
  
    [image: Ballroom Bits]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, organizations, or persons, whether living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      BALLROOM BITS

      Copyright © 2023 by Christine Pope

      Published by Dark Valentine Press

      Cover design by Lou Harper

      Ebook formatting by Indie Author Services

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems — except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews — without permission in writing from its publisher, Dark Valentine Press.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Don’t miss out on any of Christine’s new releases — sign up for her newsletter today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Shall We Dance?

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop fiddling with that,” I told my friend Archie, who was adjusting his white bow tie for what felt like the hundredth time. Yes, the man had a wealth of Virgo placements in his astrological chart, but his current finickiness seemed a bit over the top even for him.

      His mouth tightened. “This is a very important competition.”

      Tell me something I don’t know, I thought, although I knew better than to say the words aloud. When Archie got like this, it was usually better to avoid any utterances that might result in a stern lecture as to why I was taking a particular set of circumstances much too casually.

      Besides, he wasn’t exactly over-inflating the situation. True, when compared to massive problems like world hunger or climate change, doing well in a regional ballroom dance competition might not have seemed like that big a deal, but Archie and his fiancée Victoria had been working toward this weekend for almost six months now, and I knew they were hoping to do well, even if Archie wasn’t quite willing to admit that he had his eye on the big prize — a gold medal in the multi-dance competition at the Stepping Stars dancesport tournament.

      My husband Calvin and I had accompanied Archie and Victoria to Scottsdale this Memorial Day weekend to offer moral support. Well, that was Calvin’s and my stated reason for attending, although I’d be lying if I didn’t also admit that the idea of spending four days away from our tiny hometown of Globe in a ritzy Scottsdale resort didn’t have its own appeal.

      Victoria had already headed downstairs to check in and wait backstage for the gold multi-dance competition to begin, but Archie, true to form, had deemed his tie not ready for prime time, and had continued to fuss in front of the mirror. Because I’d known him for more than two years by this point — although during the first year of Archie’s and my relationship, he’d still been in cat form thanks to a curse a witch had cast on him decades earlier, thus negating the need for white tie — I realized there wasn’t any point in rushing him. No, I’d told my husband I’d stay behind and hold Archie’s hand, and then go find him down in the audience once Archie was ready to join Victoria backstage.

      “You’re going to do great,” I said, doing my best to sound encouraging without being too overtly cheery about the whole thing. Archie would have seen through any false words of support the second they left my lips. “Especially since you’ve had so much more room to practice in lately.”

      Maybe the tense set of his shoulders relaxed just the slightest bit. “True,” he allowed.

      After Archie had become human again, I’d offered him my old apartment over the store I owned downtown, since by that point, Calvin and I were about to be married and I was soon to move into his sprawling pueblo-style house a few miles outside Globe. After Archie met Victoria — she’d planned Calvin’s and my wedding — the couple had at first used the second bedroom for a practice space, an arrangement that had worked for a while, even if the room wasn’t exactly the sort of place where you could perform an extravagant Viennese waltz.

      But once Archie popped the question to Victoria on this past New Year’s Eve, the two of them had realized the only smart thing to do was to buy a larger property somewhere in Globe, since she’d already planned to close down her wedding planning business in Scottsdale once she’d completed her interior design certification. High-end houses weren’t exactly thick on the ground in our part of the world, but my friend Josie, Globe’s mayor and its most accomplished real estate agent, found the couple a place almost immediately.

      Their luck in locating a more suitable nest had come about because the house had once belonged to Miriam Jacobsen, who was currently cooling her heels in the Florence Correctional Facility after being convicted of conspiracy to commit murder. Miriam’s sister had been sitting on the property for ages, asking far more for it than anyone could reasonably expect to spend on a four-bedroom, three-thousand-square-foot house in our out-of-the-way town, but somehow Josie had managed to wheedle her into lowering her asking price. And because Victoria’s Scottsdale condo had gone into escrow almost as soon as she put it on the market and therefore she had a down payment ready to go, the whole transaction went a lot smoother than anyone probably had any right to expect.

      Anyway, Archie and Victoria’s new digs had something that most homes in Globe — or Arizona itself, for that matter — didn’t have, which was a huge, fully finished basement. Josie’s handyman nephew Brett pulled up the old carpet and laid down hardwood, and soon enough, my friends had enough space down there to hold their own ballroom dance competition if they wanted to.

      “Your tie is perfect,” I told Archie, who at last had stopped fussing with the thing and was gazing at his reflection with narrowed eyes.

      Did it still feel strange to see his human face staring back at him? True, he’d been himself for almost a year now, but he’d been a cat for much longer than that — seven-plus decades — so I supposed it was possible the novelty hadn’t completely worn off.

      If he was experiencing any cognitive dissonance, however, he definitely didn’t show any signs of it. Now that the tie had stopped giving him trouble, he looked composed, chiseled features still and focused, bright blue eyes showing nothing of the tension he must have been feeling right then. His wavy dark blond hair had been combed away from his face and held in place with some pretty serious pomade, only cementing the general impression he tended to give, which was that of a Golden Age movie star who’d somehow blundered his way into the twenty-first century.

      Well, Archie was definitely a man out of time, although back when he’d lived in Globe in the early 1950s, he’d been a history teacher at the local high school, not an actor. And even though Josie had tried on more than one occasion to cajole him into performing in one of her beloved Old Globe Theatre Company’s productions, he’d always declined, saying he really wasn’t interested in the stage.

      Why playing Mortimer Brewster in Arsenic and Old Lace seemed anathema to him, while he was just fine with putting on tails and dancing the foxtrot in front of hundreds of spectators, I really couldn’t say. Maybe it was only that when he was dancing, he was with Victoria, and therefore the onlookers didn’t matter.

      As crazy as I was about my husband, I had to admit I’d never seen anyone fall for another person the way Archie had fallen in love with Victoria. True, he’d spent his entire life thinking he was asexual when he was actually demisexual — someone who only had romantic feelings for one person, and one alone — but still, his devotion to her continued to surprise me.

      “Besides,” I went on, “you’ve got a whole trunk waiting downstairs with replacement shoes and shirts and ties, so if anything happens to that one, it’s not like you don’t have backups.”

      He let out a breath but apparently decided not to contradict me…probably because he knew I was right. Calvin had helped Archie lug the thing backstage a few hours earlier, wedging it in among the other trunks and suitcases and garment bags in the area designated for storing the competitors’ personal belongings.

      A nod, and he said, “Well, we should head down. I don’t want Victoria to think I’ve abandoned her.”

      I kind of doubted such a thought would even enter her mind — more than anyone else, she understood the depth of his attachment to her — but I didn’t protest. The evening’s competition wouldn’t be starting for almost half an hour, and yet it was still better not to go rushing backstage at the last minute.

      So I replied, “Sure,” and picked up my beaded evening bag from where I’d set it down on the dresser before I headed out into the hallway. Even with the multi-dance portion of the event set to start in the next twenty-five minutes or so, plenty of people crowded the corridor — spectators like me, and men and women dressed to the nines, clearly competitors.

      Actually, I’d dressed up, too, mostly because Victoria had told me that a lot of the people who attended these events looked at them as the perfect opportunity to wear that special cocktail dress or tux they had hanging in the closet. I wasn’t exactly the type to have a wardrobe full of evening wear, since running a New Age shop in little Globe, Arizona, didn’t require that sort of attire. However, since I also was never one to turn down a chance to go shopping if an event called for new clothes, I’d bought several cocktail dresses and one evening gown for the occasion. Calvin probably wouldn’t wear a tux even if you put a gun to his head, but the suit he’d worn to our wedding worked just fine, and he didn’t have any problems putting that on in order to give the competition the respect it deserved.

      Because there were so many people coming and going, Archie and I had to wait about five minutes before we were finally able to catch an elevator heading down to the conference level. Several of the passengers in the elevator car gave me slightly puzzled looks, probably wondering what I was doing with one of the competitors, since my own outfit made it clear that I was here as a spectator and nothing more.

      No one asked any awkward questions, though, and soon enough, the two of us were able to disembark in the lobby, then head toward the conference center where the actual dance contests were being held. This level of the resort was even more crowded — who knew so many people were into ballroom dance competitions? — but eventually Archie and I were able to thread our way through the throng and reach the backstage area.

      Since Archie had looped a lanyard with his competitor’s pass around his neck just as we were leaving his hotel room, the security guard standing at the door didn’t challenge us when we entered, but only gave us a brief nod and stepped out of the way.

      The backstage was utter pandemonium — men and women in tails and evening gowns bustling to and fro, others dressed nicely like I was, probably there to lend moral support or act as gofers. I could see Archie’s mouth compress as we made our way through the crowds and guessed he must hate this part of competitions, the chaos under the surface, even if everything appeared serene and polished once he stepped out onto the dance floor with Victoria.

      Since he was at least six inches taller than I was, he had an advantage when it came to scanning through the crowd to see where his fiancée might be waiting for him. He must have spotted her, because he hastened his stride while I followed in his wake, even as I wondered whether he might physically push someone aside in order to reach her more quickly.

      But no, Archie would never be that rude, even when he was in a hurry. A moment later, I saw Victoria as well, a vision in her ice-blue ballgown with an intricate beaded pattern all down the bodice and trailing across the full skirt, which was edged in ostrich feathers.

      A little flamboyant for my taste, although I knew this was all part of the competition, to have a dress that sparkled and a skirt that rippled and swirled as Archie twirled her across the dance floor. So far, they’d stuck to the traditional dances — waltz, tango, foxtrot — and I knew that was because Archie just couldn’t stomach the idea of putting on the sequined jumpsuit that seemed to be de rigeur for the men participating in the Latin dance part of the competition.

      As we drew closer, I saw that Victoria wasn’t alone, that a man in white tie and tails stood a little closer to her than I thought was strictly polite. Judging by the tense set of her shoulders and the artificial smile she wore, I guessed she wasn’t too thrilled by the man’s proximity.

      Neither was Archie, whose lips thinned even further as he approached. However, his tone was pleasant enough as he said, “Hello, Brad.”

      Clearly, they were acquainted, probably because the group of competitive ballroom dancers in Arizona wasn’t exactly what you could call large. “Hello, Archie,” Brad replied, his tone clearly dismissive. His gaze slid to me for just a second, appraising, but then flicked away as soon as he caught sight of the wedding set on my left hand. No, it wasn’t super-traditional, was a lovely handmade piece with engraved leaves on the band and set with a white sapphire instead of a diamond, but still, the significance of those two rings worn together on that particular finger wasn’t exactly something you could ignore.

      Which, I assumed, was why this Brad person didn’t seem interested in giving me even a second look. Fine by me — I definitely didn’t want to attract the sort of attention he’d apparently been lavishing on Victoria. Yes, she also wore an engagement ring, a lovely antique piece Archie had found in a jewelry store in Gilbert, but it seemed that Brad didn’t care about a diamond on your left hand if it wasn’t accompanied by a matching wedding band.

      Victoria spoke next, now sounding a little too relieved. “I was wondering where you’d gotten to,” she said, and although her tone wasn’t exactly accusatory, I could tell she hadn’t been too thrilled to be left alone with predators like Brad wandering around.

      “Oh, I made him keep fussing with his tie,” I put in before Archie could respond. “It needed to be perfect, you know?”

      This little white lie might have made Archie’s eyes widen ever so slightly, but he recovered himself and said, “And I appreciated the input.”

      “The tie isn’t going to help,” Brad remarked, making absolutely no attempt to hide the disdain in his tone. “I keep telling you, Victoria — you’d do even better if you were dancing with a real professional.”

      Her perfectly arched brows drew together. It took a lot to rile Victoria — years of dealing with Bridezillas had given her a thicker skin than mine — but I could tell she wanted to put the heel of her blue satin dance shoe right up Brad’s behind.

      But because she’d cultivated a calm I could only dream of possessing, she said smoothly, “I doubt I’d have the same bond with another partner. But thank you for the offer.”

      Archie’s cheekbones had taken on a flush, telling me he was doing his best to contain his own temper. “And where’s your lovely partner, Brad?”

      The man gave a dismissive lift of his shoulders. “Oh, she’s around somewhere. At the bar, I would guess. Sometimes I feel like I’m having to drag a mannequin around the dance floor, she’s so wasted.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” Victoria said, still using the brisk but friendly tone I had no doubt she’d employed on hundreds of troublesome brides. “But if you’re worried about what she’s up to, then you should probably go check on her.”

      She slid her arm through Archie’s, and, although he didn’t quite smile, he did look much more relaxed than he had a few moments earlier. “And we need to get in line,” he added. “You know the judges don’t like us to be late.”

      Before Brad could say anything, the two of them stepped briskly away, leaving me to give him an awkward smile. “I need to go find my husband,” I said. “He’s waiting for me in the audience. But best of luck.”

      Brad sent me a smile that was almost a snarl, not much more than a baring of teeth. “I don’t need luck,” he shot back. “Luck is for amateurs.”

      After delivering that parting shot, he turned on his heel and stalked off through the crowd, most likely in search of his possibly inebriated partner.

      For a second, I just stood there, one eyebrow slightly lifted. Then I let out a breath, even as I thought, Luck might be for amateurs…but it still has a way of intervening, for good or bad.

      I’d just have to see what kind of luck awaited Brad this evening.
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      Even in a crowded auditorium, my husband was pretty hard to miss. Yes, he’d put on the lovely charcoal gray bespoke suit I’d bought him for our wedding, and therefore was dressed similarly to a lot of the other men in attendance, but very few of them were six feet five in their sock feet and had waist-length black hair pulled back in a silver and turquoise ponytail holder.

      Also, he’d been able to get a seat on the aisle, which made him even easier to spot. He slid over to the empty chair next to him so I could take the one he’d previously occupied, and sent me a questioning glance.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      Obviously, I still hadn’t mastered my poker face. Maybe I shouldn’t have let that nasty little backstage exchange get to me — for all I knew, Brad Masters had been playing mind games with Victoria and Archie, trying to get them off-balance before they stepped onto the dance floor — but I couldn’t help feeling annoyed on my friends’ behalf. Yes, the world would keep on spinning if they didn’t win, and yet Victoria had told me that they were trying to go pro so Archie would be able to set up his own dance studio in Globe.

      Whether there was a lot of demand for such a thing in our adopted hometown was probably a subject for debate, but I guessed he would be a good teacher, considering he already had a lot of experience in the classroom. True, he’d been teaching American history and not the foxtrot, but I had to believe some of those same skills would carry over.

      As to why he hadn’t told me about his ambition to open his own dance studio, I had a feeling he didn’t want to say anything until it was a done deal. Also, he might have been thinking I would view his desire to move on to a different career as a sort of betrayal, considering I’d given him a job and a place to live after he emerged as a man in a world very different from the one of the early 1950s where he’d been living before a jealous witch hexed him into a cat body.

      I would never view the situation that way, of course. The job at my New Age shop, Once in a Blue Moon, had been something I’d offered him because he needed to have some visible means of support after starting his life over in twenty-first-century Globe. Because I’d gotten an extremely large inheritance a few years back from Lucien Dumond, former head of the Greater Los Angeles Necromancers Guild, I could have easily handed over a stack of cash to Archie every month and never even felt the hit.

      But while he seemed to be okay with taking a not entirely necessary job, accepting money for doing nothing would never have sat right with him, and that was why he’d come to work at the store. Honestly, he’d been a bigger help than I’d first thought, mostly because he was hyper-organized thanks to all the Virgo placements in his chart, and did a much better job of keeping the books and maintaining inventory than I ever had. Also, having another person at the shop meant I had someone to keep an eye on things if I had to slip out unexpectedly to track down a clue in whatever murder investigation I was currently undertaking.

      Not that murders had been exactly common in Globe lately. No, the last time any foul play had taken place in my adopted hometown had been all the way back in November, right before Thanksgiving, and ever since then, things had been pretty much smooth sailing.

      And I was just fine with that. Maybe the universe had decided to take pity on me, and I could now look forward to a happy life uninterrupted by any shady doings in our small town.

      “I’m fine,” I said in response to my husband’s question. I supposed I could have mentioned that tense little scene between Archie and Victoria and Brad Masters, but why? It looked as though my friends were well able to handle nasty competitors, so there didn’t seem to be much point in bringing it up. “It’s a madhouse back there.”

      “I can imagine,” Calvin said with a smile. He looked down at the glossy program that rested on his knees, and gave a very small shake of his head. “I’m still kind of blown away by how big this thing is.”

      He wasn’t the only one. This was the largest competition Archie and Victoria had ever entered, and was definitely a far cry from the small, local contests held in places like nearby Payson or even in Mesa.

      “Yes, Archie told me there were more than fifty couples competing tonight,” I said. “I don’t know how they’re all going to fit on that dance floor.”

      Calvin craned his head slightly to look down at the wooden expanse. The audience’s chairs had been placed on risers so the spectators would have a good vantage point to see all the action, but the setup still wasn’t perfect. If he hadn’t given me his aisle seat, I didn’t know how much of the view would have been blocked by the person sitting in front of me.

      And I kind of doubted the people who’d had the bad luck to sit behind him were too thrilled about how much of their own view was being obscured by his oversized frame.

      “It’s pretty big,” he said. “But I have to assume the people running this thing know what they’re doing.”

      Well, he had a point there. The program trumpeted that this was the Stepping Stars dancesport competition’s thirtieth year, so if they didn’t have it figured out by now, I doubted they ever would.

      The lights in the hall dimmed, and the chattering of the crowd subsided to a dull murmur. A man wearing a tux, his gray-streaked dark hair slicked back from his high forehead, approached the podium at one end of the rectangular ballroom floor.

      “Welcome to the thirtieth annual Stepping Stars dancesport event!” he called out, and everyone started clapping. Once the applause had died off, he continued. “It’s been a great weekend so far, and we’re just getting started. Tonight, some of the best dancers in Arizona — some of the best in the United States — will be competing on the dance floor for a chance to claim gold status…and some fabulous cash prizes as well!”

      Once again, the audience erupted in applause. Archie hadn’t mentioned anything about the cash prizes to me, mostly because he was old-fashioned and thought that talking about money was crass, but I’d seen on the competition’s website that the grand prize was fifty thousand dollars. No, my friends wouldn’t be able to win that much, since Archie still refused to take part in the Latin dance division and it sounded as though you had to compete in the whole shebang to win the grand prize, and yet the cash winnings for the traditional side of things could be as much as twenty-five thousand, which wasn’t exactly chicken feed.

      First, though, he and Victoria would have to beat all those other couples, including Brad Masters and his supposedly tipsy partner.

      “Now, though,” the emcee went on, “it’s time to meet our competitors. Music, please!”

      The opening strains of “The Blue Danube” drifted from the loudspeakers, and I had to suppress a grin. I supposed the song was probably the most famous waltz out there, but I would always associate it with Strictly Ballroom, a movie I’d first seen when I was a kid and watched it on broadcast TV in L.A.

      To be honest, the movie had been an exaggeration, of course, but its elaborate gowns and heavy makeup weren’t too different from what I saw now, if not quite as stylized. The couples competing moved onto the dance floor, gliding like a bunch of colorful swans.

      “Victoria’s in the light blue dress,” I murmured to Calvin, who nodded as our friends swung around to the side of the dance floor facing us. With her light blonde hair pulled back in a perfect twist, she appeared like a reincarnation of Grace Kelly, an impression only bolstered by the sky-colored ballgown she wore.

      My husband nodded. “They look like they were born to do this,” he replied, also in an undertone.

      I’d thought the same thing on more than one occasion. I loved my husband more than life itself, but he’d told me when we were prepping for our wedding that he had two left feet, an observation borne out as we’d tried to get ready for our first dance.

      It was fine, though. I definitely didn’t harbor any ambitions to be a ballroom dancer, and Calvin had somehow managed to avoid stepping on my toes as we made our way through the opening dance at our reception, so I couldn’t really ask for much more than that.

      Because I knew next to nothing about ballroom dancing, I really didn’t know what the judges were looking for. To my eyes, Archie and Victoria definitely seemed to be the most elegant couple out there, but that was probably my own bias speaking, since they were my friends and also so perfectly paired in a purely aesthetic sense.

      Then I saw Brad Masters and his partner, separated from Victoria and Archie by two other couples, and I felt myself frown. The woman he was dancing with had bright red hair — bright enough that I guessed it wasn’t completely natural, even if she might have started out as a redhead — and definitely was pretty enough, with a pert nose and a wide, friendly mouth. No, she couldn’t compare to Victoria’s blonde perfection, but then again, who could?

      “Something wrong?” Calvin asked, again in a near-whisper, and I could only shrug.

      “That guy,” I replied. “The one dancing with the redhead? He was giving Victoria some trouble backstage.”

      At once, Calvin’s brows drew together. He might have been in civvies tonight, but he still looked every inch the cop right then. “What kind of trouble?”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have opened my mouth. But since I’d already broached the subject, I couldn’t exactly brush it aside now. “Oh, it was probably just trash talk, or him messing with them,” I said. “It’s only that he was trying to make it sound like Victoria would be better off dancing with him.”

      “She’d never do that.”

      “Of course not,” I responded, glad that Calvin’s belief in Archie’s and Victoria’s relationship — on and off the dance floor — was just as unwavering as mine was. “The guy’s slimy. I got a really bad vibe off him. Plus, he was trying to make it sound like his partner was a drunk.”

      For a moment, my husband didn’t respond, but only continued to watch Brad and his red-haired partner as they gracefully spun around the perimeter of the dance floor. His eyes narrowed slightly, and once again, his expression was all cop. Even though Calvin didn’t discuss every detail of his job with me — mostly for confidentiality reasons — I had to believe he’d pulled over his share of drunk drivers and knew exactly which signs to look for.

      “She doesn’t look impaired to me,” he said after a pause.

      No, she didn’t. Then again, for a woman in ballroom dancing, it was all about following your partner’s lead. She probably could have had a drink or two before getting out there on the dance floor and known that Brad would be doing a lot of the hard work.

      But no, that wasn’t fair. As Ginger Rogers had once famously pointed out, she’d had to do everything Fred Astaire did, only backward and in heels. Technically, the man led, but if the woman wasn’t on top of things, a routine could end in disaster pretty quickly.

      Anyway, there was nothing about Brad Masters and his partner that made me think they weren’t dancing at the top of their form, and once again, I had to wonder what exactly his plan had been. There was no way in the world Victoria would ever dance with anyone other than Archie, and if word got back to Brad’s partner that he’d been talking smack about her, I didn’t think her reaction would be exactly positive. Since I really had no idea what their relationship even was — friends? lovers? competition partners and nothing else? — I couldn’t know for sure.

      But that was their problem. After all, Victoria and Archie had been competing for more than six months now and doing extremely well for themselves, so I had to believe this wasn’t the first time they’d dealt with jealous competitors who might have resorted to some shady tactics in order to gain an advantage. Nothing criminal, of course, but trash talk could still be problematic even if it wasn’t illegal.

      No, I did my best to push Brad Masters’ snarky comments aside and concentrate only on the dancing, which truly was wonderful. Good thing I wasn’t a judge, because I honestly didn’t know how I’d ever begin to differentiate between all the couples on the floor. My friends stood out because they really did look like a couple of silver screen movie stars who’d deigned to compete with a bunch of mere mortals, but in ballroom dancing, looks definitely weren’t everything.

      After the waltz concluded, there was the briefest pause, and then the music started up again, this time “Begin the Beguine” as all the dancers effortlessly shifted into a foxtrot. Once again, I found myself studying their movements, trying to see if anyone made an obvious misstep, but again I couldn’t really detect anything that would make one couple stand out from another. This hadn’t been the case in the smaller competitions Calvin and I had attended in order to provide Archie and Victoria some much-needed moral support, where I’d noticed several couples losing the beat or — on one notable occasion — when a man actually stepped on his partner’s toes.

      But it seemed pretty clear to me that when people came to compete in the Stepping Stars competition, they were far past making such obvious gaffes.

      After the foxtrot, the dancers moved on to a tango, and then circled back — no pun intended — to another waltz to conclude the multi-dance part of the competition. As they filed off the dance floor, the emcee came back to the stage to thank us all for attending, and to mingle with the competitors at the mixer that would take place in another hotel ballroom in twenty minutes.

      Although I knew Archie hated the idea of having to rub elbows with a bunch of strangers, the mixers, while not compulsory, were just another part of the show. I’d already assured him that Calvin and I would be there to act as a buffer, so the two of us dutifully made our way to the ballroom where the social activities were being held.

      This room also had a dance floor, although a much smaller one than the huge wooden expanse used for the actual competition. A three-piece jazz band played “Cheek to Cheek,” although only three or four couples were out there dancing. Instead, those of us who’d come here rather than heading back to our hotel rooms or possibly leaving the resort to sample some of Scottsdale’s night life had mostly headed straight for the bar.

      Luckily, Calvin and I got there before the hordes really descended, and so were able to emerge with drinks in both hands, since we figured it was better to get something for Archie and Victoria when we could instead of making them stand in line all over again. And because I knew that Archie liked dry martinis and Victoria was a pinot grigio girl like me, I figured it was safe enough to place the order.

      About ten minutes later, the two of them appeared, Archie out of white tie and into a tux that looked equally fabulous, if not quite so formal as his tails, and Victoria in a shimmery champagne-toned cocktail dress and high silver heels. She took the pinot grigio from me, saying, “Thank you so much. I definitely needed a drink after that multi-dance.”

      “You looked amazing,” I said, which was only the truth.

      “We did?” she responded, as if surprised by my comment.

      “Of course you did,” I told her, and Calvin nodded.

      Archie apparently wasn’t as dubious about their performance, because he said, “It went very well. Even though I hate to admit it, I think our only real competition was from Brad Masters and Joanna Greer.”

      Ah, so that was her name. I supposed I could have looked it up in the program, but at the time, I was too busy watching the dancers perform and didn’t want to take my eyes off the dance floor.

      “I think you were better than they were,” Calvin commented, but Archie didn’t appear convinced…probably because he knew just as well as I did that my husband wasn’t exactly an expert when it came to ballroom dance.

      “Let’s hope the judges think so, too,” Victoria said, and sipped some of her wine. “It’s going to be excruciating waiting for the results. I guess I understand why they grouped them all together at the end, but still….”

      I gave her a sympathetic nod. It was true — because the event stretched over four days, the awards ceremony wouldn’t take place until Monday afternoon, on Memorial Day. I supposed it was a way of ensuring that people attending the competition wouldn’t disappear as soon as the winners of a particular category were announced, but still, I thought it was a little rough for anyone who had to be back at work on Tuesday following the long weekend.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said. “Besides, we’re going to be playing tourist tomorrow, so that should help distract you.”

      She managed a wan smile, but I got the feeling that wandering around Scottsdale’s shops and restaurants might not be enough to keep her mind off the results of the competition. While I didn’t know much about the city, she’d lived there for more than five years before she relocated to Globe, and what would seem novel to me was probably old hat to her.

      And Archie and Calvin planned to play golf, even though neither of them was huge on the game. However, I got the impression they’d rather spend their day puttering around the greens instead of getting dragged into every boutique that looked halfway interesting, so I hadn’t asked too many questions.

      Several people came up to Archie and Victoria then, telling them they’d really enjoyed their performance and wishing them luck. Victoria, always gracious, thanked the well-wishers for their support, and even Archie managed to smile despite looking as though he wanted to flee the room.

      About forty-five minutes or so passed, during which we chatted in between sips of our drinks…and I couldn’t help thinking that Archie, in his impeccable tux and with a martini in one hand, would have made a great James Bond.

      Well, except for that whole not being British thing.

      Then Victoria shifted her weight from one foot to the other and said, “I have got to get out of these heels. They seemed fine when I tried them on, but I guess I didn’t test-drive them enough.”

      “Do you need to go back to the room?” Archie asked, his expression immediately one of concern.

      She shook her head. “No — I have a spare pair of shoes in the trunk. Can you give me the key?”

      He reached in his pocket and pulled out a plain silver fob with a single brass key hanging from it, then handed it over to her. “I can come with you,” he offered.

      “No, that’s fine,” she said quickly. “I’m just going to pop over and change my shoes, then come right back. And you haven’t finished your martini yet.”

      That was true — Archie wasn’t a huge drinker, and had the capacity to nurse a single cocktail or glass of wine for what felt like hours. Also, the hotel didn’t allow people to wander the halls while carrying their drinks with them, so he would have either had to gulp it down or leave it behind while the martini was less than half drunk.

      “If you’re sure — ” he began, and she smiled and went on her tiptoes so she could press a kiss against his cheek.

      “I’m sure. I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”

      Because she’d just finished her pinot grigio, she took the empty glass with her so she could leave it on one of the trays placed near the bar where people were supposed to deposit their used drinkware. Although I knew her feet must have been killing her, she walked briskly enough toward the exit and out into the hallway…probably because she wanted to make sure she could get those silver heels off as soon as possible.

      Archie and Calvin and I made small talk in her absence, mostly because, with Archie getting interrupted every couple of minutes to acknowledge an admirer, there wasn’t much point in going into anything too serious. No, we talked about the ongoing remodel at the house he and Victoria had just bought, and how she was using it as a kind of showcase of her interior decorating skills, and about the plans for their upcoming wedding, set for mid-October. Nothing that involved state secrets, or a mention of the seventy-plus years he’d spent as a smoke-gray cat roaming the streets and alleys of my adopted hometown.

      Even though the ballroom around us seemed to be crowded with all the competitors and a good chunk of the spectators from the multi-dance competition, I didn’t see any sign of Brad Masters, and hoped he hadn’t been lying in wait in the backstage area, hoping Victoria might return to get something out of the steamer trunk she shared with Archie.

      No, that was silly. There were probably at least two hundred people crammed into the space my little group currently occupied, and I knew it was silly to think I might be able to catch a glimpse of one particular man in the crowded room.

      Still, time ticked by, and I could see Archie’s expression grow more and more strained. Victoria had said she would be back in five minutes, so what was taking her so long?

      “Maybe I should go look for her,” he murmured, and Calvin sent a worried look in my direction. Judging by his expression, I guessed he was also worried that Brad Masters might have waylaid our friend’s fiancée.

      “Probably a good idea,” Calvin said.

      I didn’t argue. Yes, it was most likely nothing — the shoes she’d been looking for hadn’t been in the trunk, and she’d had to go up to her hotel room after all, something like that — but better safe than sorry.

      Especially since Brad Masters seemed like exactly the sort of person to wait until a woman was alone before he cornered her.

      Since Calvin and I had already finished our drinks, it wasn’t any hardship to set our glasses down on one of the trays by the bar, and Archie, looking resigned, placed his half-full martini next to them. As we headed out into the hallway, we noticed that the people who passed us were whispering amongst themselves while hurrying toward the exits.

      Had something happened?

      I hadn’t heard a fire alarm go off, though, and there weren’t any other competitions scheduled for the next half hour. Which meant…what?

      As we approached the entrance to the backstage area, my pulse quickened. Standing guard there were four men wearing the uniform of the Scottsdale police, as well as two others in plain clothes who I guessed were probably hotel security.

      Calvin approached one of the police officers. “What’s going on here?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say,” the man replied. He looked like he was around Calvin’s age, in his mid-thirties, but several inches shorter, with sandy hair and brown eyes.

      “My fiancée is in there,” Archie said, tone measured but taut at the same time, telling me he was exerting enormous effort not to push the men aside so he could go in search of his lady love.

      “‘Fiancée’?” the officer repeated.

      “Yes,” I put in. “Victoria Parrish. She competed earlier this evening.”

      The officer exchanged a glance with his compatriots. Looking impatient, Calvin pulled out his wallet so he could show the security detail his tribal police I.D. True, this wasn’t his jurisdiction, but he’d told me on more than one occasion that cops tended to cut other cops more slack when it came to this sort of thing.

      Well, unless my husband was dealing with Henry Lewis, the chief of Globe’s police force. The two men had never had much use for each other, a situation that my meddling in the town’s various murders hadn’t exactly improved.

      “We’d like to know what’s going on,” Calvin said, his voice measured.

      The officer he was speaking to gave a very brief nod, as if telling himself it was okay to divulge at least a little information.

      “Your fiancée is all right,” the man said, looking at Archie. “She’s just a little shook up.”

      I tilted my head. “‘Shook up’?” I echoed.

      “Yeah,” the officer replied. “She found a body in her steamer trunk.”
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