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It was actor Paul Newman who first brought my attention to The Brainerd International Speedway in my home state of Minnesota. I had never given racing much thought until he chose to come to Minnesota over a dozen times to race on my home-state racecourse. As I learned more about it, I realized that motorcycles also raced there, although not by Mr. Newman. My thanks to Mr. Newman for introducing me to a local, five-star-rated sport.

However, in my research I found the speed of motorcycles much more thrilling and horrifying than that of cars. I discovered that the motorcycle course on the Isle of Man is, indisputably, the most treacherous course in the world. Even more tantalizing is its location on a small island in the Irish Sea, equidistant from England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales. From that point, my story took wings, no pun intended. I hope you enjoy it.

Big thank you to my first readers, Lisa Quast and John Larson, and my tireless Editor, Courtney Cardwell. Also, my thanks to my faithful readers whose reviews I treasure.

Dedication

To Gary Purcell, a high school friend, who shared the thrill of fast cars, boats and motorcycles

Epigraph

“A motorcycle is the closest thing to flying while still touching the ground.”
— Anonymous
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Casey Click read her flight schedule, disbelief cracking her habitually calm demeanor. “You have got to be kidding me,” she said in an exasperated voice. 

“What’s the problem, Hon?” asked her husband, Max, lowering the morning paper, as he glanced across the kitchen table at his wife.

“My schedule. Another charter.”

“I thought you liked charter flights. You loved your last one that carried animals to a zoo in Idaho, along with their zookeepers.”

“That’s true, but I love animals and I love Boise almost as much. This is different.”

“Okay,” he said, laying down the paper and picking up his coffee cup to take a sip. “Explain how it’s different?”

“I’m picking up people at a variety of locations and bringing them back to Brainerd. Is there racing in Brainerd?”

Max laughed. “It’s an international speedway, Casey, where some of the greatest have raced. But I agree with you. Maybe male flight attendants would have been a better choice. No offense, but engines and loud noises are sort of a guy-thing. When is it scheduled?”

“End of next week.”

“Good, that gives John and me some time.”

Noting the playful note in his voice, Casey put her hands on her hips and said, “Time for what?” 

“To give you a few lessons about things like carburetors, alternators, wind resistance, tire rotation, things like that,” he said, laughing as he pushed away from the table and took his breakfast dishes to the dishwasher.

“Very funny,” she said, wadding up her napkin and throwing it at his back.

“All joking aside, it might not be a bad idea to be more knowledgeable about a few terms, just in case.” He placed his dishes in the machine, his voice still teasing. 

“You’re not serious, are you?” Giving him a genuinely perplexed look.  “I’m not going to be part of the races. I’m just transporting drivers, nothing more.”

“You never know, Casey. Things seem to unfold in unpredictable ways for you. Just saying.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Come on Roxie, let’s go outside,” 

Of course, Max was right. After retiring from a career in marketing and finding retirement boring, she was dared into applying for a job as a flight attendant by one of her three best friends. She surprised them all when she was not only hired but thrived in her new role; at least until crime decided to follow her flight patterns. Even her promotion to special assignment flight attendant for VIP charters had not broken the pattern for unearthing criminal behavior.

The aging red Setter groaned to her feet and followed Max out the back door. Casey watched the two of them from the kitchen window as her husband checked plants in the garden. Tomatoes were finally turning red. They were late this summer, following a long, wet spring. She looked at her schedule again, noticing for the first time that she would be in Brainerd for a week. A week. What was she supposed to do in a racing town for a week? Then a smile removed all consternation from her face. Max could get a pass and fly up with her. Brainerd was a tourist town, sure to have other activities besides racing. She immediately pictured relaxing by Gull Lake and enjoying wonderful restaurants and specialty shops in the area. She ambled back to their shared office and took a seat at her desk, booting up her computer. “Seri, look up Brainerd, Minnesota,” she said. 

Brainerd, Minnesota is 126.3 miles north of Minneapolis. Drive time is two hours and three minutes in light traffic. 

Perhaps it would be better for Max to drive up to Brainerd, then they wouldn’t have to rent a car. “Seri. Tell me about Brainerd Raceway.”

Brainerd International Raceway is a road course and dragstrip northwest of Brainerd, Minnesota.

“Seri, tell me more about the town of Brainerd, Minnesota,” said Casey.

“Brainerd, Minnesota was incorporated in 1881 and named after the sweetheart of the man who ran the town. Her name was Anne Eliza Brainerd. The town is located in Crow Wing County, and its name translates as Bold Raven. Brainerd is known as a vacation destination, encompassing 450 lakes, including the Gull Lake Chain, Mille Lacs and Leech Lakes.” 

“I guess that makes a dent in the ten thousand lakes in Minnesota,” said Casey. Realizing she was going far afield, she turned her interest back to the racetrack, but before she read any more in-depth articles, her phone rang.

“The girls are meeting at Caribou in fifteen minutes. Can you join us?” asked Bonnie, one of Casey’s three best friends. They had all graduated from college together and married mutual friends before settling in the same area of Apple Valley, Minnesota. 

“I’ll be there,” she said, closing out of her computer.

Last to arrive, Casey greeted her friends and ordered a chai tea. 

“Uh oh, Casey’s on the warpath. She’s drinking chai tea to calm down,” said Bertie, giving her friend a beaming smile.

After picking up her order from the Barista, she plopped down next to Bertie, seated across the table from Bonnie and Kit and gave each of her friends a disgruntled hello.

“What’s going on, Casey?” said Kit, always the more fashionably dressed of the four friends, and today was no exception. She wore a stunning black and white, diagonal stripe sundress sheath, large hoop earrings and at least a dozen black, white, silver and gold bangles on her left arm. Her summer tan made the colors pop.

“I have a new charter,” she said, taking an unladylike slurp of her tea.

“But you love charters,” said Kit. “We love them, too, when we’re able to join you, don’t we girls? Would that be the case now?”

“Actually, it would be easy for you to join me since I’ll be spending a week in Brainerd, of all places. I was thinking about asking Max to join me. He’d love it if you and your husbands came, too.”

Always the one to get to the meat of the subject, Bonnie said, “So what about this trip has made you so grumpy? Brainerd is lovely this time of year. A popular vacation destination, in fact.”

Casey smoothed her hair and straightened her shirt before answering. “It’s not about Brainerd. It’s about the trip to get to Brainerd that irks me. Three trips, actually.” 

“We need refills,” said Bertie. “This could be a long morning.” She pushed away from the table and told the Barista to fill the same order for each of them. After collecting the cups and distributing them around the table, along with a plate of scones, she said, “Okay, fill us in.”

Each of the three picked up their cups and eyed Casey over the rims as they took sips. Casey reached for a scone and broke it in half over a napkin. She plopped a bite into her mouth. “Oh, I love these cranberry-orange scones, don’t you?” she said.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” scolded Bertie, “And quit trying to avoid the subject. Something has you all hot and bothered, and we’re waiting to hear what it is.” Kit and Bonnie nodded in agreement.

“Okay,” said Casey. “My passengers will be men racing at Brainerd International Speedway. Max said he and John are going to give me a refresher course on engine parts, race trials, etc. As if I’m going to have anything to do with the races. Actually, he said,” she crunched on another bite of scone, but seeing Bertie raise an eyebrow, waited to speak until she had swallowed. “He said the end results of my charters were unpredictable and I should be prepared. Prepared? I ask you, when was the last time you saw me race a car?”

“He has a point though,” said Bonnie at the same time as Bertie said, “You had a pretty heavy foot in your little Sunbeam Alpine in college, if I remember correctly.”

“That was college, and what point does he have?” she said, emphasizing her question with a pointed finger toward Bonnie. “Besides, I failed to mention to Max that they’re not talking about race car drivers.”

“What then?” asked Bonnie.

“Motorcycles. I forgot to tell him that it would be motorcycle racing. I have no intentions of learning anything about motorcycles. Remember when I threatened to ground Robbie for life for even considering buying one from a friend, even though it was a very good price.”

Kit interjected her two cents first. “Casey, it’s not like you did it on purpose, but remember the trip to Jamaica? Who would have even dreamed of what took place there? I’m sure that’s what Max is referring to, and motorcycles do seem to draw some unsavory characters. Even though your passengers will be professionals, others will be attending.”

“And what about your more recent trip to Eugene, Oregon.”

“That wasn’t a charter, and you know it. And,” she said, swinging her light-saber finger toward Bertie, “You were the match that lit that hailstorm.”

“Looking past your mixed metaphors, I think Max is correct in feeling you should be prepared. Why don’t we do it with you, then you won’t feel so...”

“So what?” demanded Casey.

Shuffling things around on the table to delay answering, Bonnie finally said, “So outnumbered. Two against one. John and Max. Instead, it will be all of us against them. Wouldn’t that make you feel better and, it might be fun?”

Casey muddled over the idea. In truth, that would make her feel better. She hated demonstrating in front of her husband, much less John, how little she knew about the workings of an automobile, much less a motorcycle. To her, a car was a means of transportation, nothing more. You turned the key in the ignition, shifted gears and off you go. What else did she need to know? She did remember to change the oil regularly, but only because their mechanic stuck a reminder date on the inside of her car’s windshield. 

She expelled a sigh of relief and nodded her head. “That would make it easier,” she admitted. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind wasting a few afternoons in shop class with me?”

Kit held out her freshly manicured fingernails. “Would I have to get greasy?”

“No,” said Bonnie. “The only one that might have a hands-on experience is Casey, and I doubt that. They just want her to brush up on her conversation skills, so she can converse with race-car drivers.” 

“Motorcycles,” corrected Casey.

“Did I ever mention that Mark and I watch races occasionally on Wide World of Sports?”

The three women, who had known Kit since college days, turned and looked at her as if she had just admitted kissing an alien. “You’ve never told us that,” said Bertie. “Do you really watch, or just pretend to be watching, because of Mark?”

A blush crept up Kit’s neck, its pink contrasting with her blaze red hair. “When Mark first suggested watching the races, I thought he meant horse racing. You know I always love watching horses, but when I realized it was cars . . .you guessed it, I was turned off. At first,” she said, suddenly digging in her purse. She pulled out a schedule and unfolded it on the table. “But when I learned some of the history behind the races, it became much more interesting.”

“In what way, Kit?” asked Casey, genuinely fascinated. 

“Some of the stories are so heart wrenching, father and son stories, brother losing a brother stories. Things like that. In fact, I often take notes and have started following some of my favorite drivers.”

Bonnie, Bertie, and Casey sat in stunned silence. The only thing that may have been more shocking regarding Kit was when she briefly studied wiccan. But this was a close second, and neither could think of a thing to say. They all knew that Kit was a very private person who rarely talked about herself. She usually joined the group and followed along with whatever they had planned. She rarely initiated.

“Anyway,” Kit stammered. “Although I think this is a different caliber of racing, I can give you a couple of racing facts that might fill in a gap in a conversation, if that would help.”

Still speechless, Casey nodded emphatically.
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Chapter Two
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Max opened the blinds with gusto, sunshine streaming onto the face of his sleeping wife. “Time to get up,” he said. “We don’t want to keep John waiting.”

Casey stretched and rubbed her eyes. “How can it be morning all ready. I feel like I just fell asleep.”

“That was eight and a half hours ago, which is good. You should be well rested when preparing to learn new things. Bonnie has already called. The girls are picking up coffee at Caribou, so you won’t have to worry about having some before we leave.”

“Can I at least wash my face and brush my teeth?”

“Sure, sure. And don’t get all dressed up. We’ll be working in the garage.”

“Working? On cars?” She climbed out of bed, her voice irritable.

“Well, not so much working, as observing. Not to worry,” he said. 

Casey watched her husband disappear down the stairs and a few minutes later, heard him whistle for Roxie. He was excited and she had no idea why, but had to admit it was sweet of him to want her to appear well-informed when she transported professional racers. She doubted it even mattered, but then she remembered something her father had once said to her. “Everyone feels complimented when you show interest in their interests. Never forget that, Casey.” He was right. “I’ll try, Dad, I promise you that,” she said in a whispered prayer and hoped, wherever he was, he heard her now. She missed her father, who had died of an aneurism two years earlier. It had been sudden and shocking, and the entire family was grief-stricken. Her children especially missed their grandfather, who had always shown a personal interest in whatever they were doing. He had lived what he preached, she now realized. “Okay, Dad, I hear you loud and clear.”

Max walked through the door, holding her jacket. “You talking to your dad again?” Always amazed that her husband understood her so well, she beamed a smile his way. Leaning in to give him a kiss on the cheek and take the jacket, she said, “Yes, and he talks back to me.”

“Care to share what he’s saying today?” asked Max, a bemused look in his eyes.

“He told me to go for it, and I plan to. How do I look?” she asked, pirouetting in front of him. She was dressed in faded jeans, a paint spattered, denim shirt and tennis shoes that had seen better days.”  

“Very garage sale.”

“Should I change the shirt? Do you think John would be offended?”

“John wouldn’t be offended, but you’re not going to be working on cars, Casey. Just listening. Keep the shoes, since his garage floor is grungy, but I’d change shirts.”

While she slipped into something more presentable, Max went down to the garage. The sound of the garage door opening told her that Max was waiting for her outside in the car. Agreeing with Max as she checked her image in the mirror, she spoke to her deceased father again. “I did well, didn’t I, Dad, in picking a husband. After all these years, he’s still wonderful, isn’t he?” She received her answer when Max tapped on the horn.

The girls were waiting, seated in folding chairs in John and Bertie’s garage. Bertie had set up a table of refreshments and everyone had plates in their laps piled high with Bertie’s mouth-watering, home-baked delicacies. Even the coffee smelled better at Bertie’s. After Casey and Max filled their plates and took a seat, John stepped up.

“In an effort to prepare Casey for her next charter, I’ve made a list of the fundamental things I think she should know. Actually, you should all know,” he said, giving a nod to his wife.

“Humph,” muttered Bertie.

Ignoring his wife, John continued. “I’m not going to teach anything about mechanics.” After their collective sigh died down, he said, “But there are some basic essentials you should all know if you drive a car. Since Max brought me up to speed on the fact that it will be motorcycle racing, I’ve given you a list of things to look into and a couple of websites that offer simple tutorials. I recommend you watch them.”

Casey raised her hand. “Yes?” said John.

“If you’re not going to teach us about mechanics, why are we here?”

“I was just getting ready to ask the same question,” said Bonnie.

“Me, too,” said Kit.

“Well, John,” said Max. “They have you on the spot.”

John refilled his cup and sank his teeth into one of Bertie’s baked goodies. “I’m going to broaden your knowledge about your home state and some of the wild and wonderful things we offer here.”

“You mean Brainerd International Raceway, don’t you?” said his wife, with a slight snarl.

“It’s more than a name. BIR is one of North America’s largest racetracks, featuring two road courses, a two-point-five-mile and a three-point-one-mile course, and a world class dragstrip.”

“Dragstrip,” grumbled Bertie. “Isn’t that what they did in the movie Grease? That’s just kid stuff, isn’t it, like they do at Elko Speedway?”

“Hey, first, it’s not kid stuff, and second, Elko is a NASCAR sanctioned speedway. You’ve only been once and...”

“It was awful. A hundred degrees in the stands with air so gritty, I could have planted a cornfield in my mouth. No thanks,” Bertie finished for him.

“Now Bertie, give it a chance. I wasn’t interested either and then...” offered Kit, shrugging her shoulders as she straightened her denim split-skirt.

“Is that how it’s going to be at Brainerd? Gritty?” said Casey, having difficulty keeping an alarmed whine out of her voice. Why was she even doing this? Maybe Max was right. Maybe she should suggest to her Inflight Manager that they use a male flight attendant.

“Okay, everyone, take a breather and let’s let John get us back on track. We’re discussing Brainerd. Let’s save Elko for another day,” said Max.

John eyed his wife, who nodded begrudgingly. “Brainerd’s shorter course is a competition road course with a highly technical, thirteen turn design that motorcycles take on two wheels and a knee.”

“A knee,” shrieked the three women.

John scrolled through some pictures on his phone and showed them an example.

“Do they really touch?” asked Casey.

“Yes, they do. Anyway, now that you updated the type of racing we’ll be watching, I checked the schedules. Some of the biggest names in motorcycle racing will be here, including the anticipated return to Bagger racing by the legendary Harry Purcell.”

The four women exchanged blank looks. Finally, Bonnie said, “Are we supposed to recognize that name?”

John patted the air with outstretched hands, “Before he retired from racing, he had won most of the events he entered, often times more than once in both car and motorcycle racing. If you had watched any of the morning shows, you would have seen him featured on all of them at one time or another, as well as most network news programs in the evening.” 

He received puzzled, but this time bemused looks. “If a professional driver, whatever the vehicle, came on any of those programs in the morning, that’s when I would have started a load of laundry,” said Bertie.

“Or run to the bathroom,” said Casey.

“Or turned off the television completely, and left,” said Bonnie with finality.

John and Max groaned. This was not going to be an easy sell.

“Wait a minute,” said Casey, “How many times have you watched any of those morning programs?”

“Never,” echoed the two men.

“And why exactly?”

“Because they have frou-frou stuff, most of the time, meant for ladies, not men,” said John, failing to see the duplicity of his comment. 

“You just made my point exactly. You don’t like to watch women’s stuff, and vice versa.”

“Back to Brainerd,” said Max agreeably. “I assume you were dutifully impressed by the prominence of the track in Brainerd. If I were you, Casey, I would get a list of your passengers and then come back to John. He can probably fill you in on their careers. Does that sound fair?”

The women agreed as if excused, packed up their things and disappeared before John or Max could say NASCAR. 

“Let’s drive to Stillwater for lunch,” suggested Kit.

With everyone in agreement, they hopped into Kit’s convertible and blew kisses to the men as they backed out of the driveway. Kit honked the horn playfully.

“I hope we didn’t hurt John’s feelings, Bertie,” said Casey. “It was kind of him to prepare this material for me.”

“He’ll live,” said Bertie. “Let’s discuss where we’re going to eat.”

“I vote for The Dock,” said Bonnie.

“We always go to The Dock,” said Bertie. “Why not try something new?”

“I vote for tried and true,” said Kit.

“In other words, The Dock,” Bertie grumbled, but acquiesced. “I’m having their walleye sandwich. It’s the best in the state.”

Once seated in their booth overlooking the St. Croix River, Bonnie said, “This is interesting.” She indicated something on her phone. “Harry Purcell, the driver that John mentioned, started out in a pit crew, before he started racing. Guess who the driver was?”

“How would we know?” grumbled Bertie. “Except for that one race in Elko, I have avoided anything to do with racing. I had zero interest then, and that remains true today.”

“Well, you might change your mind, if you know who the driver was,” said Bonnie.

“Don’t know. Don’t care.”

Casey rested her hand on Bertie’s arm before speaking. “Who Bonnie? Would we really recognize his name?”

“You definitely would recognize his name,” she said, giving them a Cheshire Cat grin, as she stirred a freshly boiled shrimp in cocktail sauce.

“Doubt it,” said Bertie.

“Paul Newman.”

“You’re kidding,” said Kit. “He was my all-time favorite actor.”

“He was the favorite actor for most women our age, back in the day,” said Bonnie.

“I would have gladly died of COPD from all the grit in the air, if I could have worked in Paul Newman’s pit crew,” said Bertie, raising her glass of iced tea in salute.

“Unlike most Hollywood types, he was a really good man. I heard he has given over half a billion dollars to charities,” said Kit. “Half a billion.”

“Even though we missed our chance with Paul,” said Bonnie. “we’re still going to Brainerd Raceway. After lunch, let’s go back to Casey’s and watch one or two of those tutorials John suggested. It’s the least we can do.”
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Chapter Three
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The name Harry Purcell nagged at Casey’s thoughts. It sounded familiar, but she was positive she had never had any friends with that name. Besides, he was too young to have run in her crowd. He may have retired, but if she meets him on her flight, she’ll figure it out. If she didn’t recognize him, she could ask him if they had ever met. 

After they finished watching the tutorials, they quizzed each other with the provided questions. Casey, Bonnie and Kit quickly picked up on the lingo of mechanics, but Bertie was a stumbling block. In fairness, Bertie wouldn’t be serving professional drivers, thought Casey. But since she herself would, she was relieved that the material wasn’t all that difficult. A memory of Max and Robbie working on their son’s car in the driveway brought a moment of nostalgia and a little regret. She wished she had shown more interest in what they were repairing and why. It might have been fun to participate. Why did males and females so often separate their skills or interests as if only applicable to one or the other?

Later that day, after she finished packing for her trip, she joined Max on the deck for an early cocktail that preceded a dinner of grilled salmon, oven roasted, parmesan asparagus and a leafy green salad. The smell of fresh baked bread greeted her as she descended the stairs. It was Max’ famous recipe that required no kneading. He stirred up the recipe and let it rise overnight in the pot in which it would be baked. She loved its chewy crust and dense interior.

The bread was also handy for lunches on four-day trips. Unlike store bought bread that got wet and gooey after being stored for two to three days, it remained fresh when packaged properly. She added butter and whatever sliced meat she had packed. It was better than any fast food she could get between flight legs. It also gave her the ability to eat on very short breaks between flight legs.  

When she walked out the door, Max handed her a gin and tonic with a sprig of mint from their garden protruding from the tall glass. The taste of summer, she thought, when it came to cocktails.

“What time do you report tomorrow?”

“Not ‘til late. Seven, I think.”

“That is late. Then what do you do?”

“Just a short flight to Saskatoon where we layover until morning. Our first passenger boards there before we head to Ontario for the second. From there, we fly to Kansas and pick up another, and then on to Watertown, South Dakota for two, and back through Iowa for one. There’s a chance we may make a stop in Nebraska, but it’s not on my schedule yet. If we have no mechanical or weather delays, we should be back in Minneapolis by nine. I think two more are joining us there, and then a short flight up to Brainerd. If all goes well, I should be in in my hotel room by eleven.”

“Long day,” said Max as he checked the status of the salmon on the grill and squeezed a lemon over it.

“True, but then I have a week of relaxation in Brainerd, with all our friends, and you.” She gave him a flirtatious kiss on the cheek.

“You haven’t said much about the tutorials. What did you think?”

“I’m embarrassed to say, and don’t you dare tell Bertie, I enjoyed them. It wasn’t as hard to understand as I thought, and I’m sorry that I didn’t come out and learn more when you used to teach Robbie. I can’t remember. Did you ever teach Mandy?”

“Mandy caught on quicker than Rob. She’s a very competent car owner. Do you remember when she had a flat tire, and a male friend stopped behind her and offered to change it for her.”

Casey shook her head.

“I’m proud to say she thanked him, but told him she was fine. She proceeded to change it herself. In the rain, I might add.”

“It doesn’t surprise me. Mandy has always faced new challenges like that. She jumps in and figures it out. You taught her that, Max.”

“We both did,” said Max. “Becoming a flight attendant at the age of sixty is just another example of how you continue to influence our daughter. You’re showing her you’re never too old to learn and try new things.” Taking her hardly touched drink to refresh, he added, “Dinner will be ready in ten minutes. Want to eat out here, or inside?”

With the temperature hovering in the high eighties, they decided to eat on the deck. With the umbrella offering shade and a steady breeze coming from the northwest, they were more than comfortable while they talked over plans for their visit to Brainerd. After second servings, Max quizzed Casey about carburetors and torque. They were both laughing by the time Casey shrieked, “Enough, enough.”

“You almost got me on that fulcrum question, but, alas, I had a good teacher.”

“I’ll be sure to let John know. I think you’ll be able to hold your own with your passengers. I must admit, I’m a little bit jealous.”

“Jealous. Why?”

“Judging from your destinations, I’m betting you may have Milan Jablan, maybe Kolby Reed and Ray Weishaar on board. There are some great drivers from the four-state-area, too. What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the aircraft wall and listen to those guys talk.”

Astounded, Casey didn’t know what to say. “Why Max, I had no idea you were so well informed about racing. You never talk about it.”

Max shrugged. “Not exactly conversation guys have with girls, but that might change after this trip. Maybe you’ll become an aficionado.”

His statement brought a twitter of delight from Casey as she cleared the table. “I sincerely doubt that, Max, but I appreciate the vote of confidence. It’s cooling off now that the sun has set. I have gingerbread with fresh, sliced peaches and homemade whipped cream. Let’s have dessert out here, too. I’ll get some candles.”

“Make sure one of them is Citronella. Prime time for mosquitoes.”

Casey groaned. “The Minnesota state bird, as they say.”
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Chapter Four
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Casey found the girls at Caribou the next morning, studying brochures about the Brainerd Lakes area that were spread across the table.

“Since we’re staying at Cragun’s, we can have dinner one night at The Hungry Gull,” said Bertie, her voice alight with anticipation.

“Oh, I love the Hungry Gull,” said Kit.

“Correction, the Hungry Gull must be under new management, because it’s now called Irma’s Kitchen, but the menu looks good,” said Bonnie, reading from her phone.

“And Baxter is only fifteen miles away. Remember that cute coffee shop we found there?” said Kit.

“The Stone House, yes, that would be wonderful to visit again,” said Casey. “There’s also Lakeside Dining for breakfast at Cragun’s, and Brainerd has several nice coffee shops, too. I haven’t been to Coco Moon Coffee Bar, have you?”

The group shook their heads. “Besides eating and drinking coffee, what else are we planning to do?” said Bonnie. “As a suggestion, I’d be interested in taking one of the Gull Lake cruises to get a good view of all the ritzy houses.”

“That would be fun,” said Casey. “If the temps aren’t too hot, there’s always the Paul Bunyan Trail. We can put on our Fitbits and get in some steps.”

“Ugh,” said Bertie. “Do we have to ruin a fun vacation with serious exercise? It’s not that I don’t think exercise is important, but we’re on vacation. We can do that at home.”

Browsing on her phone, Bonnie looked up and said, “At one end of the trail is the Northland Arboretum. It says here they have a firefly festival with local music and one of several, local breweries debuting their newest lagers. That sounds like something the guys might enjoy. Plus, they also host an edible mushroom workshop. Remember when Kit taught us about magic mushrooms?” Bonnie winked wickedly, because Kit’s period as a Wiccan was deemed off limits to future conversation. Kit elbowed her friend good naturedly and surprised the group by saying, “I’d love to learn more about edible mushrooms, wouldn’t you Bertie? Not only are they delicious, but incredibly healthy. Lots of antioxidants.”

Casey gave her friend an applauding smile, still amazed by how Kit’s brief flirtation with wicca had strengthened her friend’s confidence. Well, why shouldn’t it have? She saved a child’s life, after all. “Perhaps there’s a way to walk a portion of the trail and end up meeting the guys at the Northland Arboretum for a beer,” she said.

“I’ll go for that,” said Bertie.

“How much time do you think you’ll have to spend at the racetrack, Casey?” said Bonnie.

“I really don’t know, but I doubt very much. The company may require me to attend a social event at the beginning of the week’s events, and possibly again at the end. Otherwise, there’s nothing I can contribute. The guys
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