show than truly necessary. It’s become a test of wills, theirs, not mine. I can’t help feeling if they’d just stop and talk to each other before one or the other raises their objections, we’d progress a lot faster.”

      “When you first mentioned Kat’s asking you to help her, you laughed it off, saying there was no way you’d ever get into interior design. Are you still laughing at the thought?”

      “What are you suggesting, Trip?”

      “I think you know.”

      She knew, but she had to force herself to say it out loud. “That I’m actually finding I like redesigning interiors?”

      He shrugged. “Not for me to say.”

      She tried the idea on for size. Her, an interior designer? “Suppose that’s the case. How am I supposed to know at this point? I spend more time arbitrating their arguments than focused on design. Besides, what would I do about it? I can’t depend on Kat to provide me jobs forever.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Doesn’t have to be forever. You are in the fortunate position of not having to earn a living. Instead, your task is to live out the rest of your days doing whatever you love.”

      How did this man who couldn’t decide on a secret ingredient for chili be so smart about her need for a satisfying way to invest her time?
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      Kat glanced up from reviewing the progress reports she’d received from the superintendent on the Lombardi’s renovation project and smiled at Rick Formero, who’d just walked through the front door. Then she noticed his empty arms. “I thought you planned to bring more of your things tonight.”

      He bit a lip. “I got to thinking about what I was doing. A few more trips, and I’ll have moved in.”

      “Yes? Isn’t that the plan?”

      He joined her on the sofa. “I don’t recall discussing a plan.”

      “Maybe we haven’t actually called it that, but every so often you transport more of your wardrobe or personal items. I just assumed eventually all your possessions would be here.”

      “We’ve never really talked about it. I’ve, uh, just taken care of my day-to-day needs. I haven’t given the long haul much thought.”

      “Long haul?” That phrase sounded so impersonal. “Have you not been the one who brought up ‘commitment’ and taking things to the ‘next level’?”

      He inched back. “Yes, I have. Once we started sleeping together, I thought we were almost there.”

      He seemed to be saying more than the words that emerged. “Where is ‘there’ for you, Rick?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, Katrina. Like I said, we haven’t talked about it. We’ve just let things take their course. Do you want to talk now?”

      Did she? Their relationship had been going so well lately, but maybe that was because she’d assumed more than he had. “Are you not happy with the way things have been?”

      He took her hand in his and gazed into her eyes, his own brown eyes full of … what? Love, compassion or something less positive? “I love you, Katrina. Maybe I haven’t told you in so many words until now, but I’ve felt this way for some time.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I love you, too, Rick. I never thought I’d say that again to a man. But you hung in there while I’ve hesitated and backed away, and your belief in us brought me to this point. There’s still a lot of the traditional girl in me. People who love each other build on those feelings.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” he said, “but do we share the same idea about what ‘building on those feelings’ means?”

      He was forcing her to decide what she wanted. Not only that but to put her decision into words. “I guess I thought it meant you moving in with me permanently.”

      He didn’t reply at once. Instead, he rose and walked across the room. When he returned and plopped down next to her, his face had grown even more serious. “I want to live with you. I want our lives to be comingled. It doesn’t have to mean marriage, although I’m not ruling it out.”

      “Okay, I agree.” They were on the same page as far as their intentions were concerned. Then why wasn’t he smiling?

      He cleared his throat. “I don’t mind staying here overnight with you on a temporary basis while we figure this out. But”—here he hesitated before continuing—“I don’t see myself living in this house permanently.”

      If he’d slugged her in the stomach, her physical reaction to his statement couldn’t have been more profound. Her throat constricted, and her breathing became labored. This was news to her. Had she missed some clues along the way? She wanted to question him, but her voice, her lifeline to a new career, failed her.

      He leaned in and touched her forearm. “Katrina? Are you okay?”

      She held up her other hand to let him know she wanted to respond but needed a second to catch her breath. “Why now? Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

      “I was so excited and relieved that you wanted me in that way that I went along with the rest of the deal.”

      “The deal?”

      “It was like you were willing to accept me into your bed as long as it was your bed. I wanted you so much, I wanted the two of us to be together so much, I kept quiet.”

      How could she have thought she knew this man, known his deepest thoughts? “And all the while you resented being here?” Did she really want to know the answer? She wasn’t one to rock the boat. All her life, she preferred to go with the flow rather than face confrontation, but there was no going back now. She’d asked, and now she had to steel herself for his response.

      He shook his head, squeezed his eyes shut like he was wishing this discussion would go away. “No. If staying here had bothered me then, I would’ve said so. It’s just been lately that things have seemed ‘off.’ As uncomfortable as this discussion is at the moment, I’m glad your comment spurred me to finally put into words the way I’ve been feeling.”

      He might be glad to be talking about this, but she wished she’d kept her question to herself. But there was no way to avoid the question of their future together now. “Off? Was it something I said or did?”

      “Not exactly.” He hesitated again, then took a deep breath as if having decided to take the plunge. “I guess the bottom line is that this place isn’t mine. It’s yours. I know, I have free rein here, and Greta already treats me like I’m the man of the house. But you own it. You pay the bills to maintain it, even for my food. You also own a ranch and a supper club, neither of which I have anything to do with. I feel like a kept man, and I don’t like that feeling.”

      For a man of usually very few words, he’d certainly said a lot today. He must’ve been thinking about this for some time. “I’m sorry, Rick. I had no idea.”

      “It’s not like I hold it against you. I’m a big boy. It was up to me to say something, and until I did, I kept my peace. But now that I have, we have to deal with it.”

      Did he plan to move out? Worse, break up? She didn’t want to go there, but she didn’t have a choice. “How do you propose we do that?”

      “There’s the rub. You love this place. You’ve never lived anywhere so luxurious until you struck it rich with the lottery. I can’t ask you to move into my tiny place.”

      “But you haven’t asked.” Could she move into his little house? When she didn’t have to except to salve his male ego?

      “I’m not going to put you in the position of having to refuse. Just know that if that’s what you’d want to do, I’d love it,” he said.

      Was that a serious offer, or had he felt compelled to ask, given what he’d just told her about not wanting to live in her house? And if it was, could she leave her current home and make a home with him there? Sure, one did things for love, sacrificed. But did he have the right to ask her to do that?

      The administrative assistant in her began to consider their options. “What if you sold your house and purchased part of this one?”

      He had the sensitivity to consider her idea before responding. “I doubt I could get enough money from the sale of my place to be able to purchase half of yours. But even if I did, this is too much house for me.”

      If she were honest with herself, it was too much house for her too, but she refrained from telling him as much. “I suppose we could both sell our houses and buy a third together.”

      He looked into her eyes. “Are you ready to do that?”

      No. “I’d have to think about it.”

      He leaned back. “Okay. How about this? I remain where I am and you stay here. For now. We see how things develop. I’ll stay over from time to time, and maybe you’d consider staying at my place?”

      “We keep things loose?” She hated being unsettled.

      “We’ll know when it’s time to make a different decision,” he told her.

      How could he sound so confident? But she needed time to think about what she really wanted and how far she’d go to get it. The only thing she did know was that she loved this man and wanted to spend the rest of her life with him.
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      “How did your class go today?” Marianne asked her husband that evening over dinner. He’d been teaching a class on orchid propagation at the community center. Since the others seemed to have plans of their own after mah jongg, she’d said she had to follow through on a new idea for a one-act before she forgot it. Instead, after her computer screen had remained blank too long for her comfort, she’d fixed fried chicken, mushrooms and rice for Beau. They’d had leftovers, frozen dinners and even takeout a lot lately when she’d been so entrenched in finishing a play.

      His forkful of chicken arrested midair. “Yes, I enjoyed the class. Very much. Why do you ask?”

      “When I got home, I received a call from Terry Parker, the director of the community center’s senior education program. After the success of my one-act, ‘Jokers Wild,’ she wanted to know if I’d consider assisting their new playwriting instructor with an upcoming course. It would be offered late fall, just before Christmas.”

      “What did she mean by ‘assisting’? Do they want you to teach or just prop up this new guy with your credibility?”

      “I didn’t get a very clear response when I asked the same thing. Apparently the instructor is new to Serendipity Springs, and his background is in creative writing. He assured her he could handle the playwriting part, but just to be on the safe side, she’d like me to sign on as associate instructor. It’s only for four weeks, and he’s already created the course outline, so I wouldn’t have to put in any time with lesson plans.”

      “Sounds like it might be a way to expand your playwriting repertoire without too much effort on your part.”

      She folded her hands in her lap since she’d already finished eating. “True, but I wish I knew more about this new instructor. I don’t want to get stuck with someone who thinks he’s stuck with me. I got my fill of overblown personalities with that supercilious director.”

      “You really didn’t like that guy did you, to be bringing out that hundred-dollar word?”

      “No, I did not, but in the end, since he wound up dead, guess I can’t complain too much.”

      Beau finished his last bite of chicken. “Would Terry Parker consider a meetup between you and this guy so you can both decide whether to partner up?”

      “Good idea, although something tells me using the word ‘partner’ might not be the smoothest move. I’ll call her tomorrow and run the idea by her. Thanks.”

      “Speaking of your play, how’s that coming?”

      She made a face. “Sometimes I think I should be writing a ten-act. That would have to be easier.”

      “Ten times longer. I take it things aren’t going so well?”

      It was sweet of him to be interested. At least to act interested. But she wasn’t sure if she should tell him if he was just being polite. “A one-act has to focus on one theme. Even then, the playwright has to keep whittling away, paring down the dialogue to the essence. That’s not easy for me. I think of some new point I want to include, but if it doesn’t add anything to the plot or the scene, it has to go. It tears me up to kill my babies.”

      He cocked his head, letting her words sink in. “I didn’t realize.”

      “I like to give the impression I’m cranking them out. No sweat. The truth is, before I finish one of my darlings, I’ve sweat plenty into whatever I’ve been wearing during the process.”

      “No wonder you like it so much. You don’t take readily to things that are easy.”

      She chuckled. “You being the exception, of course, sweetie.” She rose and gathered up their dinner things, pausing long enough to leave a kiss on his cheek on her way to the kitchen.
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      Of all times to run out of Earl Grey tea bags. Micki was already late for rehearsal, but since she’d invited Guy to her place afterward for cake—if they could both still walk—she wanted to be sure she had enough of his favorite beverage on hand. She checked her watch and did a quick calculation in her head. Two minutes to find the tea section, five minutes to check out, six minutes to drive to the community center, and she’d have two minutes to spare. Do-able.

      She found the tea in ninety seconds and was on her way to the checkout counter when she ran into Nedra Perkins. Literally. “Oh, sorry,” Nedra said, backing her cart away from Micki’s.

      “No problem,” Micki replied. “I was too focused on a fast getaway to pay attention to everyone around me. You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “I ache all over, but not from this little run-in. I just came from rehearsal. Mark and I are knocking ourselves out to win that trophy, but it’s taking a terrible toll on my body. How about you? You just started ballroom dancing last year and you’ve already joined the contest circuit.”

      “It’s a struggle. There’s no hiding that. If Madame Rizzo hadn’t been so insistent we join her competition this year, there’s no way I would have considered it. Even now, I ask myself after each rehearsal why I continue to put my body through this abuse. I know we don’t stand a chance of placing. You and your partner make us look like the amateurs we are.”

      “Thanks, but it’s taken years to get to this point. We might actually have a shot this year. Depends on Delilah Harper and Stanley Carlyle. I thought, after winning the Charleston category the last three years running, she’d be tired of it. Plus, after her accident last year, I didn’t think she’d be up to the challenge this year, but I guess I was wrong. She seems more energetic than ever.”

      “I heard she’d been injured waterskiing but didn’t get any details. What happened?”

      “Ever since her husband divorced her and married his gym instructor shortly thereafter, Delilah has been a different woman. Intent on proving she’s still got it. When she’s not at her hairdresser’s or spending all the money from the divorce settlement, she’s testing her body any way she can. Stanley’s her latest toy.”

      “What about the skiing thing?” Micki knew nothing about Delilah Harper’s background. The only things she did know were that, along with Nedra, Delilah and her partner were her and Guy’s main competition in the contest and that the woman was ready to intimidate her at any opportunity.

      “Oh, right. Get this. She actually followed her former spouse and his new wife to the resort where they were spending the month of July, and from what I’ve heard, attempted to outdo them at every turn. Apparently that didn’t include the turns in waterskiing. She crashed into a jump and broke one arm and dislocated her shoulder. Plus, banged her face up bad.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “That’s her plan. She doesn’t want anyone else to know about her injuries. Until recently, she’s spent her time and scads of money on surgeries and rehab at some hideaway in Arizona making all the damage go away. Then to my amazement, several weeks ago, she showed up in town a seemingly new
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