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Charlie was a rock star before he
became a politician. Sometimes I forgot that until I heard his
theme song on the radio. The radio cut out when I turned off my car
in front of Trudy’s Lace House in the tiny town of
Itzig.

I found myself humming “City Lights”
while gathering my purse and the tote bag filled with my crochet
supplies. A cold gust of Minnesota wind tore my tote bag out of my
hand, and tossed three skeins of fluffy white yarn across the small
parking lot. I scrambled to pick them up, dusting off the dirt and
leaves they had picked up on their journey. I walked past a terra
cotta planter filled with marigolds and mums that matched the
tumble of orange, yellow, and brown threads and yarns in the shop’s
front window.

I set my tote bag on an empty chair and
greeted Lisa and Whitney, my crochet buddies. “It’s so warm and
cozy in here. It’s cold and windy out there.”

I know,” Lisa said. “Won’t be long
before we’re up to our knees in snow.”

“Doesn’t anybody in this state talk
about anything besides the weather?” Whitney snapped.

“I doubt it.” I smiled at
the women. “Where’s Trudy?”

“I’m right here,” a voice called out
from behind the counter. Trudy’s head popped up. “I just got in an
order of yarns in some yummy winter colors. How did the rally
go?”

“It went okay for me. These are all the
cookies left over.” I held up a white bag and set it on the table.
“Help yourselves.”

“Oh, I love cookies. No one ever brings
treats to the emergency room. Whose rally?” Lisa stuffed half a
cookie in her mouth.

“Jennifer is catering the campaign
events for Charlie Jackson’s run for governor.”

“Who’s Charlie Jackson?”

“Did you grow up in a cave?” Whitney
looked up from the tablecloth she was crocheting. “Everybody who
grew up in Hermann knows him.”

“I didn’t grow up here,” said Lisa
Vetter.

“Where are you from?” I
asked.

“A little town in northern
Iowa.”

“Why on earth did you pick Hermann?”
Shaking her head, Whitney picked up a cookie.

“I have five brothers and sisters.
There was no money for me to attend a four-year university. My aunt
invited me to stay with her and go to college here.”

“You moved here to go to Hermann
Community College?” Whitney chuckled and bit into her
cookie.

“Didn’t you know that they have the
best nursing program in the mid-west?”

“Didn’t know, didn’t care?”

“Whitney, be nice,” Trudy
said.

“So, you never heard of Charlie
Jackson?” I asked Lisa.

“Nope, never did.”

Trudy looked up from the box of yarn
she was putting on the sale table. “So, then, maybe you heard of
his band, Captain Jack and the Walleyes?”

“Wow! That was Charlie Jackson’s band?
I didn’t even know they were from Minnesota. Is Charlie the sexy
lead singer?’

“No,” I said. “That’s Jack Jackson.
Charlie’s cousin.”

“Kind of,” Trudy said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Trudy sat down, setting the box of yarn
at her feet. “Charlie and Jack aren’t really cousins. They met at
Boy Scout camp when they were teenagers.”

“But, they have the same last names,”
said Whitney.

“Yah,” said Trudy. “There’s lotsa
Jackson’s, ya know. Ever hear of the Jackson Five? They aren’t
related to Charlie either. The boys liked to sing and they—what do
you call it? They ‘bonded’ at camp and stayed friends. Jack lived
in Minneapolis and he had the connections to get the band
started.”

“How do you know all this, Trudy?” I
asked.

“Ray and I have been playing with our
friends, Vic & Clare Schmidt in our polka band since the ‘80s.
You hear things when you’re in the music business. Even though
we’re just a polka band, we recorded our albums at the same studio
that the Walleyes used. Ach, you don’t want to hear about all that.
So, Jennifer, how’s Charlie’s campaign doing?”

“Who cares about that? One politician
is the same as another,” said Whitney. “My father used to say they
were all a bunch of crooks.”

“Actually, Whitney, you should care,” I
said. “The group home where you work is funded by state and federal
subsidies. You should know each candidate’s views on funding group
homes before you cast your vote.”

“I’m not sure I’m even going to vote.
One vote won’t make that much difference.”

“Oh, no, Whitney,” Lisa said. “You
should always vote. My high school social studies teacher said that
it’s not just a right, it’s an obligation.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not in high school
anymore and neither are you. Life’s a lot harder than we were led
to believe.” Whitney dipped her head down as if concentrating on
the pattern in front of her.

Filling the awkward silence that
followed Trudy said, “Well, now, let’s get started, Jennifer. Do
either of you two ladies have any questions before I get Jennifer
going on her project?”

Whitney shook her head. Lisa said, “I’m
good.”

Trudy read the directions and I started
crocheting the skirt of a christening dress. My daughter was having
a baby in a few months and the gown was my gift to my first
grandchild. After a few minutes, I had the hang of the pattern for
the skirt and was crocheting along.

“So, Jennifer,” Trudy said, “Is Charlie
going to win the election?”

“I don’t know. He talks a good show. If
all his old fans vote for him he’ll win hands down.”

Charlie, a tall, blond, charming real
estate mogul, by Hermann, Minnesota standards anyway, had bought up
an amazing amount of real estate in this area. Somewhere along the
line, he decided he could run the state better than the present
governor. He was probably right.

“Are you catering all of his political
events?” Trudy asked.

“No, just the ones in southwestern
Minnesota. Charlie wanted me to take over all the events he has
left before the election. But I turned him down.”

“You turned down a job?” Lisa asked,
arranging the doily she was crocheting on the table and smoothing
out the edges. “Can you afford to turn down a job like
that?”

“Charlie isn’t paying me that much. I
gave him a deal because Megan Murphy talked me into it. I do supply
the coffee for all his events, at a discount, of course. I’m a
coffee roaster, not a caterer.”

“He should stick to real estate,”
Whitney piped in. “He’s the realtor who sold my home to Sister
Bernadine. And he found us the tiny townhouse that was the only
thing in town we could afford. Mother hates it but at least we
don’t have mortgage payments. Not that anyone would lend us
money.”

Breaking the silence from Whitney’s
remarks, Trudy asked, “How did Megan talk you into working for
Charlie then?”

“Charlie is her newest beau. She’s all
gung oh over him right now and his campaign seems to be the best
part of the relationship. She’s organizing it to the
hilt.”

“Is she good at it?” Lisa
asked.

“Oh, yes. She loves being in charge and
she has a way of getting people to do what she wants.”

“Maybe I should hire her to talk Randy
into getting me a new car,” Lisa joked.

“Yah, I’m sure she could do it, too.”
Trudy said.

Lisa, who was working on a large round
doily, sighed. “I love sitting here crocheting. It’s so peaceful
and I love the ambiance, surrounded by all these lovely threads and
soft yarns.”

“Yah, me too, agreed Trudy. “ Sometimes
I come out here when Ray is watching football to sit and quietly
work on one of my projects. One night he couldn’t find me and said
he was sorry that he’d ever converted his garage into my shop. I’m
sure he didn’t mean it.”

“I just like getting out of the group
home for a while. It gets so hectic there at times.” Whitney said.
“When I first started there I thought it would be like going home
every day. In fact, it’s just a reminder that this is my life now.”
She scowled and jabbed her crochet hook into the tablecloth in her
lap.

Whitney had once lived in the spacious
house next to Trudy’s shop. Whitney’s father had been the president
of Herman Bank. The house was sold after he died and discrepancies
were found at the bank. Talk around town was that he committed
suicide.

“Yah, sometimes I think you should ask
Sister Bernadine to put you in one of the other group homes,” Trudy
said.

My friend, Sister Bernadine—Bernie to
me—was the Director of Mary’s Haven Group Homes. She and I, along
with our friend Megan Murphy had been friends since second grade.
The diocese put her in charge when they took over two group homes
that were mismanaged. Since then she had opened three more homes.
Sunrise Group Home was the home where Whitney worked.

“No, I’m settled here and the residents
depend on me. They have so many people in and out of their lives as
it is.”

As if on cue, the back door creaked as
it opened. “When are you coming back for the picnic, Whitney?” A
short woman in a pink wig peeked around the door.

“It’s not a picnic, Marsha.” Whitney
set down her tablecloth and looked directly at the forty-something
woman. “It’s a cook out. We’ll eat inside.”

The diminutive woman came in and slid
into the chair next to Whitney. She put her elbows on the table,
and cradled her head in her hands. “Why can’t we eat at the picnic
table?”

“It’s too cold and windy today.
Remember its September. Sometimes September days are cool,” Whitney
calmly explained.

Marsha’s forehead wrinkled as she
frowned and said, “Not as cold as the Christmas month.”

“Yes, December is very cold, Marsha.”
Whitney patted Marsha on the shoulder. “Right now, I’m taking a
break so you need to go back to the house and see how you can help
with the cookout. Okay?”

Marsha’s bottom lip stuck out. “Okay.
Harold wants me to get a Mountain Dew for him.” Marsha looked at
Trudy and held out her hand to show five quarters.

Trudy looked at Whitney who shook her
head.

“Sorry, Marsha,” Trudy said. “Harold
needs to come in himself to get his pop.”

Tucking the coins in her pocket, Marsha
turned to Whitney. “He’ll be mad at me if I don’t bring it to him.”
Arms at her side, she rolled her hands into fists.

“You tell him to come talk to me then.
Don’t let him be mean to you. Okay?”

Marsha hung her head, opened the door,
and turned back to Whitney. “If Harold gets mad at me, it’s all
your fault!” Then she slammed the door and we watched her run
across Trudy’s back yard to the group home next door.

“Is she going to be alright?” I
asked.

Whitney said, “Oh, sure. Harold yells a
lot but he wouldn’t hurt anyone. He’ll amble over here in a little
while, if he really wants a bottle of pop. Pete won’t let him drink
it before dinner anyway.”

“Who’s Pete?” Lisa asked.

“Oh, darn, Lisa,” said Whitney with a
scowl. “I meant to call you about that. Pete’s the new house
manager. Can you fit him in for a TB test?”

When I looked puzzled, Whitney
explained. “Lisa is our RN for Mary’s Haven Group Homes. She checks
prescriptions, makes doctor appointments, and does any other
medical things we need done at the homes.”

“Sounds like a busy job,” I said to
Lisa.

“It is,” Lisa said, “but not busy
enough to be full-time yet, so I still have to put in some hours at
the ER. Hope I can quit that job soon. The hours are
terrible.”

“It shouldn’t be long before we open
the sixth home,” Whitney said. “Sister Bernadine thinks she’s found
a house. Just like the last three group homes, Charlie Jackson will
be buying the house and leasing it to Mary’s Haven.”

Charlie’s recent philanthropy was
purchasing large homes precisely for the purpose of leasing them to
Mary’s Haven Group Homes, Inc. Charlie always had a soft spot for
Bernie and since she became the director, the rent on those home
dropped appreciably.

Whitney looked at her watch and gave a
little squeal. “Oh, darn, I have to get going,” she said. “I have
some paperwork to finish and I’m meeting some friends for drinks
later. I need to get out of these social-worker clothes and into
something with a little more attitude.”

Whitney dropped the tablecloth she had
almost finished crocheting into her backpack and swept out the back
door with a backhanded wave to us.

Lisa began putting her things into a
flowered tote bag. “I should get going, too. Randy’s mother is
watching the kids. He had to work today. The joys and sorrows of
owning your own business.” Randy was a mechanic and had opened his
own garage about a year ago.

“How’s the garage doing then?” asked
Trudy. “Is this bum economy hurting his business?”

“Not at all,” Lisa said, a smile
playing across her face. “Lots of people are fixing up their cars
instead of buying a new one. We’re probably one of the few people
making money in this economy.”

“Well, good for you,” Trudy exclaimed,
giving her a little hug before Lisa left by the front
door.

“Last to arrive, last to leave,” I said
to Trudy. I didn’t want to leave yet. I was feeling so serene
sitting here crocheting with a friend.

“Stay a while longer, Jennifer,” Trudy
said leaning toward me. “It’s kinda nice to just sit here and
quietly crochet. I don’t know how those two are ever going to get
along working together. Miss Sunshine and Miss Gloom.”

I chuckled at Trudy’s apt description
of my crochet buddies—cheerful Lisa and churlish Whitney. I held up
my project. I had completed a series of three double crochet
clusters and they looked neat and even.

“Way to go, Jennifer, I knew you could
do it,” encouraged Trudy.

Our next class was two weeks from
today. I hoped I could stay confident in my crochet ability until
then.
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Two weeks later, I was serving coffee
and cookies at another of Charlie’s rallies. The speeches were over
and I was waiting for the crowd to move toward the exit.

A small hand tugged at my shirttail.
Looking down I saw a raven-haired girl, about six years old. “May I
help you?” I asked.

“Can I have a Coca-Loca?” She looked at
me and smiled, showing huge dimples in each cheek.

I dug in the ice cooler and pulled up a
red Coke can, opened it and handed it to her. “There you go,
Honey.”

She took a big gulp of the cold liquid
and gave me another smile. She’d be a heart breaker one
day.

“Thank you. I just love Coca-Loca.” I
was giggling aloud while watching her skip away. I watched a
well-rounded woman with a flawless complexion take her hand. When
they left the room, I went back to packing up the refreshment
table.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The
screeching voice startled me, and I dropped the plate of cookies I
had just picked up from the table.

I turned to see gray-haired Henrietta
Wentworth, Whitney’s mother, looking regal in a purple dress. I
thought the wool dress was a bit too heavy for the mid-September
weather. Mrs. Wentworth had a sheen of perspiration covering her
slightly wrinkled face.

“I’m just cleaning up, Mrs. Wentworth.”
I noticed that there were now only a handful of people left in the
large room. The grand hall of the Benevolent Order of the Shining
Stars (BOSS) building was where the political “town hall” had taken
place.

“I will take one last glass of that
delectable wine you brought today, my dear,” Henrietta said with a
crooked smile. She was tilting a little to the left when she held
out her plastic cup.

“I’m sorry,” I said, scooping up the
cookies and the plastic tray I had used to serve them. “Everything
is packed, except for a few cookies.” I held out the tray of
cookies toward her.

“Well, then unpack it!” demanded the
stout woman waving away my offering. “You should never refuse a
guest. You serving girls aren’t very well trained.”

Okay, I’d taken lip from this prima
donna all afternoon. I looked her straight in the eye, put my hands
on my hip, and said, “I am not a serving girl, Mrs. Wentworth. I’m
not a girl, I’m a woman. I’m catering this event and the wine has
been put away—”

“Mrs. Wentworth!” my friend, Megan
Murphy, called out, moving between us from the kitchen. She was
also the candidate’s girlfriend. “How is your lovely daughter,
Whitney? Here, let me get you a little more wine. Do you have a
ride home?”

Megan pulled a half-empty bottle out of
the box I had just packed.

“Of course I have a ride,” retorted the
society dame crossing her arms across her generous bosom. “Yvonne
Jackson is my driver today.” I couldn’t believe that she somehow
had turned the mother of the candidate for Governor of Minnesota
into her personal chauffeur.

Megan filled Henrietta’s glass. “A
plastic glass is a terrible way to serve wine,” Henrietta Wentworth
continued her inebriated rambling. “Although it’s a cheap wine, so
I guess it doesn’t matter.”

I was about to tell her a thing or two
about being grateful for what we have when a voice called
out.

“Henny, are you ready? I’m leaving.
Let’s go if you want a ride.” The candidate’s mother, Yvonne
Jackson came over and took Mrs. Wentworth by the arm. Mrs. Jackson
sported a brand new permanent and her short grey hair was in tiny
ringlets. The tall, slim lady wore a cotton print dress that my
mother had called a housedress. “Good Lord, Henny,” Yvonne Jackson
said. “You’re soused. Can’t you ever drink socially?”

“My dear,” replied the corpulent woman,
“I am just being sociable. And stop calling me Henny. I hate
nicknames. They are so crass.”

“Well, la-te-da Miss Hen-re-it-ta,
excuse me for living!” With that, Mrs. Jackson sashayed in a small
circle, grasped Mrs. Wentworth by the arm, and dragged her toward
the exit.

I watched the two gray-haired women
traverse the length of the hall to the exit, wondering how they had
ever become friends, if that’s what you could call their
relationship.

Mrs. Wentworth obviously came from
money. Her clothes, although out of style, were expensive. She wore
a heavy gold chain around her fleshy neck. Mrs. Jackson probably
didn’t own any jewelry except for the simple gold band that
glistened on the third finger of her left hand.

“How did those two ever become
friends?” I asked Megan who had her ear to the ground for any and
all gossip in Hermann.

“They haven’t been friends for long.
Henrietta wouldn’t have given Yvonne the time of day a few years
ago. Charlie’s success and Graham Wentworth’s death changed
everything. When Graham committed suicide and there was so much
gossip about the money missing from the bank, Yvonne started to
visit Henrietta. She takes her to lunch and brings her to these
political events, and generally looks after her.”

“Interesting,” I said. “It looks like
Yvonne related to Henrietta’s situation in some way.”

“I guess so,” Megan said, looking
around the hall.

I turned back to packing up the remains
of the refreshments we had served at the rally, expecting Megan to
pitch in and help. I should have known better.

Megan was looking in the direction of a
group of people near the exit from the hall. “I need to speak to
these people,” she said, moving in their direction.

“Why did I ever let you talk me into
this?” I said to Megan’s back. “Come back here and help
me.”

Megan waved me off over her shoulder.
“I have to meet with the Grand Master. We need the hall again next
month.”

I tucked in my white blouse that Megan
had insisted I wear and thought again, about how Megan had
shanghaied me into this catering business. I was a coffee roaster,
not a caterer. If Megan hadn’t been my best friend since second
grade, I’d be enjoying a day off instead of cleaning up this mess.
And Megan would be showing houses to potential buyers. She was a
top-notch realtor and the only reason she was baking cookies and
putting together cheese and cracker platters was because she was
head over heels in love with Charlie Jackson, Independent candidate
for Governor of Minnesota.

Looking at my watch, I realized that I
needed to get going. My crochet class at Trudy’s Lace Haus would be
starting in just over an hour. Megan had started the crochet class
with me but dropped out when she couldn’t learn the basic stitches.
She even had trouble holding her crochet hook. She laughed about it
and said her talents lay in other areas. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t
talking about her baking abilities.

I put the last of the leftover food in
plastic tubs and was about to tidy up the kitchen when Megan
returned to let me know the date and time of Charlie’s next event
in this area. I shouldn’t have been surprised that she had
conveniently disappeared while I cleaned and packed up. I dug into
the soapy water and started washing platters and other serving
dishes, thinking about my date tonight.

Hmm! My date with Decker. I had met
Jerry Decker last summer when I discovered the dead body of a
trumpet player at the Polka Daze music festival, which took place
at the Maron County fairgrounds just outside of Hermann. Ever
since, we’d been going out to dinner almost every Saturday night.
We usually got together a few times during the week when our
schedules allowed. He’s a detective with the Maron County Sheriff’s
Department. The first time I laid eyes on him last summer, I went
weak in the knees. He still had that effect on me. I guess you
could say we were dating. Do people still date?

I wondered where we would go for
dinner. There are only so many restaurants in Hermann. Maybe we
should branch out and go somewhere new. The drive to Mankato would
take less than an hour.

I put the container holding the
leftover food into the trunk of my little Honda. The backseat held
several big grey tubs packed with paper plates, plastic utensils,
and cups. Two large coffee urns filled the passenger seat. I really
needed a bigger vehicle. I promised myself to make it a priority to
do more than just drive slowly past the car lots in
town.

I had made a half-hearted effort a few
weeks ago and stopped at Hermann Auto Mart. I saw a lovely cherry
red Blazer that I had test-driven. It was only two years old and
had surprisingly low mileage. It would last me a long time. Then
again, I was thinking that I should get something with better
mileage for the sake of the environment and my budget. I was still
trying to make up my mind.

I had just picked up my purse and was
ready to leave when Megan waltzed into the room and said, “Okay,
what can I do to help?”

I bit my tongue holding back the words
I wanted to sling at her. “Nothing, Meg, it’s all done,” I said.
“I’m off to my crochet class.”

“Are you still doing that crochet
stuff?” Megan shook her head. “It seems like a waste of time to me.
You can buy anything you make.”

“Of course you can. And you can buy any
of the baked goods that you produce. It’s the doing that counts.
Crocheting lessens my stress level. It’s my
tranquilizer.”

“I just bake because I love to eat.”
Megan said patting her slightly rounded tummy.
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The bright sunshine reflected off the
window of Trudy’s Lace Haus when I drove up. Lisa’s car was there.
Whitney usually parked behind the group home. I picked up my tote
bag, smoothed down the white blouse that was amazingly clean, if a
little wrinkled from working with all that food and drink. I ran up
the walk to the Lace Haus, checking my watch, and saw that I was
late.

Trudy, dressed in a sunshine- yellow,
short-sleeved, cotton crocheted sweater and black Capri pants,
greeted me with a smile and a wave. “Hi, Jennifer, we were
beginning to think you had deserted us today, what with the big
Town Hall meeting and all.”

Lisa just smiled and gave me a little
wave. She was wearing hospital scrubs.

“Sorry I’m late. Did you have to work
today, Lisa?” I asked her. Usually when not at work, Lisa’s uniform
was jeans and a sweatshirt.

“Only for a few hours. I filled in for
someone who needed the morning off.”

“Looks like I’m not too late. I beat
Whitney,” I said digging in my tote bag for my current
project.

“Not exactly,” Trudy replied. “She left
early. Said she had a social history to do on a new resident.
Whatever that is.”

“Oh, darn. I wanted to see her
tablecloth. Did she finish it?”

“It’s gorgeous!” exclaimed Lisa. “I
don’t know if I have the patience to make something so big. She
worked on it for months.”

I wasn’t exactly sorry that I had
missed Whitney. She’d been so snarky lately that I didn’t mind that
she wasn’t here. I did want to see her finished tablecloth
though.

I took out my current project and
showed Trudy and Lisa what I had completed since the last class. I
was having a problem working a triple crochet cluster on the bodice
of the Christening dress. This dress was made with delicate yarn
and it took a while to get used to crocheting with the fine-spun
yarn.

“I hope I catch on to this soon,” I
complained. “I love the way it looks but I feel so clumsy when I’m
crocheting.”



Trudy held up the table runner she was
working on. “You’ll get used to it. Then you’ll want to challenge
yourself by using thinner and thinner thread.” Trudy’s piece looked
like gossamer on angel’s wings. Lisa was using a size 10 thread
that looked like yarn next to Trudy’s thread.

“What size is that thread?” Lisa asked.
“It looks like sewing thread.”

“It’s a size 70. I just started this
doily,” said Trudy holding up a coaster-sized circle. “I like the
way it’s working up. It’s only going to be about twelve inches in
diameter when I finish it. I may enter this in the Maron County
Fair next year.”

We fussed over the delicate little
crocheted piece. Crochet thread comes in different sizes, the
bigger the number, the finer the thread. Most doilies were made in
size 10 or 20.

For a few minutes, there was silence in
our group. I was lost in thought about which vehicle to buy. I
really liked that red SUV. Suddenly the back door slammed
open.

“I want a Mountain Dew,” demanded a
short stocky man in jeans and a plaid shirt. We all knew Harold
Younger. He had conned little Marsha into trying to get her to buy
him a can of pop last time I was here. Harold had grown up in our
neighborhood and was the brother of my grade school classmate,
Natalie. Harold had Down’s syndrome. A usually happy, affectionate
man, his eyes were squinting as he shook a dollar bill at Trudy.
“See, I have money!”

Trudy kept a fridge full of soft drinks
and juice, along with a counter filled with snacks for customers
taking classes. Since the group home opened, the residents often
came here for snacks rather that walking the two blocks to Casey’s,
the only store in Itzig.

“Harold, where did you get that money?
Didn’t Whitney say you had spent all your money?” Trudy looked at
me and explained that Harold had been in an argument with Whitney
prior to my arrival because he wanted soda pop and had no money.
“In fact, he missed going on an outing with the other residents
because he spent all his money on candy and pop.”

“I have money! You have to give me a
Mountain Dew.”

“Harold, I just can’t sell you a pop
today,” Trudy said. “One of the counselors will have to call me so
I know that it’s okay to sell one to you. Can you have Whitney or
someone give me a call?”

“No! I don’t like Whitney. I’ll get one
at Casey’s. So, the heck with you!” Harold stomped out waving his
fist in the air.

We went back to working on our projects
while chatting about the staff and residents of the group home.
About twenty minutes later, the back door slammed open again and
Harold rushed in yelling, “She won’t wake up! She won’t wake
up!”

Trudy tried to calm him down. “Harold,
stop yelling and tell me who you’re talking about.”

“Whitney! Whitney won’t wake
up.”

“Where is she, Harold? Are the others
back from the outing yet?”

“She’s sleeping and she won’t wake up!”
Harold yelled again.

“Harold! Where is she sleeping?” Trudy
asked in a stern voice.

Harold stopped yelling and pointed out
the window in the back door. “Out there, by her car.”

We rose as one and headed out the back
door. We hurried toward Whitney’s little black Miata that was
parked next to the garage. The windshield was smashed and on the
ground next to her car laid the beautiful Queen Anne ’s lace
tablecloth, that she had just finished crocheting. Next to the
tablecloth was a wooden baseball bat inscribed with the Louisville
Slugger insignia.

“Where is she?” asked Trudy.

“She was right here.” Harold pointed to
the ground near the tablecloth. “She wouldn’t wake up.”

“Harold, did you smash her windshield?”
Trudy asked.

Harold looked down and kicked the
baseball bat at his feet. “She’s mean. She won’t let me have a
Mountain Dew.”

“She has to be somewhere around here,”
I said. “She wouldn’t leave without her car.” Lisa nodded in
agreement wrapping her sweater around her.

Trudy took charge. “Let’s check out the
house. Maybe she fell or something and is in the house.”

“It’s cold out here. I’m going to run
back to your shop and get my sweater,” Lisa said to Trudy. “I’ll be
right back.”

We strode through the back yard to the
house. Trudy stuck her head in the door. “Yoho! Anyone here?” she
shouted.

No answer. Cautiously we entered the
kitchen through the back door leaving Harold outside wringing his
hands and mumbling. Trudy called out. Again, no answer.

We heard a car pull into the driveway
so we went outside to see who had arrived at the group home. Maybe
whoever just pulled in would have some information on Whitney’s
whereabouts. We watched the group home van stop in front of the
garage. Lisa walked up next to me and welled on as the garage door
open and the van roll inside. Soon, people were spilling out of the
garage, chatting and laughing.

Three female residents ran up to Trudy
to show her what they had bought at the mall. Trudy was interested
and asked questions. You could tell that she liked these women and
wasn’t uncomfortable around them.

Marsha, still wearing her pink wig,
came up to me and said, “Hi! What you name?”

“I’m Jennifer, are you Marsha? I met
you at Trudy’s a few weeks ago.”

“Oh, okay. Look. My new necklace. I got
it for my sister for the next time she visits.”

“It’s very pretty, Marsha,” I replied.
By then another resident had taken her attention. Marsha ran over
to her and waved the necklace in her face. The other resident
slapped Marsha’s necklace away like an annoying fly. Marsha wasn’t
deterred in the least; she just kept talking while the other woman
walked into the house.

A red haired man slunk into the house
through the back door, clutching a plastic bag to his chest and
mumbling something about not touching his stuff.

I heard the garage door slide down.
Turning, I saw a handsome blond man exiting the garage by a small
door. He was wearing a quilted flannel-lined jean jacket and faded
jeans. As he came closer I could see a little grey blended into the
blond. Then I realized that I knew this guy. Could it
be?

“Pete?” I croaked, my voice suddenly
quitting on me.

“JJ!” Pete ran up and enveloped me in a
bear hug. “I’ve been hoping to run into you! How are
you?”

Here I was, being hugged by Pete
Champion, my old high school boyfriend, who I hadn’t seen in more
years than I’d care to count.

“I didn’t know you were back in town,”
I said.

“I moved back a couple months ago. Got
sick of the daily grind and took a job here as house manager where
I can work with people.”

“You mean you left your law practice to
work here? Why would you do that?”

I realized that Pete was the new house
manager that Whitney had been talking about at the last class. The
last I had heard about Pete he had been a big mucky-muck in the
Twin Cities. Something must have happened for him to make this kind
of career change at this stage in his life.

“JJ, I’ve been practical all my life.
Had everything all figured out. Reached all my goals and was a darn
good attorney. Then found that I was bored out of my skull with
corporate law. Contracts, wills—that sort of stuff. It just got to
me. So, I sold out my share to my partners and moved back home. Now
I know my next-door neighbor and I have a job that really helps
people. JJ, it’s just great to see you again.”

“Pete, please don’t call me JJ. I
outgrew that years ago.”

“Did you? I still like it.” He beamed
down at me.

With that, he did a Little Richard spin
around and started singing that old fifties rock and roll song.
“Jenny, Jenny.”

“Stop that,” I shouted, slapping him on
the arm.

He stopped singing and looked into my
eyes. He slipped his arm around my shoulder; I didn’t protest. By
now, everyone was laughing—residents and counselors
alike.

Harold started shouting at Trudy again.
Pete went over to speak with him. Trudy pointed out the broken
windshield on Whitney’s car and told Pete that we couldn’t find
her.

“Maybe she got a ride from someone when
she discovered the broken window.” Pete looked at
Harold.

“Did you break that glass with your
bat, Harold?”

“She yelled at me.” Harold crossed his
arms and shook his head. “She said I couldn’t have some Mountain
Dew. I like Mountain Dew.” Harold stomped his foot.

“So, you smashed her windshield?”
questioned Pete. “Harold, you know that’s not acceptable. Let’s go
in and see how Whitney wants to handle this. You’ll have to pay for
the repairs.”

“No! My money! I want a Mountain Dew,”
Harold crossed his arms and pursed his mouth. As far as he was
concerned, the discussion was over.

When he turned toward the house, I
touched his arm and said, “Pete, she’s not in there.”

“She’s not? Where is she?”

“I don’t know. Trudy and I were looking
for her when your van pulled in. Her tablecloth is lying next to
her car. I can’t believe she would leave it there. She worked on it
for months. Do you think Harold may have hurt her?”

Trudy looked up. “Oh, no,” she said
wagging her finger at me. “Harold wouldn’t hurt a flea.”

“Then where is Whitney? Can you explain
why she would drop her tablecloth and disappear right about the
time that Harold smashed her windshield? I think we should call the
Sheriff.”

Pete put his hand up and moved between
us. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s look in the house and
make a few phone calls. Maybe she left a note or
something.”
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A beat up little compact car pulled
into the driveway and stopped in front of the garage doors. A young
Hispanic woman stepped out of the car and heaved a huge
multi-colored market bag over her shoulder.

“Hello, Trudy. Hi, Pete.” she asked.
“Why are you all out here?”

Pete walked over to her and introduced
Izzy Espinoza to Lisa and me. “Izzy is the evening
counselor.”

Turning to Izzy he said, “Jennifer
thinks that something has happened to Whitney. Her car’s here but
we can’t find her. I figure she got a ride from
someone.”

“And I told Pete that Whitney wouldn’t
go anywhere and leave her tablecloth lying on the ground,” I said,
pointing toward Whitney’s car.

Izzy looked at me. “No, she would not
leave her precious mantel like that. She say she does not mind to
stay with Harold until Pete gets back. Something is
wrong.”

“You talked to her?” I
asked.

“I call her to say I would be late
today. She say to me to do my best.”

We all moved toward the house. Trudy
grabbed my arm and stopped Lisa and me from entering the house.
“We’d better let them handle this. It’s really none of our
business.”

“Are you sure Harold didn’t hurt
Whitney?” I asked again. “He certainly has a temper.”

“Well, that’s just not possible,
Missy.” Trudy shook my arm and yanked me in the direction of her
shop... “Harold isn’t dangerous. He’s mentally retarded, not crazy.
He has a low I. Q. and thinks like a child, but he’s a grown man
and he’s not dangerous! So there, then.”

“Sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” I
wondered when I’d learn to keep my big mouth shut.

“Well, now you do,” Trudy said slapping
her hands together. We walked quietly back into her
shop.

Settling back into our chairs, we
picked up our projects. Lisa shook out the centerpiece doily she
was working on. It was circular and was now about 15” in
diameter.

“What do you think could have happened
to her?” asked Lisa, her hand smoothing out the doily.

“I don’t know. What I do know is that
Harold had nothing to do with it.” Trudy insisted.

I haphazardly crocheted a few stitches
while gazing out the window. I was thinking about the last time I
saw Pete Champion. We had a tearful good-by the day before my
father moved Mom and me to his hometown in Illinois. I wrote long
letters to Pete almost daily, for the first few months. My mom even
let me phone him a few times. Those were the days when long
distance calls were expensive. Mom used an egg timer to limit my
calls to three minutes. I clung to the memory of our relationship,
while he moved on and started dating other girls. Finally, I
received a short note from him telling me it was best for me if we
moved on with our separate lives.

I started making friends with
schoolmates and moved on with life in Illinois without Pete. By the
end of the school year, I had made a number of friends and joined
the Drama Club.

My daydreaming was interrupted when I
looked through the back window of Trudy’s shop. A blue Chevy Aveo
swung into the group home driveway and come to a sharp stop inches
from the garage door. Sister Bernadine unfolded herself from the
little car—a gift from the parishioners from St. Theresa’s Church
on the twenty-fifth anniversary of her taking her final vows. I
always wondered how this tall slim woman fit in the teeny car. I
still didn’t know how she did it.

I hadn’t seen much of Sister Bernadine
since she became the administrator of Mary’s Haven Group Homes. I
put down my crocheting, snatched my jacket from the back of my
chair, and headed for the door. Bernie hurried across the yard, her
short navy blue veil flying behind her a navy blue sweater covering
her white blouse. In her no-nonsense voice she asked, “What the
heck is going on here?”

I started to answer her when the back
door of the group home opened and almost everyone in the house
tumbled out. Several of the residents were talking at the same
time. Most were trying to tell her what they thought had happened.
Izzy and Pete were trying to talk over the residents. Finally,
Bernie stuck two fingers in her mouth and gave a shrill whistle
while holding up her other hand in a stop sign. Everyone froze,
including me.

Bernie took a few minutes to talk to
each of the residents, then shooed them back into the house. All
but two of them moved slowly toward the house.

“Izzy, what’s going on?” she
asked.

While Izzy was giving Bernie a rundown
of what had happened, Pete maneuvered around Bernie until he was
next to me. Bernie reached into the deep pocket of her navy blue
skirt and pulled out a bright red cell phone. She hit two buttons
and was soon connected to the Sheriff’s Office.

“Lieutenant Jacobs, this is Sister
Bernadine, can I bother you to come out to the Sunrise Group Home?
We’ve had a little vandalism here and one of the residents is
involved. Thank you.” Pushing another button, she shoved the phone
back into her pocket. “Harold must be held responsible for his
actions,” she said instructed her staff. “Where’s Whitney? I need
her to sign a complaint.”

I started to explain how we found the
car and the tablecloth, which were both still in the backyard. “I’m
worried that something has happened to Whitney. Okay, she might
leave her car and get a ride from someone, but why would she leave
the tablecloth on the ground in a heap? And, why was Harold so sure
that she was out here asleep and he couldn’t wake her? This whole
scene is odd.”

Everyone was quiet for a few moments,
and then Izzy said, “I need to get supper started. Marsha and John,
it’s your turn to help.” She went into the house with the two
residents following her.

“I’m surprised you allow them to cook.
Isn’t it dangerous?” I asked Pete.

Pete explained, “The residents are
adults, not big kids. They’re responsible for many of the chores
around the house. They do their own laundry and clean their own
rooms. Although, sometimes they need a little help and direction
from the staff.”

That’s great,” I said. “I had no
idea.”

“Harold can drive the riding lawn
mower. Now we have to hide the key or he’ll drive it over to the
convenience store if he has enough cash for a Mountain
Dew.”

We were laughing about that when the
unmarked navy blue sedan with the whip antenna pulled in behind
Bernie’s little car. Pete had looped his arm casually over my
shoulder and I didn’t pull away because I didn’t want to hurt his
feelings and, frankly, it felt nice.

Lt. Jacobs, a large black man in a
wrinkled suit, exited the car on the passenger side. When the
driver’s door opened and Detective Jerry Decker got out, I tried to
slip out of Pete’s arm. Pete hung on. Decker look at me and his
dark eyes turned black.
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Decker and I had sort of a casual
relationship. Although we’d never promised to date each other
exclusively, I took it for granted that he was only seeing me. I’m
so busy with my coffee roasting company that I don’t have time to
see more than one man. Not that I wanted to. Since my divorce, from
Edwin the Louse, Decker’s the only guy I’ve dated.

I finally pivoted around until I was
face to face with Pete and his arm was no longer draped across my
shoulders. I knew Decker had seen us laughing together. I’d have to
explain later, although I had no idea what I would say.

“So, what’s going on, Sister?” Jacobs
asked.

Bernie explained that Harold had
smashed the window of Whitney’s car and that we couldn’t find her.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Bernie said. “However, I’ve called her home
and she’s not there and her mother doesn’t know where she is or
when she’ll be back. Henrietta said Whitney often meets with
friends after work and doesn’t always check in.”

“I’m not so sure she’s ‘just fine,’” I
said, explaining about the tablecloth and Harold not being able to
wake her up. Since I had no proof that anything had happened to
Whitney, no one paid much attention to my remarks.

“Lt. Jacobs,” Bernie said, flipping her
short navy veil over her shoulder. “I actually called you here to
help me out. Harold needs to learn a lesson and realize that he
can’t go around smashing things when he doesn’t get his own
way.”

“You want me to arrest Harold? I can’t
do that!” Jacobs protested, holding up his hands in the universal
motion for “stop!”

“No, I don’t want you to actually
arrest him. Just take him down to the station and scare the heck
out of him. Whitney will have to decide what she wants to do when
she turns up. I’m sure she’ll just want him to pay for the
damage.”

Jacobs turned and walked toward the
back door. Harold was peeking out when Jacobs waved his hand
signaling Harold to come to him. Harold slammed the screen door and
shut the heavy door. We could hear the lock click in
place.

Jacobs chuckled. “Jerry, go in and get
him. He’s afraid of me even when he hasn’t done anything
wrong.”

Decker hadn’t said a word to me, or
anyone for that matter. Now he nodded to Jacobs, turned and
strolled toward the back door, left-hand on his hip, his right hand
just above his service weapon. Decker thinks he swaggers when he
walks that way. To me, it looks more like ambling.

Decker rapped on the door and Izzy let
him in. A few minutes later, he walked out with Harold in front of
him. He held Harold by the arm and steered him to the sedan. Harold
was crying and tried to twist out of Decker’s clutches. Decker
isn’t especially tall—not that he’s short, more like compact, and
he works out regularly, so he’s quite strong. When he puts his arms
around me, I feel very safe.

“Sister, I’ll call you in a couple
hours to come and get him.”

“Oh, Lt. Jacobs,” said Bernie. “Could
you please call Pete? Its better if a staff person picks him
up.”

“Sure, Sister. Whatever you say.”
Jacobs pulled his sunglasses from his pocket.

“I want the residents to respect the
staff and not think that I can fix things for them.” Bernie
explained.

“Makes sense to me,” Jacobs replied,
giving Bernie a two-finger salute, then followed Decker to the dark
vehicle. Harold looked to Bernie from the back seat, his face
plastered to the window. We could see him mouth the words, “Help
me.”

I walked back to Trudy’s shop. When I
entered, I saw that Trudy was alone. “Where’s Lisa?” I
asked.

“She had to leave. It’s her husband’s
birthday and she always makes a heart shaped meat loaf for him.
Randy gets real lovey-dovey when he gets meatloaf. Go figure.”
Trudy laughed.

While I packed away my project, Trudy
asked what had happened out there. I told her about the “scared
straight” routine they were running on Harold.

“Trudy, I’m not so sure they should be
blowing off my concerns about Whitney. Something happened to her. I
think maybe Harold hurt her.”

“That’s just silly, Jennifer. Harold
wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

‘Then why did she leave that darn
tablecloth on the ground? And why did Harold say that she wouldn’t
wake up? Explain that.”

“Well, now,” Trudy answered. “I don’t
know what happened. I guess maybe something might have happened to
Whitney. I just know that Harold didn’t have anything to do with
it. He may have smashed her windshield but he would never hurt her.
He has a huge crush on her, doncha know?”

“I didn’t know. . .” I said.

“Listen, Jennifer, I know you figured
out who killed Wes last summer. You’re good at finding things out.
Why don’t you check around and see what you can find out about
Whitney? You’ll feel a whole lot better when you know she’s
okay.”

“I guess I could make a few phone
calls. Where does she hang out? Who are her friends?”

“I don’t know, Jennifer.” Trudy threw
up her arms. “I don’t even like her that much. She’s very spoiled
and demanding, ya’ know.”

“I’ve noticed. Okay, where does she
live?”

While Trudy wrote down Whitney’s
address, I tried to figure out how I get caught up in these things.
I didn’t care for Whitney, and her haughty mother was a big pain.
However, I did want to know what happened to her, because things
just didn’t fit.






A few minutes later, I pulled up in
front of the townhouse where Whitney and her mother lived. I hoped
that Mrs. Wentworth was sober today. After the condition he was in
when she was at Charlie’s rally a couple weeks ago, I suspected it
wasn’t a one-time thing. I took a deep breath and rang the
bell.

“Come in,” a voice shouted from
inside.

I turned the knob and opened the door a
crack. I stuck my head in and looked around. I saw Mrs. Wentworth
was sprawled across the couch, a large glass in her hand, filled
with what looked like lemonade. I knew better. Her flask was around
here somewhere.

“Find a glass and have a little drink
with me, dear.”

“Mrs. Wentworth, I’m looking for
Whitney,” I said.

“My dear, I am drooling; you may call
me Henrietta.” Taking a gulp of her drink, she said, “I don’t know
where that spoiled daughter of mine is. She’s always leaving me
here alone. No gratitude.”

“Darn! I was hoping she was here. Who
are her friends? Maybe they know where she’s at. I’m sort of
worried about her.”

Henrietta suddenly sat up and set down
her glass. “Let me tell you about those little witches,” she began.
“Whitney’s been around that group all her life. They were best
friends all through junior high. In high school, they all made the
cheerleader squad. They used to love to come to the house and play
music and hang out. Now she and her friends leave me alone all the
time while they go out and have fun like nothing’s
changed.”

“What about your friends, Henrietta?” I
asked.

“They’re all too busy for me now. I
think they are embarrassed for me and just don’t know what to say
so they just stay away.”

“Do you have family around here that
you can turn to?”

“My family? I don’t want to be around
them. They’re white trash, mostly. I couldn’t wait to get away from
them. I turned my back on my drunken brother when I married Graham,
God rest his soul. And things were fine until Whitney was in high
school. Edwin decided that Whitney should be kind to my niece,
Pamela, and start taking her to some of the social
events.”

She stopped to take a long drink and
catch her breath. I felt like I’d unleashed a magpie. I decided to
say nothing and just keep nodding. Maybe something she said would
be useful.

“Graham wouldn’t leave it alone. He
even made Whitney give Pamela one of her beautiful prom gowns. The
one she wore the year before. Then he made Whitney take Pamela
along with her cheerleader friends to the prom! Can you imagine how
embarrassed Whitney and her friends were to bring Pamela along like
a lost kitten?”

I just shook my head.

“It’s a good thing my sister-in-law was
good with a needle. She was able to alter the prom dress so it fit
Pamela. She’s such a skinny girl. Everything just hangs on her.
She’s not curvaceous like Whitney.”

Curvaceous? Whitney? I’d say about
thirty pounds past curvaceous. I smiled and nodded.

“Whitney wore this lovely bisque gown
with tiny saffron flowers in the print of the over skirt. You
should see it. Oh, you can. Here,” she said digging through a pile
of books and papers on the coffee table. She pulled out a yearbook
and waved it at me. “This should tell you all about her
friends.”

Not wanting to hurt her feelings, I
took the yearbook she pushed into my hands. I thanked her and got
up to leave.

I opened the front door hoping to
finally get away, when Henrietta said, “Have you been out to that
bar she goes to?”

“What bar is that, Henrietta?” Why had
she waited so long to part with that information?

“It’s a little early for her. However
she might be there.”

“Where?” I almost shouted.

“Oh, it’s that little place out by the
house. Or whatever they call my beautiful home now. All filled up
with those strange people. How could Graham have done this to me?”
She began to cry. I came back and patted her shoulder, then said
goodbye. I felt sorry for her but there was nothing I could do to
help.

If Whitney went to a bar in her old
neighborhood, she wouldn’t need her car. She could have walked
there from Sunrise.

I was backing out of the driveway when,
my cell phone played a little tune. I hit the touch screen knowing
who it was before I even read the name. When Jerry Decker called,
my phone played an old Chuck Berry song, “Brown-eyed Handsome
Man.”

“Hi, what’s up, handsome?” I asked,
trying to sound upbeat.

“If you’re not busy tonight, do you
want to meet for dinner?”

“Of course I’m not busy. It’s Saturday
night. Don’t we always go out on Saturday nights?”

“I wasn’t sure if we were still on
after I saw you cuddling with that blond guy today.”

“I wasn’t cuddling with anyone. Pete’s
an old friend.” I said.

“Looked like more than a friend to
me.”

“Believe it or not, your choice,” I
said, wanting this conversation to end. “Hey, let’s try someplace
new tonight.”

“Is there someplace new around here?
Did I miss something?” Decker asked.

“How about that little place in Itzig?
The Cozy Corner Bar & Grill?”

“Good idea! They have great burgers.
I’ve only been out there once. They had a good band, played
country.”

Oh, great, I thought. Country is not my
favorite music. I’m more of an eighties gal. Still, on the chance
that we might see Whitney so Trudy and I could stop worrying about
her, I figured I could put up with country music for one evening.
Especially if the food was as good as Decker said it
was.

“Pick you up in an hour?” He
asked.

“I think I need a little more time than
that. I’m not home yet.”

“Oh, you must have been on a crochet
binge.”

I didn’t bother to tell him what I was really doing. He would only
tell me to keep my nose out of other people’s business. We’d been
through this before. “How about eight-thirty?”

“Eight-thirty is fine, see you then.” I
hoped I’d have a little time to peruse the yearbook Henrietta had
given me before Decker picked me up.
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Pulling into the driveway that I shared
with the big house next door, I smiled and sighed. My enchanting
little cottage was a miniature of the neighboring Victorian. I
bought it soon after Edwin and I signed the divorce
papers.

Edwin the Louse had decided to stay in
the house we had shared in Hermann. At first, he wanted to sell it
and split the profit but after his girlfriend had been murdered in
the kitchen, it was impossible to sell at a decent price. Although
we had lots of people looking at it, most were lurkers—just wanting
to see where someone had been killed. Finally, Edwin decided that
he’d stay in the house for a while until it was saleable. Then the
housing bubble burst and no one was even looking at
homes.

I think Edwin thought he’d just be able
to stay in the house while we shared the house payment. My lawyer
wasn’t about to let him get away with that. Now we share the house
payment and Edwin sends me a rent payment every month. It seemed
silly to me, until my lawyer explained to me that this protects my
interest in the house.

I unlocked my front door and stepped
into the living room. I had bought some lovely furniture for my
home and was in the process of decorating it in a mini-Victorian
style. It wasn’t big enough to use large bulky furniture, so Megan
and I had spent a lot of time in furniture stores and antique shops
searching for just the right pieces. The living room now had a
comfortable sofa and chair that fit into the room without
overwhelming it. I had insisted on keeping my platform rocker and
footstool. Even though it didn’t exactly match, I loved sitting in
it when I crocheted. It reclined a little and often I would take a
little snooze in the late afternoon.

I brought in the food that needed to be
refrigerated and jammed it in my fridge. If I was going to keep
doing this catering thing, I’d have to get a bigger fridge. I could
put an industrial-sized refrigerator and a freezer at my
warehouse.

I began roasting coffee beans on my
stove as gifts for friends. Edwin the Louse hated the smell of
coffee roasting and complained so much that I moved out to the
patio. That first summer I used a Coleman hotplate and a stovetop
popcorn popper to fill the trickle of orders that I
received.

As the seasons changed and leaves
started to fall, my business blossomed. I rented warehouse space in
the Hermann Industrial Park and moved the whole set up there. Early
last spring Megan created a web page for me and now I not only sell
my coffee to most of the restaurants in southwest Minnesota, I send
out my Primo Gusto Coffee to people all over the
country.

I sat down in my rocker and sighed,
tired from my busy day. Putting my feet up, I pulled Whitney’s
yearbook out of my ever-present tote bag. I paged through it,
reading the autographs written by classmates. Most were run of the
mill high school stuff.

“Whitney, I can’t believe it’s almost
over. We had such a great time! The best cheerleaders ever at HHS!
Onward to U of M! Kimberly”

“To a nice chick. Keep the peace.
Glenn”

“Whit, Think of me every
time you think of prom night. Wasn’t he (oops! ) that the best? BFF,
‘O’”
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