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				One 

				“Hanna Denton, pie baker?” The gray-haired woman in the green apron looked up from her list of Food Fair vendors and did a double take. “I didn’t think you’d be so … so … young.” 

				Since I’m not THAT young, I realized she had me confused with someone else.

				“Maybe you’re thinking of my grandmother Louise who used to own the pie shop in town. She retired and left the business to me.”

				“Then who’s minding the store?” she asked with a puzzled look.

				“Nobody, we’re closed today.” I said “we” because it makes it
sound like a substantial enterprise, but my pie shop is a one-woman operation and always has been. Once it was Grannie, now it’s me. I hoped to get across how seriously I took my commitment to the fair. I have been known to multitask, but not today. Today I was putting my all into the fair. “I put a sign on the door telling my customers they could find me here at Booth Eleven with all their favorite pies. Lemon Meringue, Blueberry, Double Chocolate Cream, Butterscotch Pecan, and …”

				“Yes, I see,” she said cutting me off a trifle impatiently. “You could have also given us a plug, something like the fair is a happening place for friends to meet and shop, a showplace for fresh fruits and vegetables and hand-made artisan goods.” Clearly this woman whose nametag said she was Shirley Nordegard must be in the PR field and more power to her. The new Food Fair was a way for all of us local cooks, gardeners, farmers, bakers, and crafters to expand our market to the world of locals and tourists, if they came. If she had anything to say about it, we’d be mobbed.

				“Uh, I didn’t quite have room on the sign for all that, but I’m counting on a big crowd after the story about it in the Gazette and even a mention in the LA Times. Beautiful weather today,” I added. No big surprise there. Coastal California between Monterey and San Diego has abundant summer sunshine, except for the occasional fog that drifts in every evening but always disappears the next morning. Just like in Camelot. 

				I picked up my official folder from Shirley and drove my vintage station wagon around the Crystal Cove High School parking lot to my assigned spot between nuts and candied fruits. I knew my way around. This was the same high school I’d attended once upon a time. The same parking lot where I’d hung out between classes and after school with my friends smoking a forbidden cigarette or flirting with a certain bad boy, equally forbidden. I was no longer a carefree student, I was a serious businesswoman with a lot to prove: that I was as good a baker as my grandmother, as well as a saleswoman. The Food Fair was a chance to get out of the shop into the fresh air and lure some new customers to a new venue. 

				The sun was at that moment burning off whatever fog had the nerve to linger and the market was already buzzing with activity. Vendors like me and my neighbors, the nut and fruit people, were unloading their wares from vans and trucks and putting up canopies over their booths hours before the official opening at nine o’clock. It didn’t take me long to set up, especially when Manda, the high school girl who works for me part time, came by to help me unpack and my best friend, Kate, showed up to add her decorator’s touch to the booth as well as a huge banner she hung with “THE UPPER CRUST—Pies made by Hanna Denton from all the best ingredients.” I debated about whether to say they were also “the freshest” or “all local,” but “the best” covered all the bases and wouldn’t leave me open to perjury. 

				When Kate finished carefully stacking the pies on the table, then cutting up small sample bites of different kinds of pie, she stood in front of the booth to get a customer’s perspective. 

				“Well, how does it look?” I asked, tying an apron around my waist. 

				“Fantastic,” she said. Of course she would say that, she’s the one who’d made it look that way. I’d only baked the pies. “Now for your hair and some makeup.”

				“I thought I was selling pies.”

				“You’re selling yourself too. Don’t forget that.”

				She sat me down on a wooden stool that came with the booth and whisked out a comb and brush, eye shadow and mascara from her shoulder bag. “The eyes. That’s what people notice,” she explained. 

				“Funny, I thought they’d notice the pies,” I murmured. But if she wanted to give me a quick makeover, who was I to resist? 

				Then she gave me the same treatment she’d given my booth and same critical look when she’d finished. She stepped back, tilted her head, squinted and finally said I too looked fantastic.

				“Just in time,” I said. “We open in fifteen minutes.”

				Finally feeling prepared, I said hello to the guy in the next booth who was selling walnuts, pecans, and several varieties of peanuts seasoned with chili-lime, Cajun spice, or mesquite barbecue. I gave him a sample of Butterscotch Pecan pie thinking of the nut connection and he appeared to be favorably impressed. Then he offered me a small cup of selected nuts and I told him they were spiced just right. Next I introduced myself to the woman on the other side who was selling candied pineapples, cherries, apricots, and even watermelon rind. Who would have thought? She had bins all set up and would mix and match the fruits or just sell small bags already made up.

				“I use local honey for sweetener,” she explained, offering me a chunk of candied watermelon. 

				“Then they’re really good for you,” I said. “And delicious too.”

				Kate motioned to me and I returned to my booth. “Look who’s right across from you,” Kate said in a loud whisper.

				“Oh, my God, it’s Lurline, the cupcake lady,” I said. “How did I miss her? I should have known. Everywhere I go, she’s there.” First she was as cute as a cupcake herself, dressed in pink. And she drove a converted postal truck painted pink, selling cupcakes wherever she stopped. Shirley may have thought I looked young, but next to twenty-something Lurline I was a senior citizen and definitely under-dressed in my jeans and apron. “Just the kind of competition I don’t need. Why couldn’t I be across from someone selling broccoli and spinach? Not that they’re not nutritious and delicious in their own way, but …”

				“No, this is better,” Kate insisted. “This way people who are interested in dessert will find you here and look who else is around besides the nut guy and the fruit lady. There must be cookies and cakes. It’s all good. Go have a look, I’ll stay here and mind the booth.”

				I took her up on the offer and though I didn’t find any cookies or cakes, I was impressed by all the vegetables arranged in colorful pyramids. I stopped to look at bunches of baby Swiss chard, potassium-rich red beets, dark green kale, fresh pungent herbs, and English peas in pods. Then I thought about cooking all those vegetables at the end of a long day at the market and I hurried on. 

				A few booths down the wide aisle I ran into my old high school—I won’t say friends, but I did know them from the good old days—Lindsey and Tammy who were selling about a dozen kinds of bread and rolls. 

				“Wow,” I said, impressed by the crowd of customers already lined up for their freshly baked goods. And by the way they’d transformed themselves into bakers. The last time I saw these two girls some months ago they were selling sex toys at home parties. From dildoes to croissants. Talk about versatile. I guess once you’ve been bitten by the entrepreneur bug you just can’t quit. 

				“You must have been up all night baking,” I told them, although they looked just as fresh as their bread. I knew something about the all-night baking thing. It was only thanks to all that eye makeup that I looked as bright as I did. My eyes were riveted on a beautiful flaky brioche that had my name on it. But I cautioned myself to hold back for now. I could easily eat my way through the food stalls, but it was going to be a long day and I had to pace myself. 

				I swear Lindsey blushed at my comment. Could it be she and Tammy had broken the Food Fair rules and had not baked all that bread themselves? I’d never ask and I wouldn’t expect them to tell.

				“Hanna,” Lindsey said, “this is so much fun. Let’s trade. Take a loaf of bread or two in exchange for a pie?”

				“Sure,” I said. I chose an Asiago Cheese baguette and a crunchy whole grain loaf studded with seeds. 

				“Oh and try our new Mediterranean Olive Loaf.” Tammy pulled out a spatula with a serrated edge and cut me a slice. 

				“Where’d you get that gizmo?” I asked.

				“From the guy who sells them.” She waved in the direction of the next aisle. “Ever seen anything like it?”

				I shook my head, said I’d see them later when they came by my booth for their pie, and walked away with the two loaves under my arm.

				The next booth that caught my eye was called Farmstand Artisan Cheese. A very attractive guy dressed in white chinos and a crisp striped shirt who also caught my eye offered me samples of his best organic cheeses. “All made from raw cow’s milk on our farm just out of town,” he said in an all-purpose European accent. 

				“What’s that one?” I asked. 

				“A Triple Cream,” he said whipping out his wide spatula with a serrated edge to cut me a slice which he spread on a cracker. Looked like the same type of knife Lindsey was using. “Smooth, creamy, and elegant,” he added.

				“Delicious,” I said, swishing it around in my mouth like a fine wine. 

				He nodded his approval of my good taste and gave me a sexy smile that matched his accent. Were either the accent or the smile fake? You never knew. Whatever. He had the perfect personality for a food salesman. What I’ve found out is that marketing and hustling can be as important as kitchen skills. Something a basically shy person like myself had to keep in mind. 

				“Firm yet buttery, with an earthy flavor,” I added thoughtfully. “Reminiscent of white mushrooms.”

				“I’m impressed,” he said with a grin. “You obviously know your cheese. You’ll have to come up to the creamery and let me give you a tour. So tell me, what’s a nice girl like you doing up so early on a Saturday morning?” 

				“Actually I have a booth of my own. I’m Hanna, and I’m a pie baker. Booth Eleven.”

				“Oh, are you the one with the mini pies filled with organic rhubarb and the warm chocolate chip cookies?”

				I rocked back on the heels of my clogs. That’s all I needed, competition in the form of tiny pies and hot-out-of-the-portable-oven cookies. “No, I’m not. But if you stop by I’ll give you a taste of the best pie you’ve ever eaten. Guaranteed.” I know I’m not the best self-promoter in the world, but I’ve learned I just can’t afford to be modest about my pies—no matter what the competition. Granny never was and look where it got her. A long and fruitful career and a nifty annuity package at Heavenly Acres, our local up-scale retirement home. 

				“It’s a deal,” he said reaching out over his cheese display to hand me his card. “Call me Jacques.”

				Notice he didn’t say his name was Jacques, just to call him that. I could do that. 

				When I turned around I almost ran into Sam, the chief of police in our little town and the former bad boy I once had a major crush on in high school. He was back, tough and rough around the edges and more dangerous than ever—to me—not to the town, which he promised to protect and serve. 

				“Sam,” I said brightly in my pie saleswoman voice, “what brings you to the Food Fair?” I was glad I’d had the eye and makeup treatment just in time. 

				“Just the usual. Checking for counterfeit goods, drug paraphernalia, and pedestrian safety.”

				“I know law enforcement is a full-time job including Saturdays, but I hope you drop by the booths and stock up on your fruits and vegetables and maybe a pie or two. You name it, we’ve got it all in one convenient location. You are a locavore, aren’t you?”

				“A locavore?” Sam hardly ever smiles, even after turning his life around from one side of the law to the other, but I think I saw one corner of his mouth tilt slightly upward. “Why not? I’m committed to eating locally as much as the next person. I’m here for the food and I’m here because it’s part of my job. Mix with the crowd and keep an eye out for any potential criminal activity.”

				I glanced over my shoulder. Not a pickpocket in sight. But if there were, I’d be protected by the not so long arm of the law. I noticed Sam was wearing street clothes the better to blend in with the local Yuppies. Khaki pants and an Oxford cloth button-down shirt were the uniform du jour for the men in our little corner of paradise. Or shorts, T-shirt, and flip-flops. I’d never seen Sam in a uniform, which I understand police chiefs don’t have to wear. 

				He asked where my booth was. I pointed off in the opposite direction, looked at my watch and said I had to get back. He walked with me while he suggested I watch out for anything suspicious. 

				“Oh, I will. You mean like motorcycle gangs, or cheating at bingo in the church basement?” Either one was so out of the question in Crystal Cove it was laughable.

				But Sam didn’t laugh. I should have known. He said,“That’s right.”

				I was grateful Sam was there to keep the city safe. So was everyone else. We took our secure little town for granted and we had no reason to think it would ever change. As long as Sam was on duty, it probably never would. 

				Kate was delighted to see Sam, and me with Sam, since she had this naive romantic idea that we’d be perfect for each other. Even if she was right, she was having a tough time convincing either one of us. I couldn’t deny he made my skin tingle and my pulse speed up, both back in high school and now. But I’d be damned if I’d let on I was interested in rekindling a teenage flirtation. I knew enough about Sam to know he had a mind of his own and a will as strong as the Santa Ana winds that blow across the desert and can knock down trees and even power lines. 

				“You had some customers,” Kate said. “Even before we’re officially open. I gave them a sample of your lemon meringue pie and they ordered one for next Saturday. Here’s their name and address. And look what the cutlery guy brought by for you with his compliments.” She held up a six-inch spatula with a serrated edge. “It’s some kind of promotion deal. When customers admire the knife you tell them where they can get one like it. Booth Fifty-Six.” 

				“It looks like the same gizmo I’ve seen two of already today.”

				“Probably is,” Kate said. “He must be handing them out to every vendor, fruits, nuts, everybody. He even gave me a demonstration of how it slices and serves whatever you’ve got. Not just pies, but meat loaf, lasagna and the edge is sharp enough to cut through steak. Just what you need.”

				I took it out of her hand and ran my finger gingerly over the sharp blade. Kate said she was going to make the rounds of the fair to see what my competition was and buy some vegetables. 

				Sam left too. He didn’t buy anything from me, but then he had a thing about sugar and butter. He said he never ate it, but most people can’t resist a piece of homemade pie if you put it in front of them. But Sam is not most people. There’s a good example of his strong convictions. It seemed another one of his convictions was to avoid me whenever possible, even though my pie shop was across the street from the police station. He’d been doing a pretty good job of it since I’d returned to my hometown almost a year ago, except when he wanted to pick my brain or ask me about some resident’s background or connections. I told myself I didn’t care. I was happy to help if he needed me. But that was not why I’d come back to Crystal Cove. I was here to avoid getting mixed up with men who had an unhappy relationship in their past or a hang-up about commitment. Unfortunately that covered just about all the men in my age group. I was also here to make a living on my own which I was finally doing, thank you very much Grannie for your support.

				The Food Fair officially opened and crowds flooded the parking lot. I handed out samples and took orders for pies from some of my regular customers, which I’d deliver later. I sold pies to strangers too and answered questions about our quaint little town. I told how Crystal Cove had been discovered in 1542 by a Portuguese explorer named Cabrillho. 

				“We’re grateful to him for discovering our town, but even better, he also left us his wife’s pie recipe for crosta de torta, which I still follow faithfully,” I told a group of out-of-towners. The part about the discovery was true. As for his wife and the pie recipe I follow, I made that up. Even pie bakers are allowed a little poetic license. I should say especially pie bakers are allowed whatever it takes. We wake up with the birds, start yawning during the TV news at night and have no time for a social life. All that, and then we have to compete with cookies, cakes, and muffins.

				The good thing was the customers ate up my stories along with my pies. The more customers, the better I got at playing the born-here-in-the-small-town baker role. It was tiring but fun too. By noon I was afraid I’d sell out. Of course that was my goal, but maybe I should have been prepared with more inventory.

				Besides tourists, I also saw a few residents I hadn’t seen for years, not since I’d returned to town after a stint in the big city. Principal Blandings was one of the people I wasn’t all that anxious to run into. 

				“If it isn’t Hanna Denton,” said the mustachioed high school principal, looking a little older, a little heavier, and a little less frightening than when I was in high school. “So you’re back home in Crystal Cove. How are you adjusting to life in our little burgh?”

				“Just fine,” I said. “How are you, Principal Blandings? Still terrifying the poor freshmen?” 

				“Not at all,” he said. “I’m the one who put the ‘pal’ in principal.”

				I winced. How many times had I heard him say that about being our pal at every single assembly year after year. With a pal like him, who needed enemies? 

				“And you’re the one who put bubble bath in the drinking fountain,” he said narrowing his beady eyes.

				“I was hoping you’d forgotten that,” I said. I hadn’t forgotten the remarkable sight of the cascading bubbles or the ten hours of community service I had to do as punishment. “Can I offer you a piece of pie as a peace offering?” I held out a boxed slice of Butterscotch Pecan.

				“Thank you. That almost makes up for the time you let the lab rats loose in the halls with your partner in crime, Kate Sullivan.”

				“What a good memory you have. I can explain about that. We felt sorry for them cooped up in their cages. It was a humanitarian act.” I don’t think he believed me. Maybe he’d never seen rats imprisoned in a cage. Not from his lofty seat in the principal’s office. I wondered what he thought about Sam back in town as the police chief. Some of the things he’d done in high school made me look like Mother Teresa.

				“A humanitarian act. That’s what your grandmother said in your defense. How is she, by the way?”

				“Fine. Here she is now.” I waved at Grannie some fifty yards away. I recognized her large straw hat and her posse of bridge buddies from Heavenly Acres.

				“Good luck,” the principal said. I think he also muttered, “You’ll need it,” but I’m not sure because he’d quickly moved on to the next booth. Maybe he was afraid Grannie would rag on him about the suspension he’d given me after the lab rat episode. Grannie had a good memory also, and she never forgot or forgave anything negative anyone ever said or did to me. 

				The only thing she was critical of was my pie baking. Which was good because it kept me on my toes. Kept me inventing new recipes, perfecting the old ones and studying techniques from the masters. 

				I came out from behind my counter to hug Grannie and her friends Helen and Grace. 

				“What a great idea this is,” Helen said, beaming at me. “A Food Fair in our own town. No need to drive to Santa Barbara anymore. We’ve got it all right here. The parking lot is full, the weather is gorgeous as usual, and the food is wonderful.” She held out her eco-friendly green shopping bag filled with organic spinach, a long loaf of French bread, and a Mason jar of strawberry jam with a hand-made label. I wasn’t sure what she’d do with all that food since the residents at Heavenly Acres had three scrumptious meals provided every day plus tea in the afternoon. But I didn’t ask. Especially after she ordered two pies from me for her Saturday night bridge group. I didn’t ask if they’d run into the mini-pie baker either. If they did, they were too polite to mention it.

				Grannie reached for the sample platter and rearranged the small pieces of pie. Then she tasted my blueberry pie full of plump, sweet farm-fresh berries. She chewed thoughtfully while I tried not to worry about her reaction. She had an exceptional palate as well as a sense of what sold and what didn’t. It wasn’t an accident that she was such a big success all those years and that I had such big shoes to fill.

				“Did you use any lard in your crust?” she asked. 

				I was sure I told her I chose not to use lard as she’d always done, but she continued to hope I’d follow her recipe with a combination of shortening.

				“It’s pâte brisée,” I said. “All butter crust. More crumbly than flaky, and I like the taste better.”

				She didn’t say anything. If she wasn’t going to allow anyone else to criticize my pies, then neither could she, but I could tell she was in the flaky crust camp. While she and her friends were standing there, more customers stopped by and Grannie gave them an earful of praise.

				“Hanna has been baking pies since she was old enough to reach the counter,” she told a couple trying to decide between Strawberry Rhubarb and Double Chocolate Cream. “You won’t find a better pie anywhere in California. She uses the best ingredients, the freshest fruit, and even imported chocolate.”

				“She ought to know,” her friend Grace said with a nod at Grannie. “She’s the original pie queen.”

				“She won the State Fair Bake off two years in a row,” Helen added as proud as if she’d done it herself.

				Grannie blushed modestly and I’d sold two more pies. 

				When the crowd thinned and I’d restocked my counter with samples and more pies, I thanked the ladies for their help. “You’re the best,” I said. “I should hire you to stand out there all day and tout my wares.”

				“You don’t need us, your pies are so good they sell themselves,” Helen said. 

				“It doesn’t hurt that she’s as cute as a bug either,” Grace told Grannie. 

				“Thanks to Kate who did my makeup and hair this morning,” I said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have noticed.” 

				“If you’d like to freshen up,” Grannie said. “We’ll watch the booth for you.”

				“That would be great because I’d really like to walk around and see what else is selling. If you don’t mind.”

				They were delighted to play the sales role, which came naturally to Grannie, so I took off my apron, stuffed my wallet in my pocket and first went across the aisle to say hello to Lurline of Lurline’s Luscious Cupcakes. Both being competitive, we’d once had a dustup, but had since made up. Kate was right. We both targeted the same customers so her booth across from mine wasn’t a bad idea after all. It looked like she was doing as well as I was today. Maybe every day. I didn’t know for sure since she usually worked out of her van and went where the customers were like downtown at lunch time to catch the office crowd or out at soccer games at night. At least she didn’t have the expenses of overhead like my shop, but then there was the cost of gas to run her van. 

				I waited while a customer bought a dozen mini-cupcakes. I had to admit they looked adorable and delicious too, my absolute favorite Red Velvet, Coconut Cream, Chocolate Marshmallow, Meyer Lemon, and Strawberry with Buttercream Frosting. “Just wanted to say hello. Looks like you’re doing terrific.”

				“I am,” she said. “I’ve been meaning to come over to see you, but I’ve been so busy.”

				“I have too,” I said quickly, not to be outdone. “I think we get some of the same customers. The ones with a sweet tooth.”

				“Definitely. Pie is always good. I mean it’s so old-fashioned,” she said. I didn’t really like the sound of that. I preferred thinking pie was timeless and just as up-to-date as cupcakes. “The one I’m worried about and you should be too is the doughnut booth,” she said.

				“What?” Why hadn’t I seen a doughnut booth? 

				She nodded. “Haven’t you heard? Doughnuts are the new cupcakes.”

				So she was worried about being passed over by the latest rage in baked goods. Where does that leave pies, I wondered with a little frisson of anxiety. 

				“They’ve got a line around the block,” she said waving her hand in the direction of the athletic field. “Beignets, churros, crullers, fritters—the whole nine yards.”

				“Have you tried them?” I asked, feeling woefully out of touch with the latest trend. 

				“I have.” As she talked she sliced up a few cupcakes for her sample tray with a large serrated combination knife and spatula, the same kind I and everyone else had. “The doughnuts are hot from the deep fryer, they’re soft on the inside and crisp on the outside. Oh, yes, they’re a force to be reckoned with, no question.”

				“I’ve got to see this,” I said, my mouth watering uncontrollably at the thought of those amazing doughnuts. But truthfully I didn’t want to see the line snaking around the athletic field or taste the irresistible beignets, churros, or hot doughnuts. Not now. Even though I longed to sink my teeth into a soft warm doughy doughnut, I needed to be sensible and cleanse my palate with something like an organic carrot and stay positive. Pies are traditional, I told myself. Trends come and go but pies are forever. Pies are the past, present, and future.

				More customers came by so I wished her good luck and went to the part of the fair I hadn’t seen yet. Something without a bit of sugar or butter. Something that didn’t compete with me. These booths were all meat, fish, and chicken. First stop, the sausage stand. I felt obliged to try bites of hot Smoked Pomegranate Sausage, and Chicken Apple with Sherry, as well as Yucatan Cilantro with a South of the Border twist. 

				I introduced myself to the sellers, Bill, who was as round and robust as their sausage, and Dave, who was so tall and thin I was sure he never ate anything but leafy green vegetables and not many of those. They told me they came up from a ranch down the coast where they raised pigs and they were using guess what to cut the sausage links into bite-sized morsels, the same spatula/knife which they said worked great. I couldn’t resist. I bought a package of each of the sausages I’d tasted, and told them to stop by my pie booth. 

				“Have you seen the reporter from the newspaper yet?” Dave asked as he wrapped my sausages in a newspaper for me. “He tried everything we’ve got. Said he’s doing a story on the fair.”

				“Really? You’ll get a great review. Your sausage is the best,” I told them. 

				“You like it?” Dave said seeming pleased. “We just started making sausage this year. Everything’s changing in the pig business.”

				“Leaner, more flavorful cuts,” his brother added. “We had to learn new ways of feeding and raising pigs. So far we’re not sure if it’s paying off.” He looked anxious as he watched potential customers walk by. 

				I assured them they were in the right place at the right time. 

				“The fair has got to be full of concerned culinary adventurers,” Dave said. “People who care enough to buy and eat locally. I just hope there are enough of them around.” 

				So far everything at the fair looked and tasted amazing. Who was this reporter and why hadn’t I seen him? Whoever he was, he had the world’s best job. Walking around tasting things and writing up how fabulous the Crystal Cove Food Fair was. That way for sure more people would come next week and by the end of the summer we’d all be rich and famous.

				“What kind of pies are you selling?” Bill asked.

				“Today I’ve got lemon meringue, blueberry, chocolate cream …”

				“Say no more,” he said holding his hand up. “Save me one. Any kind. I’ll be by before we close up to pick it up.”

				We shook hands and I decided that if I ran into Sam again I might casually invite him to a sausage dinner under the guise of helping local merchants by eating their products. 

				Next my nose led me to a rotisserie chicken truck where the smoke wafted my way and the smell was mouth-watering. There was a line of customers waiting to buy the golden brown birds on the spit. I hoped Grannie and her chums wouldn’t mind waiting a little longer while I stood in line. When I got to the counter I asked why their chickens were better than any others. Despite the crowd, the woman whose nametag said Martha took a minute to explain.

				“First, they’re free-range chickens,” she said proudly. “Raised in barns but free to roam in the pastures outside. You won’t find any fat, flavorless, industrial-raised poultry on our farm.” The way she spat the words out made it clear what she thought of industrial chicken raising. “Sure, they cost you a little more, but they’re worth it. We believe you don’t just grow a chicken, you grow a relationship.”

				I stared at the birds rotating on the spit, their juices sizzling on the grill below and I wondered about what kind of relationship they had with the owner. 

				“Happiest chickens you ever saw,” she continued. “That’s what I told that reporter.”

				The reporter again. I ought to get back in case he came to my booth. 

				“They get all vegetarian diets, without additives,” Martha, the chicken lady, said. “They’re basted with butter, and seasoned with paprika, salt, and pepper. Try one. You’ll never eat another kind of chicken again.”

				How could I resist. I had to have one. All in the name of research I told myself. I had to find out what sold and what didn’t at the market. Now I’d definitely have to invite someone to dinner. This woman’s pitch was almost as good as Grannie’s. She too was using the new spatula tool to whack the chicken in two for those who only wanted to buy a half. No need to cut one in half for me, I had to have the whole succulent bird. 

				Next I paused to take a sample of a hand-dipped chocolate caramel studded with sea salt from a woman selling tiny boxes of candy for exorbitant prices. I understood the philosophy. If it cost that much, it must be good.

				“These are wonderful,” I told the woman.

				“Glad you like them. You don’t remember me, do you?” she said.

				I smiled politely, trying to decide whether to fake it or not. No, I didn’t remember her, but she looked about my age and was wearing black tights, ballet shoes, and a black and white tunic. She must have had a friend like Kate because her hair and makeup were perfect.

				“Let’s see,” I said, “class of ninety-four, ninety-five … ?”

				“I was in your class,” she said. “I’m Nina Carswell. Or I was. I married Marty Holloway.”

				I stared at her in disbelief. Nina Carswell was what we called a dork in those days. Her hair, once lank and stringy was now cut in layers and streaked with blond. Her lips were full, her nose was pert, her thick glasses were gone and her eyebrows were shaped to perfection. How, why, when, and where did this happen?

				She nodded as if she knew what I was thinking. I probably wasn’t the only one she’d surprised. Marty Holloway. I tried to match a face to the name. 

				“Marty Holloway, wasn’t he …”

				“He wasn’t anything,” she said flatly. “Not in high school. But he went to veterinary school and bought old Doc Prentice’s practice. He specializes in large animals.”

				“And you specialize in caramels,” I said. “Nice work. I’ll be back to buy a whole box.” 

				“Don’t wait too long, they’re going fast,” she warned. 

				I walked away still dazed to think of how Nina had changed. Obviously I hadn’t because she recognized me right away. Even with the makeover Kate had performed that morning I hadn’t changed that much. Maybe I ought to work on my looks along with my baking and selling skills. Why hadn’t Kate or someone mentioned Nina’s transformation so I could be prepared? Not only did she look great, she made amazing candy. 

				Next I sampled a small piece of wood-fired pizza a few booths away. The seller whose name was Gino did not go to my high school. At least not when I was there. He was at least ten years older than me. He wore a white chef’s hat and he offered me a taste of his latest creation topped with sliced figs, onions, tomatoes, and cheese. 

				“Unusual,” I said, trying to decide if I liked it or not.

				“Unusually good or bad?” he asked with a pronounced Italian accent. “Maybe I should stick to pepperoni for this area.” 

				I didn’t like the implication that Crystal Cove was a backwater where we didn’t appreciate gourmet food. 

				“It’s very good,” I assured him. “Different.”

				At this rate I’d have to skip dinner tonight. When I finally staggered back to my booth at least five pounds heavier, Grannie and her friends looked exhausted but triumphant. They’d sold a dozen pies and taken orders for more. 

				“This was fun,” Grannie said rubbing her manicured fingers together. “Wish they’d had a Food Fair when I ran the shop.”

				“Well, you can come by any Saturday for the rest of the summer and spell me,” I said.

				“And guess what?” Grannie said. “A reporter from the Gazette was here. He tasted everything and he took notes. He’s doing another story on the fair.”

				“So I heard. What did he say? How did he look?”

				“Looked darned cute,” Helen said. “About your age too. And he wasn’t wearing a ring.” 

				I couldn’t blame these women. They hated to see someone in my age group like Sam or the reporter unmarried and alone in the world. So they were always on the lookout for Mr. Right for me and for anyone who wasn’t attached. I know they meant well. They’d all been happily married and wanted the same for me. They couldn’t understand that at the moment I was fine being on my own. I’d been in love only once; it ended badly and I wasn’t ready to take the plunge again and risk having my heart broken another time. Not any time soon. Kate warned me about building a wall around my heart, and maybe I had, but flirting was another matter and not off limits. Sam was also definitely another matter. He was definitely worth tearing down a few walls for. If he asked me to, which he hadn’t. 

				“I mean did this guy look like he liked what he tasted?” I said.

				“Couldn’t tell,” Helen said. 

				Grannie nodded. “He had one of those faces. You don’t know what they’re thinking.” 

				I guessed we’d all find out what he was thinking when the next issue of the Gazette came out. I wasn’t that concerned. Why should I be? Everyone loved my pies. Let others make mini-pies, they were only a fad. I’d stick to the original. If someone didn’t like my pies, I was open to suggestions. Pies might be old-fashioned, but as long as they were mouth-wateringly delicious I had nothing to worry about. 

				Instead of inviting someone to dinner that night, I collapsed in front of the flat-screen TV Grannie bought me and fell asleep watching the Food Channel. Another exciting Saturday night in the life of a small-town pie baker. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Monday morning I was back in my shop, baking and selling pies like one I’d invented in advance for the holidays called Sweet Potato Crunch Pie, made with cream cheese and spices with a walnut topping. I was waiting for the latest issue of the biweekly Crystal Cove Gazette to hit the newsstands. It’s always a boost to read something nice about yourself. A good review, even from a rinky-dink, small-town newspaper would bring in new customers. I thought I’d probably have it enlarged and post it in the window the way I’d seen in upscale restaurants. 

				About a half hour later Kate burst into the shop waving the Gazette in her hand. She threw it down on one of my small café tables and dropped into the chair like a fifty-pound sack of sugar.

				“What’s wrong?” I asked. Kate is never not upbeat, so I felt a chill and a premonition of something bad to come.

				She held the paper up and stared at me. “Read it,” she said. “You’ll see what’s wrong. The guy is an idiot. They’ve got to get rid of him.”

				I snatched the paper out of her hands and sat down across the table. There on the front page was the headline. “Crystal Cove’s Food Fair Opens to Huge Crowds and Rave Reviews—With a Few Disappointing Exceptions. By Heath Barr, Food and Lifestyle Critic.”

				“Don’t tell me, am I one of the exceptions?”

				She propped her chin on her palm and nodded sadly.

				“He can’t be serious,” I said, scanning the article as fast as I could, looking for a mention of my pies. 

				“I’m afraid he is,” she said. 

				“Tell me now, is it really bad?”

				“I’m afraid it is,” she said.

				“Here it is.” I stretched the paper out so tightly it ripped in half. “Crust pale and insipid … The Chocolate Pie dull and listless … Lemon Meringue too sour, Butterscotch cloying. New owner Hanna Denton nowhere to be seen. Afraid to stand behind her pies? I don’t blame her.” My voice shook, my fingers were numb and stiff.

				“Of all the nerve. How could he?” I demanded.

				Kate jumped up and folded her arms across her waist. “It’s not just you. He trashes other vendors too. He thinks it’s his job. He thinks he’s the next Ruth Reichl or Anthony Bourdain.” She grabbed the paper back. “Look what he says about your sausage man’s products—‘Texture too coarse, taste too obvious and ordinary.’ And the cheese you liked so much? He says it’s over-priced and not as good as Vermont cheese. Why doesn’t he go back to Vermont then?” She sat down and pounded my little table with her fist. “You can’t let him get away with this.”

				“What can I do? I won’t get asked back to the fair. I’ll be blacklisted along with the cheese guy and the sausage men …”

				“And Lurline and a few others,” she added. “Call this critic up and tell him he didn’t give you a fair chance. Ask him what his favorite pie is. Invite him here. And if that doesn’t work, take out an ad in next week’s Gazette with testimonials from real people. ‘Hanna’s pies are the world’s best!’ Or ‘Buttery crusts and tasty fillings. You’ll love The Upper Crust.’ You’ll have no trouble getting endorsements from your fans.” 

				I hardly heard what she said, my mind was spinning with the repercussions of this critical review. I propped my elbows on the table and stared off into space. “This is terrible. Everybody reads the Gazette. My career is over.” 

				“Not yet. Not while I’m alive. You’re upset. You’re overreacting,” she said. 

				“Look what he says about Lindsey and Tammy’s bread. ‘Dry, tasteless, and stale.’” I jabbed my finger at the paper. “I don’t get it, their bread was wonderful and you know I wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t true. I don’t owe them anything.”

				“Did you read what he said about those rotisserie chickens? ‘Overcooked and over-priced’.”

				“No. That’s such a lie. Well, what did he like?”

				“The herbs, the honey, the candy. He went ape over the salted caramels Nina Carswell makes. Or whatever her name is now. Listen to what he says, ‘… buttery flavor that lasts a long time on the tongue.’ ‘A harmonious blend of complex flavors.’ Did you like them?”

				“I thought they were very good, but over-priced. Maybe I don’t realize how much work goes into them and he does. Why didn’t you tell me Nina turned into a hottie and married that geek Marty what’s his name?”

				“I don’t know. You didn’t ask me, that’s why. She never was part of our crowd. The important thing is that you have to meet this guy in person. He’ll back down. He’ll issue a retraction. He’ll admit he was in a bad mood on Saturday.”

				“A bad mood? He loved those caramels.”

				“I know. I know. But there was so much he didn’t love. I mean if it was just you, but it wasn’t. He’ll realize he was wrong.”

				“You think so?”

				“I’m positive. Call him now while I’m here. Before you lose your nerve.”

				She was right. I couldn’t sit here whining while my career went into the toilet. Maybe the others weren’t worried. Maybe they didn’t read the newspapers. As for me, I had to take action.

				I pulled my phone from my pocket, pressed the speaker phone option so Kate could listen and called the number of the Gazette office located in the middle of the town square. Then I took a deep breath. 

				I don’t know why, but I thought he wouldn’t answer his phone. I wouldn’t if I’d trashed a bunch of locals like us. I’d be hiding out. But he wasn’t. I got connected to a recorded message. 

				“You have reached the office of Heath Barr, food and lifestyle critic. If I’m not in the office I’m out on assignment. Call me on my cell phone.” 

				“On assignment?” I said with a glance at Kate. “I must have the wrong number. I must have reached the LA Times by mistake.”

				He left his cell phone number so I called it. He answered on the first ring.

				“Heath Barr, newspaper pundit,” he said. 

				I almost gagged. Who calls themselves a pundit anyway? “This is Hanna Denton,” I said. “The Upper Crust pie baker. I just read your review.”

				“And what did you think?” he asked. As if he didn’t know. As if he expected me to thank him for his frank and unbiased opinions. 

				“What do you think I thought?” I demanded pacing back and forth across the well-worn hardwood floors that had lasted for the past thirty years. I choked back a retort, bit my lip, and began again. “I’m afraid we got off on the wrong foot. I’m sorry I wasn’t in the booth when you stopped by.”

				“Why is that?”

				“I could have told you something about my pies, my background, the history of the shop, and steered you toward one of the pies you might have enjoyed more.”

				“All that is irrelevant,” he said dismissively. “You obviously don’t understand how food critics work.”

				“How do they work?” I asked. “And I use the term loosely.” I was sincerely curious. I assumed they donned a disguise, went out with an open mind, and tasted food all day. What a job. 

				He sighed loudly. “I really don’t have time right now to explain my job to every disgruntled vendor who calls,” he said. 

				So I wasn’t the only one who was disgruntled and who’d let him know. No big surprise there. “I’d like to invite you to come by my shop just off the town square. Taste some of my pies in a different atmosphere. Give me a second chance. When would you have time?”

				“I prefer to make a surprise visit. That’s what the famous restaurant critics do. Frank Bruni, Ruth Reichl. They even come in disguise. That way you don’t have time to chase the rats out of the kitchen or replace the stale cupcakes with fresh ones.”

				“It’s pie. I make pie. And for your information, you are not a famous restaurant critic. You write for a small-town newspaper with a circulation of a few hundred and you are carried away with your own importance.” 

				There was a long hostile silence. I was breathing hard, proud and amazed at myself for standing up to him, instead of toadying to him. I could tell by the way Kate was staring at me she was either shocked or stunned with admiration for my nerve.

				“I’m sorry you feel that way,” he said stiffly. “I will come to your shop, unannounced as is my custom and in disguise, and you can try to convince me of the quality of your pies. When I have the time. But I warn you, I am very discerning and I am not easily swayed by a lot of hype or sugar and butter just thrown together. My standards are extremely high. Very rare for a small town like this one, I know. I have an idea for you. Yours for the taking. You don’t owe me a cent. Here’s what I propose. You sponsor a pie contest.”

				“What?” I staggered backward toward my counter. “Why would I do that?” I prided myself on my self-confidence in the face of competition, but I wasn’t ready for a pie contest. 

				“For one thing, it would prove to the town you are really interested in raising the level of baking quality pies, not just your own, but amateurs as well. Of course it would be an excellent way of promoting your shop at the same time. Free advertising if you will, since the newspaper would cover the event. But of course if you don’t have enough confidence …”

				“Of course I have confidence.” But did I really? What if there were dozens of secret pie bakers in town who were better than I was?

				“I’ll talk to my editor and set things up. I’m sure the newspaper would be glad to host the contest if you don’t …”

				“No, of course I’ll do it.” No way was I going to let this contest get out of my hands. I had to show that I was open to new recipes and that I wasn’t afraid of a little competition from home bakers.

				“I’ll see that you get the publicity you need. I may not be here, so just drop off the pertinent information at my office. I have a busy schedule.”

				“I’ll do that,” I said. What else could I say? He’d trapped me, tricked me into doing something he thought up.

				“Busy schedule?” I said to Kate after he’d hung up. “How busy could a small-town so-called pundit be?”

				“I heard that part about the disgruntled vendors. How much do you want to bet every one of them has let him have it. Not just you. Before he makes his surprise visit to the shop, you should talk to the others he trashed.”

				“Good idea,” I said. “Who else knows how it feels to be dumped on by a know-nothing. At least we’re all in this together. Maybe we can fight back better as a group than one by one. Even though we’re competitors we’d never come out against another vendor. Besides I actually liked everybody I met at the fair Saturday. Even Nina. We’re not really rivals, unless you count Lurline, but she thinks her rival is the doughnut sellers, not me. I think we could learn something from each other.”

				“I like your attitude,” Kate said. Maybe she thought I’d be falling apart under this barrage of criticism and uninvited suggestions
by now. If I was, I knew better than to let it show. “Are you really going to have a pie contest?”

				“Do I have a choice?” I asked. “If I don’t have a contest, he will, so the answer is yes. I’ll pick a date, decide on the prizes, and he’ll promote it for me. I can’t lose, can I? Unless someone out there is a better pie baker than I am.” I looked at Kate, hoping she’d reassure me. 

				“Even if they are, who would do what you do, get up at five in the morning, make your own crust, get the freshest berries? Live above the store? Work your butt off? No, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Plus think of all that free publicity you’ll get.” 

				I nodded. I hoped she was right about the lack of competition in the hard work department. It sure felt better to take action than to simply sit around and mope. I hated to have to thank Heath Barr for this idea, but maybe I’d have to. 

				“Call the other vendors,” she insisted. “The ones in the same boat as you. Invite them here for a strategy planning meeting. Get rid of that guy. At least make him irrelevant.”

				“But how?”

				That was the question everyone wanted to know the answer to when I called the meeting to order the next Friday night in my shop. How to get rid of the food critic. But no one, even those who’d met him face to face, really knew exactly who he was and how he landed where he was at the Gazette. 

				If Heath had visited my shop during the week his disguise was so good it got past me, and I was on the lookout every day. Was he actually the little old lady who came in for a cup of coffee and bought an apple pie? Or was he the delivery man in coveralls who took home a slice of pecan pie? If he was, I’d been totally punked. 

				That Friday all the vendors in question were bravely gearing up for another banner sales day at the Food Fair the next day. But they all took time to meet at my shop. We were all worried about attendance the next day. Would customers boycott our booths after reading the damning reviews? Or would they come by because they were curious? Or was our little newspaper so obscure they were totally unaware of what our hyper-critical hometown reporter said about us. 

				Looking around the crowded shop I was pleased to see they’d all appeared. Everyone I’d contacted, everyone Heath had criticized in his article had all made the effort to drive in from their farms, their stores, their vans, or their kitchens to plot a strategy or just vent their frustration and anger. There was Lurline, the cupcake seller, and Lindsey and Tammy, Jacques the flirtatious cheese maker, and the brothers from the sausage booth as well as Martha the chicken lady. I hadn’t contacted anyone who’d gotten a favorable review like Nina or the Italian who made the wood-fired pizza or the beekeeper who made the honey. And definitely not the doughnut people. They certainly didn’t need support. They’d be laughing all the way to the bank. Everyone else had escaped the wrath of Mr. Barr and who knows why? Kate had also sampled their goods except for the doughnuts. She said everything was tasty, but no better than ours.

				At first there was chaos in my little pie shop. Everyone talking at once. Everyone blowing off steam. Kate had helped me set up enough chairs and tables, then she stayed around to help serve pie, what else? And coffee. 

				Then I called the meeting to order. I’ve never been much of a joiner, never wanted to belong to any clubs or organizations with long, boring meetings, but this was different. With an adversary like Heath who had a mouthpiece like the local paper, we needed each other if we wanted to fight back. 

				“We’re here to do just a few things,” I said when everyone had been served a piece of seasonal three-berry pie and coffee. “First vent frustration here where we all understand each other’s angst. Second, exchange ideas; and finally, plot strategy.”

				The first part was easy. After a few minutes of angry epithets and name calling, like “know nothing” and “big phony” and “Pathetic excuse for a food critic” the crowd settled down. But moving on to the second and third items was tricky. Some like Tammy wanted to do nothing for fear of alienating our food critic more.

				“Nothing? After what he did to us?” said Lurline who was wearing matching hot pink shorts and a hoodie. “I say we boycott the newspaper.”

				I had to refrain from objecting to any boycott of the newspaper if they were going to promote my pie contest, so I kept my mouth shut.

				“That’ll show ’em,” the long tall sausage brother agreed. “And if that doesn’t work, I’ll give the guy a tour of our facilities. That goes for everyone in the room by the way. Please come on out to the farm for a tour. We’ve got nothing to hide. We’re proud of our pork products. It’s not just sausage. We’ve got a whole line of meat.” 

				But his brother shook his head. “The guy will never come. He’s made up his mind.”

				“Who is this Barr anyway?” said Jacques. “Where does he get off bad-mouthing the cheese I sell? I don’t think he knows what he’s talking about. He’s a fraud. I say let’s expose him.”

				I smothered a smile. Of all people to call someone a fraud, it had to be Jacques. Away from his cheese booth he sounded completely American. But put him in a sales booth with a decent Camembert in front of him and suddenly he sounded positively Parisian. He even looked the part tonight with his spiky haircut and his slim-cut linen jacket. All he needed was a beret.

				“I haven’t seen him,” I said, “but some of you did. I only talked to him on the phone. I asked him to give me another chance and he said he’d come by the shop. That was Monday and I still haven’t seen him. But then he said he’d be in disguise like a real food critic so I couldn’t pull the wool over his eyes,” I said. “So if he was wearing a mailman uniform or dressed like my dairy supplier maybe I missed him.” I didn’t mention the pie contest. I hated to give Heath credit for the idea, especially if it worked. 

				“I don’t think so,” said Martha, the chicken seller wearing stretch pants and a sweater. It gets cool at night even in the middle of summer along the coast, fog or no fog. We don’t have balmy summer evenings like other parts of the country so everyone was dressed warmly. “I think he’s a chicken. Which is an insult to my birds. What I mean is that he’s afraid of us. He hides behind his byline but he’s scared to meet us face to face since he’s dumped on us in his article. Otherwise why isn’t he here? I challenged him to meet with us tonight, and I invited him to visit my ranch. You all are invited too,” she said. “You’ll never buy a chicken from anyone else once you see how ours are raised. But where is our critic? Why won’t he stand by his words?” 

				“Right on,” Lindsey said. “I told him about this meeting too.” She turned to me. “Hope you don’t mind, Hanna. I thought it was only fair. So if he had any guts he’d be here.” 

				There was a moment of silence while everyone turned and looked at the door. Nothing. No one. A second later there was a loud knock.

				I swallowed over a hard lump in my throat. There was a communal gasp. Had Heath Barr answered the summons? We were all pretty brave without him around, but if he actually walked in now would we really tell him what we thought? That he was all talk, he had no taste, he didn’t deserve to be a food critic and so forth and so on. Or would we politely ask him for his credentials, if he didn’t mind, and tell him we hoped he’d come back Saturday and give us another chance? Or … 

				The knocking was louder and more insistent. I went to the door. Technically I closed at six, so it couldn’t be a customer at this hour. I yanked the door open. Sam was standing there looking grim. As I said, he’s not ever Mr. Smiley, but he looked especially stern tonight.

				“Oh, hi Sam,” I said. “I hope nothing’s wrong. Has one of my fellow food vendors violated an ordinance by parking on the wrong side of the street or did someone leave their parking lights on? If there’s been an infraction, hand me the ticket, I’ll take care of it. Sorry to bother you when you’re off duty. We’re just having a little business meeting.” I didn’t like the way he was looking at me, which caused me to run on that way. I hoped it wasn’t an official visit. 

				“Who’s we?” he asked.

				“We’re all food vendors.”

				He held up a folded newspaper. “Would they be the same vendors that Mr. Barr criticized in his column.”

				“Some of them are. We’re just exercising our right to peacefully assemble under the first amendment. Nothing wrong with that.” My nerves were on edge and Sam’s long silence didn’t help to calm me down. What did he want and if he didn’t want anything special why didn’t he leave?

				I smiled politely and put a hand on the door as if to close it, but he put his foot in the way. “This is serious, Hanna. You can assemble all you want, but I’d like to come in and ask some questions. Like where were you and your friends early this evening when Heath Barr was murdered.”

				I stepped backward and almost lost my balance. “Murdered?” I felt my knees buckle. “Are you sure? How?” 

				“With a serrated knife.”

				I stared at him. The whole room behind me waited in hushed silence. Had they overheard? “Then it was murder,” I muttered. No sense hoping he’d committed suicide. I tried to picture the scene, as awful as it was.

				“Where?” I managed to say when I found my voice.

				“Across the throat.”

				I gulped. “I mean where did it happen?”

				“In his office at the Gazette,” Sam said. “Before you ask when, why don’t I come inside?”

				Knowing Sam, I had no choice, so I stepped aside and he walked in. As usual, he wasn’t wearing a uniform so I addressed the group. “Everyone,” I said loudly so they could hear me over their animated conversations, “this is our police chief, Sam Genovese, with a … a …” A question? An accusation? An inquiry? I looked at Sam. What was the word I was looking for? “An announcement. Mr. Barr, the local food critic was found dead in his office at the newspaper this evening.” I was proud of myself for keeping my voice steady. I purposely didn’t say murdered, but murder had to be on all our minds. “No doubt it was while we were all assembled here,” I said pointedly. Thus giving us all an alibi.

				The room was eerily silent. I hoped Sam noticed that they all looked properly shocked and dismayed. He couldn’t possibly think that one of us … We were all right here at least for the past hour. And yet who else wanted the guy out of our hair more than we did? Why else would Sam be holding the Monday Gazette in his hand? From just a glance, he looked like he’d gone so far as to highlight our names.

				As the chairman of this gathering, I thought it best to first introduce the group to Sam. As if we had nothing to conceal. As if we were all eager to help him solve the crime. After all, murder in Crystal Cove could hurt us all where it mattered, in the pocket book. Who wanted to come to a farmer’s market if you were afraid you’d be stabbed with a saw-toothed blade for sale in that very market? None of us wanted any damaging publicity concerning our fair. Surely Sam understood that. 

				I continued to function as best I could in hostess mode. Granny would have been proud of me.

				“Officer Genovese, you already know Tammy and Lindsey.”

				He nodded. We were all in high school together and Sam currently lived in a bungalow next door to Lindsey. 

				“Jacques is the French cheese vendor from the Artisan Cheese stand.” I wasn’t sure Jacques was French at all, but he definitely looked European except for his all American Hippie Birkenstocks. He reached out to shake Sam’s hand and said something like “enchanté.”

				“You know Lurline, I believe,” I said. 

				She gave him her usual perky smile as if we were just here to have a party. Better than looking guilty, of course, which she probably wasn’t. I couldn’t picture her slitting the critic’s throat on her way to the meeting, but then who could I picture? I looked around the room. And came back to Lurline. Sam being one of the few eligible men in town, Lurline had zeroed in on him some months ago. I’d seen her flirting with him, but then she flirted with everyone, eligible or not.

				“Bill and Dave run the Primo Pork and Sausage Stand,” I said.

				They nodded as Sam checked off something on the paper he held in his hand. 

				“This is Martha who raises free-range chickens.” I gestured in her direction. 

				She straightened her shoulders, stood, tilted her chin and looked Sam in the eye. “Any questions about Barr you can ask me. I sold that scumbag one of my chickens last Saturday, they’re farm raised you know, and he had the nerve to say they were overcooked and overpriced. Sure they’re expensive, but they’re cooked perfectly and worth every penny. Come out to the ranch and I’ll give you a tour. I have nothing to hide. I didn’t kill Barr, but after I read that review I wanted to.”

				I nodded vigorously. “She’s right,” I said. “Her chickens are superb. I know because I ate half of mine for dinner that night. And I would have cheerfully stabbed him after reading what he said about my pies. But I didn’t,” I added quickly.

				Sam wrote something on a pad of paper. I wanted badly to look over his shoulder. Was he making a list of suspects? Was I on it? 

				“You see, Sam, we’re all professionals in the food business,” I said. “And speaking as an unbiased judge of food I can say that everyone in this room has reason to be proud of his product. I’ve tasted them all. Mr. Barr was wrong. He obviously had an ax to grind.”

				I stopped when I realized that he’d been killed with an ax-like serrated knife. “I mean, he had no business trashing our food at the fair. We didn’t deserve it. He was wrong, dead wrong.”

				I bit my tongue. Dead wrong? What was wrong with me? Blurting the wrong words at the wrong time. Nerves, that’s what. I felt a bout of hysteria coming on. The harder I tried to control myself the more likely I’d have an attack of inappropriate laughter. I took a deep breath. I had a horrible irrational feeling that Sam’s presence here suggested he already suspected one of us in this room of killing the food critic. Even though I told him we’d been having a meeting and even if we were available, we were not homicidal. But deep down somewhere I too was thinking maybe someone in this room had killed him. I wanted to, they must have too. Sam never said what time he was killed. So could any of us have done it?

				“Thanks, Hanna,” Sam said in what I thought was a deceptively off-hand way. The others didn’t really know his modus operandi, but I wondered if Sam was actually trying to put everyone in the room at ease and off guard and then pounce on them, demanding to know where they were at such and such an hour. Which made me wish he’d tell us what hour did this so-called murder occur and where was I at that time? That’s the problem with living and working alone, I might not have an alibi. 

				“I apologize for interrupting your meeting like this,” Sam said. “Sorry it has to be an unfortunate circumstance that brings me here tonight. But my job is to investigate crimes and misdemeanors. As it happens those are few and far between in our little town. Usually what I investigate is a fender bender, a missing pet, or a lost wallet. Yesterday it was a broken clothesline and someone driving on the golf course, which you’ll see if you read my weekly column ‘The Crime Beat’ in the Gazette. But today, this time we have a murder on our hands.”

				He looked around my small shop. Everyone appeared to be suitably horrified. Some were wide eyed with pale faces and nervous fingers tapping on small tables. The tension in the air was so thick you could cut it with one of those serrated knives someone used to slash Heath Barr’s neck. 

				“Are we under suspicion?” Dave, the thin sausage maker, said with a worried frown.

				“At this point I plan to talk to everyone who had dealings with Mr. Barr. If you have nothing to hide you have nothing to fear.”

				“We have nothing to hide,” Bill said emphatically. “Say what you want about making sausage, but we only use the best ingredients. Come out and see if you don’t believe me.” Obviously a super salesman as well as a dedicated artisan, Bill immediately reached into his pocket and handed out business cards to everyone in the room, including Sam. 

				I wondered if Sam had read that somewhere about nothing to hide and nothing to fear. Nothing to hide? Everyone had something to hide. Especially Sam. He’d spent years in the city before coming back as police chief and had never disclosed much of what happened to him before he became our police chief. Somehow he’d managed to have a career as a big city cop and he’d also made a fair amount of money while he was gone. However he did that, it wasn’t by working in law enforcement. That I was sure of. 

				It turned out Sam asked if they would mind stopping by his office for a very brief interview tonight, since they were here in town anyway. But if it wasn’t convenient, he’d be glad to re-schedule. 

				Everyone agreed to do it then and there. No one wants a visit to the police station hanging over their head. I sure didn’t. And so went the evening. The evening we’d planned to get back at the food critic ended in a different way altogether. Somebody got back at the critic all right, but I didn’t think it was one of us. 

				One by one the group filed over to Sam’s office at the police station across the street. When they came back they seemed deflated. Not the way you want to start out a weekend of pushing your products. Standing on your feet for eight hours smiling and greeting customers, peddling your pies, your sausages, or whatever takes a lot of energy. And a strong belief in yourself. Selling all day is exhausting, if you’re any good at it that is. As Kate said, you’re selling yourself as much as your product. 

				By the time it was my turn to sit in the hot seat across the desk from Sam, I was already feeling drained and on edge at the same time. I wasn’t ready for tomorrow’s Food Fair yet. I also had a problem keeping my mouth shut when I should, and I knew by now that Sam would take advantage of that. So I waved goodbye to my new friends and told myself to button my lip and only answer his questions with yes or no. 
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