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      You demanded excellence,

      you believed in me without hesitation,

      and you taught me that persistence is love in its fiercest form.

      This book is finished because you always knew it would be.
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        Opens with the warmth of late-summer sun and the rhythm of loyalty (sunny, humid, quietly insistent). Notes of obligation mingle with affection. Finishes with the press of routine and the familiar tension between showing up and running late.

        ~ Cellar Notes, Erie Bluff Gazette
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      FRIDAY  |  7:30 a.m.  |  PIPER

      George Fenn was on a mission. He strode uncharacteristically briskly toward Union Line, the main street in Erie Bluff.

      A dozen jars jostled at the back of George’s wagon, a rolling warning system decked out in chartreuse skull-and-crossbones stickers. To Piper Merriwether, the colour felt wrong (too bright, too playful) like a warning dressed up as a dare. The dead deserved better than candy-coloured labels, no matter how safe George swore the jars were.

      George disagreed (not about their duty to the dead, but about anyone questioning his colour choice). “Studies show chartreuse is the most visible colour to the human eye,” he’d said in his usual monotone, as if that settled it.

      Piper had been raising her concerns for nearly a week. Dottie Stratton, her calm, plain-spoken and recently widowed aunt, had only smiled and called her a worrywart before shaking her head. Piper’s argument—that the display might look like mockery so soon after the Dixons’ deaths—didn’t sway her. Dottie had sided with George, naturally. Two against one.

      “Aunt Dottie,” Piper had said before catching herself. Not Aunt Dottie. Just Dottie. They’d agreed on that when Piper first moved in six weeks ago: first names, not titles, to make things feel less hierarchical. But nearly three decades of habit didn’t undo so easily. “I know it’s awful to say, but the Dixons’ deaths have upended everything.”

      Dottie lifted her brow. “No deaths are convenient but, I agree, it’s hard to celebrate new beginnings when the whole town’s grieving.”

      Erie Bluff was 195 years old but young enough to remember its own better days. Nestled on the north shore of Lake Erie, the town had once thrived on fishing and farming, but decline had come quick and hard.

      The new mayor, Hector Mendoza, had staked his campaign on turning things around, building an economy from Erie Bluff’s strengths: its shoreline views, its sense of community, and especially the cachet of a blossoming wine industry, with bountiful vineyards and a few vintages already earning respectable attention.

      “No one’s going to confuse George’s jars with a joke,” Dottie’d said. “People know what happened. They’ll see it for what it is.”

      Piper supposed Dottie was right. For George, the display wasn’t decoration or ego. It was his self-appointed duty (his crusade) to teach the town what carelessness could cost, and his attempt to make something good, even worthwhile, out of the Dixons’ deaths.

      The couple had been expert foragers, leading half a dozen local clubs and supplying both traditional feasts and experimental chefs across the county. Their deaths had shaken everyone, a senseless accident that seemed impossible for people so skilled. But George had taken it hardest. They’d been his friends.

      The timing, though, couldn’t have been worse. Erie Bluff’s first-ever wine festival (meant to showcase the town’s renewal) was set to begin tomorrow, and the Dixons’ deaths cast a pall over all the excitement.

      George’s display, well-intentioned as it was, created an unavoidable reminder.

      The wagon rattled along the uneven sidewalk, its load clinking and clattering in step with Piper’s unease. It was one of those canvas fold-up haulers with wide wheels and deep sides meant for beach towels or groceries, not jars marked with skulls. George pulled it with the quiet pride of a draft horse (steady, unbothered, almost regal).

      He’d packed his rolling exhibit to the brim: glass jars, metal trays, a hand-painted A-frame sign wedged in tight, a stack of brochures he’d folded with obsessive precision. Each sealed jar held a toxic mushroom sample, precisely labelled with both common and Latin names, and topped with the skull-and-crossbones warning. The edible mushrooms rode up front in shallow trays, lids rattling with every bump, as if one good jolt might spill them loose.

      At the Mystic Leaf (Erie Bluff’s favourite café and gathering spot), George planned to pop the lids off the trays containing the edible varieties. The jars holding the toxic ones would stay sealed, safe from the curious, the carefree or (most definitely) the reckless.

      Piper knew all that. She’d helped brainstorm the setup with Dottie and George: how he could balance education with public safety, how to make people think twice before playing wild-mushroom roulette. Still, she was glad she’d come. Being here made it easier to step in if something went wrong.

      Piper still counted as a newcomer in Erie Bluff. Six weeks of residency, and all those childhood summers at her aunt and uncle’s still counted for nothing in the town’s arithmetic. The ledger of belonging always skewed against outsiders.

      Piper was embarrassingly eager for the long weekend, her first days off since joining the busy and understaffed Erie Bluff Police Service three weeks ago. Piper worked as a civilian crime analyst, better known as a data wrangler, pattern spotter and quiet problem-solver rolled into one. It was the same work she’d done before, just with less freedom and more variety. Here, any case that came through the door was fair game.

      She’d landed the job quickly enough. Officially, she’d moved to Erie Bluff to help her aunt. Unofficially, Piper hadn’t enjoyed the luxury of waiting for a proper transfer. Her old supervisor in Frontenac County had praised her to anyone who’d listen, saying she surfaced more connections in cold cases than analysts twice her age, and she knew he would’ve written her a glowing recommendation. But she hadn’t asked. Once she’d decided to leave, she couldn’t risk the delay. Or the questions.

      Chief Reginald Biggins seemed satisfied. (He preferred to be called sir or Chief, occasionally boss, though everyone called him Biggins behind his back.) Piper wasn’t used to reporting straight to the top. Back in Frontenac, she’d always had a buffer or two between her and the brass.

      The story she’d given Biggins wasn’t the whole truth, but it held enough verifiable data to pass any stink test. She only hoped he wasn’t the type to dig through back channels. Police ran on data, but they trafficked in gossip too, and for now she preferred to be a nameless cog: head down, doing the work, discouraging attention, buying herself time to think straight again.

      The new job was a step down from her last, with less need for her toolkit of analytical skills. And it was temporary, only a six-month contract. But she wasn’t here for the résumé. She was here to feel safer, and that might become possible under her aunt’s roof, in a small town, away from her old routines and unwanted scrutiny.

      The sidewalk was more crowded than usual. Erie Bluff wasn’t big, and Piper already recognized most of the locals. Some of Dottie’s neighbours and other townsfolk already gathered in the town square for the Dixons’ memorial. The unfamiliar faces had probably arrived early for tomorrow’s festival.

      Piper checked her watch. They were running late, and George still had to set up his entire display. “We’ve got to pick up the pace. I’ll drop you off, then head to work.”

      Her backpack (black, no logos or frills, frayed at one strap) bounced against her back out of sync with each step. It subbed for a purse, and held her phone, which doubled as notebook and dictation device, a collapsible multi-tool she used for everything except official police work, and the small safety alarm she kept tucked in the front pocket (just in case). Lately, it also carried the bagged lunch Dottie made for her every morning, “to keep her strength up.”

      “You are not coming to the memorial?” George asked, alarmed.

      Damn it. She should’ve prepared him better. Dottie had warned her he couldn’t handle surprises, and dropping it on him now was careless.

      “I can’t. I have to get to work.” No point trying to justify it. She still hadn’t figured out George’s rhythms. He laboured hard, but always on his own clock and never for a paycheque. And she guessed, as a born and bred Erie Bluffian, he didn’t know how early good impressions mattered for the newby. “Dottie will be by soon. She’ll go with you.”

      “I am okay on my own,” George asserted. Piper didn’t doubt his competence, but his words were more wishful than accurate. Crowds overwhelmed him, and he needed support (encouragement and camaraderie) even if he’d never ask for it outright.

      The sight of them (a mismatched pair) and their cargo drew side-eyes. Piper caught one man staring and stepped over to block his view. George didn’t react. Maybe he hadn’t noticed, or perhaps he had and simply didn’t care.

      “Your display’s raising eyebrows.” She kept her tone neutral. As much as she disagreed with the whole effort, George had spent days collecting and labelling his samples and rewriting his brochures at an elementary school reading level for maximum exposure. “It’s kind of... a provocation,” she added, as if trying the word on for size. She still hadn’t landed on the right way to express her misgivings without upsetting George or dismaying Dottie (who’d too-heartily endorsed the whole venture).

      “It builds public awareness,” he replied, without turning to look at her. “So nobody else dies like Bert and Nettie.” 

      She fell silent at that. The Dixons’ deaths had been horrible and complicated. It started like food poisoning: stomach cramps, nausea, endless trips to the bathroom. The toxicology results hadn’t come back right away, so for days, no one connected it to Death Cap mushrooms (which George claimed were rare in the area). By then, the toxin had shredded their livers. Both were rushed to the hospital, and for a while it seemed at least Nettie might pull through. She was strong enough to make the transplant list, and there’d been hope when she stabilized. But the reprieve didn’t last, and one organ after another failed. In the end, they both died.

      Piper and George passed a patch of boulevard grass where the morning dew still clung in tiny rainbow prisms. George slowed and pointed with his chin. “Chenopodium album. Lamb’s quarters.” He indicated a powdery-leaved plant growing near the hydrant. “High in calcium. Steam like spinach.”

      Piper knew the game and played along. “Sounds delicious.”

      He pointed again to a spot near the curb. “Wood sorrel. Oxalis stricta. Heart-shaped leaves. Lemony. Great in salads.”

      Piper mentally matched the little plant’s shape to reference images from first-year botany—an elective she’d had to take before they let her specialize in chemistry and computer science. “Isn’t that also called plain-old oxalis?”

      “Some people simplify names.” He glanced back and gave her a shy smile. “Don’t pick anything from Mrs. Willoughby’s place. She uses granular herbicide.” He wrinkled his nose. “Smells like cat urine.”

      “Good to know.”

      As they neared Union Line, the cloying perfume of lilies smothered her, and she hustled to escape the odour. Someone had left a funeral bouquet (flamboyant stargazers) near the park stage setup for the Dixons’ memorial. These lilies were a favourite in funeral arrangements, aromatic stand-ins for purity and consolation. The same kind had flooded the chapel during Uncle Art’s service.

      The Mystic Leaf’s green awning was already unfurled above a young server setting out bistro tables on the sidewalk. Piper recognized her as the owners’ teenage daughter, Jasmine. Beside the door, the dog watering station near the leash hook had already been refreshed, standard hospitality for the neighbourhood’s four-legged regulars.

      George’s sandwich-board sign jutted from his wagon like a sail. According to Dottie, he’d bought it at a thrift sale years ago and repainted it countless times, each layer pressed into service for whatever cause currently mattered most: warning against pulling giant hogweed bare-handed, advising on phragmites removal before it choked the wetlands, or reminding people not to dump into storm drains.

      Today’s version was different, with its crisp diagram of Amanita phalloides, the death cap mushroom, drawn with the same meticulous care he gave his field notebooks.

      Piper asked, “You wiped down the jars?”

      George looked put out. “With vinegar and boiled water. Wore gloves.”

      Of course, he had. Once George decided on a method, he never wavered.

      A toddler with a balloon skipped past and peered at the jar marked Destroying Angel (Amanita bisporigera) with bright curiosity. (Piper pictured a flock of raven-clad teenagers delighting in names like that, half science and half morbid poetry.) She stepped between the wagon and the child, but the mother tugged him away, unconcerned, as if a wagonload of lethal mushrooms were no more dangerous than a bake-sale table.

      “I wish you’d used a less-inviting label design.” She knew he’d been careful (even sealing each lid tight with clear packing tape), but the worry still gnawed at her gut.

      George pointed to a hedge across the street. “Mentha arvensis. Wild mint.”

      She smiled despite herself. “Let me guess. Pairs well with wood sorrel?”

      His nod came quickly, eyes bright with the quiet joy of sharing his plant lore.

      They reached the café just as Jasmine flipped the “open” sign and pulled the door wide. With cropped blue hair tucked behind one ear, septum ring catching the light, she gave the queued patrons a brusque nod.

      Piper let the others file in first, keeping George clear of the crush. “Let’s go inside.” She led him to his favourite table by one of the glass garage doors the café rolled up on sunny days and dropped shut when the weather turned.

      “You good?” Piper asked as he positioned the wagon beneath the table.

      He nodded.

      She checked her watch. Damn. Four minutes to eight. Her new boss had a thing about punctuality. If she ran, she just might make it.
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        Opens with bright, unshowy citrus and the steady warmth of sidewalk sun: easygoing, future-facing and content in the ordinary. A corrected dark turn mid-palate adds needed structure, grounding its optimism with plenty enough shadow to feel real. Finishes with balance and quiet resolve, perfect for funerals and wakes.

        ~ Cellar Notes, Erie Bluff Gazette
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      FRIDAY | 9:30 a.m. | DOTTIE

      The dissonant notes of the Twilight Zone theme tracked Dottie Stratton’s steps into the Mystic Leaf café like a glitchy metronome. Dottie frowned at the jarring chime. Usually, pan flutes guided her toward caffeine and her first croissant of the day.

      One glance at the barista’s tight smile told her everything: Luna Smith had not chosen the music. “Someone’s pranking Luna,” Dottie murmured, half amused.

      Each time the door swung open, the eerie, minor-key riff jangled through the café. Tourists glanced around as if trying to catch a joke they’d already missed; the regulars didn’t even flinch.

      Dottie Stratton had lived in Erie Bluff for nearly three decades, moving from Kingston as a newlywed in search of her husband Art’s “quiet life.”

      People called her caring—usually with a shrug, as if kindness were expected and faintly amusing. The proof showed in her laugh lines and the ever-ready tote she carried, stocked with gloves, wipes, liver treats and loop leashes. Her cargo pants and hiking boots gave her the look of a desert wanderer misplaced among the area’s forests, vineyards and farmland.

      Dottie spotted George in his usual spot. Hunched over his samples, he was hard to miss in his blinding yellow-green shirt with his overloaded wagon parked beside him. He set his mug over a dent in the table, a private sandbag against disorder. She caught his eye, mimed tea first, and added a wink. He nodded before once again acceding to the demands of his rituals.

      George had lived with her since his mother passed almost a year ago. Sharon Fenn had been Dottie’s best friend, her confidante and favourite partner-in-crime, the kind of woman who could turn any Tuesday into an occasion.

      Dottie hadn’t stepped in formally. George was thirty-eight, after all. But she’d filled the gap. She considered herself his translator, the person who helped him understand the world when it got too loud or edgy. He thought with precision, but the pull of his compulsions made it hard for him to manage without support. And truthfully, she cherished their rhythm: his oddball brilliance, his eagerness to help, the meaning he found in the tiniest tasks.

      Their makeshift family worked, even more so now that Piper had joined their household.

      As the town’s only breakfast joint, the Mystic Leaf Café buzzed, chock-full of tourists, mourners, regulars, families wrangling kids, all wrapped in the cheerful tinkle of cutlery, the rattle of dishes and the chatter of friends and neighbours. The queue snaked past the pastry case, wound between the café tables, and spilled out onto the sidewalk of the town’s main street.

      Erie Bluff braced for Mayor Hector Mendoza’s grand experiment: the town’s first-ever wine festival. He had to be thrilled by the promising turnout of tourists—and, no doubt, smugly pleased with himself.

      Hector had staked his reputation on revitalizing the town, and once he picked a direction, he charged ahead as if to cheering crowds.

      People addressed him according to patience and proximity: Hector among friends, Mayor Mendoza for the polite or formal, and simply Mendoza when irritation took over. Anyone who called him Mayor Hector wasn’t paying a compliment.

      Festival posters gleamed on the bulletin board, all promise and polish despite the bent corners.

      But under the sparkle, Dottie felt an undercurrent of unease half-hidden by the town’s welcoming smiles. Erie Bluff loved a festival, sure, but the Dixons’ tragic deaths overshadowed the expected fanfare.

      Dottie hitched her tote higher and gave the chalkboard menu a once-over. 

      
        
        Savoury

        Harvest Western: Omelette, local onions, peppers & cheddar. Served with cinnamon-raisin toast.

        Grilled Cheddar Melt: Old cheddar, tomato jam & arugula on Rolling Scone sourdough.

        

        Sweet

        Lavender Lemon Square: Shortbread base, lemon-lavender curd, dusted with sugar.

        

        Hot Drinks

        Festival Fog (New!): Earl Grey, steamed milk, maple cream & spice.

      

      

      It all sounded fabulous, but she’d stick to her usual. 

      Behind the counter, Maren—Luna’s wife and café co-owner—worked without an apron, her minor rebellion against the crisp uniform Luna insisted everyone else wear. “Takeaway’s on the side,” she called smoothly over the din. “Names are on the bags.” As she handed over a steaming cup, the sleeves of her button-up shirt rode up, revealing a faded, lopsided full moon tattoo, her permanent love letter to the woman she’d adored since high school.

      Four tables down, Blythe Underwood sat stiff-backed, her hands twined together. Her fingers slipped to the ring on her left hand, turning it slowly once before she folded her hands again. Dottie was glad to see her out, even so soon after Graham’s passing. Blythe had always carried herself with effortless elegance, but today she looked like fragile bone china—smashed and almost convincingly reassembled. Dottie made a mental note to check in later, after today’s memorial, and let her talk, if she wanted.

      Then she spotted Hector’s star guest: the singular Trixie Thorne, a headline in heels, sprawled like a self-satisfied cat, loud, gaudy, impossible to ignore. Her angular black bob framed feral eyes, and the ivory silk suit with its fuchsia accessories—shoes, purse, intricately knotted scarf—screamed desperate coordination. Too polished. Too pink. Too precious.

      Trixie had been a hometown golden girl once, lured away by Toronto’s bright promises. Dottie had never met her, but she knew of her. Everyone did. She was hard to miss, with her byline, the flawlessly staged headshot, and scathing wine reviews dressed up as wit. Trixie was Hector’s big swing at publicity, an acerbic celebrity to emcee his festival and put Erie Bluff on the map. And yet Hector had shown his star a loyalty Dottie couldn’t quite trace, something that felt older than politics and harder to explain.

      A lanky young man—presumably her assistant—appeared beside Trixie, balancing a bamboo tray with two steaming dishes.

      Trixie flashed him a smile, all capped teeth and calculation. “At last,” she declared. “You can always tell when a place has no competition. Slow service passes for charm.” Her voice rose, long and loud, aimed at the baristas already working at breakneck speed to keep up with the crowd.

      Trixie tossed a rolled-up newspaper onto the opposite side of the gouged table. The headline glared:

      
        
        Foragers Die: Mayor Warns Against Eating Wild Mushrooms.

      

      

      “Friggin’ hicks,” she muttered, then louder: “Some things never change.” Her laugh cracked the air, scattering the peace. Heads turned. Nearby patrons twisted and craned in their chairs like rubberneckers. Trixie swirled her coffee, basking in it.

      Trixie’s assistant ignored her barbs with the ease of someone who’d heard them all before. He set the tray down, flipped open a paisley napkin, and draped it across her lap. Trixie reclined to receive the gesture like royalty accepting tribute.

      “A little mushroom know-how never killed anyone… Oh, wait.” She sipped, smirking.

      Across the room, George hesitated, hands hovering before he nudged his samples into place. His fingers twitched, a tiny, familiar rhythm drumming order back into his world.

      Dottie scowled. Some things weren’t jokes. Not here. Not now. Not ever. The Dixons died last week from their fatal misjudgment, mistaking a toxic mushroom for an edible twin.

      Hector strode into the café just in time to witness his emcee’s antics, but too late to hush her or coax civility. His usual smooth smile faltered as he scanned the room, taking in the tension. Customers exchanged uneasy glances. Someone coughed. The Twilight Zone gag flagged as new patrons entered.

      “I’m sure Ms. Thorne didn’t mean anything by it,” Hector said with a tight smile.

      Trixie’s return smile was self-absorbed and unbothered.

      A man sporting a messy blond man-bun trailed behind Hector, camera in hand, capturing every handshake, smile and fist bump as the mayor worked the room. 

      “How was the drive down?” Hector asked, managing civility.

      “Ugh, we left too early,” Trixie said, waving a dismissive hand. “I hate Toronto traffic, so I slept, and Fitz here drove. Have you met my latest intern?” She didn’t wait for Hector’s answer. “He’s almost reached his best-by date.”

      Dottie watched the haggard young man wince. He didn’t even defend himself. Pale, tidy, with shadows under his eyes, he looked like someone used to long hours and little praise.

      Hector’s smile faltered, and his voice dropped low. “I’ve spent my morning reassuring grieving family and friends that their loved ones weren’t fools,” he said. “Please don’t make that job gratuitously harder.”

      Trixie’s eyes glinted with misplaced amusement. “The foragers?” Her lips curved in a dismissive smirk. When Hector nodded, she shifted her gaze away, chin lifted in disdain. “Indubitably. I’ll keep my Darwin Award references to myself.”

      Dottie’s jaw clenched. Dark humour at someone’s foolish but fatal mistake wasn’t her kind of joke.

      But Hector came to their defence. “They were friends, good friends.”

      Trixie glared at him. “They tried to save a couple of bucks, and it cost them their lives. Idiots. Who eats wild mushrooms? Everyone knows better. Or should.”

      Hector’s reply was quiet but firm. “Bert and Nettie Dixon were experts. They’d foraged for decades—even supplied mushrooms for local game feasts. This wasn’t about money. They found species you can’t even buy.” He crossed himself. “May they rest in peace.”

      Trixie plucked her newspaper from the table and stabbed at the headline with her egg-smeared fork. “Couldn’t have been that knowledgeable if they got themselves killed.”

      Hector’s gaze locked onto hers. “We’re holding a remembrance for them. Most of the town will be there. Kindly show some respect.”

      Blythe Underwood hadn’t spoken a word since Dottie arrived, hadn’t even touched her coffee. Now she shoved her chair back and stood, anger hardening into resolve.

      The silence thickened as the air itself seemed to lean forward in anticipation.

      Blythe smoothed a hand over the front of her blouse, tidying something that wasn’t mussed. She pushed back her shoulders and faced the mayor, towering over him by three inches. “Hector,” she said, quiet and measured, “I assume you’re the reason Ms. Thorne is here.”

      Trixie’s smirk widened. “Oh, Blythe,” she crooned. “Long time, no see. I didn’t see you there.”

      Dottie knew Trixie was lying but didn’t know why. Trixie had been sneaking glances at Blythe’s perfect-posture back almost compulsively for the last several minutes.

      “I’m not talking to you.” Blythe, usually formal and reserved, delivered her words with undisguised contempt.

      “Oh, Blythe,” Trixie simpered, full of false contrition. “Why can’t you let bygones be bygones? You know… Water under the bridge.”

      Blythe’s nostrils flared, and she gripped the nearest chair back. “Bygones?” Her voice was cool, controlled. “You very nearly ruined us.”

      Trixie leaned back, languid as a sunning cat. “Still can’t unload that old vineyard, eh?” She scraped at her toast with the tip of a manicured nail. “No one’s foolish enough to bite?”

      “Spare me the wide-eyed act,” Blythe said. “You knew what you were doing, and it nearly worked.”

      Dottie darted a glance at Hector, wondering when he’d step in, but the mayor only sighed and rubbed at his temple. “Blythe,” he started, tone heavy with forced diplomacy.

      Blythe turned on him. “You, of all people, know what she’s done to me. To my family. How could you invite her here?” Dottie had never seen Blythe so rattled.

      Hector cleared his throat and shifted his weight, his usual charm absent. “It couldn’t be helped,” he said, and glanced over at Blythe’s still-full cup. “Can I get you a top-up?”

      Blythe’s lips parted like she might argue, but she stopped herself and sank back into her seat without a word.

      Mendoza glanced toward the counter. “Luna, when you get a chance, can we get one of your delicious Mystic Treats over here?”

      A movement beside Trixie caught Dottie’s eye. A small white head poked up from the designer pink purse on the chair beside her, its perfect pom-poms dyed to match Trixie’s fingernails. Against the leather collar, a rhinestone tag glittered—a gaudy disc stamped with Priscilla, too large for such a tiny dog. The dog yipped, defiantly unaware of her diminutive size.

      Blythe started at the sound as her hand snapped up to cover her mouth.

      Trixie’s lips curled. “Why so jumpy, dear?” she drawled, stretching the endearment into something both amused and cruel. When Blythe didn’t respond, Trixie continued, “Oh, never mind. I don’t care.”

      Then, Trixie abruptly shifted to saccharine affection and smoothed a polished hand over the poodle’s coiffed fur. “Prissy is such a good girl,” she cooed, and dangled a buttered toast scrap just out of the dog’s reach.

      Dottie’s stomach lurched at the sight of raisins glinting in the toast. She glanced at the chalkboard menu as if the facts might’ve changed. “Hell’s bells,” she said. “Are you feeding that dog raisin bread?”

      Trixie froze, crumb suspended mid-air, her mouth half-open. “Excuse me? Who are you?” Trixie’s sneer on her last word stoked Dottie’s contempt for this careless woman.

      “Grapes and raisins are toxic to dogs.” Dottie rummaged in her tote, located a home-baked dog biscuit, and thrust it at Trixie. “Give her one of these.”

       “Oh, puh-leeze.” She waved Dottie off and lobbed the chunk of raisin toast toward Priscilla. The poodle missed the catch, and the morsel fell harmlessly to the floor. “That’s an old wives’ tale.”

      A quiet voice from across the café said, “Dottie’s right. You should listen.”

      Oh, George, please stay out of this. Dottie knew George would not fare well in any confrontation with Trixie. His fingers pressed the edible mushrooms into symmetrical rows within their trays.

      Dottie replied, “Tell that to every vet in Ontario.”

      Trixie twirled her hand dismissively. “Spare me.”

      Hector raised his hands in a peacekeeping gesture. “May I introduce Dottie Stratton,” he said, every syllable measured. “Erie Bluff’s animal control officer.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Ms. Thorne is my honoured guest.” His emphasis on “honoured” was his warning.

      Trixie jabbed a manicured finger. “Don’t tell me what to feed my dog. She eats grapes all the time.”

      Dottie inhaled. “I can explain the science if you like⁠—”

      Hector gave the tiniest shake of his head, and Dottie relented. “Fine. I’ll spare my neighbours and save the gory details for another day.” But she wasn’t about to let Trixie off. “Regardless, pets aren’t allowed in Erie Bluff’s food establishments. If poisoning your own dog’s not against the rules, bringing her inside still is.”

      George started rocking, a self-soothing gesture he’d adopted in recent months—a back and forth swaying that grew sharper the closer he got to unravelling.

      Trixie turned toward him. “What’s wrong with him!”

      Before Dottie could answer, Hector crouched to scratch the poodle’s head, a placating gesture unlikely to appease Trixie’s bottomless pride. But Priscilla snapped at his fingers, jaws clacking shut a full foot wide. Warning delivered.

      He yanked his hand back. “Judas Priest,” he muttered under his breath.

      “What did you expect?” Dottie said. “She’s stuck in that purse with no way to escape, let alone signal whether she wants to be touched.”

      Hector sucked on his uninjured finger before he exhaled, loud and pained. “Yeah. ‘Freeze, flight, fight or fawn.’” He parroted part of Dottie’s previous lessons. “Thanks. I’ll take it from here.”

      Trixie held Dottie’s gaze, lips pursed, fingers curling around the handle of her mug like she wanted to throw it. 

      George moved to stand next to Dottie, dragging his loaded wagon. He shifted from foot to foot and reached into his pocket. Slowly, he extended his curled fist toward Priscilla, letting her sniff. She did and then licked his fingers. He opened his palm, revealing a morsel of dried liver. Priscilla gobbled it down without hesitation.

      Dottie exhaled. The show was over.

      When Dottie arrived at the front of the queue, she couldn’t resist razzing Luna. “How long have you been advertising The Twilight Zone?”

      Luna huffed. “Some blasted little tech goblins hacked my doorbell. They’re demanding a ransom to put it back to normal. Free coffee for a week.”

      Dottie choked back a laugh. “You giving in?”

      “And have their mothers after me? No, thank you.”

      Maren grinned. “Jasmine’s among those ‘goblins’.”

      Dottie chuckled. Of course, her favourite teenager, Luna and Maren’s bright and creative seventeen-year-old, was involved. Jasmine had been a tech prodigy since preschool, dismantling and reassembling computers when most kids were still stacking blocks.

      Dottie steered the conversation away from the obvious sore spot. “Thanks for letting George set up here.”

      Luna waved a hand. “It’s a good cause. People need to learn what’s safe to eat.”

      Dottie understood the appeal of wild mushrooms. Some wanted a seasonal treat you couldn’t buy in a store. Others used foraging as an excuse to tramp through the woods. Others claimed tradition, or the thrill of the hunt, or bragging rights for feeding their families straight from the earth. But every season, someone pushed the risk too far—bad stomach, a night in the ER, a lesson learned the hard way.

      Dottie nodded. “He worked hard on the display. Ever since…” She let the sentence trail off. Everyone knew the rest.

      George fidgeted slightly, and Maren slid a bottle of water across the counter toward him. He picked it up, turned it in his hands, then placed it back down, untouched.

      Maren frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      George didn’t answer. His eyes drifted upward, fixed on the ceiling.

      Maren clucked her tongue. “Oh, silly me.” She grabbed the bottle, twisted the cap to break the seal, and handed it back to him.

      George nodded his thanks, removed the lid, and used both hands to take a careful sip.

      Dottie squeezed his shoulder lightly. “I’ll finish up here. How ‘bout you set up your display over there?” She pointed to a long table along the wall with a single chair behind it. She hoped at least a few people stopped to listen to his well-rehearsed descriptions.

      George rolled his wagon across the café to the assigned spot. He smoothed a gingham cloth over its surface, tucking in the edges precisely. One by one, he transferred his jars and trays, lining them up with practiced care.

      A testy, disbelieving hiss came from across the café. Trixie’s sculpted brows arched. “Does this town have a death wish? Poisonous mushrooms don’t belong in a restaurant.”

      Luna stiffened. “It’s a display.” She glanced around at her other patrons, “Does anyone else mind if George stays?”  

      Before anyone could answer, Trixie interjected, “This is irresponsible.” She folded her arms. “I’ll report you to the health board. And write up a one-star review.”

      Dottie stepped in, tone clipped. “You always punch down? George is helping people after a tragedy. And what’s your answer? A bad review? Read the room, Trixie.” She caught the panic in Luna’s eyes and swallowed the rest.

      “George,” Dottie said calmly, “I’ve got a better idea. Let’s set up outside. There’s more foot traffic, better visibility.”

      Luna gave a quick nod, relief flashing across her face. “Good idea.”

      Maren moved from her station to help George gather his things. “Come on,” she said lightly. “Let’s get you that best spot in town.”

      Trixie, imitating indifference, popped the last piece of toast into her mouth.

      Mendoza looked at Trixie’s empty plate before glancing toward the front door. “Let’s continue our conversation outside,” he said, his easygoing smile settling back into place. “It’s a beautiful day. And the Dixons’ remembrance starts in half an hour.”

      “Well,” Trixie drawled, “this has been charming.” Her chair scraped back from the table. “Come along, Fitz. Chop, chop,” she said, and handed the young man her pink purse, poodle zipped inside.

      Her assistant stood to comply, his own breakfast untouched. Dottie grabbed a takeout box from the wall and handed it to him. He blinked, then nodded his thanks, packed his meal quickly and hurried after Trixie.

      Without warning, Trixie pivoted, nearly colliding with him, and made a bee-line for Blythe’s table. She brushed an invisible crumb from the surface. “You’re so naïve,” she said, her voice syrupy with malice. “You don’t cross me and get away with it.”

      Blythe set down her cup with deliberate grace. “You don’t intimidate me, Trixie Thorne,” she said coldly. “I will never forgive you.”

      Trixie shrugged, adjusted her scarf like she’d won first prize, and sauntered out. The moment the door swung shut behind her, the café exhaled and conversation resumed.

      Luna rolled her shoulders like she’d been holding her breath for the last fifteen minutes. She gave Dottie an appraising look. “That took guts, Dot.”

      Dottie grinned. “Did I win?”

      “Not sure, but I’m glad you stood up for George. And that poodle.” Luna huffed a laugh. “Your usual?”

      Dottie nodded, and Luna turned toward the espresso machine. “Maren, unsweetened matcha latte, to⁠—”

      “—To go,” Maren said and slid a frothy green drink across the counter. A creamy heart floated in the middle.

      Dottie lifted her drink in mock protest. “What if I wanted something else?”

      Luna’s eyes half-closed. “As if.” She nodded toward Trixie’s retreating figure, still visible through the front window. “That woman will come to a bad end.” She said it as if she forecasted the weather.

      Dottie raised her matcha in toast. “You don’t need a tarot reading to see that coming.”
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        Opens with the tired sweetness of a wine left too long uncorked: saccharine on the nose, rancid fried notes on the mid-palate, and a hollow lightness that reads more like betrayal than relief. Its structure collapses under the weight of its own performance, indubitably mistaking drama for depth.

        ~ Cellar Notes, Erie Bluff Gazette
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      FRIDAY  |   10:00 a.m.  |  TRIXIE

      Trixie Thorne despised Erie Bluff. The air reeked of fried food and small-town delusion. Her heels clicked over uneven cobblestones, each step a reminder that she couldn’t allow anything in this place to trip her up.

      She strode out of the Mystic Leaf with her jaw clenched and her sunglasses on, though the sky had clouded over as if in sympathy for the foragers. The glasses were a mask anyway, her method to stay unreadable, inscrutable. Let them wonder what she was thinking. Let them guess.

      Fitz Beauchamp followed a pace behind, Priscilla cradled in the purse slung over his shoulder without a hint of embarrassment. A man who could carry a toy poodle in a handbag without flinching had his ego in check. He’d accidentally passed another of her tests. Blythe Underwood, on the other hand, had failed.

      Nora Feldman hovered close to Blythe, half-turned toward her like a shadow waiting for direction. Trixie almost didn’t recognize her. The years had worked her over like bad lighting.

      Once upon a time, the three of them had ruled this town in their own small way. That was ancient history now. Blythe and Nora had both settled, folded, faded. Only Trixie had made something of herself.

      Blythe had looked right through her, as if forgiveness were a favour to withhold, not something Trixie had every right to expect. Blythe was the one who’d sued her—over a private loan Trixie had been repaying, a trivial dispute about interest. Once Trixie realized how predatory the terms were, she’d adjusted them. Naturally. Anyone who knew the full story would see she wasn’t to blame for their friendship’s collapse.

      She scanned the crowd gathering for the Dixons’ memorial, not really expecting to see family but checking, anyway. Her mother was probably drunk on her medicinal sherry and railing at some self-important TV evangelist. Her father likely hunched over tomato flats at the greenhouse, too tired or timid to do anything else.

      And Chantal, dear, promising Chantal—she wouldn’t be here. Trixie hadn’t spoken to her little sister in eighteen years. Trixie had failed her, she could admit that now. Not that it helped. Chantal was still slinging drinks instead of chasing bigger things. Trixie should have reached out years ago before a small distance had widened into a chasm. An early apology might have been awkward, but with every year, it only grew more humiliating.

      The morning sun had burned off most of the lake mist, leaving Erie Bluff looking almost picturesque. The town square, with its brick pathways and over-pruned flowerbeds, swarmed with movement: mourners milling in clusters, coffees in hand, trading solemn nods like currency. Pretending this place mattered.

      Trixie picked out the types from long experience. The farmers, congregated around their informal patriarch, Rusty Weber, stood shoulder to shoulder, treating death like bad weather—inevitable, but nothing to get worked up over. The vintners wore sunglasses and carefully casual shoes. The 4-H kids looked like they’d been starched into place, neckties cinched too tight. And then there were the fishermen, smelling of diesel, wet hemp and something dead.

      A pair of small-town cops flanked the square like sentries, pretending to blend in. Police at a memorial? Indubitably. What’s next? A twenty-one-gun salute? One had a hulking black dog beside him, muzzled and panting. She remembered when this used to be an Ontario Provincial Police detachment; now Erie Bluff had its own “service,” staffed with second stringers and has-beens.

      A sleek drone whined overhead, stealthy and utterly out of place. Mayor Hector’s latest gimmick. He’d hired that good-looking videographer Trixie had spotted earlier at the Mystic Leaf, with an unbecoming topknot, camera always rolling. She would’ve advised against filming a memorial service, but nobody’d asked her. Maybe he needed B-roll. Or maybe Hector was paying him as obscenely well as he paid her.

      Either way, the drone lingered, capturing Erie Bluff in all its homespun glory. Trixie tilted her head, shifting to her best angle, and hoped it caught her good side.

      She couldn’t explain how Hector had talked her into this job. She’d quoted him an outrageous fee to shut down the conversation. When he’d accepted without blinking, what choice did she have but to follow through?

      Nearby, Hector shrugged off his wrinkled linen suit jacket and draped it over a bench before reaching for a collapsible easel. “Alright, George, where do you want the sign?”

      George rocked on his heels as he scanned the space. Finally, he pointed to a spot a foot or two right of centre: not blocking foot traffic, but unavoidable. Trixie smirked, impressed. He understood how publicity, exposure worked.

      Mendoza nodded and adjusted the sign:

      
        
        Foraging Safety. Know your Mushrooms. In Memory of Bert & Nettie Dixon.

      

      

      George Fenn fussed over what looked to Trixie like a dollar-store tablecloth, smoothing the edges like it was spun gold. So much bother over a cheap rag. Saint Dottie of the Strays crouched beside him, lifting a stack of neatly labelled trays: Morel, Chanterelle, Lion’s Mane. Mushroom types, indubitably. What else did this town obsess over?

      Near the southeastern corner of the square, the town’s war memorial leaned toward the crumbling plinth. Bronze names glinted through oxidized green, and someone had wedged a wilting tulip between the cracked stones.

      Trixie gave a dry smile. Public grief was a performance, and she'd always been a critic. Even she knew her lines by now: play the villain. Better that than letting them get close. Compassion made you soft, predictable, and easier to kill off in Act One.

      She knew the story about the war memorial, of course. Everyone did. How, years ago, the late, great Art Stratton, another man who considered himself above her, chose that meddlesome Dottie instead, had persuaded Council to restore the damn thing. Now it was crumbling again. Fitting. Erie Bluff unreasonably clung to its past, but what else did she expect from a town well beyond its prime?

      A well-dressed couple lingered nearby. Outsiders, she decided immediately: the man’s polished Allen Edmonds loafers gave him away. She admired their gall, gawking at a memorial. The woman leaned in, whispering, “Is that Trixie Thorne?”

      “I came to this podunk town because I heard she’d be here,” the man admitted, almost breathless.

      “Oh, I just love her,” the woman gushed, voice too eager for discretion.

      Trixie stilled and listened closely. Praise soaked through and warmed her mood despite everything else. 

      Across the way, Dottie dusted off her hands. “This’ll get attention.”

      George frowned, shifted a jar a fraction of an inch, then hesitated, testing his newfound perfect positioning.

      Hector clapped him on the shoulder and didn’t notice George’s flinch. “Looks great. And if anyone gives you trouble …” he glanced around, “…send them my way.”

      Ah. That was for me. Trixie let her lips curl into the shadow of a smirk. Hector couldn’t stop her. They both knew he wouldn’t even try, fearing she’d leave with all her publicity and his dreams of tourist dollars.

      Dottie surveyed the display. “People need this. Well done, George.”

      The old stage had been dusted off, spruced up for the occasion, its ornate railings and weathered planks standing by for yet another small-town drama. Whether it was nostalgia or a failure of imagination, Erie Bluff always reached for the past when it wanted to make something feel important. But Trixie had to admit, the heritage stage possessed charm.

      She watched as the Patchouli Princess and her wife locked up their café, their movements slow and unnecessarily reverent.

      Luna flipped the closed sign as if warding off the evil eye. Ridiculous. It was a ramshackle diner, not some temple to the moon goddess.

      Maren, ever the dutiful partner, asked, “You ready?” Luna adjusted her tunic and murmured, “Not really,” before sweeping in, all flowing fabric and tinkle bells, homing straight for the mushroom man’s sad little setup.

      George’s spine had gone rigid, and he was rocking from his waist, slow at first, then more pronounced.

      Yup. On cue, Moonbeam to the rescue. “You got this, George. They’d be so very proud of you.” Luna’s voice was breathless, pitched just short of pageantry. She gestured extravagantly, as if marvelling at a civic treasure and not some homemade poison display.

      The irony was too exquisite. Showcasing the foragers’ cause of death at their own memorial? Trixie couldn’t help the laugh that slipped out, quiet and cutting. Only in Erie Bluff would a memorial double as a tailgate party for the wine festival.

      Then Luna placed a hand over her heart. “I sense... good things gathering one breath beyond your reach.” Trixie sipped her coffee. Dear God, the theatrics! Miraculously, Luna’s overindulgence worked and George’s rocking slowed, then stopped. Whatever crisis he’d imagined had passed.

      Trixie grimaced, then smoothed it away. No use looking petty in public, not with cameras around and rolling.

      Hector took the stage, framed by the mirror-still lake and those endlessly important Carolinian trees. It all had the choreographed weight of a period drama.

      In the distance, the tulip tree still stood, noble enough—if you ignored its lopsided silhouette and the blunt stubs of branches, scars from one memorable miscalculation with Blythe and Nora. But that was ancient history and Blythe had taken the fall for it with her doe-eyed contrition while Trixie slipped away clean.

      Trixie sighed and checked her nails. She already knew how this banal event would go. 

      Hector took a slow breath, then stepped to the microphone. “Thank you for coming together today to acknowledge the unexpected and tragic deaths of two pillars of our community, Nettie and Bert Dixon.”

      The mayor let the words settle. He had the politician’s way, measuring reactions, adjusting his performance to suit. “I know all of you are as shocked and saddened by their passing as I am.”

      Trixie stifled a sigh. Such a predictable speech—bland tombstone data about people who, like everyone, had lived, loved and lost. Still, he managed it well and kept the focus on the Dixons themselves instead of turning it into a performance of his own grief. Better than what most could manage.

      Then the mayor’s eyes landed on her. Trixie lifted her chin, offering the faintest hint of a smile. She had to fight back a laugh when his expression hardened. Poor man. He really thought he could manage her.

      Mendoza pressed forward. “At this time, I’d like to invite George Fenn to say a few words.”

      Oh, this should be good.

      A murmur rippled through the crowd. Dottie whispered something no-doubt soothing, her version of a verbal pat on the head.

      George sucked in a deep breath, arms rigid at his sides, and stepped onto the stage. The microphone crackled. “They were my friends. They died. I’m sad.”

      Silence stretched. Uncomfortable.

      A high-pitched whimper sliced through the hush. Fitz shifted Priscilla’s carrier and patted her head. “It’s okay, Pipsqueak.”

      Trixie had suffered enough of this nonsense. “Oh, for God’s sake, Fitz, she’s not a baby. Shut her up.”

      “Jesus, Thorne,” someone snipped. Across the way, two onlookers exchanged a look, pitying and perhaps disgusted. Fitz stiffened, angling the carrier as if to shield Priscilla from her.

      Priscilla gave a faint yip, black nose twitching behind the mesh. God help her, Trixie adored the fluff ball. She just didn’t know how to show it—least of all with an audience. Fitz did, though. He treated the dog like she belonged on velvet cushions. That was likely why Trixie’d let him linger longer than most of his predecessors.

      A strained smile crossed Blythe’s face. “You do have a gift for keeping the spotlight where you want it, Trixie.”

      Porcelain-edged, that one. Blythe could make cruelty sound like courtesy.

      Rusty Weber barked from the back, “How many times you sued her, Blythe? Four? Five? Or ’til the ink ran dry?” Typical Rusty: crude as his boots, even at a memorial. The contrast between these two foes was almost laughable: Rusty with his farm grit and calloused wealth, Blythe with her vineyard airs and carefully scuffed boots.

      Councillor Edwin Greaves, eager to defuse the tension or score points, cleared his throat. “Blythe Underwood has always been well-versed in legal matters. Frankly, she could’ve made a fine lawyer.” Edwin Greaves, of all people, defending Blythe? He was nothing more than a rule pedant with laminated bylaws in his pocket.

      The crowd’s uneasy murmur softened to a few polite chuckles. But Trixie caught the sidelong glances—the crowd loved a feud, especially one that wasn’t theirs.

      Hector forced a genial expression back into place. “And now, let’s all enjoy the festival.” Good timing, Hector. His voice was light, but his eyes zipped between Trixie and Blythe like he refereed a pickleball grudge match. Then, he stepped off the podium.
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      FRIDAY  |   10:25 a.m.  |  TRIXIE

      As she exited the town square, Trixie trailed two women steering a battered stroller between them, their voices effortlessly loud enough to carry. “Mendoza cares more about photo ops than getting ahead of this crisis,” the taller one muttered.

      “Fitz, keep up,” Trixie hissed, patting her thigh like he was an errant spaniel. She wanted to stick close to this pair who sounded as though they were about to spill the good stuff.

      “Maren Doyle found them, didn’t she?” her companion added, jiggling the stroller’s handle to rock the fussing toddler. Too big to be coddled, Trixie thought, rolling her eyes.

      “She brought them soup when she hadn’t seen them. Hauled them to hospital too late.”

      The taller one clucked. “They should worry more about that kid of theirs. Everyone knows Jasmine’s running wild.”

      “And don’t get me started on Doc Taylor. He didn’t have a clue what was wrong with them. It took the autopsy to find out.”

      Trixie strained to catch every word, then whacked the corner of the Fun-Guy’s table hard with her hip. One wobble was all it took and the whole table went over, jars bursting open, mushrooms scattering like confetti.

      “Watch it,” the taller woman exclaimed, staring hard at Trixie as she shielded her child.

      Who did she think she was? Still, Trixie had caught useful scraps: the same old grumbles about Hector’s vanity, Maren’s meddling, the local doctor’s incompetence. In Erie Bluff, scandal was practically a municipal sport.

      George sucked in a sharp breath, a strangled, raw sound. He lurched forward, but stalled, unsure where to start. For a moment, the townsfolk also froze. Then George’s rocking began.

      Chaos unfurled: knees hit cobblestones, hands darted over spilled jars, voices overlapped in frantic instructions. People gathered mushrooms, salvaged unbroken jars and collected shards of glass. The drone lingered, buzzing like an angry hornet, then zipped away.

      “Stop.” George’s voice cut through the scramble. He reached into the wagon and produced a box of latex gloves, opening the lid with brisk precision. “Do not touch anything barehanded.” He began passing pairs around, his expression firm.

      Dottie bustled over to fuss with the toppled sign, then crouched beside George, cooing nonsense. 

      Even impeccable, ice-queen Blythe, squatted amid the mess and plucked a delicate cluster of fungi from between the cracks in the cobblestones. Blythe straightened, brushed invisible dust from her hands before she spotted an intact paper cup jammed into the mouth of a recycling bin, and picked it out.

      Friggin’ do-gooder busybodies.

      In the scramble, Fitz set down his takeaway container, shifted Priscilla’s carrier awkwardly under one arm, and crouched to help.

      “Stand up,” Trixie hissed. “What are you thinking? Those frigging mushrooms are more poisonous than any raisin toast.”

      Blythe approached, picked up Fitz’s abandoned container with her empty hand, and extended it toward Trixie with the veiled disgust of someone handing over a used tissue. How far they’d come. That same hand had once offered sweating bottles of Pop Shoppe, summer invites to pool parties, even
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