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CHAPTER ONE

 


I always thought I was the type of person
who knew exactly what I wanted to do with my life. But over the
past few months, I've realized I am as clueless as a teen in a
1990s rom-com. After being fired (unjustly, I might add), finding a
dead body, and almost being shot by a crazy person, well, it makes
you rethink your priorities. When I received a job offer from my
dream design firm in Chicago, I had to admit I was thrilled. Then I
thought about leaving my family, friends, dogs, and Cooper's Cove…
the decision was easy. I wanted to stay in Covington.

Cooper's Cove Resort has been a staple on
the shores of Lake Covington in the Wisconsin Northwoods for
generations. With twelve cozy cottages, the big log lodge, and lots
of family-friendly amenities, guests return year after year to
relax and enjoy a simpler side of life. Our little town of
Covington has a reputation for its quaint shops, delicious food,
and entertaining festivals. There's no way I could imagine leaving
this place ever again.

Peals of laughter from the beach carried
across the yard to where I stood on the lodge's upper deck. The
families from the Hickory, Cedar, and Pine cottages wasted none of
this gorgeous Monday morning. I could see the ladies stretched out
on lounge chairs in the sand while the kids splashed in the lake,
enjoying the July sunshine. One of their boats wasn't docked, so I
assumed the men were on their usual morning fishing outing. This
group of three families had been coming to Cooper's Cove Resort
this same week every year since they were kids themselves, or so my
parents had told me. It was this kind of tradition that made our
little resort so special. Yes, we had, at least in my humble
opinion, the most beautiful spot on the lake and the cutest
cottages around, but the relationships forged here were what made
Cooper's Cove so magical.

The bell hanging on the resort lodge's front
door jingled, and I returned inside. Taylor Greene, now Taylor
Long, and her friend Kya chatted while looking at some T-shirts in
our souvenir area.

"Good morning, ladies, and happy 4th," I
called as I made my way toward the ladies. "How are you this
morning?"

Kya gave me a little wave and a muffled
greeting as she pulled a Cooper's Cove hoodie over her head.

Holding up a sage green shirt with the
resort logo on the front, Taylor smiled. "Hey, Emmy. I love the new
shirts. You know I have to get a new one every year when I come
here. It's a tradition." Taylor's grandparents and parents had been
vacationing here whatever week July 4th landed on for forty years.
Due to circumstances beyond their control, Taylor's parents and
siblings in Illinois hadn't been able to make it up this year.
Taylor and Lane, her husband, had still wanted to stay in their
usual cottage, and we'd been more than happy to accommodate
them.

"Thanks. We wanted to try something new.
That red looks good on you, Kya."

The petite young woman struck a pose in the
mirror we'd hung for just this reason. "Thank you. It's super
comfy. I'll take it." She slid it off. "But not wearing it today…
whew! It's already pretty warm out." Kya pulled the sweatshirt off.
Her jet-black corkscrew curls bounced to her shoulders.

"I have to have this shirt," Taylor declared
with a satisfied smile." "I'm so happy you let our gang use my
family's reservation. I know how tough it is to get one here this
time of year."

I looked up from the computer as I added the
items to their accounts. I dropped my shoulders and stared at her
guileless face. "Taylor, you learned to swim in the pool downstairs
and to waterski on this lake. Of course, we'd let you." I smiled
and added, "I'm just happy to see you. I've been gone the last few
summers, so I haven't seen you since you got married. How many
years have you and Lane been together now?"

Taylor tucked her straight chestnut hair
behind her ear. "It's been way too long since you and I have hung
out. Let's see, we started dating our freshman year in college.
Then we got married after graduation and that was almost ten years
ago. Geesh, I guess about fourteen years." She gestured to Kya.
"Kya and Jalen have been together that long, too."

Kya walked over and shook her head, making
her curls bounce. "We're almost thirty-two and have spent half of
our lives with those guys. Are we crazy?" Her dark eyes gleamed
with humor.

I brushed a wayward strand of my own brown
hair off my forehead. "I think it's fabulous. You all are so lucky
to have found your person." I thought about who I hoped was
my person. A blush warmed my neck. To change the subject and
avoid any further crimson from crawling up my face, I asked, "Can I
help you two with anything else?"

"We came in to grab some bread and stuff. We
were going to get some in town yesterday and spaced it. We were
having too much fun." Kya's light-brown skin glowed as a bright
smile spread across her heart-shaped face.

"Oh, great. We have fresh sourdough from
Patty's Cakes, our local bakery. So, you had a good time
yesterday?" I knew their group went into Covington for the
three-day Independence Day Freedom Fest.

Both ladies started excitedly talking at
once, their eyes shining. I couldn't help but laugh while trying to
make out what each was saying, but I could tell they'd had a great
time.

Kya wiggled back and forth. "The band
playing at the gazebo was great. Luckily, my Jalen loves to dance,
so we had a blast."

Taylor rolled her eyes and huffed. "I wish
Lane did. I can barely get him to slow dance."

I laughed. "Yeah, I know a few guys like
Lane. I wish I could've seen you and Jalen tear up the dance floor,
Kya. My buddy Marcus and his band are playing tonight before the
fireworks. They're amazing and a lot of fun. A couple of others are
playing throughout the day, too."

"I'm excited." Kya clapped her hands.
"Hopefully, we can catch their show and still be part of the boat
parade."

"We worked on our boat last night. It's so
cute," Taylor exclaimed.

I loved it when guests joined in on our
town's celebrations. "I can't wait to see it."

"Of course, it's baseball-themed," Kya
explained.

Taylor picked up two loaves of sourdough.
"You can't have a bunch of former college baseball players and not
have a baseball boat." She laughed and added, "Oops, don't tell
Cierra I said 'former college' without mentioning Owen as a former
pro. She'd have a hissy."

Kya made the "cross my heart" gesture and
laughed. Their group of friends who were staying at Cooper's Cove
were college buddies. All of the guys had played on the school's
baseball team. One of them, Owen O'Donnell, had gone on to play
shortstop in the pros for several years until a car accident injury
had ended his career. The group consisted of five men and three
women, all about thirty years old. I hadn't met them all yet, but
the ones I'd talked to seemed great. They were staying in Cherry,
our largest cottage. With four bedrooms and two bathrooms, it had
plenty of room for all of them.

The ladies were putting their choices on the
counter when the door's bell jingled again. I looked up, ready to
greet whoever was walking in. Sometimes, I forget I am an educated
woman of almost twenty-seven because I honest-to-goodness,
open-mouth stared at the male supermodel (did they have those?)
that strode through the door. I'm pretty sure he was walking in
slow motion as he ran his fingers through his short, wavy,
jet-black hair. His gleaming smile reached his eyes, and his
dimples deepened in his ridiculously gorgeous face.

"Hey, you two." He stretched his long arms
above his head, making the muscles pop out. "I was wondering if you
needed help carrying this stuff back to the cottage."

Kya squinted at him. "Right. It has nothing
to do with being hungry and wanting your breakfast."

He shrugged his broad shoulders. "What can I
say? I'm a growing boy, and that protein shake I drank after my run
didn't fill me up."

Taylor and Kya laughed. "You've always been
a garbage disposal. You're lucky you have a good metabolism."
Taylor playfully elbowed him in his flat stomach.

He dramatically doubled over. "Ugh! Hey, I
work out plenty to keep my girlish figure." His friends shook their
heads and chuckled.

Taylor turned and introduced me. "Mateo
Rivera, this is Emmy Cooper. She and her family own Cooper's Cove.
Emmy, Mateo. As much as it pains me to admit it, he's been our
friend for what seems like an eternity." She gave him a teasing
smile.

"Welcome to Lake Covington, Mateo. I hope
you're enjoying your stay so far." I slyly wiped my hand on my jean
shorts before holding it out. I knew my neck was red and blotchy. I
didn't need to add sweaty palms to the mix.

He shook my offered hand firmly and gave me
a crooked grin. "Thanks, Emmy. I am. I don't know the last time I
slept so soundly… even if I am sharing a room with Dalton, who I'm
pretty sure needs to see a doctor about his snoring."

We all laughed, and I hadn't realized he was
still shaking my hand until Taylor said, "Release, Mat,
release."

He let go. With a mischievous smile he said,
"Oh, my bad. Sorry." He leaned one elbow on the counter. "So, are
you working here all day, or do you get to enjoy the festivities in
town… with your boyfriend?"

Kya mumbled, "Oh geez," while Taylor added,
"Smooth, dude."

I blushed from my chest to the roots of my
long, brown ponytail. I didn't know exactly how to answer the
boyfriend part. That situation was getting frustrating and,
frankly, annoying. So, I just said, "I'm heading over there in a
bit. My best friend's family owns the Northland Diner, and it will
be crazy, so I'm helping out for a bit."

Mateo didn't push about the boyfriend, for
which I was thankful. The trio said they hoped to see me in town
and returned to Cherry Cottage.

Like Mateo, I'd slept like a log the night
before. But I still felt the need for a caffeine jolt. It was going
to be a long day and a long night. The big fireworks show over the
lake wouldn't be until 9:30 p.m. I used to be a night owl, but now,
this girl loved to be in her jammies, snuggled with her dogs, and
entertained by a good book or a rerun of Friends by 9 p.m.
Could I BE any more boring?

I walked into what was now my
apartment kitchen that connected to the lodge office. Even though
I'd spent my early childhood living here with beautiful memories of
spending summers with my grandparents in these cozy spaces, there
was something special about it being all mine. I'd never lived
alone… well, I guess I'm not totally alone. Technically, I share
the lodge with guests coming and going from 7 a.m. until 9 p.m.
daily. But these rooms were my private sanctuary. Even my parents
and Noah were pretty good about knocking first and not just barging
in… well, most of the time.

As I was getting ready to pour iced mocha
into my steel tumbler, the bell over the front doors told me I was
needed up front again. Before I even reached the reception area, I
heard my parents' voices and caught a whiff of something yummy.

"Hey, sweetheart." Mom held a large jug of
sweet tea and slung a tote bag over her shoulder.

Dad carried a large wicker basket into my
kitchen and set it on the table. "Happy Independence Day, baby
girl."

I gave them both quick hugs and sniffed the
basket. "Mmm, what's in here?"

"Sugar cookies. There's a plate there for
you, and I made a bunch for our guests."

"That's so sweet. Where are the boys?"

The "boys" were our dogs. Spooner was our
sweetheart golden retriever, and Chappy was a mischievous Yorkie.
"We left them up at the house. We'll bring them down later." Mom
poured us glasses of tea and then put the jug in the fridge.

Dad, who was still recovering from his
spinal surgery three weeks earlier, went back to reception, a glass
of ice-cold tea in hand, and grabbed the TV remote. He slowly
walked to the lodge living room and carefully sat in one of the
brown leather chairs, using a vintage-style patriotic pillow to
support his lower back. He couldn't do anything strenuous for a
while. His surgery seemed to have been a success, and his
neurologist was hopeful that with healing and physical therapy,
he'd feel better than he had felt in twenty years.

"Mom and I will handle everything here. All
our guests are regulars who know Cooper's Cove as well as their own
backyards, so it'll be an easy day. We've already sent Noah to have
fun. Now it's your turn. Right, Claire?" He flipped the channels
until he found a baseball game.

Book in one hand and iced tea in the other,
Mom agreed. "Absolutely. I'm going to sit on the deck with my new
mystery. I'm sure the most we'll have to do is ring up Popsicles
and ice cream sandwiches for the kids around here."

"Okay. I'll get ready and head to town. Let
me know if you need me." I headed to my apartment and shut the
door, separating the kitchen from the lodge. Even though the
morning started on the cool side, the midday temperature was
supposed to be in the upper eighties. Northern Wisconsin natives
were going to act like they expected to combust spontaneously.

I texted my BFF Whitney, letting her know I
was on my way. Her response was a bunch of heart emojis. Her
following text was in all caps, and I felt her frustration
screaming through my phone. After reading it, part of me wanted to
slink back into my apartment.

A/C IS OUT!!!! HVAC IS HERE TRYING TO FIX
BUT GETTING HOT. PACKED AND LOTS WAITING—CALGON, TAKE ME
AWAY!!!!

I chuckled. When we were kids, Whitney's
mom, Marcy, used to mutter the very same phrase whenever she was
stressed out. We'd never understood what it meant exactly until we
were older, but that hadn't stopped seven-year-old Emmy and Whitney
from repeating it. I thought about everyone in the diner. They had
to be miserable in that hot kitchen with no air conditioning.
Hopefully, they were getting some breeze through the windows.

Since parking in town would be a pain in the
booty, I'd already asked Whitney's parents if I could use one of
their private boat slips at their house and walk the few blocks
downtown. Thankful they'd happily obliged. I took one of our
smaller speed boats and quickly reached the Overlands' dock. There
were already a lot of watercraft out, and once the parade started
this evening, it would be packed.

After I docked, I climbed the small hill to
their house and walked the tree-lined sidewalk toward downtown. I'd
chugged my iced mocha in the boat and knew I would be guzzling
water as soon as I got to the diner. Cars already lined the side
streets, and small groups of people decked out in patriotic wear
strolled toward the festival. Barricades festooned with flag
banners blocked vehicles from entering Main Street on both ends of
where the activities were taking place.

The diner was the closest building to the
barricade, and as I drew closer, I saw several people waiting
outside on the benches in front, so I decided to use the back
entrance. But I stopped when I heard my name… especially since I
knew who the voice belonged to.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


My pulse quickened as I wiped the sweat
beads forming on my forehead and turned to see Dean Erickson
walking toward me, all six-foot-something of him, looking mighty
fine in his Covington Police uniform. Dean had been my childhood,
teenage, and current crush. Originally from Indianapolis, Indiana,
he would visit his aunt and uncle who lived on Lake Covington for
several weeks every summer. He, Whitney, and I would spend every
day together having the best time. I never let on that I was madly
in love with him since I was sure the handsome boy would never be
interested in a scrawny, plain kid like yours truly. After about
ten years apart, we were both back in Covington for good, and I
couldn't be happier.

I sincerely hoped my "strong enough for a
man but made for a woman" deodorant was working in this heat. I
suppressed the urge to do a sniff check.

"Hey, Dean. Working today?" The minute the
words came out of my mouth, I wanted to shove them back in.
Emmerlyn Cooper, Captain Obvious.

He chuckled as he walked toward me, his
thumbs tucked into the front straps of his body armor vest. "Yep,
these festivals are all-hands-on-deck days for the department. I've
missed you. We haven't gotten to hang out much lately." Is that
disappointment in his voice, or am I just projecting?

We both leaned in for a hug, an awkward one
considering all the police gear he was wearing. "I know, and it
stinks. It seems like life's been nonstop for both of us. I've been
busy with the resort, especially trying to keep Dad from doing too
much. But yeah, it's been too long." I knew exactly how long it'd
been since we hung out— ten days. Even then, we were in a group and
went kayaking around Madeline Island. "We'll have to plan
something. Maybe we could go up to Cornucopia and hike the falls."
Sure, it was practically a guaranteed trip to the ER for clumsy me,
but it was gorgeous, and maybe we'd actually talk about what was
going on between us. Even though we texted and Snapchatted a
ridiculous amount each day, it just wasn't the same as in-person
contact.

When I first returned to Covington, Dean and
I had gone out several times, just us. We'd had so much fun
together, just like old times… or so I thought. Then he seemed to
pull away, acting like he didn't want to be alone with me, instead
suggesting group activities. We never even shared a kiss, though
we'd come close to it before he'd stopped himself.

"That sounds like fun. I haven't been up
there yet." His sapphire-blue eyes were hidden behind his Ray-Bans,
but I could picture them as he smiled. "By the way, I have some
great news. My buddy, Cameron, the one who's a sports newscaster
back in Indianapolis, is covering a story about some Indy kid who
is competing in a national fishing tournament somewhere up here.
They'll have some downtime, so Cam will take a few days and visit
Covington." The excitement in his voice was contagious.

"That's awesome, Dean. I'm so happy for you.
Hopefully, I can meet…"

I was interrupted by shouting coming from
the alley behind the diner. A man in cargo shorts and a tank top
ran around the corner and yelled, "Officer, there's a fight!"

Dean took off toward the man, speaking into
the radio mic on his shoulder. He was saying his radio ID and
something about a possible something-something in police code
behind the Northwoods Diner. He asked the man if he saw any
weapons. Thankfully, he said no. Against my better judgment, I
followed Dean, staying several yards behind him.

By the time I reached the corner, Dean was
holding one man back, and the other was standing to the side,
wiping blood off his mouth with the back of his hand. The man
fighting against Dean's grip and screaming obscenities was Ralph
Grisby, Jr., or "R.J.," as we all called him, among other things.
His reputation proceeded him, and not in a good way.

Dean's voice was firm and in control. "R.J.,
you need to stop fighting me and relax because we both know from
experience that if you don't, you're going to spend the night in
cell number one."

Abby Danes, another officer and high school
friend of Whitney's and mine, arrived as Dean gave R.J. his
warning. "Is Mr. Grisby disturbing the peace yet again?" Abby took
her handcuffs out and placed them on R.J.'s wrists. It was still
strange seeing pretty, petite Abby in a police uniform. As feminine
and girly as she was, she could also kick anyone's butt if she had
to. Dean was built like a brick wall, but he had said that he would
trust Abby as his back-up anytime.

He stopped fighting but wouldn't shut his
word-hole from yelling filthy words at the other man who was trying
to stop his lip from bleeding with his shirt. I saw "James Heating
and Air" and "Jordan" embroidered on the patches of the light-green
shirt—Whitney's A/C guy?

Dean had R.J. sit on the ground with his
hands behind his back. "I don't think that's a proper way to talk
in front of the ladies, R.J." Surprisingly, the potty-mouth mumbled
an apology.

One of the back doors to the diner opened,
and Doug Overland, Whitney's dad, stepped out. "What in the world
is going on back here? I thought I heard yelling but figured
something was happening with the festival." He looked over and saw
the blood on the HVAC guy. "Jordan, aw, jeez, hold on. I'll get you
some ice." He went back into the restaurant.

"Why ya ain't putting cuffs on that jack—er,
jerk?" R.J. looked at Abby, beady eyes narrowed into slits and face
flushed with anger.

Abby looked at Dean, who gave a slight nod.
"Because he's the one who got punched, you have bloody knuckles,
and YOU are the one that keeps fighting Officer Erickson. Oh yeah,
you've also mentioned about ten times that you're going to kill him
if you see him with your girl again." She tilted her head and gave
him a single nod. I believed that particular discussion was
over.

Purple veins bulged in R.J.'s neck. "Ya,
well, he better stay away from Cheyenne. Saw them at Pickett's
eatin' dinner last night. She's MY girl." I was sure venom spit
from his mouth.

Dean told him to stop talking or he would
arrest him for battery. I figured R.J. knew Dean was serious
because he shut up.

Doug came out with baggies of ice and wet
towels tucked under his left arm. Ever since a tragic accident a
few years ago, he'd lost the use of his right arm. He offered one
of each to Jordan, who thanked Doug and pressed both to his swollen
lips. "Here, R.J.," Doug said, laying the other bag and towel
beside the fuming troublemaker. "I figured you needed these, too,"
R.J. grumbled unintelligible words. Doug walked over to me.

"Hey, Doug. I was on my way to give you guys
a hand when I got a little sidetracked." I whispered to him.

He grinned and leaned down, crinkles forming
at the corners of his kind brown eyes. "I'm sure Whit will be
excited to get the rundown." He scratched his short salt and pepper
hair. "I'm pretty curious myself."

We listened as Dean and Abby got Jordan's
account of what happened. He said he was leaving the diner after
fixing the air conditioning and heading to his work van when R.J.
approached him from the other side.

"Out of nowhere, he just swung and hit me
before I knew what was going on or had a chance to defend myself."
He stopped talking to hold the towel-wrapped bag to his lip. It
started bleeding again when he began talking. "He was yelling about
Cheyenne being his woman, and I better stay away from her. I pushed
him onto the ground to get him off me, but he jumped up and kept
swinging. I tried to keep him off me… that's when you showed
up."

Dean's body-worn camera recorded everything,
but he still took notes in a small, black notebook. He looked down
at R.J., whose hand Abby had been tending to since he was cuffed.
She'd pulled disposable gloves from her gun belt, put them on, and
crouched behind him.

"Is that how it happened, R.J.?" Dean had
removed his sunglasses, and his eyes, like little lie detectors,
scanned for the truth.

R.J. murmured and unclenched his jaw. When
Dean asked him to repeat himself so he could understand him, he
growled, "Yes. All right?"

Dean asked Jordan if he wanted to press
charges, but he declined. He said he wanted to drop it and move on.
From where I stood on the sidelines, I could sense an uneasiness
from Jordan as he spoke to Dean. I wondered if they'd had any
run-ins before. Dean didn't even seem to know him, and I thought
he'd been very respectful and polite toward him. Maybe he was just
one of those people who were nervous around cops.

Both officers suggested Jordan get his lip
checked out at the urgent care. It looked like he needed a couple
of stitches. He agreed and soon left. Once Jordan left, Abby
uncuffed R.J., and he held the ice pack to his puffy hand. Dean
warned him about staying away from Jordan James.

Abby looked at R.J. quizzically. "Wait,
didn't you and Cheyenne break up, like, a month ago? And a couple
of months before that?"

He scoffed. "We're always breakin' up and
getting' back together. That's how ya know it's real love."

I looked at the short, wiry man. Sleeves cut
off his dirty Poison T-shirt, saggy jeans, and possibly DIY tattoos
decorating his arms and neck. I don't know this Cheyenne, but if
his philosophy on love is true, she's a lucky lady. At least Jordan
was a nice-looking guy with blond hair and medium height, but he
was muscular and had a good job. No one ever knew what R.J. did for
a living. Yet, he owned a pricey Dodge 2500 Ram truck with gigantic
tires and all the bells and whistles, including a giant skull
painted on the truck hood. R.J. always had drinking money, as well.
Even though he had been a few grades ahead of me back in school,
his reputation as a bad apple was well-known even to my class.
Stories of Ralph Grisby, Jr. were legendary and not in a good
way.

Dean and Abby repeated their warnings to
leave Jordan alone and not to contact him in any way, shape, or
form. He huffed and said he understood. Abby suggested he head back
home to cool off.

At that moment, Whitney came out. "Dad, we
need you… hey, Em. I'm so glad you're here. I wondered where you
were. We are getting our butts kicked." She stopped talking when
she saw Dean, Abby, and R.J. "Did I miss my invitation to the
party?" She joked.

R.J. curled his lips in a slimy grin.
"Whitney… you're always invited to my party."

At the same time, Doug told him to keep his
mouth shut, and Dean told him to have some respect. R.J., ever the
gentleman (hard eye roll), told Whitney he was sorry. It must've
finally dawned on him that I was still standing there and who I
was. He jerked his head back as the dim bulb in his head clicked
on.

"Emmy Cooper? I've seen you 'round town
lately. Didn't know it was you 'til I saw you and her together.
That's right, youse two are like besties or whatever you girls call
it. Never saw one without the other then you moved away… thought
you were too good for our little 'ol hick town, ayee?" I started to
protest, and each of my friends piped up, but he held his uninjured
hand up. "I'm just teasin' ya. Jeez. You were always so scrawny and
kinda plain, ya grew up nice. You two both are a coupla babes." I
felt the vomit climb up my esophagus.

Doug started to say something but was cut
off by Dean. He seemed over it. "That's enough of your charm,
Grisby. Head on out. Good-bye." He pointed toward the unbarricaded
street.

R.J. must've known he better leave before
Dean officially escorted him away. He crept his way down the
sidewalk.

Whitney snarled her top lip, her signature
quirk when she's annoyed. "I have no words."

Doug grunted. "I do—let's get back inside
before your mother loses her mind and our new cook quits." They'd
recently hired a part-time cook to help during the busy season, so
Whitney didn't have to do it all on her own.

Dean placed his hand on my shoulder as we
headed inside and said goodbye to the departing Abby. "Hold up,
Em."

I turned. "Yep?"

"I'm sorry about what that… R.J. said. You
know he's not a good guy. I hope you don't let it bother you."
Lines of concern creased on his brow.

If I was honest with myself, it did, just a
little. I knew I wasn't a beauty queen when I was younger. I had
been scrawny and plain and was built like a prepubescent boy until
I was 17. No wonder Dean had always considered me as one of his
buddies. But I'd matured (some) and wouldn't let people's opinions
hurt me like they used to, especially when considering the
source.

I put my hands on my hips and tried to look
confused. "What do you mean? He said I was a babe. That's the
biggest compliment I've gotten in a while." I winked and bit my
bottom lip.

He tilted my chin up ever so slightly, and
my stomach recovered from earlier. Butterflies flittered in there
now. "He said a lot of stupid stuff today, but at least he got that
right."

My breath stopped. Say something clever,
Cooper.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


As I formulated a witty yet adorable reply,
his police radio crackled to life. The dispatcher announced someone
needed something that required his presence. I exhaled, and the
spell was broken. We stepped apart and promised to chat soon.

Several hours passed as I bused tables,
washed dishes, and cemented my spot as the best friend ever. Even
though it took a bit to cool the place down, we were grateful the
A/C had been fixed. We closed up an hour later than usual then went
upstairs to Whitney's bright, Boho-style apartment, which was
located over the diner.

Loud purrs greeted us, with head rubs on our
ankles by her new kitty, Gordon. He was all white with a tuft of
yellow fur on his head, so the name was perfect as an homage to her
cooking icon. We looked like we'd been in a tornado, so quick
showers and fresh clothes were required. I borrowed Whitney's red
sundress, covered in tiny polka dots. With the appropriate bike
shorts underneath, the dancing would be swingy and fun. I learned
that lesson the hard way in high school. Whitney chose her blue and
white striped linen sundress. It wasn't as "twirly" as mine, as we
used to say as little girls, but it still would do the job. And it
had pockets… the best feature in any garment. Hair and makeup
complete, we declared we were now suitable to be seen in public. We
snuggled the feisty furball, and Whitney promised she'd see him
soon.

We headed outside to the fun. The crowd had
grown since I'd arrived in town earlier that morning. Kids with ice
cream-smudged faces held tight to spinning pinwheels while others
carried Popsicles and had their balloons tied by a ribbon around
their little wrists. The smells of fried food from the different
vendors filled the air, and the particular scent of funnel cake
beckoned me like a cartoon hand made of clouds. Whitney wanted the
deep-fried cookies, so we got one of each and shared it.

As we maneuvered through the crowd, we
chatted with friends and neighbors, caught up on town gossip, and
met a few new people. It was great seeing so many visitors to our
little Covington. Of course, word had already gotten out about the
altercation behind the diner. We fielded questions and heard lots
of opinions about the infamous R.J.

We ran into Patty from Patty's Cakes Bakery
at a handmade jewelry booth. She was decked out in red knee-length
shorts and a shirt bearing her bakery logo in red, white, and blue
lettering with two cupcakes sporting tiny American flags. She said
her daughter and two other employees insisted she enjoy the
festival for a couple hours. Always on the cusp of Covington
chatter, her chubby cheeks flushed, and her gray bob bounced as she
told us she heard Cheyenne, R.J.'s ex-girlfriend, was livid and
embarrassed. Patty said that Cheyenne had been trying to avoid him,
but he kept getting her back somehow.

"I think he has something on her that she
doesn't want anyone knowing about." Patty speculated, raising her
eyebrows and nodding slowly at us. "Makes me sad. She seems like a
sweet girl trying to make her way on her own."

Since she moved here while I was in Chicago,
I didn't know her, but Whitney had talked to her a few times. She
agreed with Patty that Cheyenne deserved more than the shady
R.J.

"Do you think she'll be here tonight?" I
asked. Maybe Whitney and I could try to ease her mind. She had
nothing to be embarrassed about.

Patty shrugged. "She stopped in the bakery
yesterday and told me she was going to the parade and fireworks in
Ashland with some of her new friends from church. Ever since she
started going to church, got her new job, and enrolled in college
classes, she's tried to hang out with a group of friends that
doesn't include the likes of R.J. Grisby."

The talk changed to the boat parade and the
bands playing at the gazebo. Whitney and I missed the music on the
square last night, so we were excited to support our buddy Marcus
and his band.

After we left Patty, we explored the other
booths, which were full of everything from handmade organic soaps
to beaded leather vests. We sipped on lemon shake-ups. The
combination of freshly squeezed lemon juice, sugar, and water was
the perfect balance of tartness and sweetness. This vendor used my
favorite tiny nugget ice, somehow making it even more refreshing.
As we strolled Main Street, Whitney and I chatted and enjoyed the
lovely day. This is one of the many reasons I was thankful to live
back in Covington. I was immersed in the epitome of Americana as I
strolled down Main Street. Despite what happened earlier with the
fight, I didn't think anything could destroy my happy mood.

Late afternoon, we enjoyed the boat parade
from the Overlands' dock. Townspeople, visitors, businesses… it
seemed like everyone, except us, got in the spirit of the parade.
We'd had so much on our plates that the parade had taken a backseat
in our brains. So many creative ideas were displayed as the boats
followed Mayor Mueller, accompanied by the Bayfield County Fair
Queen and her court in their pontoon. The tall mayor, wearing his
traditional ensemble of a red short-sleeved, button-down shirt with
an American flag bowtie, stood in the middle of the young ladies.
Each princess wore a red or blue sundress while their queen wore a
bright white sparkly number. Of course, everyone had their tiaras
on their heads and satin sashes proudly displayed diagonally across
their chests.

"I'm surprised Mayor Mueller didn't insist
he should have a sash and crown," I joked to Whitney.

She laughed. "Oh, for sure. He'd probably
make sure all that thick gray hair was styled around it, too." Our
mayor loved any and all attention.

Whitney and I cheered loudly as Taylor and
her friends, all dressed in jerseys and ballcaps, motored by.
They'd decorated their boat with giant inflated baseballs and bats
and a sign that said, Take Me Out to the Ballgame.

As the parade ended, we headed toward the
town square where the big white gazebo sat. One end of the square
was on Main Street while the other end looked out over the
boardwalk and lake. Picnic tables were scattered around the edges
of the area, and a dance floor of sorts was set up in front of the
gazebo. Several people had set up lawn chairs and spread blankets
in the grass, enjoying the various bands as they entertained the
crowd. Twinkle lights wrapped around trees and the gazebo, and
American flag bunting swooped along the gingerbread trim.

Several couples and a bunch of kids danced
to oldies tunes the band was rocking out to. Dressed like
rock-and-roll icons from the fifties and sixties, the RePetes… two
of the members are named Pete… were met with cheers and applause as
their song ended. They announced their final song of the night, and
several people sang along.

Whitney and I saw Marcus-with-the-mullet,
our special name for him since we were kids, and his band wheeling
their gear on flatbed carts toward the square. We knew his band
well since they played at Pickett's every week. But his keyboard
player had broken his leg last week, and they desperately needed
someone else since they were booked for several festivals and fairs
across the region. Fortunately, Sam, Marcus's cousin from
Tennessee, volunteered to fill in while he recovered. He'd arrived
a few days ago, but we hadn't met him yet.

"Emmylou, Whitney. Hey, girls, ready to get
your boot-scootin' on?" Our mullet-headed buddy gave us each a
quick hug.

Whitney made a cute little dance move. "You
betcha. Now, where is this cousin of yours?"

"He's with Bear and Walker. They're loading
a cart with instruments and another speaker. He'll be here in a
sec."

I fluffed up Marcus's brown poof at the nape
of his neck. "Your mullet ready for its fans?"

"Hey, girl, hands off. I made sure it was
lookin' particularly amazing." He patted it back into place.

As the RePetes finished their set, Mayor
Mueller stepped up, thanked them, and announced that The Brewer
Band would be up next. He continued talking about other community
things, but I tuned him out.

Whitney squeezed my hand and blew out a low
whistle. "Emmy, is Thor walking toward us… with a guitar strapped
to his back?"

"That can't be Sam… can it?" I asked, not
seeing an ounce of familial resemblance.

Marcus nodded and announced, "Hey, Sam,
these are my friends I've told you about."

Whitney and I looked at each other in
disbelief then suppressed giggles like we were thirteen-year-olds.
I hadn't thought about what Sam looked like, but I guess I expected
him to resemble his cousin—shorter, slimmer, brown hair… not a body
double for a Marvel movie hero.

Sam shook our hands. "Pleasure to meet you
both." His deep voice dripped like molasses with his Southern
drawl. He pointed to each of us. "Let's see, you're Whitney and
you're Emmylou."

Marcus shook his head. "Ya better not call
her that. She only lets me."

Sam apologized, but I told him I didn't care
and that it was great to finally meet him. Whitney, who was never
at a loss for words, just stood there. I didn't want Sam to think
she was rude, so I said, "Right, Whit?"

She cleared her throat. "Umm, for sure.
We're glad you could help Marcus out. That's super sweet of
you."

Sam started to reply, but Walker called to
them, "Come on, you guys. Get the lead out."

Whitney and I waved to him, both chiming in
with a synchronized, "Sorry, our fault."

The handsome drummer/backup singer flashed
us a smile and waved back before removing his vintage looking
trucker's cap. He ran his hand through his likely sweaty, short,
brown hair before replacing the hat on his head. Walker was about
the same height as Marcus but all muscle. He had been a champion
wrestler when we were in high school and now coached.

"Hey, Bear, break a leg," I shouted over to
the beefy-built bass player. His round face was already red from
lifting and moving the equipment in this July heat, but he seemed
to turn five shades brighter from the roots of his unruly dark hair
to his thick, full beard. The gentle giant was as shy as they came,
but once he was on stage, our Bear blossomed.

Marcus and Sam said they hoped we enjoyed
the show and left to set up. Whitney and I wound through the
growing crowd to the dance floor. She was all chatty again, and I
was pretty sure my girl had been under the influence of the Norse
god earlier.

Taylor and her girlfriends waved to me from
a nearby picnic table. We walked over, and I introduced them to
Whitney. The third woman in their group was Cierra O'Donnell, a
petite blonde with perfect makeup, taking dozens of selfies. I
hadn't met her when they'd checked in on Saturday, but Taylor had
told me about her. She was married to Owen O'Donnell, her college
sweetheart and former pro shortstop. He'd been in a serious car
accident last year that had ended his professional career, but he'd
just signed a broadcasting contract with BSPN. She'd also told me
Cierra was huge on social media as a lifestyle influencer.

They'd changed out of their parade outfits
and were waiting for the guys, who were getting them food at the
stands. We complimented them on their boat and chatted about the
festival when the guys arrived with paper baskets of
delicious-smelling goodies. I greeted them and introduced the guys
to Whitney. Before anyone could dig in, Cierra took a video of
everything, artfully arranged on the table.

Mateo nudged me lightly with his elbow.
"Emmy, great to see you. You girls going to hang out with us?"

"Hey, great to see you. Thanks, but we're
heading to the dance floor and stuff." I hated that he made me
blush.

"Maybe we'll bump into each other out there
then." He flashed that 1000-watt smile then declared Cierra had
enough video and it was time to eat.

Whitney and I excused ourselves, even though
they had invited us to join them. We turned to walk toward the
gazebo. I stepped on a bench to see if I could spot our parents
anywhere. When I hopped down, I bumped into someone.

"Ope, I'm sorry… oh, Jordan, right?"
It was Jordan James, the guy who'd been attacked earlier. His
bottom lip was swollen and had two little stitches in it.

"Um, yeah, Jordan. It's my fault. I wasn't
watching where I was going." He looked confused, like he couldn't
place me.

Whitney turned to look for me. "Em, where…?
Jordan? Hey, are you okay? How's that lip?" She patted his arm.

He looked at the ground and then back at us.
"Hi, Whitney. Yeah, I'm fine, just a couple of stitches, no big
deal. I've had worse." Realization must have sunk in because he
tilted his head and said to me, "You were there this morning with
the cops."

I nodded and told him I was. "Emmy Cooper,
nice to meet you."

An older man walked up behind him, placed a
hand on Jordan's shoulder, and said hello. Whitney greeted him as
"Mr. James," but Jordan introduced him to me as his "Uncle
Gary."

Jordan tried to smile but then held his hand
to his mouth. "Ouch, I have to remember not to do that." He pointed
his thumb at his Uncle Gary. "This guy talked me into coming out
tonight." We told him we were happy he joined the fun, and they set
out to find a table. I got back on the bench to look for our
parents. The James men wound their way past Taylor's table and
several other families setting up for the evening, including
Whitney's and mine, before they found an open one close to Main
Street. I texted my parents, and they looked up from their lawn
chairs and waved.

The next two hours were filled with fabulous
music. The country covers and original songs written by our mullet
buddy were met with cheers and applause. Sam surprised us with his
talents as he played more than keyboards. He played not only guitar
but also the harmonica, dobro, and banjo. His singing voice was
incredible, too. I lost track of how often Whitney stopped dancing
and watched him. The girl was hooked.

Kya and Jalen stole the show a few times.
Those two had the moves. Even though I have two left feet and can't
remember the easiest line dances, I had a blast with Whitney and
our other friends. Our moms even got in the spirit and shook their
tail feathers. Taylor convinced Lane to dance a slow, romantic
ballad with her. They looked adorable together, but their faces had
strange expressions as they whispered in each other's ears. I hoped
they weren't arguing, although it didn't seem like that's what was
happening, their happy vibe from earlier was gone.

I decided it wasn't my business. Yes, it is
shocking for me since I've been told that I am quote/unquote nosy
on more than one occasion. But in trying to grow, I would let it
go.

Seeing so many old friends laughing and
enjoying the music reminded me that I had made the right decision
to stay in Covington once again. Even Jordan had taken to the dance
floor with a cute redhead. Whitney told me she didn't know who it
was, but it wasn't Cheyenne. It was good to see him having a lovely
evening after the crummy start to his day.

After the final song was sung and the crowd
roared with whoops and hollers, Mayor Mueller took the stage and
declared the fireworks to begin. The music, played over the various
speakers, was timed perfectly with the bursts of color that
exploded into the air over the lake. Everyone oohed and
aahed as the brightness reflected on the water. The town had
outdone itself with this year's show.

Once the finale ended and the mayor thanked
everyone for making this year's festival
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