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Preface

 

Dear Patron of Oosterlings' Live Bait, Bobbers, Belgian Fudge & Beer,

A bad wedding gift is a dead body. There was even an argument about who found the body--Grandpa or the dog. 

Three days before the Saturday wedding, the Cape Cod of the Midwest--what we call Door County, Wisconsin--seemed perfect. Summers are bucolic in our peninsular county nestled on Lake Michigan. Usually. In late July the temperature rises and tourists lounge on our beaches, but Grandpa will tell you it's too hot for a dead person to lie around. 

July is our blueberry and cherry season. The ripe deliciousness lures a flood of tourists from Chicago and across the country. With the good rains we've had, the coves and big bay were high. The marshes effused that late-summer tannic smell. A bumper crop of picturesque Queen Anne's Lace flowers appeared like white fairy dust frosting fields and woodland edges. In the wet roadsides monarch butterflies doted on milkweed plants. Cattails were turning the color of brown only found in oil paintings by our local artists. All in all, July shouldn't have been the time of year marred by finding a body.

As I write this account, I'm on an airplane bound for Europe and the country of Belgium. My life is changing, but I'll tell you more about that at the end of this tale. I was a writer on a television show in Los Angeles before I opened the fudge shop. The stories I told in Hollywood were fake, but I swear what you're about to read really happened to me and Grandpa, and my friend Pauline. 

Poor Pauline. She felt everything bad that happened was because of the wedding. And because of me, of course. There's something said at weddings about joining people in happiness and "Let no person put asunder". Well, I can tell you that I learned the meaning of "asunder". Three days before the weekend wedding the disasters began with another of my egregious mistakes involving my BFF Pauline. Our friendship was nearly put "asunder" that Wednesday before the wedding. A few days later, the body became the "icing on the wedding cake", as Grandpa might say. 

Hope to see you again at the fudge shop,

Ava Mathilde Oosterling

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

"Wedding Bell Blues"

 

My best friend Pauline Mertens barreled through the fudge shop door, her almost six-foot stature topped by a smile dressed up with red lipstick. Pauline had volunteered to organize the wedding for a good friend of ours scheduled for this Saturday. A mistake. Pauline in charge, that is, not the wedding.

This was Wednesday late morning, the third week of July, a hot summer's day in Door County, Wisconsin, and only three days before the wedding. 

Pauline was a kindergarten teacher at the Fishers' Harbor K-12 school. You'd think someone who had commanded a classroom of thirteen squirmy girls could take charge of a friend's wedding, but she came to me daily with lists of things to do and decide. 

I was intent on conjuring fudge flavors for the wedding reception cake and table favors. My experiments weren't going well. I was in no mood for Pauline to ask me to leave for the final fitting of my bridesmaid gown or to experiment with hairdo designs. She failed to see the humor in my insistence that my usual ponytail would suffice on Saturday.

I stood behind a copper kettle in my shop stirring the ingredients for a dark Belgian chocolate fudge when Pauline slid to a stop across from me. The kettle's mixture of cream, sugar, and imported chocolate infused the air with plumes of sweet, savory scents. This batch had possibilities for what I had in mind for the wedding reception's table favors.

Puffing for air and hugging a clipboard, Pauline flipped back her luxurious long, almost-black hair. A smile played with her face. 

I kept churning with my wood ladle.

Pauline heaved her shoulders into a sigh. "Ava Mathilde Oosterling, aren't you going to ask why I'm smiling like this?" Before I could respond, she added, "I'm engaged! I'm getting married, too!" 

She flicked her hand toward me across the vat of bubbling chocolate so fast the ring flew off, landing in the sugary recipe. Before I could stop stirring, the ring sank out of sight. 

Pauline stared wide-eyed at the molten chocolate lava, then peered at me, stricken. "My ring! You stirred my ring into the fudge. How could you?"

"I didn't mean to, Pauline." Paralysis set in. The mixture was boiling hot, heading toward that 234-degree Fahrenheit softball stage for fudge. I didn't dare reach into the primordial-looking sweetness. 

I stuck the candy thermometer into the chocolate lava. "The right temperature. Help me pour it out on the marble table."

Several customers were already in the bait-and-fudge shop either buying fishing equipment over on Grandpa Gil's side or perusing keepsakes named after my Fairy Tale fudge flavors on this side. Some stood in awe by the glass case filled with the personal items left last week by the visiting king of Belgium. 

Now, after Pauline's yelp, customers tailed us as we gripped the handles of the awkward copper kettle. We hauled it to the window where I used the white marble table to demonstrate loafing fresh fudge. Fudge likes its sugar crystals massaged with wooden spatulas. Pauline and I poured out the mouth-watering, fragrant chocolate. It oozed across the glistening table.

The crowd murmured and made bets about who'd find the diamond ring first. Some had the ill manners to recall the time a famous actress had choked to death on a piece of Cinderella Pink Fairy Tale Fudge with diamonds hidden in it. It wasn't the fudge; she'd had a tad bit of help with the choking part.

"That was over a year ago now, folks," I said. "Old news." 

Just then, my boyfriend's American water spaniel, Lucky Harbor, plunked his paws at the table's edge. On his collar, the curly brown dog wore a small, watertight key fob--the kind people around Door County used to put valuables in when boating on Lake Michigan. The fob floated if dropped. Dillon and I had gotten into the habit of sending messages to each other by putting notes inside the key fob. Lucky Harbor loved racing between us and getting treats as his reward. 

Pauline "tsked" at me while she searched through the fudge. "Get that dog away from here. He'll spot my ring and swallow it."

"You know I don't let him eat fudge." Chocolate is bad for dogs.

Lucky Harbor barked and wagged his tail. He always did that at the mention of "fudge". Customers petted him for the cute response. Several said "fudge" now to my dismay. Lucky Harbor kept barking. From my pockets I found a gold fish cracker and tossed it to him.

Poor Pauline appeared madder than a wet hen, as my grandmother would say. She slapped the fudge around with the loafing tool. Customers leaped back. 

Pauline held up a gooey pile of dark fudge. "I found it!"

She raced for the kitchen in the back of the shop.

I was only starting to hand out fudge samples and more gold fish crackers when Pauline broke through the crowd. "My ring went down your drain!" Tears streaked her cheeks. I'd never seen her like this. "You're my best friend but you never wanted me and John to be engaged."

The crowd leaned in, their fudge chewing stopped mid-bite.

Heat crawled up my neck. "Pauline, we'll find your ring. It's probably in the plumbing trap." 

The customers blinked in bemusement, some licking fingers of gooey dark chocolate fudge samples. 

A couple of customers stood out. Pastor Eland Thaler was chewing on fudge, his head pivoting from me to Pauline then back to me. In his forties, blond, and short, he kept his stout figure by enjoying sweets and our local beers. He was likely here to meet with Pauline and me about Saturday's ceremony in my inn's back yard.

As I led Pauline through the crowd, the other customer that caught my attention was a red-haired, blue-eyed young woman who appeared mesmerized by my helper, Cody Fjelstad, also a redhead. 

Cody often manned the shop's two registers for Grandpa and me. Cody had just finished his first year in college. He'd broken up with a steady girlfriend only months ago, so I had to smile at the intrigued look he gave back to the young woman as he offered samples of the fresh, organic cheeses we also sold in the shop. Cheese went well with fudge. My mother ran an organic creamery on my parents' farm and recently she'd earned ribbons for her Colby--a cheese invented in Wisconsin. The young woman seemed like a happy baby bird being fed cheese bites paired with fudge samples from Cody's hands. How quickly young love bloomed. I had been the same way at his age, though I didn't wish my disasters on Cody.

Pauline and I were about to head into the hallway to the kitchen when Grandpa burst through the front door with a stringer full of huge fish, hooting, "Hey, look what this fishing guide got with his latest chartered customer. We're giving away these fine lake trout to anybody who's got a grill. Best eating in all of Door County, Wisconsin!" 

A few tourists with sticky fudge fingers shot forward calling dibs on the fish.

After rushing into the kitchen, I grabbed a small wrench and then attacked the trap under the sink. I didn't have a garbage disposal for this old sink, so Pauline's engagement ring likely sat in the pipe's curly zone. The metal joint around the trap wouldn't budge though, even with two of us levering our weight with the wrench. 

I sat on the floor in defeat. "I'm sorry, Pauline, but this will take somebody with better tools and more muscle. I'll call Dillon." 

Pauline grabbed her clipboard and pen where she'd slapped them down on the kitchen counter. "Dillon should be setting up the tent for Fontana's wedding in your inn's backyard right now. I'm supposed to meet the officiant in half an hour, then the photographer, and Dillon said he'd head to Erik's bar to sample the recipes for the fish balls and mac-and-cheese dish for the reception." She sucked in a withering breath. "Then Dillon is due to go with John and the others for the final fitting of their tuxes. Dillon has no time to pull apart this drain." 

She sniffed, wiping away tears again.

"Calm down, Pauline." I rose from the floor. "A plumber will cost me a bunch of money. Dillon has tools. He's the best handyman ever."

"You should hear yourself. Your handyman? Nothing more?"

Pauline had long felt I wasn't serious about Dillon, that I was stringing him along because he was, well, handy. Pauline had this unrealistic dream of her and me getting married together in a double wedding. 

Dillon was like a stereotyped dark-haired, suntanned cowboy who'd rode into town. But marriage? I wasn't sure where either of us stood on that matter. We had an agreement a year ago not to bring up the topic. We were on "marriage-topic vacation".

Pauline knew my troubled history with Dillon. He and I had been married a decade ago for about a month soon out of college--a Las Vegas elopement spur-of-the-moment foolish mistake. We had been young. Immature. Rash. Grandpa called it "feeling our oats". 

After being apart from Dillon for almost a decade, I'd returned to Door County over a year ago from a job in Los Angeles to help my grandparents. Grandma Sophie had broken a leg and needed help. Grandpa moved the minnow tanks over in his bait shop and created the space for a candy shop, convincing me to stay. The sign outside now read: Oosterlings' Live Bait, Bobbers, Belgian Fudge & Beer. To my shock, Dillon had showed up at the shop one day. He had been looking for his lost dog, Lucky. By then my shop helper, Cody, had taken in the lost dog and dubbed it Harbor. Dillon had moved to Door County to work in his parents' construction company. He wanted another chance with me, to my shock. With his new work ethic, he proved he'd changed. So had I. Grandma said we'd "matured". Grandpa had said to watch out, though, because when sauerkraut matures it's still sour. Despite Grandpa, Dillon and I agreed to explore friendship and date like normal people. 

Pauline didn't go for the slow approach. The moment she'd met John a year ago, she'd wanted a ring and had been frustrated that John had ignored her hints about an engagement. She'd even bought a ring but unfortunately I was responsible for her losing that one in the woods during a harrowing run from a madman, a story we both were trying to forget. Now...she had a ring--again, but had lost it--again--because of me.

I felt wretched.

I took out my phone. "Pauline, I'll text Dillon." Which I did. 

"I can't just wait here. I've got things to do for the wedding."

Lucky Harbor nudged his nose into the back of one of my bare knees. 

"Sorry, boy. I forgot about you." I leaned down then popped open the message fob on his collar. "'I told Lucky Harbor to kiss you for me.' Isn't that sweet?"

Pauline huffed. "We have Fontana's wedding to worry about. I don't care if you kiss your dog. I got engaged and then un-engaged because of you in the space of five seconds."

"You're engaged. Don't be silly. Congratulations! I'm happy for you. Really, I am." I hugged her, squishing her clipboard between us. "Where's your purse?"

"What do you need with my purse?" She left the kitchen to find her purse in the shop. 

Pauline always carried a huge purse because she was a kindergarten teacher. She also just plain loved purses. This one was sunny yellow and big enough to qualify as luggage. I could go to Europe for a month with everything I needed in her purse. She returned with the monstrosity and plunked it on the counter. 

Amid the sidewalk chalk, notepads, Sharpies, and sheets of peel-and-stick stars I finally found the tube of red lipstick.

She squeaked. "What are you doing with that? It's new."

I ripped a piece of white parchment paper off the counter that I normally used to wrap fudge for customers, painted my lips with the lipstick, then kissed the paper three times. After folding the paper, I slipped it into the key fob on Lucky Harbor's collar. "Go find Dillon!" 

Lucky leaped into a flurry of brown curly fur, tail wagging, racing me to the back door. He streaked across the lawn between the shop and Duck Marsh Street. I watched him turn left and then gallop up the street. He'd be veering right onto Main Street, then up the steep hill to my Blue Heron Inn atop the rocky plateau overlooking a marsh and the lake's big bay.

Back in the kitchen, my phone rang.

Pauline said before I could answer, "I'm not leaving this kitchen until I get my ring back."

The number lighting my phone stopped me from responding to Pauline. It was the sheriff. Never good news.

Pauline said, "Well, who is it?"

I winced. "Sheriff Tollefson."

"Jordy? Let me talk to him. He's on my list. We need crowd and traffic control help on wedding day. All of Door County will be here for the wedding reception on Saturday."

"I doubt 'all', Pauline. You have a list of guests. This is not a Belgian wedding." Whole villages turned out for Belgian weddings. Grandma and Mom had told me that all of Namur and Brussels--both in lower Door County and named after the old country's places of the same names--had attended my parents' wedding thirty-four years ago. They say it takes a village to raise a child; Belgians believe it takes a village to birth a great marriage. (Wisdom I didn't pay attention to when I eloped.)

I stepped back, not letting Pauline have my phone. 

Sheriff Jordy Tollefson's voice was soft, as if he wanted to be sure nobody heard him. 

"Can you speak louder, Jordy?" I asked.

"No. Pauline can't hear this."

"Hear what?"

"Shhh."

He was making me nervous. "I'm in the middle of making fudge for Fontana Dahlgren's wedding reception. Can I call back?"

"No," he said, louder now. "You may want to cancel that wedding after we've talked. I'm up here in Sister Bay. Can you meet me at Al Johnson's for lunch?" 

He was referring to the most famous restaurant in Door County, Wisconsin--Al Johnson's Swedish Restaurant. Goats grazed on its grass roof, weather permitting. A camera allowed anybody around the world to peek at the goats.

"Like I said, I'm busy."

"You're not too busy for this. Don't say a word of this to Pauline. It involves her mother." After I gasped, he added, "She's not dead or arrested. Yet. I'll see you in about a half hour, okay?"

Dead? Arrested? "Uh, okay."

When I got off the phone, Pauline asked, "What's going on?"

I didn't like lying to my best friend, but Jordy's dire words resonated in my head. Based on our past associations, where I'd helped Jordy solve murder cases, I knew Jordy wasn't kidding around. "Uh, I guess Jordy's working on some kind of an award for farmers, a secret thing. He needs me to tell him stuff about Dad."

Pauline huffed, gathering her purse. "Jordy's excuses to get you alone are getting lamer by the day."

"Pauline! There's nothing going on between us." Unfortunately, because of my encounters with Jordy Tollefson over the past year involving me and Grandpa and a few murderous events in which Grandpa didn't fare so well, Jordy and I had probably met with each other more than Dillon and I. The fact caused my intellect--and heart--to pause now and then. Family came first with me. When was I ready to say Dillon could join our tribe?

After I hiked to the shop's front, Cody assured me he could stay at the registers. The red-haired young woman was perusing the shelves where we kept the Fairy Tale line of sparkly purses and scarves. Matching my fudge flavors, goods on the shelves depicted Cinderella, Rapunzel, and Goldilocks, irresistible to most girls and women.

Back in the kitchen, I put a note on the faucet so nobody would use the sink. Pauline had settled at the small square table, shaking her head. 

I plopped into the chair across from her. "Don't worry about me and Jordy. Don't worry about your ring. Pauline, you're stressed out. Take a deep breath, please. The wedding will be perfect for Fontana. You're doing a good job, and it will all get done. I'm sorry about your ring, but Dillon will find it." 

I reached across the table with one hand, palm up. We used the gesture when playing HORSE on the basketball court. Slapping the hand meant that even if you lost the game we'd still be friends--we'd be okay. 

She finally slapped her palm against mine.

After a hug, I left for Sister Bay to meet with the sheriff. What was it about Pauline's mother that Jordy didn't want Pauline to know about? 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

"Mother, Thief, Spy"

 

Sheriff Jordy Tollefson had been a football hero in my high school. He was thirty-five now, two years older than me, so in school we didn't see much of each other. Girls back then, though--including me--noticed Jordy's dark hair always in the latest style, the chiseled chin, and the muscles. 

After college he made it onto the Green Bay Packers practice squad. As sheriff, he used his sports discipline to carry out his job and maintain his physique. His nature was represented by the crisp, straight side part kept in his short, dark hair, though his uniform cap often hid it.

Jordy wasn't wearing a cap when I found him waiting outside the door of Al Johnson's Swedish Restaurant, which sat across the street from a busy marina in Sister Bay filled with sailboats. Rarely out of uniform, today Jordy wore blue jeans, a navy polo shirt without sheriff's department insignia, and ordinary white running shoes. He looked...good. 

I, on the other hand, hadn't changed in my haste to meet Jordy. I wore heavy shoes that prevented smashed toes in my shop, tan shorts, and a white shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbows. Dark fudge smudges marked my front. My long, dark brown hair barely held in its messy bun at the nape of my neck. Fussing with it would send the wrong message to Jordy. 

When a couple cleared a bench seat in the outdoor waiting area, Jordy and I sat. My face was maybe a foot from his. To my surprise, he'd let stubbly whiskers grow. 

"You're out of uniform, Jordy. On vacation, too, like everybody else in Door County?" 

Our county's population of twenty-eight thousand swelled to a few times that during summers, contributing to the two million visitors year-round. It was a good place to sell fudge and run a B&B.

"Shhh." He leaned toward me, erasing any distance. "There could be people here I'll need to arrest this coming weekend."

"What the heck is going on? And what can't Pauline know about her mother?"

My name was called then, not his. He took a firm but gentle hand on my elbow, then led me into the restaurant. 

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the shadows and dark, varnished wood walls. To my left, customers milled about the gift shop with its Scandinavian jewelry, sweaters, and books for kids about Christmas elves in Norway and Sweden. 

The dining room was opposite the gift shop. I raised questioning eyebrows. "You put the reservation under my name? Are you undercover?" I chuckled.

Jordy did not. He leaned near my ear. "I have it on good authority the wedding might be a target for grifters."

"Grifters?" I had to think about the word. My grandmother liked an old movie called The Grifters. "You mean professional thieves?"

"Big-time thieves." 

The hostess led us to a table in the middle of the room replete with the restaurant's trademark blue drinking glasses. Scones and lingonberry jam already sat on the table. The heavenly redolence of vanilla-walnut scones, bacon, and fresh black coffee hung thick in the air.

Once the hostess left us to peruse our menus, Jordy said, "Pauline's mother returned to Door County and Fishers' Harbor not too long ago, correct?"

"In early April, four months ago. I had asked a reporter's help to find her. Thank goodness he did because Pauline just got engaged last night and her dream was for her mother to be present when she got married."

"Don't be too fast about saying 'thank goodness'."

I put the menu aside, my stomach tense with concern. "Pauline's been a different person since her mother returned after all the years of not seeing her. I believe with her mother back in her life, John decided to step it up." I gave Jordy a keen look. "Pauline has always dreamed of her mother walking her down the aisle. It was good riddance when that abusive father left when we were in high school. She now feels like she's getting a family of her own again. You can't possibly mess this up for Pauline."

Jordy kept perusing his menu. "All very well and good. What does mumsy do for a living?"

"Mumsy? You're being sarcastic." He tipped his head in assent and I continued. "Pauline's mother works odd jobs. Cleaning rooms at resorts and my bed-and-breakfast, and she sweeps bars during early morning hours before cleaning rooms. It's hard, honest work." 

The sour look marring his face worried me. 

I asked, "What's going on? Tell me before the lingonberry jam pot gets turned upside down in your lap. And for your information, Pauline's mother is going to be head waitress for the wedding reception at my inn this Saturday."

His look zinged me like an arrow. "Perfect setup. Pauline's mother's name was on a list I got from the Chicago police."

"Coletta Mertens? Police? Chicago? That's a three-hour drive at least from here."

"She's allegedly part of a gang of thieves that have crossed the country from the East Coast. They target weddings and receptions, stealing things left in coats in coat areas, sometimes even the coats. They make off with wedding cards filled with cash, gifts, phones, anything not nailed down. Chicago asked me to watch her, and if there's any false move I'm to arrest her and cart her back to the Windy City for a vacation behind bars."

A chill rippled across my skin, raising the hairs. "This can't be true. My reporter buddy found none of this in his searches. He would have told me."

"Are you sure? That was Jeremy Stone, correct? The journalist from Madison?"

"He's reliable. Worked for major news outlets."

"Maybe he didn't tell you everything. It wouldn't surprise me if Stone tipped off the Chicago cops. This might be a big story. And, ahem, you were the one who found it for him by asking him to find the Mertens woman." 

I slapped my napkin onto the table. "I lost my appetite."

"Not so fast. I need your help."

"Doing what? Ruining Pauline's life?"

"Shhh. People are looking." He had lowered his voice. He took a scone, then pulled the jam pot toward himself. "I'd like to come to the wedding as a guest, undercover, sort of, but I need your help with that."

"I'm not going as your date, if that's what you mean. Dillon won't like that."

"Since when does that man rule your life?"

"I..." What the heck kind of trick was this? "Jordy, stay out of my personal business."

"No, because I need you." He cleared his throat, as if he'd said those words too fast. He lathered the purple-red lingonberry jam onto his scone. "I mean, I need your help. I've never met Pauline's mother, so she won't know me. If I can't come as your date, how about your long lost cousin?"

I was simmering. "Stop it. No date. And I don't have cousins. You already know that. You and I grew up together."

"Okay, no more jokes. It's important you tell Pauline and Dillon--because I know you'll tell them no matter what I ask of you--that I'll be there undercover merely watching cars." He dove into another gooey jam-and-scone bite.

"There will still be people there who know you're the sheriff."

"Okay, you're right. Just keep things on the down-low. My cover is that there's been a guy reported sneaking into parking lots and breaking into cars at weddings. I'm the hired guard."

"You'll be in a disguise? More than the scruffy whiskers?"

He shrugged. "I'll also mess up my hair. Nobody will know me." His eyes sported a mischievous glint.

Heat went through me, but it was the heat from confusion. He was playing me, using me.

Then his eyes grew dark, steady on me. "Tell Pauline she can't tell her mother anything. I really need your help with this. And Pauline's."

"To prove Pauline's mother is a thief?" I had the urge to toss a scone at Jordy's head, maybe aim for the perfect part in his dark hair.

"To prove she's not a thief. If nothing happens at the wedding reception, that's what I report to Chicago police. I'll need you to help keep an eye out for anything suspicious because I don't have the staff to bring them all to a wedding reception. You see, if Pauline's mother recognizes her buddies, and even if she has nothing to do with the thieves these days, she'll still compromise our ability to catch them. Even her raised eyebrow could be a signal to them that cops are on the premises." 

I stared at him for a long time. He chewed the scone with excess relish, savoring the way he was playing me. Jordy knew I couldn't resist an invitation to adventure. Damn man. Jordy and I had been through a lot together in the past sixteen months since I'd returned from California. And I owed him. He knew it. 

But could I lie to my best friend?

I'd have to lie because Pauline would surely tell her mother about the thieves. Would Pauline believe Jordy was only cruising the cars to protect property at the reception? The muddled ethics of all this kept flipping about inside my head.

Jordy picked up the plate of scones then offered them across the table. "The thieves could ruin your friend Fontana Dahlgren's wedding. I'll be discreet if and when I spot them." The plate hovered in the air. 

His eyes shone like one of Door County's eleven lighthouses showing me the way through a storm.

I had to say "no" to everything--scones, Jordy, trouble, and lying.

Then a new thought sprang to life. I had to prove Jordy was wrong about Pauline's mother. Surely nothing would or could go wrong at Fontana's wedding and reception. 

Another thought erupted. Since I was sure that Pauline's mom was innocent, I would tell Pauline and her mother about the grifters and handle this myself. How would Jordy ever know the truth? What could he possibly do to me? Guilt rattled me immediately. Could I lie to the county sheriff--the guy who'd saved my butt a few times? 

It seemed I would be lying to somebody no matter how I decided to play this. 

Jordy's invitation hung in the air like the plate of scones.

After a fortifying sigh, I reached for a pastry. "Yes, I'll help you."

Jordy put down the plate, then handed me the pot of lingonberry jam with a beguiling smile. 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

"Rules Are Boring"

 

After lunch, I had second thoughts about helping the sheriff catch "grifters".

Sheriff Tollefson didn't want me telling my best friend that her mother was a suspect in a gang of thieves. 

My beloved Grandpa's voice argued in my head, "Don't follow the rules because that's boring." 

I needed Grandpa's counsel on this but there was no way I could tell him. He was like Barney Fife, the bumbling deputy Grandpa liked on an old TV series called The Andy Griffith Show.

A check of my phone told me Dillon had rescued Pauline's ring. Relief flowed through me though I struggled with the sheriff's demand. 

While I loved secrets, Pauline blabbed everything--just like the kindergarteners she taught. Being a teacher also meant she could tell right away who was keeping a secret they shouldn't. Like me.

Misery wound through me simultaneously with a thrill at the prospect of foiling a felonious gang for the Chicago police. 

It was a double DNA helix of trouble and pleasure. My mother had said I was wired for trouble, that somehow I'd received Grandpa's trouble gene. As a baby, I had climbed out of every crib, basket, bassinet, swing, tub, sink and had done damage. I'd gotten into low cupboards and once upended a flour sack over my head. I'd escaped the house as a toddler and one time ended up in the barnyard in a feed bunk eating ground corn with a giant Holstein licking my head before Dad rescued me. Mom and Dad never had more kids--no need for further explanation.

 Luckily now as a grown-up I could seek advice from another friend. 

I had a delivery to make to the Luscious Ladle, a bakery in Sister Bay operated by Laura Rousseau. She and I often exchanged her savory baked goods and my fudge, placing them in our shops to advertise each other to tourists. Laura also made the scones and breads for the restaurant I'd just been in with the sheriff. Laura's breads would be served at the upcoming wedding reception.

Today, I'd brought along a cooler filled with Rapunzel Raspberry Rapture Fudge. Luscious raspberries and blueberries, as well as cherries ripened in July in Door County. Although fudge didn't melt in the heat like ordinary chocolate candy, I still liked to keep it cool for its chewier texture. The tongue had something like ten thousand taste buds and ambrosial fudge teased and pleased every one.

Laura was ecstatic about Pauline's engagement. Petite Laura--topped with her cute blunt-cut blond hair--hopped about like a football cheerleader behind her counter clapping for Pauline. 

We high-fived and then she attended to a customer. My mouth watered from the cinnamon rolls slathered with lemon frosting that Laura put into the man's giant bag. 

While Laura filled a bag for me, I said, "We have to get together tonight to celebrate Pauline's engagement."

"Of course. Where should we meet and when?"

"How about Erik's bar? Maybe eight o'clock at The Troubled Trout? Past the tourist dinner rush? He's finalizing food recipes for Saturday's wedding reception. Maybe we can taste test."

"Perfect." She closed the big shopping bag filled with boxes of cinnamon rolls. 

I helped her dish out the raspberry fudge onto trays that she shelved in her glass case. "Pauline's going a little crazy with this wedding planner stint."

"What's wrong?"

Relating the tale of the ring in the fudge made Laura laugh. 

I added, "Pauline's the most organized person I know, but she doesn't seem to be now."

"Maybe we can do more to help between now and Saturday?"

"My idea, too." 

I ached to tell Laura about the sheriff's suspicions about Pauline's mother, but the secret would put Laura into a terrible position. Pauline would be mad at her, too, if she held such a secret. I didn't want to do that to their relationship or my friends. Keeping this secret was already feeling like I was cutting off one of my fingers in slow motion. 

To distract myself, I asked about Laura's twins, now over a year old. She'd named them after Pauline and me via their middle names, Clara Ava and Spencer Paul.

Laura shook her head, laughing. "Clara Ava loves to throw everything, mostly at her brother Spencer's head. Needless to say our home has only soft toys."

We shared a chuckle, but the good mood didn't last long.
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Back in Fishers' Harbor, I made fudge in my copper kettles and entertained customers. 

Fudge making was like a vacation. You get an excuse to block out the world, but you still must be vigilant. If you let the ingredients boil too long they can turn the sweet stew into something as hard as sheets of glass--perfect for movie action scenes but not for eating. 

Cody Fjelstad greeted me with his cheery, "Hey, there, Miss Oosterling!" 

"Hey, there, back at ya, Ranger!" He liked being called "Ranger" because he dreamed of becoming a forest ranger serving Door County's parks.

Cody's presence at the cash register allowed me to begin a second kettle using the new ruby chocolate. 

There are five types of chocolate--dark brown, milk chocolate, white chocolate, French blond, and the latest--ruby. All of them create an aroma, and for some it's an aphrodisiac effect. 

Scientists have invented smells that make us take actions, such as buying things in trendy shops. Certainly fudge paired with red wine and the right person on a date can be a powerful combination for action. Science will someday prove fudge should be eaten prior to taking exams or making big decisions. Fudge should be in every boardroom and city council chamber. Mere cookies and donuts don't cut it. Fudge should go to the moon, too! It would keep well during the heat of re-entry back to Earth.

The children in the shop always liked that idea about astronauts eating fudge in space. "Moon fudge!" they chorused.

I let several children try their hand at stirring the vats. They were surprised at how much muscle it took to budge fudge. 

Major sales of several fudge flavors always followed my demonstrations. I made a line of fudge especially for men and boys called Fishermen Tall Tale Fudge. Boys loved Worms-in-Dirt Fudge made with crumbled chocolate cookies on top for fake dirt, with gummy candy worms poked into the dirt so each piece of fudge came with its own worm.

After the afternoon wound down and customer lines had thinned to nothing and I'd sent Cody home, Grandpa Gil came flying in covered with oil from head to toe. His beautiful head of thick silver hair was now flat and black.

"Gilpa, what the heck happened?" I'd done a mash-up of "Grandpa" and his given name of "Gilsen" since I was a toddler. 

"For once it wasn't my boat. Moose was having trouble. This is what I get for helping my competitor."

I swallowed a guffaw. Carl "Moose" Lindstrom owned the largest boat anchored in our harbor. It sat at the opposite end from the shop and Grandpa's boat. Moose and Grandpa had always been in competition to see who could get the most touring business for Green Bay--not the city but the Lake Michigan water body outside my window. Green Bay the city sat many miles west in Oneida County where Cody attended college classes. 

Grandpa could never afford the kind of boat Moose piloted. Jealousy had kept Grandpa from even talking to Moose until this past year when I convinced Grandpa to work together and share advertising costs. Saving a dollar spoke to my grandpa. I also told Grandpa I needed money to pay the mortgage for my inn, which was flush with guests through the fall but winters could be mighty lean. Grandpa sputtered I was like a squirrel looking ahead and saving acorns, and he loved me for it. With a hug that day months ago, he agreed for my sake he could try to work with Moose. 

Grandpa grabbed a rag from behind his cash register counter. 

My nose was prickling from his smell. 

"Ava, honey, sorry. I'll take a shower in back right now." 

In the late 1800s through the mid-1900s this bait shop had served Scandinavian and Belgian fishermen who needed to clean fish, clean up themselves, and then go back out onto the big lake. When I'd returned to Door County to help Grandma Sophie with her broken leg over a year ago, she insisted Grandpa scrub the entire shop with bleach and install a modern shower and restroom. 

Grandpa returned looking dapper, his hair still wet and with its natural silver color instead of black. Scrubbing off the oil had made his face turn a ruddy red. In his late seventies, he always looked younger in summer, his wrinkles usually melting into a bronze fisherman tan.

He huffed and puffed now as he stocked one of his shelves with fishing lures. 

"Something wrong, Gilpa?"

"I'm fine."

I went over and helped him slide packaged lures onto hooks in the shelving unit. "You sound concerned about something."

He grumbled, "It's your grandmother. Her big birthday is coming up and she won't give me a hint as to what she wants. Says she has everything she needs."

"That's true. She has you, Gilpa."

He grinned, then chucked my chin. "You're something special, you know that?"

"To you maybe, but not my best friend." I told him about the episode with Pauline's ring.

"She has the ring back, so she'll be fine."

"I suppose, but she knows I was never excited about her dating John. I'm fine with him now, but deep down I don't think she believes me."

I ached to tell him more--to tell him about Pauline's mother and the grifters.

We finished stocking lures, then went back to his register. There were no customers, which felt good. I needed the peace, what with my thoughts swirling like a tornado.

Grandpa tidied his register, flipping money bills in the same direction. "John's a good guy. Just show you appreciate him. Isn't he videotaping the wedding on Saturday?"

"Yes."

"Well then, engage with him in front of Pauline so she'll see you like him."

"I can do that. Wow, such a simple solution. Thanks, Gilpa." 

I loafed another batch of fudge by the window, this time a lemon fudge inspired by the smell of the frosting on Laura's cinnamon rolls. 

I wondered again if I should tell Grandpa about Coletta Mertens. Maybe I could only mention those "grifters" coming to Fishers' Harbor. A shiver overwhelmed me, though. Grandpa wasn't opposed to getting a shotgun to take care of varmints.

I'd never kept anything from my grandparents. They had a sixth sense, anyway, and seemed to know about stuff in my life before I did. They were my rocks. They lived on Duck Marsh Street, across the way from the back door of the shop. Because my parents lived several miles south in the lower half of the county running their farm and creamery, I saw my grandparents more often these days. Grandpa's name was also on the mortgage we shared to purchase the Blue Heron Inn last year. 

"Grandpa..."

"Yes?"

The fudge was setting up, so I left it to cool. 

As I walked toward Grandpa, my heartbeat raced. I wanted to share the grifter news with him. Badly. However, Grandpa loved trouble and he could ruin the wedding reception for my friend Fontana Dahlgren and thus mess up my relationship with Pauline. 

I had to escape to keep my mouth shut. "Grandpa, I..." 

What lie could I dream up? Grandpa loved my homemade coffee cream caramels about as much as he loved trouble. I used his very aromatic strong coffee to make them. After bringing sugar, light corn syrup, and a pinch of salt to the firm-ball stage, I added a mixture of Grandpa's coffee and evaporated milk, melted butter, and vanilla and brought it to the firm-ball stage again. It immediately went into a pan. 

After letting the recipe cool, I always wrapped the little luscious squares in waxed paper so Grandpa could stuff a few in his pockets on his way out to his boat, though the candies never made it onto the boat with him. Many times I'd seen him pausing outside on the dock savoring those candies and the day, him just staring at the beautiful bay and his beloved boat.

"Grandpa, can you take over the shop? I need to check on my guests. And I was thinking of taking what's left of your coffee with me and making cream caramels for my guests this evening." It was past four o'clock. 

"Caramels? Go ahead, honey. I'll stay here. But don't let your guests eat all my caramels."

"I won't." 

"Distract them while I sneak into the back door of the kitchen later. Maybe ask your guests what to get Sophie for a birthday present."

"I'll do that." After a hug, I dashed out the back door.
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When I got to the inn, carrying cinnamon rolls for tomorrow morning's breakfast for my guests, Pauline's mother Coletta was vacuuming the parlor. 

I froze.

I couldn't face her, so I ducked into the dining room, opposite the parlor. 

To catch my breath, I stared at all the beautiful china cups and saucers on display in the hutches and atop the surfaces lining the room. Pink and yellow roses and gold rims seemed as steady as my grandmother's porcelain-like face staring at me, telling me to calm myself. I'd been given the cups and saucers by Grandma and from various friends of my grandparents. 

A special single cup occupied a corner of a shelf on its own, white with "AVD" on it, the initials of one of Grandma's Van Damme relatives back in the 1800s who'd sent it on a ship to the States, then on a boat up from Chicago. The boat had made it almost to Door County's shores but it had gone down in a storm. Last year, a dive team that included Pauline's fiancé John taking underwater photographs had found this single cup. 

Staring at the treasure, at all the quiet cups almost speaking in my grandmother's voice to calm me, I settled my breathing. With the box of rolls in hand, I turned toward Coletta.

The large room to the right of the entryway sported powder blue couches and chairs and several antique side tables. Back in April, after she'd come back, I'd hired Coletta Mertens to help around the inn. She'd proven to be a godsend. 

Coletta was tall like Pauline, but she looked different with her dyed dark hair trimmed short in a pixie cut, easy to take care of she had said. Coletta's years of misery at the hands of her husband long ago had put extra lines on her face. Still, like Pauline, there was a regal beauty about her, an inner strength that prevailed.

Coletta was the definition of efficient. She could make beds in the six rooms upstairs and do the inn's laundry within two hours. When done, she went to motels and condos to do the same before finishing her days as a waitress. She'd recently been promoted to evening hostess at an old-fashioned Wisconsin supper club located at a county crossroads. The place served Friday night fish fries and prime rib on Saturdays.

With her back to me, Coletta hadn't seen me watching her push the roaring vacuum. I was trying to picture her as a thief, to see if the moniker fit in my brain. 

Had she stolen anything from me? I'd never thought to check the antiques that abounded throughout the inn.

Had she ever stolen from guests? I'd never received complaints. 

Was she in contact with old friends supposedly on their way to invade our environs? I may never know.

Coletta had returned to Fishers' Harbor in April via me engaging reporter Jeremy Stone to find her. Now, she lived with Pauline in their tiny ranch house in our village. I was the reason mother and daughter were together after years of estrangement. How could I possibly be the one now to split them up by ugly accusations? 

Coletta flipped the switch on the vacuum. The roar died. She turned, gasping, surprised.

"Ava! Just in time! A new guest arrived this afternoon." She indicated the box of cinnamon rolls in my arms. "I can smell those all the way over here."

We were about ten feet apart. I flipped up the lid. She stepped to me and we drank in the sugary, lemony, cinnamon aromas. 

I closed the box. "For tomorrow morning. Who arrived?"

"Professor Magnus Olsen, a man with a lot of big books. He asked if we had a bookstore. I told him about Jane's store, of course."

"The Wise Owl holds many treasures."

"At least Jane got rid of that stripper pole in the back. Your new guest doesn't look like the kind of guy who would do that for exercise."

We both laughed. 

I said, "Jane's settled for yoga now among the books. Much easier for all age groups."

I veered left and carried the box through the dining room and onward through the swinging doors opening into the kitchen. 

Coletta tailed me with the vacuum cleaner, which she carried so as not to mar the antique wood floors. She put the vacuum in the closet at the far end of the kitchen and under the back stairwell next to the back door. The inn had two staircases--the grand one opposite the front entrance, and the servant's stairwell in the back with its outside door for easy access to the second-story rooms. Guests could come and go without disturbing gatherings downstairs.

I was expecting all six rooms to be filled by Friday. The elderly couple Ned and Darla Wilders had been the first to arrive, doing so yesterday.

I put the cinnamon rolls in a plastic container to keep them fresh. "When she made the reservations, Fontana told me Magnus was an old professor friend of Tristan's."

Professor Tristan Hardy had been murdered last year. Fontana and Tristan had been an "item". She'd gotten pregnant. Their baby daughter was born this past April, just before Coletta came to Fishers' Harbor. Fortunately for Fontana, love had blossomed with the neighbor who had taken in her and the baby--Jonas Coppens. They would wed on this Saturday.

Coletta closed the closet door and then stood opposite me at the large white marble island where I often made fudge when the small shop was overwhelmed. I had a big box of butterscotch fudge cut into pieces the size of Lego blocks. 

Coletta asked, "How are the lighthouses coming?"

Fontana loved lighthouses. Door County had the most of any county in the country. I had promised Fontana I'd make short lighthouses out of tiny fudge "bricks" as the decorative dessert treat at the head table and the tables of special guests at the wedding reception. 

"I'm behind. I'm only working on the first."

She said, "Pauline told me all about Fontana's history. Poor Tristan. It's lovely that Professor Olsen could be here to keep an eye on things." 

Coletta headed toward the kitchen door to the dining room, then paused to look back. "Pauline and I talk a lot. And hug a lot. I'm so blessed to have her. I'm so thankful that you have been her best friend all her life." She sighed, then smiled in a big way that
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