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Chapter 1

 

I should have been happy. 

Why wasn't I happy? Five reasons. They called themselves the "Fudge Divas". 

This was the first week in April and tourists would soon clog our two-lane, picturesque, winding roads. I hoped many would stay at my newly renovated, historic Blue Heron Inn. 

In the middle of the kitchen sat the new giant, white marble countertop, perfect for loafing fudge so joyfully delicious that angels would strike up a chorus. Instead, yelling and arguing echoed from the divas. 

Nasty thoughts of them stumbling off the bluff came to me more than once.

The Blue Heron Inn sat atop a scenic outcropping of rock that was part of the ancient escarpment stretching from Wisconsin to Niagara Falls. Cedars and sugar maples dotted the B&B's hilltop perch. My parents and grandparents had just tapped the maples a couple of weeks ago after the daytime temperature kited into the fifties for a few days with the nights in the teens and twenties Fahrenheit.

The inn overlooked Lake Michigan's big bay on the western shoreline of Door County, known as the Cape Cod of the Midwest. The powder blue-and-cream inn's past may have included housing some of my Belgian ancestors when they'd immigrated to fish, farm, and work in the forests. Many immigrants in the 1800s made wood shingles for a living. The shingles were sent via steamer ships down to a bustling, growing Chicago. My parents were now farmers, but Dad and Grandpa still wielded an axe often to create firewood.

It was ten o'clock on this chilly Saturday morning, a good one for a fire in the fireplace, and so foggy it appeared white cotton candy pressed against the windowpanes. 

Ordinarily springtime ushered in as quietly as a yellow daffodil sneaking through the last remnant of a snowbank on the south side of a building. 

The fudge divas's zumba music and raucous exercising and voices--arguing again--had the wood floors rumbling, the antique chandeliers swaying, and my mind muddled. 

The dark fudge ingredients in front of me were a primordial pool jiggling to the shock of earthquakes. The sweet confection had no chance of hardening into anything I could cut and serve as fudge. 

The divas, all in their fifties, included and were invited by my former mother-in-law Cathy Rivers. She lived in Fishers' Harbor these days, but the rest of them had arrived early Wednesday from various cities and parts of the country. They dubbed their girlfriend vacation the "Freshmen Fudge Frolic". 

The women had attended the University of Wisconsin-Madison where they'd met as freshmen in the early 1980s. 

Their first "fudge retreat" day in Fishers' Harbor included cocoa bean-jalapeno-spiced facials at the new local spa called the Glass Slipper, owned by Cathy. She was also staying in an upstairs room, though she had a condo nearby. 

My grandpa Gil--whom I'd called Gilpa since a toddler--didn't trust Cathy. 

"Ava Mathilde Oosterling, she's pushing that darn son of hers on you again to get your fudge business," he'd said many a time. 

Just yesterday while in the kitchen I'd responded, "How is inviting her friends here pushing Dillon on me? I'm going to be making gobs of money."

"Exactly. And then you'll become too busy and you'll ask Dillon to help out more, and then his mother will be here all the time, and pretty soon she'll offer to buy this from us. That will leave you with nothing except a paid-off mortgage."

Grandpa had helped me out by co-signing on the mortgage papers to buy the Blue Heron Inn several months back. 

Grandpa feared for himself, too. He and I shared Oosterlings' Live Bait, Bobbers & Belgian Fudge & Beer, a small shop that sat on our village's harbor. That's where I got my start, just a year ago when I'd moved back from the West Coast.

It was true Cathy liked to take straw and spin it into gold. But Cathy also loved our quaint area. Originally from Milwaukee, she'd visited here last year and ended up staying, admiring the historical significance of this area of the country. Cathy bought an old mansion on Main Street and turned it into the Glass Slipper. Since Wednesday, Cathy and her friends visited the spa every day, then returned to the inn to nosh on different fudge flavors paired with local wines. But instead of reminiscing about English lit classes and cheerleading in college, they debated return-on-investment ratios. They still looked like cheerleaders, though. Exercise was part of every morning and afternoon.

Diva Jackie Valentine--a tall redhead and sometime voice of reason among them--said on the first day, "We're not letting menopause cause a meno-plus in pounds. We eat fudge with impunity." 

I was thirty-three and played basketball with friends over at the school playground, but these health-conscious divas could probably beat us in a game. 

They'd brought along a couple of twenty-somethings--Zadie, the daughter of Pepper Elliott, and Zadie's friend, Yola Wooten--but those two disappeared day and night. Couldn't blame them.  They had freaked out after hearing there'd been a murder upstairs last year; I accommodated their request not to stay in the dead woman's room.

The fifty-somethings, on the other hand, loved the drama of murder. They declared that every inn had to have a murder and a ghost. It's just how it's done, right?

Grandma had assured me the high energy level and constant kibitzing was their manner of communicating. "They're like puppies," Grandma Sophie said, "that constantly gnaw on each other's tail. It's playful." 

Puppies? The women struck me as sharks. 

I was praying the April fog would lift soon so the divas could go on another of their adventures and leave me in peace to figure out my fudge. The boards under my feet in the kitchen continued to reverberate. Jackie's voice wafted in, "And again!" 

Groans resounded. A strained voice sounding like Pepper's said, "Kim, stop it!"

Yes! Kim, Pepper, Jackie, Eliza, and Cathy--stop it! 

Jackie bellowed, "Pepper, for goodness sake, pick up the pace!"

Another voice--Eliza's with its hint of gravelly tone--ground out, "Jackie, you're not the boss of us."

"You got that right." Cathy's sweet voice had chimed in. "If this were a TV show you might not last the night, Jackie."

I gasped at the threat, listening hard from the kitchen.

"Cathy," Kim's voice joined the fray, "that was not called for at all." 

Jackie laughed heartily. "No offense taken. I guess we've all imagined doing each other in at some point, right?"

"Shhhh, she might hear," Eliza said as the music hit low notes.

I shuddered. I did not want another murder in the inn. 

I leaped from my morbid thoughts when the back door to the kitchen banged open and shut. 

Best friend Pauline Mertens skidded to a stop on the other side of the kitchen island, flipping her long, black hair behind her shoulders--an action she did a lot when it was time to one-up me or hold something over on me.  "Ava, I have big news." 

Though it was only morning and on her day off at that, she wore a new, red blouse fit for our county's five-star dinner restaurants. I groaned inwardly. New clothes usually meant another misadventure with her so-called beau.

Regaining my bearings by focusing on the fudge problem, I kidded, "You're taking my guests for a long hike into Peninsula State Park right now and then losing them?"

She rose to her six feet to look down.  She enjoyed having two inches on me. "If you're going to run an inn, you have to take charge like I do. Tell them, 'If you don't behave and sleep in on Saturdays, you won't get your chocolate milk after recess or your fudge.'"

Pauline was a kindergarten teacher. 

I turned to the cupboards behind me to retrieve antique plates featuring yellow roses. It was only a coincidence, but the women loved them because yellow roses were their signature flower. They'd asked about the collection's price, which I thought rude. Fortunately, I'd inherited the plates so I had responded with a toothy smile, "They're priceless." 

With a sigh for Pauline, I said, "You know I can't give these particular guests any rules to follow."

Pauline plunked her giant apple-green purse on the white island top next to the pan of fudge. "Didn't you hear me? I have news. And it's from John."

"Can't we take my problem first? I have about ten minutes tops before those divas rush the dining room expecting yet another new fudge flavor for brunch. And this--" I pointed to the jiggling ooze. "--Makes me a nervous wreck." 

"Tell them it's pudding. They'll brag about it on social media and you'll be rich with a whole new line of desserts. Oh woe is you."

Huh. Honesty. It hurt. "So I'm whining. I'm a millennial wienie who needs 'mommy's' help."

"At least you have a mother who actually responds to you." She sniffed the fudge pan. 

Pauline rarely allowed herself or me to mention her mother, so this alluding to the woman surprised me. I suspected we'd talk about it later. When she was ready.

She said, "Put on decent clothes and come with me. I need your sleuthing skills. I received a surprise from John."

I was intrigued. Her boyfriend, John Schultz, was traveling the state gathering video stories for a public television show idea he'd sold last fall. So it was odd she wore makeup and the new red blouse with a dazzling infinity scarf to match.  Her black hair was lustrous. In contrast, my brown hair was tied in a ponytail sagging against the back of my heated neck. The customary, long-sleeved white blouse and Cinderella Pink Fairy Tale Fudge pink apron were dotted with egg yolks that had splashed during a zumba-induced tsunami in a mixing bowl.

Giving in, I turned to the warming oven behind me to retrieve omelets. "So John finally texted you?" 

With dark eyes sparkling, she said, "He texted me an address. To a place."

Her emphasis on "place" was ominous. I plated an omelet atop antique yellow roses. "These smell heavenly, don't you think?"

The omelets were redolent with winter onions that had popped up after the snow melted in Grandma's garden. The egg dish was also filled with organic cheddar cheese delivered yesterday by Mom from her cheese factory on my parents' dairy farm south of our village of Fishers' Harbor. 

To further put off talking about John, I said, "I only have to put up with the divas for one more day. They leave tomorrow."

"Good thing. I couldn't get in your front door," Pauline said from behind me. "I think the latch is jimmied from those women knocking the floor off-kilter."

"Or slamming the front door in each other's face. There's something odd about the way they relate to each other, especially for a college reunion." 

"I bet they have some secret."

I blinked at her. "Grandpa thinks they have a secret, too."

"Maybe they robbed a bank together. When my kindergarteners do something bad, they do the same thing."

"They argue over money? And rob a bank?"

"No. But they love to argue over secrets. I had to stop one kid from dunking another in the janitor's scrub pail the other day."

I forced an uneasy laugh. "If something bad happens, you and I can handle it. Our instincts have been pretty good in solving a murder or two."

"Or three." She fussed with her infinity scarf. "There won't be a murder. Life, Ava, is about secrets and who holds and owns the secrets. We all want power. Women have egos just like men, you know. But, in the end, all the fighting tires my kindergarteners and they become friends because that's easier than fighting. Those five women are going to be tired by the time they leave tomorrow and they will fall into crying hugs because they'll miss each other."

I plated another mouth-watering, onion-cheese omelet from the warm oven. "So the arguing equals bonding." At least we weren't talking about John, though the mysterious "place" had now teased my brain's curiosity juices.

Pauline was shaking the fudge pan as if it were an Etch-A-Sketch. "Why aren't they exercising over at Jane's bookstore? I thought they'd taken over her great exercise room in back." 

"They broke the stripper pole yesterday. Jane texted me. She's furious and wants to be sure my guests pay for it before they leave."

"All this trouble because you couldn't say 'no' to a fudge frolic set up by Cathy." 

Cathy Rivers had been my mother-in-law nine years ago for all of a month. Dillon and I--in a silly, libido-driven, not-very-grown-up time after college graduation--had driven to Las Vegas and gotten married. Then, because of revelations about Dillon's past misadventures, I got our mistake annulled. But after eight years, people mature. We'd met again last April when both of us returned to Door County. Dillon and I tiptoed into being friends again. Over this past winter during pleasant evenings in front of the fireplace at his place or mine, it had deepened to something more, though we weren't sure what it might mean yet.

Pauline pulled me from the blast of troubling thoughts. "This fudge has bacon in it!" She grabbed a serving spoon from the utensil holder then dredged straight through the middle of the pan, slapping a glob into her mouth.

"Pauline?!"

She swooned, got off the stool, then pirouetted. The melodrama came from acting out picture books with her kindergartners. After sitting again, she smacked her lips. "Dauntingly delicious delicacy to die for." 

I rolled my eyes at Pauline's penchant for alliteration. 

"Can't you see it's not setting up?"

She winked. "This would be terrific with beer, Ava. Try a Belgian ale for breakfast perhaps? What will you call this fudge? What fairy tale lends itself to bacon? The Three Little Pigs?"

"That's awful." But she'd made me smile, which is why she was my BFF. I relented again. "What's this about John giving you an address to a place?"

 She rose to dance with arms raised. "I thought you'd never ask!" She sat again, hugging her green purse with a smile the size of a half-moon. "He texted that he wanted me to look at a place. You know what that means!"

"No, I don't." 

With two plates of omelets, I headed across the trembling wood floor into the dining room. The fudge divas were exercising two rooms away in the parlor beyond the foyer. Where we were, the pink tablecloth's skirt swayed.

Pauline followed with two plates, setting them next to delicate china cups rattling in their saucers. "A 'place' means he's picked out a place for us to live. As in 'together'. After we're married."

Shock burned my cheeks. "Did John propose?"

"Not yet. But he must be going to." She toggled up and down on the toes of her sexy black riding boots. Her dark eyes sparkled. 

In my opinion, John Schultz was not interested in marriage in the near future. I could never hurt her feelings, though. "Did John say anything more about this 'place'?"

I hiked back into the kitchen. Pauline hustled behind, stomping her boots.

"He gave me an address and no other information. He wants me to look at it without him first because I suspect he wants me to feel the impact of seeing 'our place' for the first time." Her face exuded dreaminess. "He wants me to say 'yes' to the place and to, well..." 

I grabbed the last omelet plate and delivered it to the dining room table. "Did you go online to look at a satellite image of this so-called place?"

"Of course not. John would want me to see it in person first."

Back in the kitchen again, I grabbed goblets from a cupboard and set them on the island. "Maybe you should wait for him to come back and go together. Dillon and I could go with." To help assuage the disappointment I was sure would happen.

"That's not John's way of doing things." Pauline was fussing again with the infinity scarf, as if it were choking her. "He's very shy at his core."

"Shy? He wears Hawaiian shirts and sandals to funerals."

"He has to stand out. He works in TV. Now listen, Ava. I'm going to find this house, open up the front door, and there on a table will be romantic red roses with a ruby ribbon revealing a ring."

"Will your class be studying 'R' this coming week?"

"Yes." She beamed. "It's like John knew. R for romance, R for ring--"

"Enough, Pauline. He's over in Rhinelander--"

"Another R!"

I let my shoulders sag. "He's hours away in the north woods of Wisconsin chasing a hodag. He's not thinking about marriage. He's chasing a mythical monster and you're chasing a mythical-ever-after."

"Why can't you admit John is the real deal?"

From the refrigerator I grabbed the orange juice to make mimosas, though serving juice spiked with champagne to my rockin'-and-rollin' fighting guests was probably not a good idea.  "So real that you bought your own engagement ring--then lost it in the woods." 

"I knew you'd bring that up. Can we not go there?"

While we'd been running for our lives from a murderer in the woods of southern Door County last fall, Pauline had lost her purse. In it was a diamond ring she'd bought, thinking John had wanted her to choose her own ring. We never found the purse. Now some raccoon probably wore a shiny bauble.

Pauline said, "No man asks a woman to look at 'a place' unless he means they're moving in together. Come with me. Please?" 

"After I go down to check on the fudge shop."

Pauline hugged me carefully, wary of my messy apron. "Thank you! I'll say hi to Jane at the bookstore. I want to see if she has any wedding planner books. I'll meet you at the fudge shop."

As we finished pouring mimosas, a frowning Pepper Elliott strode into the kitchen. The short, petite woman was dressed in pink as usual, this time in a leotard and exercise shoes. Her blond bob was perfect, as always. She hadn't been exercising. 

She whiffed a mimosa, then set it back down without a sip. "You have to do something. Kim is driving all of us nuts."

"The white gloves again?" 

"She's exercising in those stupid white gloves. And cleaning at the same time. Kick, dust a vase, kick, dust a table. This is your place. She already broke one of your lamps the other day. Maybe you can say something."

I couldn't because my ex-mother-in-law who wanted to again be my mother-in-law loved Kim's idea for the magical white gloves that could clean anything. 

Pepper said, "She's dusting again to convince Jackie to invest in a television shopping network spot for the white gloves."

Pauline picked up the pan of failed bacon fudge. "I'm so sorry, Pepper, but we have an emergency down at the fudge shop. Ava's Grandpa Gil isn't feeling well."

A best friend's lie to the rescue! Thanks, Pauline.

Pepper's wan face paled more. "Is Gil all right? What's wrong?"

Already pushing Pauline toward the back door, I said, "I'm sure it's just a spring cold. I need to go take over for him. Your brunch is ready. Enjoy."

Pauline and I trotted out the back to avoid drawing more attention from the other ladies. 

We hiked down the steep, narrow blacktopped street. The feathery fog was turning into a golden haze with the late-morning sun smiling on it. 

On the corner of Main and Duck Marsh Streets, Pauline handed me the fudge ingredients (a.k.a. the primordial pool) and we split. I headed down my old street toward the harbor, wending by the cabin where I used to live. Dillon now rented it. From there I cut across the cabin's lawn to head east to the shop.  

After I came through the back door with the pan of wiggling fudge, I skidded to a stop, wrinkling my nose. "Grandpa? It smells like an oil tanker in here. And what's that on your face?"

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Crouching in the center of our shop as if he were being hunted, Grandpa Gil swiveled his head to and fro. "Are those crazy fudge divas behind you?"

Motor oil smudged his frayed, gray sweatshirt. His silver hair was sticking straight up with dark smears. He looked like a grimy Einstein. 

I set the bacon fudge aside on my register counter. "What's going on, Gilpa?" 

"This is to ward off the fudge divas." 

He stepped to his register counter on the bait-and-tackle side of the shop. His hand plunged into an old coffee can that contained oil for soaking rust off bolts and screws. Then he dabbed motor oil on his cheeks.

"Gilpa! Stop that." I grabbed a hand towel from under the counter and offered it. "What's wrong?"

He stuffed the towel into a back pocket. "Ava Mathilde Oosterling, those fudge divas texted me just now about a boat ride for eleven o'clock." He hauled out his phone. "Look. That nutso Pepper asked if she might bring me soup. Why does Miss In-the-Pink think I'm sick?"

I gulped. "Pauline and I sort of lied and escaped them by saying you weren't feeling well and needed me."

He stomped to his coffeemaker where he began filling a thermos. "I don't care how much money they flash under my nose."

"But they like you, Gilpa." I sneezed from the oil smell at war with the redolence of fudge making--sweet chocolate, cherries, luscious caramel, maple syrup and flavoring, and now bacon. I had to get Grandpa out of the shop before the fudge began absorbing the oily odor. "They'll be leaving tomorrow. What is that oil on your face supposed to do?"

He screwed the cap onto the thermos. "I didn't want to tell you, but, well, they keep kissing me! Motor oil will get rid of that bunch of evil crows."

"They like to be called fudge divas, Gilpa." A chill slithered down my back. "A bunch of crows is called a murder."

"Just what I'd like to do to them!"

"Watch your tongue, Gilpa. Our track record with dead bodies isn't so good."

"Balderdash. What a mess they left for me yesterday. Dirty wine glasses and wine spills and crumbs all over the deck on Sophie's Smile. That deck's teak, dontcha know." Sophie's Smile was the boat he'd refurbished over the winter with Dillon's help. It had helped the two of them patch their relationship, though I had the feeling the patch was unraveling because of Dillon's mother and her friends.

I headed over to the glass cases to check the fudge inventory. "Wasn't Kim along? Certainly she would have wanted to demonstrate her miracle cleaning gloves." 

 "Of course Miss Kimberly Olkowski was along." He spat the words. "She wouldn't miss a chance to soften up her friends. Kim even hit on poor Eliza again for money."

Eliza Stefansson had lost her husband recently. She'd taken over his farm implement dealership in southern Door County, not far from my parents' dairy farm. It was true the business hadn't been faring well, though its inventory of tractors and other farm equipment had to be worth a couple of million dollars. Heck, my dad had bought a new tractor a couple of years ago from Eliza's husband for over three-hundred thousand dollars. 

Grandpa picked up the oil can again. He peered with wide-eyed anxiety toward the big picture windows flanking the front door.

I had to reassure him. "They love your boat rides. Just one more can't hurt, Gilpa. Maybe you should go outside. You'd feel better on your boat. We can get through one more day with them."

Grandpa pointed at his face. "My cheeks are sore from those women planting kisses on this kisser!"

I giggled as I readied my register. "Now there's a line I bet you haven't said to Grandma."

"You best not tell your grandma anything. Sophie's all up and worried about that village flower committee meeting. I can't bother her about my popularity with the ladies." Grandpa yelped, his body hopping in place. "Crapola. Here they come."

The divas--all decked out in an expensive rainbow of coats, boots, and scarves flapping in the breeze--were flocking next to Grandpa's touring boat. The boat had emerged in the dissipating fog. Pepper's daughter, Zadie, and her friend, Yola, had now joined the older women. Not finding Grandpa out on the dock, the women turned in unison and then flew toward the shop.

Grandpa swiped an oily hand across his lips. "If you find out tomorrow they don't show for breakfast, it's because I've drowned them in the harbor."

His words inked my soul with fear. Grandpa had a way of predicting his own trouble. 
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I stood between my grandpa--who looked like he'd swam through an oil spill--and the open door where his troublesome "crows" were flying through. The five fudge divas plus the two twenty-somethings chattered and laughed as they sent the cowbell to clanking.

Grandpa grumbled, "I'm out the back door."

"Gilpa, no you're not," I hiss-whispered to him with my back to the women. "The divas are our social media street crew. Think of all the touring business and fishing equipment you're going to sell because of them talking you up. Think of my fudge sales." My heart was racing, but I added the coup de gras, "You're responsible for me coming home from California and starting this fudge business."

My implication was clear:  These divas were Grandpa's fault. I was miserable already for having said it. "I'm sorry."

"Grrrrr." He held up his thermos of coffee like a battering ram. "You'll find me on my boat." 

With his head tilted down like a buffalo's, he stomped into the flock of fudge divas. They fluttered and flapped their coats like wings, letting him through.  

The door hung open in his wake, held back by a sun-drenched breeze popping in off the bay.  Flags snapped on poles along the piers. Seagulls screeched, some toddling about near the door looking for fudge handouts. 

The women surged toward the door. A chorus rent the air, "Yoo hoo, Gilsen! What happened, Gilsen? Gil, can we help?" 

Jackie trotted outside in the lead. "Gil? Will you be ready to take us up to the ferry later? What time should we be here?"

Petite Pepper turned back inside the shop, sagging within her pink designer coat. "I was so looking forward to visiting Washington Island today and the lavender farm boutique. Lavender is utterly soothing."

Eliza pulled her coat tighter over her exercise clothes. "Soothing for what? You didn't lift an arm or foot during today's exercises."

Pepper's daughter, Zadie, said, "I don't think we have to exercise every morning. Isn't this supposed to be a vacation?"

Eliza snapped, "I suppose you can sleep in. Your life is a dream. Some of us can't sleep. Some of us need exercise to keep our minds off things like death!"

I rushed to close the door with a clankety-clank to keep them separated from my grandfather. He was now talking to a possible customer on the pier near his boat. "Ladies, today it might be best to drive to the ferry on your own for your Washington Island sojourn." 

Washington Island was a famous landmass off the northeast tip of Door County. Only accessible by a ferry, for decades the island had been home to wheat farmers, a Coast Guard station, and a church or two. It'd been re-discovered by tourists who loved to bike its flat roads and visit new features including the lavender farm, vodka distillery, and the ostrich ranch. Artist enclaves had sprung up as well. 

Jackie's long red hair settled back into place in the wake of the door closing. "Of course we can drive. I'll pay everybody's ferry ticket for the cars." 

Cathy said, "We agreed we'd do things together, including riding together wherever we went. We can't all fit in your car or mine." She turned to me, finger-combing her shoulder-length brown hair which had a distinctive white stripe at her widow's peak. "Do you think Gil will be ready to take us in his boat anytime soon?"

All seven women stared at me, though Zadie and Yola were rolling their eyes, unseen by Zadie's mother, Pepper, or the other women. We were likely down to five women who wanted to take the ferry ride. Five rich women. Who wanted to boost my fudge sales.

"I'll make a phone call or two." My mind was racing to figure out who to call in the off-season and who might have a mini-van large enough for five passengers, possibly seven with big purses and eventually bulging shopping bags. I also wondered if word had gotten out across Door County already about these women. I suspected I'd get a lot of turn-downs.

Cathy, in her gentle way, gave me a lovely smile. "Ava, thank you so much for making this girlfriend weekend a wonderful adventure for us. Perhaps Dillon can drive us in a construction company van."

The ladies in one of those dirty things? Perhaps not. Dillon was also busy working on a fancy house somewhere and had said the refurbishing was urgent with a close deadline. "I can certainly give him a call, Cathy, but I'm sure I can come up with somebody to take you to the ferry and then drive you around the island. I'll also need to check to make sure the ferry is running. The ice didn't go out too long ago in Death's Door."

Eliza began sniffling. "Death," she muttered. "Everything is death."

I said, "Sorry. I didn't mean anything by that word. That's what it's called."

Death's Door was the treacherous area between the tip of Door County and Washington Island where Lake Michigan met the bay. The lighthouse on Plum Island helped guide ships through the churning waters of the strait. Yet many ships had gone down with great loss of life. We all knew the tales about boats laden with Christmas trees or lumber heading to Chicago in the 1800s and never making it.

Jackie withdrew a hand from a pocket of her coat. She flashed a wad of cash. I'd noticed since their arrival on Wednesday she seemed to have money stuffed everywhere in her clothes--pockets, belt, sleeves, bra. She enjoyed pulling it out on a whim. "I'll pay for the transportation. My treat."

Pepper piped in, "No, you won't. My daughter and her friend are along, so that makes three of us, so I need to pay more."

Zadie said, "Sorry, Mom, but Yola and I are going shopping in Sturgeon Bay."

Sturgeon Bay, a half hour's drive away to the south, was our county seat and sat on the canal that split our county. Its downtown boasted a thriving mix of shops and a beautiful, peaceful marina where world-renowned yachts were built and repaired. I yearned to escape there today with Zadie and Yola. 

I suggested, "Ladies, how about we plan on a noon trip to the island?" That gave me an hour or so to figure out their transportation.

The women were rushing out the front door when a huge column of water plumed into the air. They screamed. 

A few fishermen, including Carl "Moose" Lindstrom, were hollering as well. Moose owned the Super Catch I, a rival fishing rig at the other end of the harbor.

I raced out, not seeing much but the backs of all the women.

Rocketing into the fray was Dillon's American water spaniel, Lucky Harbor, a curly brown whirlwind. He wove through our legs, then--Sploosh! 

Lucky Harbor landed next to what appeared to be a fisherman and my grandpa in the icy water next to our wood pier. Fortunately the water was only about four feet deep. Grandpa and the fisherman were flailing about for their footing. The fisherman appeared disoriented. I would be, too, if I'd fallen into this ice cube-like water. At this time of year hypothermia could set in within a few minutes. 

Lucky Harbor paddled hard for Grandpa who was flailing and gasping in the icy water.

The women were dancing about yelling, "Ava! Help! Ava!"

Moose bellowed, "Grab the net!" 

"Got it!" I hustled to the outer north wall of our shop where I grabbed the rescue pole with the net on its end. We used it to dip for tourist belongings and kids' toys that slipped into the water. "Excuse me, ladies." I squeezed through the throng. A few more people had come running from Main Street to see the excitement.

By the time I reached the water's edge, Grandpa, Moose, and Dillon's dog had rescued the poor fisherman. Grandpa climbed out of the water with help from Moose. 

Everybody lay waterlogged on the wooden pier, in shock and shivering. Grandpa was face-down, exhausted.

Cathy offered her expensive, fur-trimmed coat to my grandfather, which he waved away. She gave it to the fisherman, who gladly accepted it.

"Gilpa, are you okay?" I kneeled down but didn't know what to do. He was still face down, breathing hard, a slimy mess of oil and water, his silver hair now an ugly storm cloud on his head.

Moose rolled him over and helped him to a seated position. "Let's get you inside. What were ya all doin' in there? Bobbin' for apples?"  

Grandpa growled, "None of yer durn business, Moose."

"I'll get some towels," I said. 

I replaced the pole on its hook then raced inside and into the back room for towels. By now the seven women were inside. They peered out the front windows.

Moose had paused the men outside to help them wring out the water in their shirts and jackets before coming inside. 

Lucky Harbor shook spirals of the water, then sniffed wet footprints, as if trying to figure out what had happened.

I was about to take a stack of towels outside when I saw Eliza crying. Pepper had an arm around her shoulders as they viewed Grandpa and the men.

With my heart beating notes of sorrow, I said in a light voice, "Eliza and Pepper, could you taste-test the mint fudge for me and tell me what size pieces to cut for the samplers. It seems awfully rich." 

Pepper said, "I'd love to." 

Sniffling, Eliza followed her to the counter.

The men outside were making their way to the door. I slipped behind my counter, put down the stack of towels, then hid the pan of failed bacon fudge on the shelf beneath the register. I shuffled inventory papers over the top of the pan. 

Outside, Moose was steadying the fisherman with one arm around him.  Grandpa rejected an offer of help with a flail of his own arm. He had his pride. 

Zadie and her friend Yola were now leaning against Grandpa's register. Zadie motioned me over to her, whispering, "That was Eliza's fault. I saw it." 

Zadie Elliott was a carbon copy of her short, pretty mother Pepper in looks, but with much longer blond hair. She wore mostly black and white instead of pink. Zadie had been a teenage model, something Pepper had told us many times in the past few days. Zadie ran a cosmetics store in Milwaukee called Blush Rush. For entertainment, she took the train into Chicago. I hadn't really gotten to know Zadie because she and her friend went out every night, coming in after midnight often and then sleeping in. They requested I re-heat their breakfast every day. 

I said, "I doubt it was anybody's fault. The fisherman slipped somehow. It happens now and then if you're not careful on wet wood. I think we had frost this morning."

Yola left us to head for the fudge counter. I signaled Zadie to follow me over to Grandpa's register counter for more privacy.

Zadie shrugged. "I saw Eliza. The others must not have noticed. Eliza's acting weird."

"Of course. She's grieving."

"Maybe she's suffering some mental condition because of it. I heard her say, 'That's him,' and she rushed down the dock to Gil's customer and suddenly they were in the water. I swear she tripped the man on purpose. I think she thought the man was her husband."

"I'm sure she didn't do such a thing. Or say such a thing. Her husband is gone."

"She said it. 'That's him.'" Zadie shrugged again. 

Yola returned with a pink sack. Chocolate notes assailed the air, making my mouth water. A glance back showed Cathy behind my register ringing up purchases. I mouthed a silent "thank you" to Cathy. 

Yola said, "This has to be the most fun I've had in a long time. Sure beats my dull life over in Green Bay. There's nobody in my garden center yet at this time of year. Glad you invited me along, Zadie." 

Gardening in this area didn't get into full swing until May because the ground was too cold this far north. Yola's garden center in Green Bay was a good hour's drive away. She'd had a makeover this past week, going from a mousey braid down her back to an auburn, shoulder-length swishy do. Her nails were the nicest they'd look all year for a gardener in a sky blue gel application sporting yellow flower decals.

Zadie waved Yola over to Grandpa's register. She said to Yola, "You heard her, too, didn't you? Eliza thought that man was her husband."

Yola winced. "Purely creepy." She bit into a piece of dark Belgian chocolate fudge, a smile curling onto her face. It was a flavor that included a local porter beer for a special ingredient. Cooking with beer meant the shelf life for the product was just a couple of days, but with these women that wasn't a concern.

Jackie interrupted us, diving with a hand into Yola's fudge bag. "Thanks, kid. This fudge has been alleviating my hot flashes. Does it have hormones in it?"

"No, none of my fudge has hormones," I responded for the tenth time since Wednesday. "My parents' farm is all organic." 

"Oh, that's right. With cows that get classical music in the barn. It's too bad your mother wouldn't entertain thoughts of my investing in her creamery."

Zadie and Yola evaporated to some other part of the shop.

This topic had come up two nights ago over wine at the Blue Heron Inn. "She's happy with the way things are," I said. Yet again. "She doesn't want the business to get too big or busy."

"But people in Door County need jobs. Your parents' farm is the perfect way to create jobs and be a hero, or is that heroine? Oh, dear, that sounds like a drug." Jackie laughed. "I'll talk to my husband about drawing up a business plan for you and your mother. Your mother likely doesn't understand high finance."

Gee, thanks. I went back to my register to pick up the towels.

Cathy chimed in. "Oh, Jackie, we want Door County to stay quaint. Small is beautiful, too. Like this bait-and-fudge shop. It's unique and Fishers' Harbor is lucky to have this." 

Pepper-in-Pink joined us with the bundle of new pink purses I'd put in stock. "Maybe my daughter could start a boutique here, too. Blush Rush is doing so well in Milwaukee that she's been traveling to Chicago all the time lately looking for more unique products, like these cute clutches. Door County has its famous cherries and apple orchards. What do you think, Zadie?" She turned to call out to her daughter who'd taken up a post near the marble table by the window. "Maybe you'd like to open a Blush Rush in Fishers' Harbor?" 

Zadie reached into Yola's bag and popped my famous pink fudge into her mouth. "Definitely worth thinking about." She savored the fudge. "When I'm out and about tonight, I could scout a location."

She was lying. Zadie would never be happy here. 

Kim popped up from behind an aisle of bobbers. "Remember I'm trying to branch out from my Madison base. Maybe you could all invest in a satellite shop for White Glove Cleaning here in Door County."

The group chorused, "No, thanks." 

Kim's face grew dark--as if she wanted to swear at them all--and then she laughed. "Okay. You'll be sorry when I do it without you and become richer than all of you combined." She practically skipped over to the fudge case. 

Pepper followed her, putting the pink clutches they were buying on top of the glass fudge case where the lighting was designed to shower sparkles like pink sequins over the top of the fudge. Kim and Pepper were laughing together, helping each other arrange the silly purses in various sparkly displays.

I would never figure out these women friends. 

I grabbed the towels then went outside.  "Are you guys all right?"

Grandpa harrumphed. "Don'tcha know I always require anybody boating with me to prove they can swim first?"

Moose laughed. He and I shuffled Grandpa and the forlorn fisherman into the shop. I closed the door. 

Pepper said to Moose, "I like your name, Carl. Carl Lindstrom. It's a solid name. Nobody's named Carl anymore."

Zadie winced, obviously embarrassed by her mother. Yola rolled her eyes.

Jackie said, "If my Victor weren't the world's handsomest man, I'd get it on with you, Moose."

Kim said, "He sure knows how to do a load of laundry the hard way, though."

To that, everybody laughed.

Zadie opened the door for a soggy Lucky Harbor. He shook, showering everybody with water, making them gasp. 

I said, "Watch the floor, ladies. The wood gets slippery when it's wet."

Lucky Harbor trotted over to Pepper, stabbing his wet nose between her knees. He looked up at her and whined. 

Pepper patted the dog in her usual confusion, then backed her petite frame away from him. He'd been doing that routine since the moment she'd arrived. I grabbed him by the collar. "Lucky Harbor, be polite. No nose on people."

When I let go he took a couple of steps toward her again, whining.

Zadie said, "He's in love with my mother."

Pepper grimaced. 

The dog shook another time. Arms flew up to cover faces.

Grandpa said, "Can you ladies clear the way, please? It feels like my niblets have frozen. I'd like to head to the shower in back." 

Amid giggles, they parted, but as he took a bold step across the wet floor he landed flat on his back. His eyelids blinkered shut. 

"Gilpa!" He was out cold. "Call 911!"

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Grandpa Gil lay splayed out on the shop floor like a dead fish. I was on my knees putting a towel under his head. 

"Gilpa! Wake up!" 

With shaky hands I reached for my phone, but it wasn't on me. I'd left it on the register counter as was my habit so it wouldn't fall into a copper kettle or in the harbor.

"Somebody call 911!" 

The panicked women had surrounded us on the floor. One of them spilled the contents of a purse while looking for her phone.

To my relief Cody Fjelstad wandered in from the back, his short, red hair like a signal flag breaking through the crowd. "Miss Oosterling, what the--"

"Call 911. Grandpa slipped and fell."

Cody handed me his phone. "You call while I go into action. I'm trained, ya know."

Last fall Cody--fresh from high school--had become a volunteer firefighter. He'd coped well with his Asperger's symptoms, which manifested itself in his brand of perfectionism, including his hate for dust and dirt, and his love of shiny things--like fire trucks and my sparkly Cinderella Pink Fairy Tale Fudge with its edible glitter on top. Dillon had told me Cody had been top-notch when they'd completed CPR training side by side. 

Cody was checking all of Grandpa's vitals and shaking him gently. "He's breathing. Come on, wake up, Mister Oosterling. I think you just had your breath knocked out of you."

Grandpa's groans emanated from the floor as my best friend Pauline shoved open the shop door. She barely missed Grandpa's head but dropped her huge purse in shock. The purse exploded, spewing crayons, glue bottles, and animal-print bandage strips across Grandpa and the floor around us.

"What happened to Gil?" Pauline knelt down to pick crayons off my grandfather's chest. She wrinkled her nose. "Why is he covered in oil and all wet?"

"A long story," I muttered, sponging with towels around my grandpa.

Cody said, "His eyes are open, Miss Oosterling."

I said, "The crayons spiking his head probably did the trick." 

Pauline sneezed. "Don't tell me he was working on an engine again. I thought he and Dillon had installed a new one on Sophie's Smile."

Cody and I each took an arm to help Grandpa to a sitting position on the floor. "Gilpa, take it slow. I called for an ambulance."

Grandpa wheezed out, "No ambulance. Give me an invisibility cloak."

Jackie said, hovering above us on the floor, "What's he talking about?"

Eliza said, "Harry Potter magic. Toss a cloak on him and he turns invisible."

Kim said, "What a great line for my business." She held up the white dusting gloves she wore. "Like magic they make dust disappear." 

Jackie said, "Would you stop with the gloves already!"

"Now, now." It was Cathy, ever the peacemaker. 

Jackie said, "Come on, gals. Romeo needs to get cleaned up for our boat ride, and so do we. Give us a call, Gil." She puckered up and threw him an air kiss.

Cathy patted one of my arms. "He's going to be fine. He has such a good sense of humor."

After the women left with Lucky Harbor by Pepper's side, a sudden and pleasant hush filled the shop. For a moment, we stared at each other in relief. Moose was standing there, too.

Cody was still crouched next to Grandpa, who remained seated on the floor. "Take it slow, Mister Oosterling."

"Help me up. If I hurry, I can take my fisherman customer out on the lake and escape those darn women. Don't count on me coming back anytime soon."

Cody and Moose picked up Grandpa and settled him onto the stool behind his cash register. His wet fisherman customer excused himself to go back to a rental cottage to change clothes. 

I poured chocolate-laced coffee from Grandpa's thermos for him. He slurped as he shivered. Moose took off his bulky insulated sweatshirt and draped it over Grandpa's shoulders. 

"Drink up, Gil. I'll come back for the sweatshirt later. You sure do get yourself into trouble."

"It's those dames. They're bad luck."

Moose laughed. "It's hell to be popular, you old Belgian buffalo. Wait 'til I tell Sophie about you steppin' out with a gaggle of dizzy dames." He walked out, hooting with more laughter. 

"Dern him," Grandpa muttered.

I asked Cody to go over to my grandparents' place for a new set of clothes for Mister Oosterling. 

The clock over the door said it was half-past lake trout or ten, and going on coho salmon, or eleven. "Gilpa, maybe you should take it easy today. Go with Grandma over to Saint Ann's for the Saturday senior meal. She's taking pies over. You can play cards with the guys. Cody can handle questions here about your fishing guide business and Moose can take your fisherman customer this time."

Grandpa growled. He never liked Moose horning in on his business. "But I'm doubling-up on my payments for that Grand Banks boat. Gotta pay it off."

In reality he was behind on payments. I was covering his half on the boat loan through the modest increase in my fudge shop business. Online sales had picked up in the Christmas season and had come back again for Easter. My fudge eggs were a hit. 

Gilpa hated me covering his bills, especially for a boat--a necessary attachment for a man in this county. Dillon had bought the used boat online last fall, suggesting they share ownership, but Grandpa's pride demanded he own the boat outright eventually. Grandpa had gone along with Dillon's co-ownership deal at first to please me, which warmed my heart. The co-ownership was Dillon's secret plan to patch the rift in their relationship. But the closer Dillon and I got, the more Dillon's mother Cathy seemed to be around the shop, too, and the more Grandpa had gotten surlier about the Rivers family taking over our lives. What Grandpa hadn't yet said out loud was that he didn't want me falling in
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