

    
        
          Pies & Poison & Pooches, Oh, My!

        

        
        
          A Wayside Bay Mystery, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Reida Kenzington

        

        
          Published by Reida Kenzington, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      PIES & POISON & POOCHES, OH, MY!

    

    
      First edition. October 10, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Reida Kenzington.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232517724

    

    
    
      Written by Reida Kenzington.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

The Series

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“Mabel, I swear, if you rope me into this again next year, you’ll have to start paying me.” I steered the dolly carrying four 25-pound sacks of flour into a corner out of the way.

“It’s barely after 8:00 a.m.” I said.

“Yes, but I told them 8:00 a.m. sharp! There’s so much to do before we open.”

“I know, I know. I don’t know why you get upset. Every year the crew shows up late. Nobody knows where to park; how do we get in the gate; where’s the stand?” I tallied off the many excuses of new employees.

It was time for the annual Wayside Bay Spring Fair, a four-day event that attracted crowds from along the Oregon Coast and as far inland to Portland. Our small community looked forward to it every year. The local shops and restaurants counted on the extra money the fair brought in. The past winter had brought daily rain showers and windy weather, along with a few days of light snow to make things more exciting. Miserable weather had kept most people away. There was hope the fair this year would be a boom to the local economy.

Mabel hurried out to the midway to watch for the crew. “Finally! I see them, Charlie!” Mabel exclaimed. My best friend looked forward to the spring fair the most out of the events she took part in. She called it a rebirth of her spring soul. I felt the same.

This was my 14th year of working in Bake and Brew Fair Confections. Besides Mabel and me there was Stella Kosloski, another old-timer like myself. She’d worked six years in a row. She, along with the police chief’s wife, Nora, would join us later. A group of three strolled up to Mabel. The newbies, if I remembered their names correctly, were Penny, Justin, and Ann. Because of the lack of applicants this year, we’d be short-handed, like every year.

“Good morning, everyone.” Mabel’s flushed face beamed optimism and positivity. “I’m so glad you showed up, even if you were late. Now, I’m fair, but I do not tolerate tardiness.”

Mabel launched into her new crew speech that included tips on personal hygiene—you wouldn’t believe how many people neglected to wear deodorant—and where to store your backpack. She ended with the phone rule.

“And there will be absolutely no phones on your person while working. We’ll be far too busy for any calls or texts. Please leave them in your backpacks. Charlie and I will be the only ones with phones.” Mabel spoke loud and firm.

A newbie raised her hand. “Hi, I’m Penny.” Colorful tattoos decorated both her arms. “Is there a schedule?”

Mabel swooped her arm toward me. “Charlie, my shift manager and best friend, has a schedule. If you need a ride, call one of us. We’re more than happy to take you to and from work, especially if we need you.” Mabel laughed and the crew relaxed. “This will be fun!” Mabel motioned to follow her behind the kitchen. An array of plastic tables and chairs stood in the center, still clean and uncluttered. “This is the pit because it’s always a mess. Try to keep it tidy.” She gestured to the far wall. “Everyone has a bin with their name on it.”

She pointed to the plastic bins lined against the far wall on the floor, each with the crew member’s name written in black Sharpie. “Keep your stuff in those. Don’t mess with others’ belongings.” Mabel continued the tour as she explained where her shop was in town and what she sold there. Fair time was the only time she showcased her special cakes and pastries not available at Bake and Brew. When she finished, I stepped forward.

“It’s opening day, and the fair opens at two. We’ll have training, an early lunch—our treat—and then you’ll all work until closing at nine tonight. Any problems with that?” I asked the group. They nodded in agreement. “Great! Let’s get started.”

The next two hours Mabel demonstrated how to make the special fair cookie for this year; a chunky bacon peanut butter delight she’d labored over for months until the recipe was perfect. Neither her husband Gary nor I could get a taste. She showed how to measure the ingredients for each batch, how to space them on the tray, and what temperature to bake them. Everyone took turns for each step until they knew how to do it Mabel’s way. The only way.

Then we moved onto register training; the basics of running it, how to count and give change, and how to speak to customers. Over the past 13 years, Mabel and I had learned what worked and what didn’t and had a system on how to run things. Just as the new guy Justin completed the change counting lesson, the pizzas Mabel had ordered for lunch arrived. Nobody ever thought to bring a lunch on the first day.

Justin stuck his nose in the air and sniffed. “I thought I smelled pizza. Awesome!” As soon as Mabel set the ten pizzas out, Justin opened three and took a slice out of each. Ann, a high school senior who also worked for Mabel’s husband Gary at his vet clinic, took three slices of the vegetarian.

“Thanks, Mrs. Mahoney, for the veggie pizza,” Ann said between bites. Her crew trained and fed, Mabel nudged me and winked.

“I think this year is going to be one of our best.”

* * *
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Mabel tossed the cake ingredients for the mini cakes into the stainless steel mixing bowl. She flipped the switch on the Hobart commercial mixer she had brought from her shop. It roared to life and began its work. Next she brought out four trays of cookies from the oven and set them on the prep counter. Penny bagged each cookie and placed it on another tray. Mabel hired Penny because of her work at Tiny’s Tavern in the kitchen. Tiny had cut back on her hours, forcing Penny to look for more work, even if it only was four days.

As I tended to the dirty bowls already accumulating in the sink, Mabel instructed Penny on how to work the mixer. Then, much to my dismay, Mona Fitzsimmons entered the kitchen. She’d come along the narrow rear walkway behind the stands the crews used to enter and exit. Mabel scowled when she saw Mona.

“Mabel!” Mona exclaimed. “How are you? You look a little frazzled, darlin’”. I noticed Mona give Mabel the once-over. Mabel’s silver hair sat in a tight bun covered with a hairnet. White powdery splotches sprinkled her apron along with streaks of chocolate. Mona was Mabel’s stand neighbor and sworn enemy in the baking world. Mabel didn’t have proof, but she knew Mona didn’t make her deep fried apple pie à la mode from scratch as Mona claimed.

“Mona, what do you want? We’re kind of busy.” Mabel turned off the mixer. “Do you need something?”

I kept at my task to avoid Mona and her drama she brought with her.

Mona shrugged as her eyes darted around the prep area. Her reputation for being a pain preceded her. “I was just wondering if you happen to know where my flour is? I’m missing four 25-pound bags. You should only have six.” She pointed to Mabel’s pile and counted them with her bright pink talon-like fingernail.

“Mona, I do not have any extra flour. I got my six. See?” Mabel gestured to her pile of five bags. “I have five there and one I opened.” Penny held up the now half-full bag of flour.

Mona sniffed, her upturned nose twitching as she did. “Well, I suppose. But you know, we’ve had our troubles in the past, and I don’t want any trouble this year.” Mona turned to leave. “If I find out—”

Mabel cut her off and pointed with her flour-encrusted finger to the exit. “Mona, out. We don’t have your flour. Go back to your own stand, please.”

“No need to get your panties in a bunch. I’m leaving.” Mona sauntered out, grumbling about her flour bags.

Mabel groaned. “Charlie!”

“I’m right here.”

Mabel threw another dirty bowl into the sink. “Mona.”

“I’ll try to keep her out of here. Keep this door closed.” I closed the door leading to the passage and slipped the padlock through the hasp.

Mabel swiped her forehead with the back of her forearm. “It’s frickin’ hot in here. I’m going to call Gary and tell him we need the fans.”

“Definitely. The forecast is 75 degrees. Feels hotter.” April weather traditionally was cool but sunny. This year’s mini heat wave had temperatures in the 80s, hot for the West Coast.

Mabel dropped her phone into the pocket of her apron. “Gary’s on his way. He doesn’t want me to get overheated. He’s so sweet.” Mabel smiled as she spoke of her husband Gary of 37 years. They’d recently been through a rough patch, and I knew it had to do with the boat Gary had purchased. Mabel wanted a new sewing machine that was pricey, and Gary said they couldn’t afford it. Then he’d bought a boat. Not a good move on his part if anyone wanted my opinion. Shortly thereafter, Gary had taken Mabel away for a romantic weekend in Santa Barbara and upon their return had acted like newlyweds. Oh, and he bought her the new sewing machine.

I pretended to stick my finger down my throat. “You guys make me ill!”

Mabel snickered. “I know. That’s why I do it.” She turned to Penny. “Charlie’s been my BFF for 27 years, something like that. A long time.”

Penny’s eyes grew wide. “Wow. That is a long time. Cool.” Penny pulled on the oven mitts to get out more cookies. “These cookies smell so good.” Mabel beamed. She loved it when people praised her baking.

Mabel inspected the cookies and nodded to Penny. “Well, let’s not have Mona spoil our first day. It’s time to open. Charlie, get everyone where they’re supposed to be,” Mabel instructed.

I told Justin to open the front window and man the register. Stella was on the espresso machine, and Ann would serve customers. Penny stayed with Mabel as her helper. Justin raised the roll-up door and customers had already lined up. Justin rang up the first purchase and gave the thumbs up. In return, I did the same. An hour later everything was running smoothly, and I made Mabel take a break with me in the pit.

“So what do you think so far?” Mabel asked as she swiped a wet towel over her face. She shoved it back into her apron.

“So far so good. You know how it is. Something will happen. Someone won’t have a ride, or gets sick, or just doesn’t show up. I can’t believe there were so few applicants.” I sipped my ice water. With the sudden heat wave, no one had had time to acclimate. I fanned myself with my t-shirt, glad I had left the extra layer at home. “Why is it so hot?”

Mabel snorted. “You are not kidding. I’ve probably lost five pounds from sweating.” She glanced at her watch. “We’ve been open an hour. At this rate, I’ll lose 100 pounds by closing.”

* * *
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I spent the next couple hours at the counter helping Justin with the register and bagging cookies when Penny fell behind. Every year the cakes, topped with a Bake and Brew candy logo, sold well, and this year looked to be no different. Mabel’s own special blend of coffee beans made the iced coffee drinks popular on this hot day.

Cappy and Javier stopped by. I had spotted them down the midway and hoped they’d keep walking. A sudden panic washed over me. I pulled Mabel into the tiny closet, which doubled for the office.

“Wait, Chuck!” Mabel exclaimed as I pushed her out.

“Sorry. I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s gotten into me. It’s just Javier for cryin’ out loud.” I inhaled deeply. “What is wrong with me?”

Mabel stared like I had something on my face, then said, “Oh my, you’re nervous because of Javier? How cute!” Little white puffs of flour poofed as she clapped her hands with excitement. “He’s just coming to say hello. So get out of here. Besides, we’re busy!”

I had known Javier for years. I was not oblivious to Javier’s feelings for me. He had told me he moved to Wayside Bay after he retired from the Portland Police Department because the home prices were good. He had started a new forensic accounting consultant business and helped local police departments along the coast. I liked Javier, but not as much as he liked me. Mabel told me it was because I hadn’t given ‘our relationship’ a fair chance. She loved saying that. I sighed and straightened my apron. If my sweaty, flushed face with melted make-up didn’t scare Javier, I might consider the relationship more.

“There she is.” I heard Cappy, Wayside Bay’s chief of police, say. He pointed to Javier. “Look who I brought?” Cappy grinned. He thought Javier was a catch. Javier smiled and waved. His blue-checked shirt and khaki shorts showed off his tan muscular arms and calves. I had to admit Javier was in good shape for being in his late 50s.

“Hey guys, what’s up?” I watched Justin count out change as I tried to avoid Javier’s eyes. I mentally slapped myself.

Enough.

“Cappy and I just stopped by to see how it’s going,” Javier said.

Cappy leaned on the counter. “I’m doing a security run through, checking on my officers. And my wife. Hey, honey!” He waved to Nora, who had arrived earlier and was working the oven. Cappy worried more about her now since her stroke last fall. “Javier’s my back up.” Cappy grinned again. Since his wife’s illness, his mood had lightened, and he wasn’t as old-man crotchety as he used to be.

A pre-rodeo line formed. “Oh, customers. Gotta go.” I waved them off and grabbed several cookie bags and took my time with the customer hoping Javier would move along. It got busier and after a couple of minutes they left to patrol the grounds.

Shortly after their departure, my phone vibrated with a text. I ignored it. Later, during a lull, I checked my messages. The text from Javier made me cringe. It said ‘nice to see you in action’. What did that mean?

I shoved my phone in front of Mabel’s face bent over the mixer. “Mabel, what does this mean?” Mabel squinted at the screen, then laughed.

“It means he thinks you’re a hottie. Really, Charlie, give him a chance.” Mabel began scooping out chocolate frosting for the waiting mini cakes. “Charlie, not to sound all gloom and doom, but he may be your only chance.”

“You are nuts! ‘May be your only chance’. This isn’t the turn of the century. I don’t need a man to survive. I am quite content with the way things are.”

“Okay, if that’s what you think,” Mabel said. I glared at Mabel and Penny giggled..

“You two are the worst!”

Mabel chuckled, “Penny, ignore Charlie. She’s mad at me, not you.”

“Oh, no, I got that,” Penny said.

Mabel grinned. “You’re a quick one.”
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Chapter Two
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“Mona, I don’t know what I can tell you.” She’d ambushed me at the counter. “The line is the line. I can only yell at people so much. Maybe you can have one of your workers corral them for you.”

Mona threw her hands up. “My workers? They can barely manage what I tell them to do, much less handle people in line. No!” She screeched. “You need to do something to keep your customers from encroaching on my line and pushing them out into the midway!”

I rolled my eyes, knowing it would throw Mona into a tizzy. “I don’t have time for this Mona. You know how this works.”

Mona gasped and shook her head. “You’re unbelievable. This has never happened. When I had my previous space, there was plenty of room. Now, with being forced into a stand half the size, there’s barely room for the crew to work and only a few feet for customers to wait in line.” She whined. “And Applebaum’s stand is handing out free samples! I’m sure that’s against the regulations.”

Mona had complained most of the afternoon to anyone that would listen how she’d had the space Applebaum’s Famous Deep-Fried Apple Pies now occupied, how it was her space for years, and now that horrible woman Cherry Applebaum and her family had taken over. How it wasn’t fair and she would file an official complaint. Blah, blah, blah. Mona wasn’t happy unless she was miserable.

I pulled her aside toward the exit. “Mona, Cherry can hand out samples. It’s not against the rules. Read the vendor handbook. You’re upset because she has your spot. You’ll just have to get over it.” My patience with her had ended. “Now, we both have things to do. Please leave.” I waved dismissively and went to help Stella with the coffee orders. Mona huffed and puffed as she stomped out. After I finished with Stella, I gestured to Mabel to come with me.

Mabel stretched her legs out between two of the flimsy plastic chairs and rubbed her knees. 

“My feet are killing me and it’s only been a few hours. I must be getting old,” Mabel laughed. I laughed too, fully aware of the aches and pains of getting older.

“You’re not kidding. Did you hear Mona?”

“No. What now?”

I screwed up my face. “That woman is never happy. She’s complaining our line is encroaching on hers. I told her boohoo, get over it. I don’t think she liked that. Then she’s complaining about Cherry and her free samples.” I leaned forward to stretch my aching back. “Ow.”

“Ha! You’re worse than I am. Mona does this every year.” Mabel yawned.

“I know but she’s especially annoying this year because Applebaum’s has her spot.”

“Well, if she hadn’t single handedly turned the fair committee against her, she wouldn’t have this problem. You know, ever since her husband died, she’s been a real pill.”

“I noticed. I’d feel bad for her if she wasn’t such a...”

I held up my hand. “No swearing in the stand.”

Mabel scowled. “I know. She is just such a pain.” She stood up and stretched. “My back is not gonna make it. We better get out there. The whole place is probably falling apart without us.”

* * *
[image: ]


“That’s not true!” Stella’s voice rose. I searched for the source of the commotion and found Stella and Mona in the midway. “You know good and well that I didn’t steal anything. You found it!”

Mona stood with her hands on her hips. Her creepy long fingernail pointed at Stella’s chest. “You, young lady, stole from me! And now you’re doing it again. I saw you!” Their heated exchange drew stares and whispers from those in line. I knew Stella would lose her temper in a minute and probably slap Mona across the face. I tore off my apron and rushed to them before things got worse.

“Hey now, let’s settle down.” I stepped in between them blocking Mona’s view. “Stella, get back to work.” Stella said something under her breath about Mona but returned to her workstation. I turned to Mona. “So Mona, here we are again.”

Mona’s shiny lipstick had smeared onto her teeth, which she clenched as she screeched. “That little thief! I caught her red-handed in my till!” Mona shrieked. “She stole from my home and now she’s doing it here.” While Mona ranted, she’d invaded my personal space. I took a step back.

“Mona, that’s an outright lie and you know it. Stella was only getting change from your cashier. Stella does not steal.” I was done with Mona and her constant belittling, screaming, and rudeness to her staff. It was appalling. “This is the last time I’m telling you. Stay in your stand or I’ll file a formal complaint and you’ll be out fall fair for sure.” I strode away, leaving Mona with her large pink-lined mouth gaping.

“Well, I never—” Mona started. I whirled around and glared. Mona returned the glare but walked away quickly in her bright pink heels. Customers in line who witnessed the argument snickered and tilted their heads in Mona’s direction.

I put my apron back on and washed my hands. Mabel was laboring over the Hobart, which wasn’t cooperating. “This piece of junk,” Mabel growled. She looked at me. “Hey, what happened?”

I let out a low growl. “Mona!”

Mabel frowned. “Still?”

“Yes. I’m so done with her. I’m done with her being so awful and rude.” Mona had forever been a nuisance. But now her behavior was downright unbearable. I grabbed a mini cake reject and ate it. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with this little piece of deliciousness.” I licked my fingers and smacked my lips.

“I messed up the logo.”

“Good for me then. Okay, going back out there. If Mona shows up again, I can’t be responsible for what may happen to her.” I guided Stella to the side. “Stella, are you okay?”

Stella drew in a deep breath. “Yes. She just makes me so mad.” Her voice trembled. “I did not and never have stolen from her or anyone else.” Charlie nodded. “You know she fired me? She thought I stole some stupid diamond pin she had sitting out on her dresser. I’d seen it there when I was cleaning, so I know it was there when I left. She called me up and fired me. Said I stole the pin. I argued with her, but she never listens. Then I saw her at the store, and she had it on! She never even bothered to apologize or anything! Oh, I just hate her!” Stella’s anger erupted.

“Take a break. Go to the pit and cool down. When you’re ready, come back.” Stella nodded and began to cry. I handed her a paper towel. “Don’t worry about Mona. Nobody listens to her rants, anyway.”

I checked the clock hung above the registers. Only 4:30. The last two-and-a-half hours had felt like days. At least business was brisk, but I figured it had to be at least six o’clock. So far I’d had several run-ins with Mona, calmed Stella, and avoided Javier. Well, almost avoided.

“Hey, Charlie,” Ann called out. “I need you.” Ann, a quiet slip of a girl had dropped a tray of cookies. I’d heard it but ignored it. Trays dropped several times each day. It was something that just happened. Penny had left her for a few minutes while she ran to get more sugar. Mabel had gone to the restroom. I bent down to help her pick up the broken cookies. “I’m so sorry. It was too hot I guess, and I dropped it.” Tears poured from her huge blue eyes hidden under her long bangs.

I smiled and used my calming voice I reserved for anxious dogs when I groomed them. “No worries, Ann. Let’s just clean these up and we’ll make sure you have a good oven mitt.”

Ann smiled through her tears as she cleaned up the mess. “Mabel will be mad.”

“Nah, we won’t tell her,” I whispered.

Ann giggled. “Thanks, Charlie. I appreciate that.”

With that mess done with, I observed the crew work. Justin moved quick enough on the register to keep the line moving as Nora and Ann worked the counter. Penny and Mabel had returned and seemed to be having a high old time judging by their laughter, and Stella, back from her breakdown, was manning the espresso machine. The line snaked into the midway. At this pace, we’d all be exhausted by tomorrow’s end.

* * *
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After the line died down, I strolled the midway to see what I could waste my money on this year. As I inhaled the delicious aroma of corn dogs and then cotton candy, I noticed there were more commercial-type vendors than before. Electronic toys, some kind of squirrel-like pets, and a few clothing vendors were our neighbors this year. I passed the kettle corn tent and found myself at the large concrete fountain near the main entrance. The water shot up out of the center and sprayed to the edges of the concrete pool. The mist carried in the breeze and bathed my sweaty face with its cooling droplets. In the heat, the water evaporated in seconds.

For years, Mona had ingratiated herself with the old fair committee and they had allowed her free rein. But a new committee had formed ousting Mona’s supporters, and they wanted to put a stop to her shenanigans. When Mabel found out Mona was next door, she’d almost withdrawn.

On my way back I noticed Mona and Cherry Applebaum, Mona’s direct competition, having what looked like a heated conversation in full view of the customers. Deja vu washed over me. Mona was gesticulating wildly with her pointy fingernails at Cherry, who crossed her arms and leaned against the building, seemingly listening to Mona’s rants. Should I interfere? My indecision subsided when Cherry took a step toward Mona, causing her to stumble back.

“Hey ladies, what’s going on?” approached them. Mona whirled around to face me.

“Oh, you again. You’re such a busybody. This is none of your business.”

Cherry held up her hand and smiled. “It’s okay, Charlie. Mona was just leaving. Weren’t you, Mona?” Cherry turned to go back inside.

“Hmmph!” Mona stalked off, her high heels clicking on the asphalt.

“Who wears high heels to the fair?” I wondered out loud. Cherry chuckled and motioned me inside.

“She does, that’s who. I don’t know who that woman thinks she is, but she is so irritating. I don’t understand it,” Cherry said.

“Cherry, she’s upset because you have her spot. She told you that, right?” Cherry nodded. “Okay, then you’re also making a similar product to hers. Probably better if you ask me. She’s been the only one doing that until now. Can you see why she’d be upset? Even if it’s not warranted?”

Cherry’s face registered shock. “Oh, gosh. I didn’t realize. I mean, I knew I had her spot and we sort of make the same thing. But honestly, I didn’t think it was that big of a deal.” She blinked before the tears fell and bit her lip. “This whole thing is so stressful.”

I understood the way Cherry felt. It was her first big fair. She’d taken over the apple business from her dad when he’d had a heart attack. She’d come up with her own deep-fried apple pie and this was the pie’s debut event. Her older brother Barry helped run things, and it had been Cherry’s idea to branch out to local fairs along with the roadside fruit stands they already operated in the area. There were rumors Barry hadn’t run the business well when their dad was ill, and then her dad Buck Applebaum had handed the business over to Cherry. The deep-fried pie was a hit and lines were long.I tried to reassure her. “Cherry, Mona is very competitive. She’s never had actual competition, and now you come along. Not to mention, you’re younger, pretty, and a pleasant person. All the things Mona isn’t,” I said.

Cherry plopped down on a folding chair. “I really had no idea. I thought this would be fun, a fresh way to make money, get new customers. It’d be good for business. Now, I’m sorry I even did it.”

“Don’t let Mona get to you. She’s a thorn in Mabel’s side too. Mona’s threatened by you and that just means she’s not confident about her product.” I gave Cherry a kind of half hug. “Now, get back to work and if Mona comes over again, ignore her.”

Cherry smiled and stood, smoothing her apron. “Thanks, Charlie. I feel better.”

“You let me know if she keeps bothering you. I can handle Mona.”

Mabel raised her eyebrow as I entered the kitchen. “What was that all about?”

I shrugged. “Same as always. Mona.”

Mabel nodded and threw down a ball of cookie dough on her marble slab. “What’re we going to do about Mona? She can’t keep intimidating and bad-mouthing other vendors. It’s just wrong.”

“I agree. I’ll talk to the committee. Maybe someone can talk to Mona,” I said. “Now, I see Justin is having a problem, so I better help him. Save me the rejects today. I’m going to need some sugar to go with my wine when I get home.”
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Chapter Three
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The next couple of hours were uneventful. The after-work rush meant families and teenagers, a definite change from the earlier crowd made up of mostly seniors and moms with kids in strollers. The line for Mabel’s stand snaked into the grassy area of picnic tables and benches. I asked Ann to cover for Justin so he could take a break. He’d been working nonstop since opening. The hot weather was too much for Nora and she took her break with him. Mona hadn’t made an appearance since I’d seen her at Cherry’s.

I wiped my forehead with the back of my arm, which left a lovely sheen of sweat. The temperature had risen to 85 according to my phone, much warmer than the normal 60 degrees. I was showing Ann how to do a correction on the register when Mabel called my name. I rounded the corner and saw why.

“Mona! What is it now?” I exclaimed. Mabel had opened the rear door because it was so hot, allowing Mona to breeze right in.

“Where is my flour?” she demanded. “Someone here took it!”

Mabel mouthed ‘get-her-out-of-here’. I motioned for Mona to follow as I we stepped outside.

“Mona, I don’t appreciate the accusation. We don’t have your flour. No one is stealing from you. If you’re missing flour, talk to your employees or the delivery guy. It’s possible he forgot it or the order is wrong.” Mona was aware of this, and it irritated me to have to remind her. Each vendor ordered their supplies ahead of time. On opening day, the orders arrived. It was the vendor’s responsibility to see they received the right supplies.

“I did that. Some of my flour is missing,” Mona grumbled. “Someone is always stealing. It happens every fair.”

My head throbbed from the heat and Mona. I needed water, and I wanted Mona to go away. Until we found her flour, she wouldn’t stop. “Mona, let’s look in your stand. New kids put stuff where it doesn’t belong all the time.”

Mona stood aside and gestured for me to pass. “Be my guest.”

The stationary food stands were setup the same with a front counter, an area for employees and supplies, and the kitchen. Some vendors brought in trailers or more elaborate setups and additional freezers or storage. Mona’s was just like Mabel’s. As we entered her stand, I noticed Mona’s staff had bins to put their belongings in. She must’ve gotten that idea from Mabel. There was a stand-up freezer along the far wall with the other supplies Mona had ordered with four bags of flour stacked next to the freezer.

“You have four bags of flour right there,” I pointed out.

“I know that,” Mona huffed. “I ordered six bags. I make everything from scratch. I always order at least that much for this fair.”

“Uh-huh.” I glanced around. “Have you checked your storage area?”

Mona pointed to a small adjacent room. “In there.”

I did a quick check. “Well, it’s not there. Where’s your order slip the delivery guy left you?”

Mona shrugged. “I never look at that.”

“No. Why would you?” I rolled my eyes, more dramatic than usual so Mona would get it. “Mona, you should always, always check that. You don’t want to pay for something you didn’t get, right? Where would the slip be?”

Mona’s expression was one of a deer caught in the headlights. I mumbled something inappropriate under my breath. If Mabel didn’t throttle Mona with her own two hands, I probably would. I checked her desk, the kitchen, and the front. The state of the front counter was appalling. The napkin holders were empty. The stainless counter was a sticky mess. Receipts customers tossed, register paper rolls, and unopened napkin packages cluttered the shelf underneath.

“Wipe down this counter. Replenish the napkins,” I whispered to the young man working the register. He finished handing the customer his change and did as I instructed. Two younger women watched him work. “Help him!” They scrambled and began to stuff napkins into the stainless dispensers. I pawed through the mess until I found a delivery slip. I handed it to Mona.

“This is your delivery slip, which you should read every time you have a delivery . You ordered 100 pounds of flour, which is four sacks, not six sacks. You have the correct amount.” I turned and left Mona holding the slip. How she ran a business was anyone’s guess.

“Well?” Mabel asked as I returned and locked the door.

“She didn’t order 150 like she thought. All she had to do was read her slip. Her stand is a disaster area. Her people twiddle their thumbs, doing nothing. I guess she expects them to know what to do.” Mabel nodded. She kept a tight ship.

I sighed. “I’ll be up front.”

* * *
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“Knock knock!” I looked up to see Cappy’s goofy grin across the counter. “Just thought I’d stop in and see how it’s going. Where’s my wife?”

I laughed as I lifted the counter so he could come in. “We’re fine. It’s going well. Your wife is in the pit. She was getting hot.”

Cappy’s grin faded. “I’ll check on her.” He yelled a hello out to everyone within earshot. Mabel stuck her head out.

“Hi, Cappy.” Then to me, “You go too,” Mabel said. I nodded and left Justin and Ann to tend to the customers. Nora was seated, drinking a bottle of water. Earlier, I noticed her rosy flushed face and suggested she go to the pit to rest and hydrate. Now she appeared recovered as Cappy’s worried face studied hers.

Nora smiled. “I’m fine. I was just getting too hot.” I took a seat in an empty chair next to Nora. She fanned herself with a piece of discarded cardboard. “I wore too many clothes for 80-some degrees!” she exclaimed. Cappy’s expression softened as his wife explained.

Mabel suddenly staggered into the pit. She almost lost her balance. Cappy helped her to a chair. “Oh, I don’t feel very well.” Mabel’s usual flushed-with-heat face was now void of color. Cappy put his hand to her forehead.

“You’re getting heatstroke. I’m going to call the medics over to check you,” Cappy announced. The fair had an on-site medical response team for whatever medical emergency might pop up. Mostly, it was seniors who walked too much and didn’t hydrate. They would faint or become dizzy. After a couple bottles of water, they were usually fine.

Mabel shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll be fine. I just need to sit a minute.”

“Mabel, you look terrible,” I told her, becoming more concerned with my friend’s condition by the second. Mabel’s face glistened with perspiration and she was panting now. “Cappy, did you—”

“I already did,” he said as he pocketed his phone. “Way ahead of you.” Just then the medics arrived. They saw Mabel’s obvious distress and began checking her vitals.

After taking her blood pressure and temperature, the medic said, “It looks like a serious case of food poisoning.”

No sooner had the medic said the word poisoning, then Mabel vomited violently into a bucket Nora had placed next to her as a precaution. She lifted her head and said, “Sorry.”

I grabbed a paper towel and wiped Mabel’s face and mouth for her. “You’ll be okay, Mabes. They’ll take you to the hospital. Cappy already called Gary.” I tilted my head to Cappy’s phone in his hand. He nodded and dialed Gary.

The medics loaded Mabel onto a gurney and took her out the back, away from the prying eyes of customers. I held back my worried tears, saving them for later when I’d be alone. Mabel seemed seriously ill. I sucked it up, tried to look like I wasn’t about to cry, and went to Penny.

Penny glanced up as I approached her. “How’s Mabel?” Penny slid a tray into the oven. “She didn’t look so good.” She set the timer and looked at me. Seeing I was upset, she pulled me to the corner. “What happened?”

I let a tear or two escape before I answered. “She’s on her way to the hospital. I’m sure she’ll be okay. It’s most likely food poisoning. I’m just worried and hot and I want to cry.” Penny stared, I’m sure not knowing how to handle my emotional state. I forced the tears back until later. I put on a fresh apron and washed my hands. “Now, what am I doing back here?”

“Are you okay, Charlie?” Penny asked. She looked close to tears too.

“I’ll be fine if we don’t have to talk about it and just work.” I smiled weakly. “Let’s get to it.” Penny briefly explained and then took over Mabel’s duties.

“Mabel’s been training me all day, so I’m positive we can make this work,” Penny said. “Cheer up, Charlie. Mabel will be okay. It’s not good she’s not here because she’s the best baker we have.”

Mabel had hired Penny at the last minute, thinking Penny’s arm tattoos, nose stud, and ear cuffs might be off-putting for the conservative attendees. I reminded her Penny couldn’t wear any jewelry in the stand, and everyone has tattoos now. Mabel agreed and kicked herself for being discriminatory, which I also reminded her is illegal. Penny’s face lit up when Mabel said, you’re hired. And here she was, saving our butts and doing so without a second thought. I’d be sure to tell Mabel.

My phone vibrated. Immediately, I checked it. It was a text from Gary. He was on his way to the hospital and he’d call soon. Another text from Cappy came in. ‘Mabel’s being admitted’. I cringed. Mabel did not like hospitals. Too many sick people, she said. I wasn’t fond of them either. I gave the crew an update on Mabel. They expressed their concern, and I told them I’d keep them updated on Mabel’s condition. I joined Penny and did as she instructed. I had never done the actual mixing of
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