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  For anyone who has ever dreamed about setting a weird and unusual world record.
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Avoidance through Baking


Certain books should come with warning labels like, “Caution: this contains a lot of twists that will have you turning pages well past midnight,” “Danger: this is about scary monsters and will give you nightmares,” or “Beware: this cute romance will keep you up all night wondering why Hudson didn’t kiss you goodnight on your first date.” 
By the time I finally drifted off to sleep, I still couldn’t figure out why Hudson had ended our date so abruptly. I probably wasn’t going to find out anytime soon since he’s been back home in Florida taking care of a family emergency for the past several weeks.
I got a couple of hours of sleep before the loud squawking coming through my bedroom window woke me up. Why hens felt the need to announce the fact that they’d just laid an egg was something I still haven’t sussed out. I rubbed my bleary eyes and checked the clock. Realizing it was already after seven, I jumped out of bed.
After taking a shower and getting ready, I resisted the temptation to find out what the cute couple in my insomnia-inducing read got up to next. But the sparks flying between the two lovebirds and their snarky banter would have to wait. Patting the book affectionately, I promised it I’d be back to keep it company later tonight. Then I headed down the stairs to my grandparents’ kitchen.
It’s weird calling it my grandparents’ kitchen instead of my kitchen. Except for college and my stint living in Minneapolis, I’ve lived in this house practically my whole life. When my parents died in a car accident, my brother, Leif, and I were just young kids. Our grandparents took us in and raised us without hesitation.
Now, I was getting ready to move out and into my own place over Memorial Day weekend. It’s hard to believe that it was less than a month away. Getting used to referring to this place as my grandparents’ and not mine would be bittersweet for sure.
But I was grateful to have finally found a place in town within my budget. There had been an oil boom in western North Dakota during the past couple of decades. The resulting influx of workers had made it hard to find affordable housing. So, being in your late twenties and still living at home wasn’t that uncommon for our neck of the woods. Of course, I hadn’t been in a rush to leave my grandparents’ warm and cozy farmhouse. If you’ve ever eaten my grandmother’s cooking, you’d know why.
When I pushed open the door to the kitchen, Grandma was pouring freshly brewed coffee into a thermos. After screwing the lid on, she smoothed down her light pink cardigan and smiled at me. “Your grandfather has been in the barn since four. Do you mind running this out to him, Thea? There will be some breakfast casserole waiting for you when you get back.”
The aroma of sausage wafting from the casserole dish as it sat upon a cooling rack on the counter was tantalizing. Inching closer, I exclaimed, “Oh, good! It looks like you put extra tater tots in it.”
“When you get back, dear,” Grandma said as she shooed me away. She tucked a couple of rhubarb cookies into a plastic bag. Glancing back at me, she added a few more. “I suppose you’ll want some, too.”
“Good thing Leif is away at that police training course, otherwise there wouldn’t be any left for Grandpa or me,” I teased.
“Don’t worry, I’ll make another batch when he gets back.”
Studying my grandmother as she tucked the thermos of coffee, bag of cookies, some cups, and napkins into a wicker basket, I noticed the dark circles under her eyes. She lacked her usual sparkle. “You’re still worried about Grandpa, aren’t you?”
Grandma waved my concern away. “Uff da.”
“Seriously, how are you?”
“Not too bad, dear.”
I sighed. ‘Not too bad’ was what members of the Olson family always said. The house could be burning down, you could have a hundred and twenty degree fever, or the guy you had fallen for didn’t kiss you goodnight on your first date, the answer would still be the same. No matter what internal emotional conflict you were going through, health issue you were dealing with, or external tragedy you were enduring, if anyone asked you how you were doing, the correct response was, ‘I’m not too bad.’
Maybe that’s because we’re Scandinavian-Americans. Stoicism is second nature to us. Talking about our feelings wasn’t done. But bottling everything up inside takes its toll after a while. I’d learned this the hard way, that’s for sure.
Not knowing what to do, I motioned to the rocking chair in the corner of the kitchen. “Why don’t you put your feet up for a while, Grandma?”
She shook her head. “Don’t be silly, dear. I have a lot of cleaning to do. I want this place to be spick and span for our visitors. The clock is ticking after all.”
From the tone of her voice, I could tell she was mentally capitalizing ‘visitors,’ turning it into a proper noun. These weren’t ordinary guests we were expecting. In a little over forty-eight hours, officials from the McGuinness Book of World Records were going to descend on our small town of Why, North Dakota to determine whether my grandfather’s giant ball of twine was the world’s largest ball of twine. If it wasn’t, my grandfather would be devastated. We’d all be.
It’s no wonder Grandma hadn’t been able to sleep. When a loved one’s dream was on the brink of either being fulfilled or crushed, you couldn’t help but be anxious.
Sure, Grandpa’s dream was a bit unusual, but it had been years in the making. Tying strands of twine together one by one took a certain kind of commitment. I’d watched his ball of twine grow over the years, practically taking over the barn. What started as an idle hobby had turned into his obsession, one that’s worthy of the title, ‘The World’s Largest Ball of Twine.’
“Go on, dear. Take this out to the barn.” My grandmother thrust the wicker basket into my hands. “I’ll keep the breakfast casserole warm for you.”
As I made my way through the backyard, past the chicken coop and raised garden beds, I thought about how my ancestors had immigrated to this part of North Dakota from Norway in the 1800s. They had been a hardy bunch, leaving everything behind to start a new life out in these desolate parts. Their stoicism had probably served them well, helping them eke out an existence while enduring freezing cold winters. The large red barn was a testament to my family—sturdy and practical. But they were also a whimsical people, as evidenced by the large hand-carved wooden troll statue standing watch nearby.
After pausing to rub the troll’s belly for good luck, I entered the barn and placed the basket on a makeshift table fashioned out of a piece of plywood and two sawhorses. My ankles were immediately ambushed by Loki and Bjorn, the two Pomeranians my grandfather had adopted when one of our town’s prominent citizens passed away.
“Hang on a minute, guys,” I said to them and rummaged in the basket. As I suspected, Grandma had also packed a treat for them—homemade peanut butter dog biscuits. Holding them up in the air, I ordered, “Sit.”
Loki sat right away. As usual, Bjorn took a little while to settle down, doing a few excitable circles around my legs. Once Bjorn had taken his place next to his brother, I handed each of them a treat.
When they finished eating, I heard my grandfather call out behind me, “Twine.”
While the dogs raced over to the corner of the barn, I turned to look at Grandpa. He was wearing his usual uniform—overalls, work boots, and a hat from the local feed store. Unlike my grandmother, his blue eyes were sparkling, and he seemed full of energy. I guess spending your early morning hours tying pieces of twine together would do that to you.
“Coffee?” Grandpa nodded at the basket.
“Uh-huh. And some cookies, too.”
By this point, Loki and Bjorn had returned with twine clenched in their mouths and their tails wagging. “Give,” my grandfather commanded. After the dogs deposited the twine into his hands, he pointed at the dog beds in the corner of the barn, and the pair trotted off to them obediently.
Grandpa was a man of few words. His new canine companions were ideal for him. They only needed one-word commands. No lengthy, in-depth conversation required.
“Here you go.” I handed my grandfather a cup and sat next to him on a hay bale. We drank our coffee and munched on the rhubarb cookies in companionable silence.
“All set for the McGuinness folks to arrive?” I asked between sips of coffee.
My grandfather nodded.
“Anything I can do to help?”
Grandpa slurped his coffee, then shook his head.
I was about to ask if he had measured the ball of twine this morning when Denton Watts burst into the barn, shaking his fist in the air.
“Thor, I’m giving you one last warning,” Denton shouted. “Call off this ridiculous event or else.”
“Nope,” Grandpa said after a moment’s consideration.
I looked back and forth between the two men as they stared each other down. They were both up there in years and were dressed like twins with their overalls and feed store hats, but that’s where the similarities ended.
Grandpa was on the shorter side with a potbelly that gave testament to my grandmother’s tasty cooking. ‘Scrawny beanpole’ was how I would describe Denton. Squinty brown eyes with a perpetual sour expression on his face made people want to keep their distance. Unfortunately, since Denton owned the neighboring farm, we saw him far more often than we wanted.
“You’re making a show of yourself,” Denton said, jabbing a finger at my grandfather.
It was generally hard to read what Grandpa was feeling from his face, but there was a brief flicker of concern in his eyes. Denton had zeroed in on his weak spot. The last thing my grandfather ever wanted was to be in the spotlight. He’d be horrified if anyone thought he wanted personal fame and glory.
The giant ball of twine had taken on a life of its own over the years. It was almost like it had become a person in its own right, a trusted companion. And to Grandpa’s mind, it deserved the world record, not him.
“I warned you about this,” Denton said as he advanced toward my grandfather. “If you’re not going to keep these world record folks from coming … well, then I’m going to have to do something myself about it.”
Shaking his head slowly, Grandpa said, “Gosh darn it, Denton. Nothing you can do about it.”
Denton paused mid-step, and his brow furrowed. It was a pretty long speech for my grandfather, about as wordy as he gets, so I could see why he was surprised. Only then did his expression darken. Reaching into his overalls, Denton pulled out a pocketknife and flicked it open.
“I sure can.” Denton slashed the knife back and forth in the air. “I can take a few inches off that precious ball of twine of yours.”
Perhaps it was foolish, but I jumped in between Denton and the ball of twine. “Hang on a minute,” I said, holding my hands up.
“Get out of my way, blondie,” Denton said to me. “I got no beef with you. This is between your grandpa and me.”
“Don’t come another inch toward the ball of twine.” I folded my arms across my chest in warning. “If you have a problem with my grandfather, then you have a problem with me.”
Loki and Bjorn joined forces with me, barking ferociously at Denton. They were clearly trying to tell the scrawny man that the entire Olson clan—canine and human—had my grandfather’s back.
Our combined forces must have intimidated Denton. He took a step in retreat and put his knife away. Next, he reached into his other pocket and pulled out a packet of jerky. Tearing off a couple of pieces, he flung them on the ground in front of the dogs. “Tangerine turkey teriyaki,” he informed them. “It’s my new recipe.”
The Pomeranians wolfed it down in seconds, then looked up eagerly at Denton for more.
“Traitors,” I muttered under my breath.
Denton turned to face my grandfather. “I’m warning you, Thor, call it off or it might not be so much the ball of twine you have to worry about.”

      ***Between bites of the breakfast casserole my grandmother had dished up for me, I filled her in on Denton’s threats. Spearing a tater tot with my fork, I relayed how I had stood between the ball of twine and Denton. “Can you believe it? He actually said, ‘Get out of my way, blondie.’”
Grandma took a sip of her coffee. “Well, you do have blonde hair.”
“Yes, and I have blue eyes like Grandpa and I’m tall like you,” I said. “But that’s not the point. The point is Denton was brandishing a knife. A knife! He wanted to destroy the ball of twine. And he was going to go through me to do it.”
“I see.”
“You seem awfully calm about this.” I leaned forward. “Don’t you think we should report this to the police?”
She waved a hand in the air. “Denton is harmless. Don’t pay him any mind.”
“Grandma, don’t you remember what happened when that couple from Williston wanted to lease some acreage from Grandpa?”
“They were a sweet couple, weren’t they? The wife gave me a great recipe for banana chocolate chip bars. I haven’t made those in ages.” Grandma got up from the table and started rummaging through the cupboards. “I think I have some chocolate chips in here.”
As I grabbed the dishes from the table and walked over to the sink, I reminded my grandmother that Denton had hammered nails into the tires of that nice couple’s truck. “He’s not a nice man.”
“I recall there wasn’t any proof Denton did that,” my grandmother stated as she set containers of flour and sugar on the counter. “I should have a bag of bananas in the freezer. Can you get it out for me, dear?”
“Grandma, are you doing your baking avoidance thing again?”
“We’re almost out of rhubarb cookies,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Well, that’s true.” I was torn. On the one hand, chocolate chip banana bars sounded scrumptious. But on the other hand, I knew what Grandma was doing. When she didn’t want to talk about something, she baked. Ensuring our mouths would be too full of sugary treats to keep asking her questions she didn’t want to answer. “Tell you what, why don’t I help you make the bars after we sort out what to do about Denton?”
“There’s nothing to sort out. Maybe Denton went too far with the knife, but he was never going to hurt anyone.”
“And the nails in the tire?”
My grandmother pressed her lips together and shook her head slowly. “I just can’t believe Denton would do such a thing. Those nails could have gotten in the tire some other way.”
“But I saw Denton sneaking around our driveway when Grandpa was out showing the couple the fields they were interested in leasing.” I leaned against the counter and folded my arms across my chest. “I don’t understand why you have such a soft spot for him. What is it you’re not telling me about him?”
The doorbell rang before I could press my grandmother for an answer. “Go see who that is, please,” she said to me before pulling open the freezer.
When I opened the door, Grace Ryan, the owner of the local newspaper, The Daily Why, was standing on the stoop with her phone pressed to her ear.
“How many times do I have to tell you? I’m not giving you a raise. You’re lucky you even have a job,” Grace screeched at the unfortunate person on the other end of the line. She held up her finger, motioning for me to wait. “Deadlines aren’t suggestions. When I give you an assignment, I expect you to turn it in on time.”
I stood awkwardly waiting while Grace continued to berate her employee. She certainly wasn’t going to win ‘Boss of the Year’ anytime soon. No matter how poorly someone performed on the job, that was no excuse for swearing at them.
For a brief moment, I thought about giving Grace my business card and offering my services as a leadership coach. She certainly could use some management training. Fortunately, I had a full roster of clients—people who were pleasant to work with and actually wanted to improve their employee engagement, not destroy it. When Grace returned from New York City to take over from her father three years ago, she had burned through the newspaper’s loyal workforce without remorse. Whoever was on the other end of the phone was just her latest victim.
Grace ended the call and smiled at me sweetly. “Good help is so hard to find. You’re so lucky to be a one-woman shop, Thea.”
“Actually, I’ve been thinking of hiring a virtual assistant,” I told Grace.
“Ah, someone who can work remotely from home,” she said. “That’s smart. Then you don’t have to deal with them in person. I wish I could do that with my staff. They’re such a whiny bunch.”
“Huh,” I said simply. It wasn’t worth telling her what I really thought. Grace was the type of woman who preferred people to parrot back what she said. Opinions contrary to what she believed were dismissed out of hand. “What can I do for you, Grace?”
“I need to talk to your grandmother. It’s urgent.” My eye was drawn to Grace’s designer purse as she tucked her phone inside it. The neon orange leather popped against her tailored lime green pantsuit—a color combination that might look trendy on the streets of the Big Apple. Though it was out of place in a small town in western North Dakota. Yet, my own fashion sense tended toward the classic, comfortable, and unremarkable end of the spectrum.
“She’s in the middle of something,” I said, knowing my grandmother wasn’t Grace’s biggest fan. You shouldn’t write an editorial advocating cuts to the library’s budget and drop by the former library director’s house unannounced, demanding to speak to her. “Can I tell Grandma what it’s about?”
“It’s a private matter.” Grace pushed her way into the house and called out, “Rose? Rose? Are you here?”
My grandmother walked out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. When she spotted our visitor, Grandma arched an eyebrow. “Grace. What an unexpected surprise. I thought we made ourselves clear the other day. Thor isn’t interested.”
I shot my grandmother a look. “What happened the other day?”
“Grace wants to do a hatchet job on your grandfather.”
Holding her neon orange purse in front of her as though the bright color might ward off the glare coming from my grandmother’s eyes, Grace said in a placating tone, “I would never do a hatchet job on Thor.”
“Really? I thought you specialized in hatchet jobs,” Grandma said. “Your last article nearly put the Little Pickle out of business. You had people convinced they were tinkering with the expiration dates on products and passing them off as still good. Thankfully, someone realized that the photos you published in the paper were fake. There aren’t many people with six fingers on their hands working at the Little Pickle.”
“But that wasn’t me,” Grace protested. “I fired the reporter once I found out the story was made up.”
“That’s not what he said,” my grandmother countered. “He claims you pressured him into writing it and generating those fake images. It was either that or lose his job. And it’s not the first time something like this has happened to someone who worked for you. Is it any wonder you’re facing multiple lawsuits?”
Grace narrowed her eyes. “The courts will side with me. You’ll see. Disgruntled employees are a dime a dozen.”
“Clickbait, sensationalist journalism isn’t how you’re going to get the newspaper out of the red,” my grandmother said coolly. “Your father built the newspaper from the ground up based on sound principles—honest and accurate reporting coupled with celebrating the community we live in.”
“Exactly.” Grace seized on what my grandmother said. “That’s why I want to interview Thor—to celebrate his achievement. A story about the world’s largest ball of twine, here in our own hometown, could make the national news.”
“And there it is.” Grandma gripped the dishtowel in her hands tightly. “You want to write about Thor for your own personal glory.”
Grace put a hand to her chest. “This story will be good for everyone. It will put Why on the map.”
“You know, my grandfather isn’t exactly a verbose guy,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Any interview you did with him would consist of only a few words—‘yep,’ ‘nope,’ and ‘you betcha.’ I’m not sure this story would be worth your time.”
Grandma chuckled. “Thea’s right. Interviewing Thor would be like squeezing blood out of a rutabaga.”
“Well, at least let my photographer take pictures of the ball of twine,” Grace said.
“Nope.” Grandma shook her head. “Thor has an agreement with the folks from the McGuinness Book of World Records. They are the ones who have the exclusive right to photograph the ball of twine until the judging is complete.”
“I think you mean the Guinness Book of World Records, not McGuinness,” Grace said.
“No, I mean McGuinness,” my grandmother said acerbically. “For goodness’ sake, if you want to write a news report about something, at least get the facts straight. Everyone knows that it’s the McGuinness folks who are coming out here, not the Guinness ones.”
Grace looked genuinely dumbfounded. “I’m sorry, I don’t—”
“You obviously didn’t do any basic research before calling on us to try to badger Thor into being interviewed. So, I guess I’ll have to explain it to you. The McGuinness organization was established a couple of years ago to provide a new and unique approach to certifying world records.”
“Really? What do they do that’s so special?” Grace asked.
“They wear costumes based on the theme of the record being set,” my grandmother explained.
Grace furrowed her brow. “Costumes?”
“And they do a song and dance number during the judging process,” I added.
“Okay, let me see if I’ve got this straight. The judges are going to dress up as what … balls of twine? And do a performance number about twine?”
I nodded. “And they stream it.”
“So, basically, McGuinness is a rival organization that does some sort of mash-up of America’s Got Talent and a failed Broadway musical,” Grace said skeptically. “And your grandfather agreed to this? The man who doesn’t like to draw attention to himself. He’s going to participate in a mini musical about a ball of twine, but he won’t agree to an interview by The Daily Why?”
“Yeah, that about sums it up,” I said. What I didn’t tell her was that when Grandpa sent a letter about having his ball of twine certified as the world’s largest, he didn’t realize that he had sent it to the McGuinness organization rather than the Guinness Book of World Records. By the time any of us had figured out that he was dealing with the former rather than the latter, the arrangements had already been made. To be honest, I didn’t think he cared who did the judging. Grandpa simply wanted someone other than himself to measure the ball of twine and confirm it was indeed the world’s biggest.
“How much are they paying you?” Grace asked.
My grandmother shook her head. “They’re not paying us a dime.”
When Grace gave her an incredulous look, I said, “All the money is going to the ‘Farm to Food Bank’ charity. Maybe that’s what you should write about. It could help raise money for them, too.”
Grace scoffed at the idea and gave us an evil smile. “I have a much better idea for a story. Tell Thor he’s going to wish I had interviewed him instead.”
After Grace turned and walked out of the house, my grandmother and I exchanged looks.
“Are you as worried as I am about what Grace is going to write about?” I asked her.
“I have more important things to worry about,” Grandma replied. “Like getting those banana chocolate chip bars made.”
My grandmother’s tone might have been cheerful, but the look in her eyes told me otherwise. I needed to find a way to stop Grace before she did too much damage.






  
  2
It’s Field Trip Time


When I walked into the library later in the afternoon for my volunteer shift, I was still in a foul mood. This morning’s events were overwhelming—Denton Watts pulling out a knife and threatening to destroy Grandpa’s giant ball of twine, followed by Grace Ryan barging into the house demanding an interview with my grandfather. When thwarted, she’d promised to write an article in The Daily Why that he would regret.
Normally, spending a few hours shelving books or helping the staff with programs was relaxing and enjoyable. It also didn’t hurt that the guy I had started to develop feelings for, Hudson Carter, was the library’s current director. We’d always found some time to chat while I was at the library. Whether it was swapping book recommendations, chuckling over the antics of Hudson’s cat, Dr. McCoy, or reminiscing about the murder cases we had cracked, the time always flew by when Hudson and I were together.
Today was a different story. The lights in Hudson’s office were off—a sign that he was still in Florida with his family while I was here in North Dakota alone and worried about my grandfather.
“How’s Thor feeling about the big day?” one of the library assistants asked me.
“He’s doing well,” I admitted with more confidence than I felt.
“Tell him we’re all rooting for him.” The library assistant pointed at a large plastic container crammed full of twine on the checkout counter. “People have been coming in here all week dropping off bits of twine for your grandpa. They all want to know that their twine is part of the ‘Whymonstrosity.’”
“The ‘Whymonstrosity?’”
The library assistant shrugged. “That’s what folks have been calling it. Kind of catchy, don’t you think? Anyway, do you mind taking this container with you when you leave tonight? It’s so full, I’m going to start another one.”
“No problem.” I nodded over at the full book cart. “Am I on shelving duty today?”
“Sure are.” As I started to push the cart toward the Collingsworth Wing, the library assistant stopped me. “Actually, there’s a fellow here who was hoping to have a word with you. Where did he go … Oh, there he is. The bald guy over by the computer stations.”
I furrowed my brow. “What does he want?”
“Something about a book he’s writing.”
As I neared the man in question, noticing the nicks and cuts on the back of his scalp, I wondered if he was new to shaving his head or if he had used a really dull razor. Hudson had a full head of dark, wavy hair. What would he look like bald? The look definitely suited some guys, but I couldn’t imagine not being able to run my fingers through Hudson’s hair … not that I had ever done so. But you never know, maybe one day.
Geez, I was starting to

      ***
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