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For collectors everywhere who 
understand the temptation of buttons!
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WITHIN TEN MINUTES OF MEETING THAD WYANT FOR THE first time, there were two things I knew about him:


1. He was high maintenance.

2. He wasn’t going to let me forget it.



On the five-minute walk from where I collected him at O’Hare over to the baggage carousel where we’d pick up the luggage he’d brought with him from Santa Fe, I added two more items to the list:


3. It was going to be a very long week; and

4. Thad liked scotch. A lot.



“That showed that varmint a thing or two!” Finished telling the story he’d been recounting loud enough for everyone in the airport bar to hear, Thad slapped his thigh, threw back his head, and laughed. No small feat, considering he managed to do it all while downing a glass of Johnny Walker Blue. Blue. That’s the expensive stuff.

“One more for the road.” He tapped the bar in front of my ice water. “And this young lady here, she’ll be paying for it,” he told the bartender. “Her and that cute little button club of hers.”

“That cute little button club…” I didn’t give the words the same sickeningly sweet twist Thad had. But then, that would have been tough since my teeth were clenched. It was no wonder why. The International Society of Antique and Vintage Button Collectors was a group near and dear to my heart. It better be. I was chairing this year’s convention and—I glanced at the time on my cell phone—I still had a heck of a lot to do back at the hotel before this evening’s opening festivities.

It was no easy thing to stifle my worries, but then, I reminded myself the delay was all for a good cause. The best of causes. Thad Wyant might be loud, pushy, and more worried about grabbing a drink than getting to the conference, but he was also reclusive—and legendary in the button business. The fact that I’d convinced him to come to Chicago at all was something of a coup. Now all I had to do was not murder him before we got over to the convention.

“Our membership is honored that you agreed to give our keynote address this year, Mr. Wyant.” Oh yeah, that was me, sounding as professional as it was possible for a woman to sound when she knew the Blue Line train to downtown was set to arrive in exactly four and one-half minutes, and there were a million little details that needed her attention, details that couldn’t be handled from O’Hare.

“Who you talkin’ to, girl? My dear ol’ daddy? He’s the only Mr. Wyant I know.” Another of his laughs rattled the glasses on the bar. “I wouldn’a agreed to come to this here conference at all if it wasn’t for you sweet-talkin’ me with your letters. You won me over, darlin’, heart and soul.” To prove this, he pressed one hand to his heart. “That means you can call me Thad, just like all my friends do. We are friends, ain’t we?”

It’s a delicate line a conference chair walks.

An older-than-middle-aged man in ratty jeans, a worn flannel shirt, dusty cowboy boots, and a seen-better-days Stetson. Scotch on his breath. A leering smile and a slow, deliberate look that took in everything from my black skirt and jacket to my tasteful white tank, and yeah, it did kind of make my skin crawl.

Of course, all that was balanced by other attributes: keynote speaker at the most prestigious button event of the year. Expert extraordinaire on Western-themed buttons. Owner of the one-and-only-known-to-exist, coveted, and wonderfully historic Geronimo button.

Automatically, I glanced at the carry-on Thad had tossed on the floor beside his bar stool. Was the Geronimo button in there? Well, of course it was. I answered my own question because there really couldn’t be any other answer. No collector in his right mind would dare put the button into checked baggage. Not the Geronimo button.

“So what d’you think?”

Thad’s question snapped me back to reality, and once there, I heard that clock tick-tick-ticking away inside my head again.

“You think we’ll get a chance to get some of that Italian beef? I’ve been reading about it online, Josie. They say Chicago is downright famous for them sandwiches.”

Who uses words like downright? And varmint, for that matter?

Who couldn’t point out that Thad talked like a bit player in an old TV Western? Not without offending the man hundreds of button collectors from all over the world had traveled to Chicago to finally meet.

“I’ll make sure you get an Italian beef sandwich,” I told him, deliberately leaving out the part about how there wouldn’t be any money left in the conference budget for Italian beef—or anything else—if he didn’t stop drinking the top-shelf stuff at the speed of light. “In fact…” I grabbed my purse. Subtle hint. “It’s a forty-five-minute train ride back into town, but if we hurry, we’ll still have plenty of time this afternoon. We can stop at one of the Italian beef places on our way over to the hotel. If there’s time, that is.”

OK, so that last bit was not quite as subtle. It might as well have been attached to a helium balloon and dangling up near the ceiling. That’s how far over Thad’s head it went.

He crooked one bushy gray eyebrow at me. “Shucks, little lady, I must have heard you wrong. I could have sworn you said train. Well, that for sure can’t be true.” Like a man who’d just been given a death sentence he didn’t deserve, Thad shook his head sadly. “A man like me—”

I knew what he was going to say, and I didn’t give him the chance. “You’re used to being driven. Of course you are. It’s just that my friend, Stan, he was supposed to come pick you up this afternoon, and he couldn’t make it. Just as he was about to leave to come over here, he got a call that his granddaughter was having her baby. And obviously, a great-grandchild has to take precedence over doing me a favor.”

With thumb and forefinger, Thad snapped his cowboy hat further back on his head. “It surely does,” he said. “But I gotta say, I don’t see as how that has anything to do with me. And it sure, by gum, has nothing to do with a train. But then, I guess my ears is playin’ tricks on me. On account of the plane ride and all. There’s no way you said train. ’Cause if you did, that would mean you’d expect me to git on down there to baggage claim and pick up my own luggage and haul it down to this big, fancy conference on a train. And there’s no way in hell a conference expects that of the guest of honor. Not a conference that’s dragged a man all the way clear across the country from his home, where he’s nice and comfortable and happy spending all these years just writin’ about buttons and studyin’ buttons and never comin’ out to meet people because buttons… Well, shucks, buttons is enough. That man, he don’t need people to make his life complete. And so he’s doin’ you and all these other button folks a big ol’ favor. And expectin’ him to be treated like just an average sort of Joe…” With one thick-fingered hand, he waved away the very idea as preposterous. “It just don’t make sense, does it?”

It did.

At least it had back at the hotel when I was going through the registration list one last time and I got that call from Stan. By that time, the other conference committee members were too busy to drop what they were doing and get out to O’Hare. And it would have taken me too long to go home, get my car, and get over to the airport. I would have been way late picking up Thad, and that, to me, was the height of rudeness.

Besides, it wasn’t exactly like I was asking him to rough it. Thousands of people took the El every day. It was efficient and economical. The train made sense.

Yet there I was, with my tongue tied, unable to explain and afraid that whatever I said, I was about to offend the man I’d worked with for more than a year in order to make his appearance at the convention possible.

“You see, it’s like this, Mr. Wyant—”

“Wyant? Thad Wyant? Well, isn’t this lucky!”

The voice came from behind me, and I spun around on the bar stool and found myself face-to-face with a face I hadn’t seen in six weeks.

Eyes the color of a shot of double espresso and hair to match. Shoulders that wouldn’t quit.

That afternoon, they were encased in a black suit jacket that set off a blindingly white shirt, black pants, a killer silk tie in swirls of red and gray, and—

A chauffeur’s cap and a hand-lettered sign that read “Giancola and Wyant” in fat Sharpie letters?

Bewildered, I sat back, the better to take stock of Mitchell Kazlowski. My ex acted like being there where he had no business was the most natural thing in the world. Which in Kaz’s world, it usually is.

“You must be Ms. Giancola.” His smile was wide and, yes, as seductive as a nibble of Godiva truffle. But then, Kaz knew that. In fact, I’d bet he was counting on it. He put two fingers to his hat. “I’m from the limo service, ma’am,” he said. “Here to pick up you and Mr. Wyant.”

“Well, that’s more like it.” At the same time Thad clapped Kaz on the back, he slipped off his bar stool. “I’ll just head to the outhouse…” He tipped his head toward the back of the bar and the sign that indicated the restrooms were that way. “I’ll be back in a jiffy. I knew it. I just knew it.” When he looked my way, his grin revealed uneven teeth. “One look at you, little lady, and I knew you’d know how to treat your guest of honor right.”

Lucky for Kaz, he waited until Thad walked away before he had the nerve to chuckle and say, “Little lady.”

I swung his way. “What are you doing here?”

Kaz rolled back on his heels. “Looks like I’m saving your pretty little butt.”

I ignored the “pretty little” comment. But only because I had more important things to worry about. “How did you—”

“Saw Stan.” I guess he was taking his role as chauffeur seriously, because Kaz reached down and retrieved Thad’s carry-on. I was tempted to tell him about the precious button inside and how—considering that Kaz doesn’t care about buttons and I am one of the country’s most respected experts on the subject—he really should let me handle the bag. Kaz didn’t give me the chance.

“I was actually heading over to see you, and your apartment door was open, and I poked my head in and saw—”

“Chaos, right?” I am organized and tidy. I couldn’t stand the thought. “Since I’ll be at the conference for the next seven days, I’m having the kitchen remodeled. And as long as they’ve got the place torn apart, I figured I’d have the rooms painted, too.” I squeezed my eyes shut and shuddered. “How bad is it?”

“It actually looks like they’re making good progress. You did want the living room painted purple and orange, right?” When my eyes flew open, Kaz laughed. “Just kidding,” he said.

It was another one of his not-so-funny jokes—I hoped—and I ignored it and got back to the matter at hand. “And Stan…”

“Oh yeah, Stan. When I realized you weren’t around, I left, and I met Stan at the elevator, and he told me about the new baby and how he was supposed to be here and how you were going to pick up Wyant and take him back to the hotel on the train. Jo, Jo, Jo.” Kaz shook his head like Thad just had, only there was a spark in Kaz’s eyes when he did it. “You’ve got to stop being so practical. This Wyant guy is some kind of button rock star, right? Then that’s how you have to treat him. It’s what he’s expecting and what he deserves.”

“I guess you’re right.” In the three years we’d been married, I don’t think I’d ever spoken those words to Kaz. Right wasn’t something Kaz usually was. With Kaz, it was more like in over his head. In trouble. Owing somebody money and showing up to see me because—

I narrowed my eyes and gave him the once-over. “What do you want?” I asked.

Kaz is delicious, and he knows it. That would explain why he thought he could get away with flashing a smokin’-hot smile and resting one hand on my arm in a very un-chauffeur-like way. “Just trying to help,” he crooned.

“Yeah, like you were just trying to help when I was investigating that murder a while ago, and you practically scared me to death, hiding out in my car and hitching a ride to West Virginia with me.”

He backed away a step, his hands up in a gesture I would have taken as surrender from anybody else. From Kaz, it was more like Hey, not my fault. “I helped you catch the bad guy, didn’t I?” He knew I couldn’t deny it, and—big points for him—he didn’t make me embarrass myself and admit it. “How’s that policeman boyfriend of yours?”

“I don’t have a policeman boyfriend.” This was mostly the truth. Though Nevin Riley and I had reconnected during the above-mentioned investigation (we’d had a disastrous blind date a few months before that, thanks to Stan, who is a retired cop), we hadn’t exactly gone skipping off together down some primrose path. Nevin was committed to his work as a homicide detective. He was professional, busy. I was just getting the Button Box, my newly opened button shop, off the ground, and in my own way, just as committed and professional as Nevin was. Not to mention busy.

“He’s been working nights,” I said, only because I knew that Kaz would never leave the subject alone if I didn’t give him some kind of answer.

“That means you haven’t been seeing much of each other.” He sounded way too pleased by this turn of events.

Exactly why I ignored Kaz.

I saw Thad step out of the men’s room, so it was the perfect opportunity for me to climb off the bar stool. And change the subject, too. “You didn’t really rent a limo, did you?”

Kaz didn’t answer. Instead, he grinned and pointed. “Like the hat?”

“You rented a hat?”

“Nah. One of the other drivers parked outside took his off so he could comb his hair. He set it on the hood of his car, and—”

“You’re wearing a stolen chauffeur’s cap.”

“I don’t know if the guy stole it.”

“But you sure did.”

His expression brightened. “All for a good cause.”

In Kaz’s universe, good cause always means Kaz’s best interests. It was one of the reasons I’d divorced him. That, and the fact that he couldn’t pass up a card game, a bet on a horse race, or a Mega Millions lottery-ticket sales machine. Then again, with Kaz, I knew that what I saw was what I got. The trick was remembering that. And forgetting that for a few years of my life, I’d actually been naive enough to think he was my happily-ever-after.

“You might want to explain what that good cause is,” I said, glancing toward where Thad was closing in on us. “Before I tell my guest of honor that you’re really a phony.”

“What, and make yourself look bad when he was just realizing how classy you and the rest of the button crowd are?” Kaz’s grin said it all. He had me, and he knew it.

I watched as Thad stopped and chatted with a man seated down at the end of the bar. “He’s sure not what I expected,” I mumbled. “He’s so—”

“Noisy and obnoxious?”

I slid my ex a look. “I was going to say outgoing. Thad Wyant’s the world’s leading expert on Western-themed buttons. But he never goes to conferences or button shows. He’s a recluse. He sits at home and writes articles for the collectors’ magazines. He’s even written a book on Western collecting. I thought…” Thad roared a laugh and slapped the back of the man he was talking to. “I guess I pictured someone a little more studious. You know, kind of quiet.”

“Maybe he’s loud because he doesn’t get out enough.” Kaz had an eye on Thad, too. “You know, like he’s making up for lost time.”

“Maybe.” I glanced at the carry-on Kaz was holding. “I just wish we could get back to the hotel so I could take a look at that button.”

I pretended not to notice when Kaz rolled his eyes.

“You can’t deny the historical significance,” I said.

“Sure I can. I saw your conference brochure, and it says something about some famous Geronimo button, and this guy’s all into Western stuff, so I’m guessing he’s the owner of the button. But I dunno, Jo; I just don’t get it. What’s so special about one little button?”

“Geronimo? The famous Native American warrior?” I figured he knew this much, so I didn’t elaborate. “In the last years of his life, Geronimo was a prisoner of the American government. But talk about being a rock star!” Remembering all the stories I’d read, I couldn’t help but smile. “Geronimo rode in President Theodore Roosevelt’s inaugural parade. And he appeared in Wild West shows. And even though he was technically a prisoner and the government wouldn’t let him return to his people in Arizona, he received dozens and dozens of visitors and admirers. When people came to see him, he sold them the buttons off his shirt.”

I didn’t need Kaz to open his mouth; his look said it all.

“Of course it sounds dumb to you,” I said. “You don’t care about buttons. Chances are, most of the people who bought Geronimo’s buttons didn’t, either. But the buttons gave them something to remember him by, some connection to history. And for Geronimo… Well, the story is that at the time of his death, he had more than ten thousand dollars in the bank. That was a lot of money for 1909. So he did pretty well for himself, selling his autograph and those buttons. And when he cut one button off his shirt and sold it, he just sewed another one on. The actual value of that little button might be minuscule, but the fact that it came from the shirt of the most famous Native American warrior in history…”

I guess Kaz actually got it, because he nodded. “And this Wyant guy is the one who owns one of those buttons.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s in that bag you’re holding.” My fingers itched to grab the carry-on and root through it. “Thad is going to talk about the button at dinner tomorrow night. He’s going to display it throughout the conference. In the world of button collecting, Wyant might be a rock star, but the fact that I got him to agree to come to the convention and do all this for us, well…” I pulled back my shoulders and stood tall. No easy thing for a woman as short as I am. “In the button world, I’m a superhero.”

“Wonder Woman. I always said so.”

Thad was closing in on us, so I was forced to grumble under my breath, “I never heard you say that.”

“I thought it.”

“Not the same.”

“So what are you two lollygagging around for?” Laughing at his own cleverness, Thad grabbed my arm and dragged me out to the concourse. “We’ve got a convention to get to. Let’s get a move on.”

Get a move on, we did. Kaz retrieved Thad’s two suitcases from the luggage carousel, and we headed out to where the car was parked.

Only the car wasn’t Kaz’s beat-up Jeep.

It was a limo. A long, black limo so shiny I could see my reflection in the door.

“Kaz…” I waited until the luggage was stowed in the trunk and Thad was in the backseat. “Please don’t tell me you stole the car, too.”

“Don’t be silly. You know I’d never do anything like that. The limo is legit. Bought and paid for. Well, rented and paid for.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

At least until I remembered the state of Kaz’s bank account. “But you—”

He didn’t give me a chance to ask the question. He opened the door and stepped back to allow me to climb inside, and once I did, he bent down so that he could give me a thousand-watt smile and a wink while he whispered, “Not to worry. I told the rental company I was your assistant for the conference. The limo’s on your charge.”


Chapter Two
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LIMO CHARGE NOTWITHSTANDING, SO FAR, SO GOOD.

Fifteen hours and counting until the official Monday-morning opening of the conference, and I took a deep breath to calm my clattering heartbeat and glanced around Navy Pier, a Chicago landmark that juts more than three thousand feet out into Lake Michigan and includes exhibition halls, amusement-park rides, and boat docks.

The clear evening skies promised a spectacular sunset, the lake waters were calm, and a hint of late summer warmth lingered in the evening air. In the downtown buildings that provided an elegant backdrop to the Pier, thousands of lights in thousands of windows winked at me, and directly across from where I waited, members of the International Society of Antique and Vintage Button Collectors, along with guests and spouses, were gathering for a dinner cruise.

Things back at the hotel were hectic, sure, and I knew I wouldn’t get much sleep that night, but for now, all was right with the world.

“It’s brilliant, dear.” Helen Obermyer must have known what I was thinking because she put a hand on my arm and gave it a squeeze. “This cruise was such a good idea! It’s certainly going to be an evening to remember. Look at our conference attendees! They’re smiling and happy. You’re making a very good first impression.” I glanced at the people lining up near the canopy just outside the gangplank that led onto the boat, and I smiled, too. Organizing a conference of this size is never easy, but thanks to Helen, who’d chaired the conference in Pittsburgh the year before, it had gone more smoothly than I would have thought possible. Helen had years of experience with the group, and she was just as willing to share her knowledge as she was to pitch in and help. It was a winning combination.

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” I told her, and I swear, though she didn’t need the reminder, she blushed as pink as the trim suit she was wearing. Helen was nearing seventy and petite, and her hair—cut stylishly short—was as silvery as the puffy clouds that floated overhead.

“Oh, honey, when you’ve been involved in this group as long as I have, it’s all just second nature,” she said, slipping behind the table where she’d help me check in our guests. “You’ll find that out once you’ve done this another decade or two. Or three!”

Laughing, I sat down beside her, and once we were in place, we signaled the line to start moving forward. After that, it was pretty much controlled chaos. Fun, controlled chaos. I greeted people I hadn’t seen since Pittsburgh, met new faces to put to the names of people I’d bought buttons from and sold buttons to over the years, and was pleased to make the acquaintance of more than a few people new to the hobby of button collecting.

“Mrs. Winston, so nice to see you again!” I smiled up at the tall, broad woman standing in front of the registration table and handed her the nametag Helen had designed. It featured the name of each registrant along with a picture of an antique button.

“Oh, a moonglow!” Gloria Winston beamed at the picture of the glass button next to her name. “How perfect! And so clever since I specialize in collecting moonglow buttons. How ever did you remember, Josie?”

Rather than admit it was pure dumb luck, I smiled in a way that indicated conference chairs have inside information that just might be magical, and I handed Gloria off to Helen, who checked her name off our master list. I moved on to the next guest.

“Daryl Tucker,” the man said, and practically before I had time to look up and register the fact that Daryl was in his midthirties and that he had dark hair, a bushy beard, and wore glasses with fat, black frames, I heard Helen nearly gag on the Starlight Mint she was sucking.

“Tucker! Oh my gracious.” I was glad when Helen spoke—at least I knew she wasn’t choking. She pinned the man with a look and softened it by fluttering her eyes in her little-old-lady way. “No relation to that horrible Donovan Tucker, I hope. Oh good heavens, wouldn’t that be terrible?”

I took pity on Daryl. But then, it was hard not to, considering he looked totally bewildered.

“Donovan Tucker,” I explained. “He’s a filmmaker.”

“And a monster with no scruples.” As if just thinking about Donovan Tucker caused her temperature to climb, Helen fanned her face with one hand. “He makes these silly films—he calls them documentaries—about collectors. He’s done one on brick collectors and one on PEZ dispenser collectors, and he makes terrible fun of them all. He sneaks into their conferences, and he takes the least flattering pictures he possibly can, and he films things that really aren’t relevant. In other words, he does anything he can to make these people look like laughingstocks when, really, they are just people with eclectic interests. Oh my…” Helen’s face went ashen, and her delicate hands curled into fists. “If he showed up here to film our convention and made fun of us… Well, I don’t know what I might do… I might… I might… Well, good gracious, I might have to resort to murder.”

“She’s just kidding, of course.” I made sure I added a little laugh to my disclaimer. Partly because I was afraid Helen meant it. Mostly because it was my duty as conference chair to put Daryl at ease. And poor Daryl, shifting from foot to foot, his left eye twitching behind his Coke-bottle glasses… Poor Daryl looked anything but at ease. “It’s just that Helen is a serious collector, you see, and—”

“You don’t have to apologize.” From somewhere in that bushy beard, a shy smile emerged. “I know how you all feel. About the buttons, I mean.” It was hard to say if Daryl kept his smile in place. That’s because he took one look at me, turned the color of the setting sun, and fixed his gaze on his sneakers. “I’m new to collecting, and this is my first convention, but I really like my buttons, too.” He took the nametag I handed him and stepped to his left and in front of Helen. “Don’t you worry, ma’am,” he told her. “I don’t know this Donovan guy, and if I did, well, I guess I wouldn’t like him very much, either.”

“What a nice young man,” Helen crooned once Daryl walked away. “He looks to be about your age, Josie.”

I didn’t wait for her to get any farther. “No,” was all I said.

“But why not? He’s a button collector. Wouldn’t that be refreshing? You getting together with a button collector? It wouldn’t be like it was with that what’s-his-name, Karl.”

“Kaz,” I corrected her.

“Yes, just what I said. It wouldn’t be like that at all. You’d have so much in common with a man like Daryl.”

“I don’t want to have anything in common with Daryl Tucker.” I made sure I said this in a whisper just loud enough for Helen to hear. “I’ve got enough to worry about for the next week. I don’t need to add romance into the mix.”

“But there’s always a place for romance.”

I guess my whisper wasn’t soft enough. That would explain why Kaz heard what I said.

It didn’t explain what he was doing standing in front of the registration table in that dapper black suit of his, the last rays of the setting sun glinting against his smile.

In answer to my questioning look, he raised his eyebrows.

“What? Get with the program.” Kaz bent backward to look down the Pier. “I brought Wyant over from the hotel.”

“You mean he didn’t come on the shuttle buses with everyone else?” Silly question. At least that’s what the look on Kaz’s face said. “Yes, you’re right.” I said it before he could remind me I should. “Wyant expects to be treated like a rock star. Absolutely. Sure. Thanks for taking care of him. The boat is supposed to leave in about fifteen minutes, and it’s a three-and-a-half-hour cruise. You can wait around here or go back to the hotel or—”

“No worries,” Kaz said, and he strolled onto the boat. “I’ll be here whenever you need me.” Over his shoulder, he threw me one last smile. “Whatever you need me for.”

“Oh dear.” This time when Helen fanned her face, I was pretty sure it had nothing to do with being aggravated about Donovan Tucker. “He is charming, isn’t he?”

“He’s a pain in the—” I bit off my words. But that was because Thad Wyant sauntered to the front of the line, and I was afraid somebody might think I was talking about him instead of Kaz.

Maybe I was.

“Well, lookee you!” I was wearing black pants, a black cardigan, and a long-sleeved silk blouse the same shade of ivory as my grandmother’s pearls looped around my neck, so really, Thad’s long, ogling look was unwarranted. “You’re as pretty as a picture, Josie.” He tipped his cowboy hat to me before he glanced Helen’s way. “And this young lady is. . ?”

Helen dithered. I made the introductions. Once she realized the man in the jeans (at least they were clean) and the black Western shirt with the red embroidery at the yoke and cuffs was our guest of honor, she only quivered more. We were nearly at the end of the check-in line, and the cruise would be starting in just a few minutes. I told her to go onto the boat with Thad and I would finish checking in the guests myself.

I would have, too, if the next man in line wasn’t so busy glaring at Thad that he never stepped up to the table. I coughed delicately, and the man jumped and moved forward.

The middle-aged man had a face that looked familiar, and it didn’t take me long to place him. I checked his name off the list. I’d done business with Chase Cadell over the years, mostly selling, not buying, since I wasn’t all that interested in the Western cavalry buttons that were his specialty.

“Nerve of the guy.” Chase still had his eyes on Thad, who already had a drink in his hand and a crowd of starry-eyed button collectors surrounding him. “Thinks he can just step ahead of everybody and go to the front of the line.”

“I’m sorry.” I was. For a couple reasons. For one thing, the timing couldn’t have been worse. Over the years, Chase and Thad had developed a relationship that was legendary in button circles—for all the wrong reasons. Thad considered himself the be-all and end-all of Western-themed button experts. Chase thought he was king of the proverbial Western button hill. Over the years, their bitter back-and-forthing had been played out on the pages of every button-collecting magazine and online button forum there was. Thad would pose some theory on the development of buttons on cowboys’ clothing or how buttons with pictures of horses’ heads on them had evolved over the years. And the next month or the next day, Chase would write an article or post a message that claimed Thad was wrong. Thad would parry. Chase would thrust. I swear, one of the reasons I have a dislike of Western buttons (and disliking any button is major for me) is the bad taste these two left in my mouth.

Oh yeah, things were ugly between them. So ugly, in fact, that the organizing committee had recently spent a whole lot of time e-mailing back and forth, talking about the need to keep the men apart at this conference.

It was my bad luck that they’d just happened to converge on the registration table at the same time. The only saving grace was that Thad hadn’t confronted Chase. In fact, he’d acted like Chase wasn’t even there. That didn’t keep me from making a mental note to myself: don’t forget how pushy Thad can be. Get him his tickets for the keynote banquet and all the conference-sponsored breakfasts and luncheons early so he won’t have the excuse to horn his way to the front of any more lines. I should have thought of that earlier.

“Sorry,” I said again.

“Yeah. Sure.” Chase held out his hand for his nametag.

And I would have been happy to give it to him—if only I could find it.

“Cadell, Cadell,” I mumbled under my breath, glancing through the cards still on the table. They’d been laid out alphabetically, and I wondered how, after Helen and I had done a final count at the hotel and we had as many nametags as we did registered guests, I had managed to leave one behind.

Like grumbling and being embarrassed would actually make me locate the tag faster.

Didn’t it figure, the one person who was already starting off the conference on the wrong foot, and there I was, scrambling around like a so-not-together conference chair. I finally gave up with a sigh, grabbed a nearby Sharpie and wrote out a tag for Chase.

“Sorry.” I cringed when I said it—again.

Chase grabbed his nametag, and just as he marched onto the boat, I saw Kaz walk past the doorway. I waved him over.

“There are only a few more people in line,” I told him, getting up from my seat so I could pilot him into it. “If you could just…”

“Sure, Jo.” He took my place. “Something up?”

Kaz wouldn’t understand—or care—about the Thad/Chase smackdown or the missing nametag, so I didn’t even try to explain. “I need to buy one of our attendees a drink as an apology,” I said, and hurried after Chase.

Within ten minutes, Chase was enjoying a glass of Syrah courtesy of my personal credit card and not the conference account, the ruffled feathers were smoothed, and all our guests were aboard. By the time we cast off and set sail on the beautiful blue waters of Lake Michigan, I was on the second deck, doing a last count of the seats around the round dinner tables with their white-linen tablecloths and the amazing centerpieces Helen and a dedicated subcommittee had put together—flowers cut from heavy paper in shades of ivory, brown, and pink, each with a button at its center. The centerpieces would be given away as door prizes at the end of the cruise, and already, I saw our guests eyeing them. I couldn’t blame them; the arrangements were clever and adorable, and a couple of them included buttons I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on. Too bad that, as conference chair, I wasn’t eligible to win one.

When she swept past me and toward the buffet line, Helen grabbed my arm. “Don’t argue,” she said before I could. “I know what you’re going to say. That you have one more thing to check. Or one more thing to do. Or one more person to get something for. If you remember, Josie, I told you that when you’re in charge of a conference like this, you have to pace yourself. You’ll never be standing at the end of the week if you try to do everything for everyone all the time. You need to look after yourself, too. That includes eating dinner. Now.”

“But…” I held back. “There’s a woman here all the way from Australia, and she doesn’t know anyone and—”

“She’ll make friends. Just like we all did at our first conference.” Another tug.

“But I don’t want anyone to feel neglected, and I want to make sure they’re all mingling and having fun and—”

“Oh, honey!” Helen had a glass of white wine in her hands, and though I’d never known her to be much of a drinker, I wondered if it was her first. There were two spots of vivid color in Helen’s cheeks and a spring to her step I’d never seen before. “You can’t be all things to all people,” she confided. “So don’t even try. If you do, you’ll be useless by day two of the conference. Remember that. Come on.”

She was right, and even if she wasn’t, I owed it to Helen to follow her advice. We took our places at the end of the buffet line, right behind Langston Whitman, one of my favorite people in all the button world. Langston was a tall, handsome African American in his forties and probably one of the only people in the room who wasn’t a collector. (Well, not counting Kaz, who I’d seen earlier charming the socks off a young fashion designer from New York who’d come to the conference to look at antique buttons because she was thinking about including some in her next year’s fall line.) Langston, in fact, catered to the rest of us. He was one of the vendors who sold all the paraphernalia collectors depended on: the awls we used to punch the heavy paper stock we mount our buttons on, those heavy-card-stock pages, plastic sleeves, wire, cleaners. Always impeccably dressed and soft-spoken, he was a pleasure to do business with. After we exchanged greetings and hugs, he introduced me to his partner (business and personal), a younger man by the name of Elliot, who had the flair of an artist and the face of an angel.

“Wait until you see what Elliot has been up to.” Langston’s eyes gleamed. He stepped forward and took white glass plates from the stack on the buffet table and passed them down to me and Helen before he grabbed his own. I followed him on one side of the buffet table, with Helen and Elliot on the other, and together, Langston and I piled our dishes with mixed green salad, lemon chicken, horseradish-encrusted grilled salmon, and roasted seasonal vegetables in all the glorious colors of the coming fall.

“He’s not just a woodworker, you know,” Langston said, with a quick smile at Elliot and one hand poised above slices of cheesecake and the sugar cookies shaped like buttons. “Elliot is an artist.” He took two of the cookies and put them on his plate. “He’s making awls with hand-carved handles. Cherry, mahogany, oak. They are magnificent. You are going to be so impressed, Josie. I’m going to make a prediction—before this week is over, you’ll be carrying a full line of his tools in that sweet little shop of yours.”

I had no doubt of it, and told Langston so. We crossed the room together chatting about the different woods Elliot was experimenting with and took our places at one of the tables near the window. I’d gotten exactly one bite of lemon chicken into my mouth when I heard Thad Wyant’s voice rattle the chandeliers.

“You call that rare? Shucks, that little ol’ piece of beef could be used fer a doorstop. I said rare. You know, as in red. Mooing.”

That bite of chicken felt like a brick going down my throat, but I managed to choke out “Excuse me” to my fellow diners and got up from the table so I could hurry over to the buffet, where Thad was nose-to-nose with a man in a tall white toque.

Thad didn’t miss a beat. He took one look at me and poked his chin in the direction of the server, who was shaving thin slices of beef from a prime rib the size of my button shop. “You see what this here fella is trying to pass off as rare? I told him rare. Josie, sweetie, you understand that, don’t you? But this guy here—”

I took a look at the tag the server was wearing. “I’m sure Jorge is doing his best,” I said, and tossed the server a smile that I hoped would count as enough of an apology until I had a chance to slip him a little extra tip. “You know how restaurants are these days, Thad. They even have that little disclaimer on their menus. About how they can’t serve undercooked meat because of the risk of contaminants.”

“Horse hockey!” Thad swept off his Stetson and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, which hung over his collar. “They don’t want to take responsibility for how their food is cooked so I should eat meat that’s better thrown out to the coyotes? I don’t think so. And another thing—”

This was pretty much when I became aware of the fact that the gentle buzz of conversation that had filled the dining room earlier had pretty much come to a halt, and a couple hundred pairs of eyes were trained on us. I knew I couldn’t waste another second. Over the last few months, I’d worked with Micah, the banquet manager, to put this dinner together, and I scanned the room, spotted him, and caught hold of Thad’s arm. One more apologetic smile at Jorge, and I ushered our guest of honor over to where Micah was standing.

“We need a steak,” I told Micah.

Thad stepped between me and Micah. “A filet.”

Don’t ask me how, but I managed to keep my best smile in place. “We need a filet for Thad, and we need it cooked as rare as rare can be.” I looked at Thad for confirmation, and when he didn’t contradict me, I turned back to Micah. “Mr. Wyant will be seated at my table. You can bring it over to him when it’s done.”

“Certainly, Ms. Giancola.” Micah was young and eager to make his way in the dog-eat-dog (no pun intended) world of Chicago restaurateurs. His expression was as smooth as the filling in the key-lime pie on the table over to our left. “But you do realize that the per-person buffet cost you agreed to doesn’t include individual dinners.”

“Of course she does.” Thad gave Micah a too-friendly slap on the back. “You sittin’ over there, Josie?” he asked, with a glance at the table where my dinner was getting cold. “I’ll be by in a jiffy, soon as I stop up at the bar and get this here drink refilled.” He rattled the ice cubes in his glass. “A jiffy.” He stepped away, his eyes on Micah. “That’s how soon that filet is gonna be ready, right? I mean, after you stop standing there staring at me, son, and get to the kitchen and put the order in.”

I swear I squeezed my eyes shut only for a second. Just long enough to pray for patience. When I opened them again, Thad was already at the bar, and Micah was waiting for me to give him the go-ahead. I did, and with a sigh, I went back to the table to sit down.

Helen was seated on my left, and just after I sat down, she dropped her napkin on the floor, bent to recover it, and crooned, “Well played,” on her way back up.

It was, and I congratulated myself.

Crisis averted.

Dinner guests back to chatting and eating.

Guest of honor happy.

For now.

My fork and the roasted vegetables on it were halfway to my mouth when that last thought struck, and my stomach soured, but since Langston had just turned to me to ask about the setup in the vendor room at the conference, I had no choice but to pretend everything was A-OK and go on eating. Good thing, too. Though my meal was a tad on the chilly side, the food was delicious, and I chomped my way through it, the tension unwinding inside me with each delicious bite.

At least until Thad arrived. Lucky for all of us, so did his filet just a minute later, and wonder of wonders, he didn’t have one word of complaint. Well, except to say that the meat was a tad underdone for his taste. Fortunately, that didn’t seem to take the edge off his appetite. He wolfed down his steak, pointing around the table with the tip of his knife to whoever’s attention he hoped to capture.

“And what’s your specialty, sir?” He poked his knife in Langston’s direction. “Let me guess: you look to me like one of them fellas who collects them cute little china buttons. What are they called, Josie?”

“Calicoes.” I was amazed that a man whose knowledge of Western-themed buttons was encyclopedic could be that out of touch when it came to any other buttons. Then again, I supposed that was why Thad was considered to be the leading expert in his field (don’t tell Chase Cadell). He was a specialist, not a generalist.

Langston had just finished the last of his grilled salmon, and he touched his napkin to his lips. “I’m afraid I’m not one of you,” he said. “Supplies are my specialty. I’m Langston Whitman.” He put out a hand to Thad.

Thad shook it readily enough, but his expression was clouded in confusion. “Supplies. Is that some kind of button?”

It wouldn’t have been all that funny of a joke coming from anyone else, but Thad was the conference guest of honor, after all. We all laughed a little more than was called for, and when we were done, Helen scooted forward in her seat.

“How soon can we see it?” she asked, her eyes on Thad. “You’re not going to make us wait until dinner tomorrow night, are you, Thad?”

He knew exactly what Helen was talking about, and his eyes lit up. I knew what she was talking about, too, and in spite of the fact that I told myself that it was nothing more than a button and that I had known for a while that it would be on display at this conference, a little tingle of excitement shot through me.

“You’d like me to say you can see it before then. I can see that in those pretty blue eyes of yours.” Thad was done with his steak, so he wagged one finger at Helen. “You’re figurin’ I’ll say somethin’ like come on up to room 842 tonight at eleven and you’ll get a look at it—the Geronimo button.”

I may have been imagining it, but I swear, at the sound of those words being spoken, every person at the table caught his or her breath.

Everyone but Thad.

He slapped his knee. “Sure, you’re gonna have to wait. Just like everyone else. Ain’t that right, Josie?”

All eyes turned to me. “Thad and I have an agreement,” I explained. “You know, so that none of his thunder gets stolen before tomorrow night’s banquet. That’s the first anyone here at the conference is supposed to get a look at the Geronimo button.”

“I can’t wait.” Helen’s cheeks flamed. At least for a second. Then it was as if someone had turned off a switch. She cocked her head and stared at Thad. “But how—”

“Lookee this, my glass is empty!” Thad jiggled the ice cubes in his glass and got up from the table. “Gonna pay a quick visit over to the bar. Be right back, folks.”

Honestly, I thought about joining him. It had already been a long night, and officially, the conference hadn’t even begun. I talked myself out of a trip to the bar and a well-deserved glass of wine, though, wishing my dinner companions a pleasant rest of the evening and staying right where I was as they rose and scattered, walking around the room to chat with other conference-goers, heading up to the open third deck to watch the Chicago skyline in all its glory.

I would have to go outside eventually, too, but for now, I savored the peace and quiet, the smooth whoosh of the boat in the serene waters, and the contentment that comes after a good meal in (mostly) good company.

“Wanna dance?”

I didn’t even bother to look at him when Kaz flopped into the chair next to mine. “It’s not a dancing cruise,” I told him. I sat up and worked a kink out of my shoulders. “I should know. I planned it. No music.”

“We could hum and dance.”

Like I said, I was feeling content. I laughed. “Actually…” I pushed my chair back from the table. “I’ve got to go mingle. There’s a woman here from Australia—”

“Meghan Moran.” Kaz nodded. “I hooked her up—in a button conference way, I mean—with a couple ladies from Indianapolis. They’re hanging out like long-lost friends.”

“Thank you.” Had I actually said that to Kaz? Had he actually done me a favor? I eyed him carefully, but then, that wasn’t exactly uncalled-for; when Kaz is in a giving mood, it’s usually because he expects to receive something in return. “I don’t suppose you took care of the contingent from Paris, too?”

“Sorry.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Don’t speak the language. But that guy from the Czech Republic…” He glanced over to where I saw Alexander Benes talking to some folks. “He speaks really good English. He was telling me about the glass buttons they make at that factory of his.”

“And you were listening?” OK, call me cynical, but let’s face it—in the three years we’d been married, Kaz had never listened to word one from me. Not when it came to buttons.

Another shrug. “I was sitting next to the guy at dinner. I didn’t have a lot of choice but to listen. I had him on one side and some lady from L.A. on the other. She specializes in buttons with pornographic pictures on them. Jo, you never told me button collecting could be so interesting!”

“You wouldn’t have listened if I’d tried.” There was no use debating the point. Even when I was in a good mood, being reminded of how Kaz had always treated my “little hobby” as just that always had a way of rankling. I stood, ready to head up to the open deck. “I’ve got to go make sure everyone is happy,” I told him.

“You could start with me.”

Oh yeah, he was smiling, all right. In that devil-may-care way that used to make my blood boil. In a good sort of way. These days, the boil was usually because he was annoying me. This time…

I gave him a smile. “Thanks for helping out. For the rest of the week, Thad will be at the conference and at the hotel. You can take the limo back.”

“And miss all the fun?” Kaz followed along behind me. “Hey, I’m just getting into all this button stuff.”

“Right, and I just fell off a turnip truck.” I shook my head. Honestly, the man can be brazen. The fact that he still expected me to fall for his line never ceased to amaze me. “Good-bye, Kaz,” I said, just as a man came up behind me.

“Oh, there you are!” I turned to see what he wanted from me and realized he was one of the waitstaff and was talking to Kaz. “We’ve got the tea you requested for that woman from Japan,” he told Kaz. “It took some digging, but we found it in the kitchen.” The waiter turned to me. “You’re Josie, right? I saw you talking to Micah a little while ago. I’ve got to tell you, I don’t know where you got this guy…” The look he gave Kaz was one of pure admiration. “But you’ve got an amazing assistant here.”

“Assistant? I—”

There was no use trying to explain. Kaz and the waiter had already walked away.

And I told myself not to worry. If Kaz wanted to play the good guy for tonight, so be it. Once he took Thad back to the hotel, that would be that, and we could get on with our conference.

My conference.

I breathed a sigh of pure contentment.

Every program was organized and interesting.

Every speaker and panel was ready to go.

All was right with the world, Lake Michigan was as smooth as glass, and my guests were having the time of their lives.

“Oh, yeah?” The words—spoken by a woman—were loud and said with enough sarcasm to sour a lemon. They echoed down the metal stairway from the open third deck. “I can’t believe you’d have the nerve to show up here, you son of a bitch. I’m warning you right now; you’d better step away from that railing, Thad Wyant, or you’re going to find yourself in Lake Michigan—floating fish food!”
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