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      A Chickpea Festival to Die For!

      

      Bald Eagle Falls is buzzing with excitement as it prepares for its inaugural “ChickPea Palooza, the World’s Largest Festival Celebrating the Humble Chickpea.”

      

      When a celebrated (and rather abrasive) vegan chef bites the dust, gluten-free baker Erin Price finds herself pulled into a murder investigation faster than you can say “aquafaba”.

      

      When her own stolen truffle oil mysteriously appearing at the crime scene, Erin must sift through a cast of quirky competitors, suspicious sponsors, and one relentlessly ambitious food blogger to clear her name and uncover the truth. Could a rivalry over chickpea creations have turned fatal? Or is there a more sinister ingredient at play?

      

      With her best friend, Vic, dealing with a traumatic close encounter she knows nothing about, can Erin piece together the clues? Join Erin on this deliciously thrilling adventure!

      

      Dive into this delectable whodunit where small-town charm meets big-time intrigue! Expect:

      

      •	A determined amateur sleuth in Erin, a baker more accustomed to perfecting pastries than pursuing perpetrators.

      

      •	A vibrant food festival setting brimming with competitive cooks and unique chickpea concoctions.

      

      •	A tangled web of secrets, sabotage, and stolen ingredients that will keep you guessing until the final course.

      

      •	A colorful cast of characters, including the supportive but strangely withdrawn Vic, the charming police officer with a soft spot for Erin, and a host of eccentric festival attendees.

      

      •	Enjoy solving a puzzling crime, finding your footing in unexpected circumstances, and the satisfying aroma of freshly baked goods — even in the face of danger.

      

      Perfect for fans of cozy mysteries with a foodie twist and readers who love quirky small-town settings. Don’t miss out on this engaging tale where the stakes are high, the humor is light, and the dishes… well, some are definitely killer!

      

      as she unravels secrets lurking beneath the surface of Bald Eagle Falls!
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      For anyone who’s ever felt like a substitute

      You are the secret ingredient that makes the dish sing.
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      Standing on the grass in the backyard, looking into the woods behind the house, Erin moved through her tai chi forms slowly, stretching and flexing her muscles as she moved through each of the familiar patterns. The sky turned from blue to orange, and the sun dipped behind the trees. Cicadas buzzed in the trees.

      It had been a long day, at the end of a long week, and she was sure the upcoming week would not be any more restful. Though she had to admit that she was eager for the festival to get under way after the weeks of anticipation. Who knew that a food festival took so much preparation? She wasn’t even the organizer, but she felt like she had been swept into someone else’s life, no longer just a humble gluten-free baker, but a foodie, a participant in The World’s Largest Festival Celebrating the Humble Chickpea. She didn’t even care about the contests and awards; she had just wanted to participate in what had seemed like a fun local tradition. A lighthearted way to kick off the summer with food, fun, and festivities.

      Maybe it was not such a good thing that the festival organizers had decided that Bald Eagle Falls was just the place to hold the festival when the previously selected host town had been struck with a large water main break that might take the entire summer to fix.

      Bald Eagle Falls had been familiar to the organizers of the festival because of the tragedy that had occurred there some months earlier, when Gerald Montgomery, a celebrated food critic, had died suddenly after eating Erin’s debut Morning Sunrise muffin. Rather than being disastrous for business at Auntie Clem’s Bakery, as Erin had feared, Montgomery’s death had spurred tourism to the tiny Tennessee town as Montgomery’s fans and followers took their pilgrimage to Bald Eagle Falls to get a taste of the gluten-free strawberry compote muffins that had been the cause of the icon’s death. Though the idea seemed morbid, Erin welcomed the Instagrammers and influencers, giving them a selfie-worthy experience and accepting their generous tips.

      The rest of the town couldn’t complain about the extra business the pilgrims brought to Bald Eagle Falls buying mementos at the General Store, staying at the new B&Bs that had sprung up, and spending their money at the grocery store or restaurants. And now, bringing the chickpea festival to town at the last moment when Moose River had found themselves unexpectedly underwater.

      Erin heard Vic open the door from within the loft apartment over the garage and come most of the way down the stairs attached to the outside of the building. She knew without having to turn to look that Vic had taken up her customary seat on the stairs to watch the sunset and wait for Erin to finish her tai chi before going inside for a cup of sleepy tea and conversation before bed.

      After Erin had moved to Bald Eagle Falls to claim her legacy following Clementine’s demise, Vic had quickly become her best friend. Erin had taken in the young, homeless, and recently outed trans woman who had been sleeping in the basement of Clementine’s old tea shop, which Erin had transformed into Auntie Clem’s Bakery. Neither Erin nor Vic had been particularly popular in Bald Eagle Falls in the early days, and they had relied upon each other for company and support.

      Erin drew her practice to a close, standing and holding the final position for a few extra breaths. Then she relaxed her muscles and sighed.

      “How has your evening been?” she asked her young employee, turning her gaze to the willowy blond sitting on the stairs. Erin swiped a few dark, stray hairs away from her own face in irritation. She didn’t spend much time fussing over her looks, but did sometimes feel like an ugly duckling—or a duckling who had never managed to figure out how to do her hair and makeup properly—when comparing herself with Vic.

      It wasn’t like they had been apart for long. They had closed Auntie Clem’s Bakery together only a few hours earlier. But Erin never tired of Vic’s company. They always found things to talk about. Or they just worked or sat in companionable silence while Erin rewrote lists in her planner and tried to think of what else needed to be done before the festival kicked off in a few days.

      “Quieter than a whisper,” Vic advised. “I’m telling you… I thought I would be happy when people found out that Willie’s death had been faked and people stopped bringing me flowers and casseroles… but the silence has been… unsettling.”

      People had been rather chilly toward Vic and Erin since they learned about the deception. But Erin didn’t know what people expected them to have done. They’d had to keep Willie’s secret until it was safe for him to make it known that he was still alive. And they’d never told anyone he was dead; that news had been spread by those of the Dyson clan who were loyal to Willie and helped with the plot to get him out of the criminal syndicate.

      “Folks don’t really care what we said,” Vic said, as though she could read Erin’s mind. “We definitely let them believe that Willie was dead, and I accepted their gifts and condolences as if he was.” She let out a heavy sigh. “It’s going to be a long time before they forgive me for that.”

      Erin nodded. She couldn’t disagree with Vic’s sentiment. It looked like it would be a long time before the townspeople forgave them. But Terry assured her that they wouldn’t hold a grudge forever.

      She wasn’t sure she believed it, after learning about some of the grudges and feuds that had been going on in Bald Eagle Falls for generations. Maybe her great-grandchildren would be forgiven for Erin’s deception. But she wasn’t sure she ever would be.

      “Let’s go in for tea,” Vic suggested.

      Erin nodded, and they walked together into her kitchen. She put on the kettle and puttered around while she waited for it to boil.

      They had just barely sat down at the table when there was a sharp knock on the front door. Erin looked at the clock on the wall. Bakers kept very early hours, needing the time to get the bread, muffins, and other goodies baked before opening the door for the before-work crowd, so they also headed to bed early. But although it was getting close to their bedtime, it was still early enough in the evening not to be considered rude to pop in for a visit.

      Erin shrugged and stood. “I’ll be right back,” she promised.
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      Erin was never sure who to expect at the door. She had been targeted by some nasty characters since she had moved to Bald Eagle Falls. But the slim figure on the other side of the fish-eye peephole was familiar and not someone she was afraid to open the door to.

      “Joshua!” Erin greeted the teen with a smile and motioned for him to enter. “Come on in, how are you?”

      Joshua smiled and entered. He made his way to the kitchen when he saw Vic at the table there. He pushed dark, wavy hair back from his eyes.

      “I don’t suppose you want tea,” Erin said, “but how about a cookie?”

      Joshua grinned. “Well, you know I’m always up for a treat,” he admitted.

      Erin smiled and opened the freezer to see what she had for him. Joshua was a growing boy, and his family was on a tight budget, so he didn’t get a lot of treats. His lanky form was just starting to fill out. He would be a handsome man, in Erin’s opinion. He had the same dark, wavy hair as Campbell, his older brother, but didn’t have the same hardness in his face, even after being kidnapped and after all the tragedies his family had suffered.

      Erin thawed a few cookies in the microwave and put them in the center of the table, distributing smaller plates to the rest of them. Erin didn’t allow herself a lot of treats. She did not have Vic’s height, and every pound she gained showed at her waist. But she decided to indulge in one cookie with her friends tonight.

      She sipped her tea and nibbled a ginger cookie. “How is your family?” she asked Joshua.

      “Everyone is okay,” Joshua said with a shrug.

      His bar for “okay” was probably lower than most people’s. They were not financially secure. His father suffered from cognitive and emotional problems, was heavily medicated to prevent violent outbursts, and required a lot of work on Joshua and Mary Lou’s parts. Cam had dropped out of school and moved to the city. Joshua had dealt with a lot of challenges personally, most recently the disappearance of Mary Lou, his mother. But she was back now, so he didn’t have to handle everything alone.

      “How is Mary Lou?” Vic asked.

      “She’s fine,” Joshua said automatically. But his lips thinned and turned down, and worry lines deepened between his eyes. “She hasn’t been the same since she came back.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Erin offered. Her first thought was for what they could take to Mary Lou. A box of baking to lighten the financial load and the amount of work she had to do to prepare meals. But food probably wasn’t what she needed. Their financial circumstances had not changed so much as Mary Lou’s outlook and her worries that people would recall her relationship with Willie when they had both been young, a past she had been able to bury, but was too close to the surface now.

      Josh shook his head. “No. She’s doing the best she can, and… there’s nothing anyone can do about what people think about her disappearing or… anything.” Joshua took a big bite of a cookie, which he chewed in silence for a while.

      When he swallowed that mouthful, he forced a smile and changed the subject.

      “I wondered how things were going with your preparations for the ‘Bald Eagle Falls Chickpea Palooza, a Taste of Togetherness and Festival of Friendship.’” He grinned.

      “What a name!” Erin laughed. “Let’s just stick with Chickpea Palooza.”

      “That rolls off the tongue a little more easily,” Vic admitted. “What a grand name for a little food festival.”

      Erin nodded her agreement. “I don’t know what possessed them to make it so long. It’s crazy.”

      “I guess they really want it to be about getting together, not just about chickpeas,” Joshua said. “That seems to be where the marketing is focused. I guess they figured chickpeas themselves wouldn’t be enough to get people out.”

      “Well… they might be right,” Erin allowed. “Most people I know rarely even eat chickpeas. Unless they are vegetarian or from some other country. The chickpeas on the grocery shelves here have been sitting on the shelf for quite a while.”

      “But…” Vic said, her voice encouraging Erin to expound further, and Erin knew she had spent way too much time extolling the humble chickpea over the past few weeks.

      She grinned at Vic. “But they are a great source of protein and extremely versatile,” she told Joshua. “You can use them in all kinds of foods, savory and sweet. You can use the chickpeas whole or mashed, use the brine or cooking water as an egg substitute, or grind chickpeas into flour for baking.”

      “Gluten-free?” Josh guessed.

      “How did you know? Chickpeas—or garbanzo beans, they are the same thing—are entirely gluten-free and the flour is light and sweet and works in all kinds of applications.”

      Josh laughed. “So I’ve heard,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get interviews with all of the contestants, and they’ve been talking my ear off about the humble legume.”

      “So… do you know what everyone is planning to make?” Erin asked with interest.

      “People are pretty closed-mouthed about their planned dishes. But I can guess what a few of them will be.”

      Erin leaned forward. She took another sip of her tea, waiting to hear what Josh could tell her. The more she knew about her rivals and their entries in the festivity’s contests, the better. She might need to adjust her own repertoire, and while she had been baking all kinds of test products, she hadn’t yet made the final decision as to what she was going to enter. It would help her to know what everyone else had in mind.

      “What did you mean about cooking with the brine?” Josh asked. “Wouldn’t that be… salty and gross?”

      “Well, it’s not brine like you use to make pickles,” Erin assured him, letting herself get distracted momentarily. “There is some salt, if you’re using canned chickpeas. But not if you’re cooking your own. But you can whip it up like egg whites to make a meringue. You wouldn’t believe it, but the proteins in the aquafaba⁠—”

      “Here we go…” Vic intoned.

      Erin rolled her eyes and sat back. “You can use it as an egg whites substitute in some baking,” Erin said flatly. “Now, don’t think I’m going to let you get away with distracting me. What do you know about what the other contestants are making?”

      “Well, I don’t know if I should,” Josh teased. “You know, I have professional ethics…”

      “If you want to get anything out of me, you have to dish,” Erin told him sternly. “You can’t just use me as a source.”

      “Well…” Josh’s hand hovered over the plate of cookies as he considered his next choice. “I wouldn’t want to give away any trade secrets…”

      “You know you’re going to tell me. So get on with it.”

      Josh shrugged. “Well, who do you know out of the competitors?”

      “I don’t know anyone really well. Marty Lawson and I have run into each other a few times at other events. She specializes in Mediterranean foods, so I guess she knows lots of traditional dishes that use chickpeas.”

      Josh nodded. “I don’t know what she’s making, but she seems to know her stuff.”

      That wasn’t news to Erin. She knew Marty’s reputation and how much Marty bragged about her own knowledge and skills.

      “You didn’t find anything out about her?” Erin prodded, appealing to his investigative reporter’s mind.

      “Sure, I found out plenty about her. She comes from a family of restaurateurs. She’s toured all over the Mediterranean, learning about the cultures and how to make their traditional dishes.”

      Erin didn’t know how she, who had never been out of the country except for a quick trip through Vancouver on the way to their Alaskan tour, could compete with Marty’s experience. She had certainly never been to Europe.

      “So you figure she’ll do some kind of traditional chickpea dish.”

      Josh shrugged. “That would be a good guess. But I’m sure she wouldn’t confirm or deny it if I suggested it.”

      Erin agreed. Marty was a force to be reckoned with. A brusque older woman who didn’t have much tolerance for other people’s opinions. Someone who knew it all and wasn’t afraid to tell anyone so.

      “So, who else?” Erin asked. “Do you actually have any information, or are you just going to keep teasing me and hoping that I tell you something you don’t already know?”

      Josh put his hand on his chest in mock hurt. “Would I do that?”

      Vic and Erin both nodded. “We know how good you are at getting the scoop,” Vic encouraged. “So…?”

      “Well… how about Frankie Delaney?”

      “The food truck guy?” Erin asked. “I’ve seen him. Well, he’s pretty hard to miss, isn’t he?” She giggled. The food truck owner was a gawky-looking man with bright pink hair done up in a bun, held in place with a pair of chopsticks or other kitchen implements.

      Josh chuckled. “He does stand out a little, doesn’t he?”

      “Like a sore thumb,” Vic agreed. “I think he might be a few fries short of a Happy Meal.” She giggled.

      “Have you eaten at his food truck?”

      Erin shook her head. “I suppose I should take the opportunity to check out the competition and what he can do.”

      “He makes grilled cheese sandwiches,” Joshua offered.

      Erin nodded slowly. “Seems like sort of a limited repertoire.”

      “But he doesn’t just make your average grilled cheese sandwich. He has all kinds of different breads and cheeses, and he adds different condiments and additional ingredients. And serves them with fries or other sides. It ends up being quite a varied menu.”

      “But it’s still just grilled cheese sandwiches.”

      Josh shrugged. “Just grilled cheese sandwiches,” he agreed. “So what do you think he’s making for the competitions?”

      “Grilled cheese sandwiches,” Vic filled in.

      Josh grinned and pointed at her. “Exactly.”

      “But what kind of grilled cheese sandwiches?” Erin demanded. “Is he going for a chickpea filling with the cheese? Like a vegetarian tuna melt? Or is he going to make a chickpea flour bread? Socca or Cecina? Or an actual yeast-raised loaf that is gluten-free or wheat flour enriched with chickpea flour?”

      “I don’t know,” the young reporter admitted. “I thought it was pretty weird to put chickpeas in grilled cheese sandwiches, so I didn’t have a lot of follow-up questions.”

      “So your startling revelation to me is that the grilled cheese guy is going to make grilled cheese?”

      Josh nodded, grinning.

      “You’re not very much help,” Erin told him. “Next, you’re going to tell me that the Mexican food truck lady will make chickpea tacos.”

      “Something like that,” Joshua agreed. “I mean… it could be burritos or tostadas. But you can bet it will be some Mexican dish with other beans swapped out for chickpeas. Or chickpeas added.”

      Erin shook her head.

      “Or use socca or another flatbread for the wrap,” Vic suggested.

      “So you don’t really know what anyone is planning,” Erin accused.

      “I know Frankie is going to make grilled cheese sandwiches,” Joshua laughed.

      “How about Nina Chu or Liam Harper? Do you know what either of them is planning to do?”

      “No,” Joshua admitted. “Everyone is playing it pretty close to the vest. Maybe we’ll find out more as we get closer to the competitions.”

      “Not likely.”

      “What about you? What are you planning to make?” Josh asked. “I’ll bet you’ve got something delicious planned.”

      Erin and Vic exchanged glances. “Of course I do,” Erin agreed. But she didn’t tell him what any of the dishes she was experimenting with were. She certainly didn’t want to be the only one whose plans were known ahead of time. She wanted her offerings to be a surprise, just like everyone else. “I think the contestant I’m most worried about is Nina, because she’s a pastry chef. Chances are, she’s going to pick some sweet dessert, which will compete directly with any dessert I make.”

      “But there’s such a wide variety of options,” Vic said. “She’s not going to pick the same thing.”

      “But some of them are really trendy right now. The aquafaba meringues, blondie flourless brownies, truffles…”

      “Exactly how popular are they?” Josh asked. “I’ve never heard of any of them.”

      “But in healthy eating and vegan circles, they are well known. So I don’t want to pick anything that is trending right now…”

      “And then there’s that Liam Harper,” Vic pointed out. “He’s really into the trendy vegan foods, so he could pick one of them too.”

      Josh wrinkled his nose. “Liam Harper…”

      Erin couldn’t help laughing at his expression. Especially after meeting the vegan chef in passing. He had rubbed her the wrong way, and apparently, Joshua had reacted the same way.

      “He’s a bit much, isn’t he?” she laughed. “Maybe I’m mistaking his body language and tone of voice, but… he seems very superior and condescending.”

      “It’s more than that, but yeah!” Joshua shook his head. “The guy is very… abrasive.”

      “His restaurant is called ‘Chickpea Charm,’” Erin said. “You would think that with a name like that, he would be barred from entering the competition. I mean… it’s his specialty. He’s a professional chickpea cook!”

      “Maybe someone should tell him that,” Vic said with a chuckle. “I’m sure it would go over really well.”

      “Yeah,” Josh agreed. “I’m sure he would take it with good grace.”

      They all laughed at the thought.

      There was only one way Liam Harper could be eliminated from the competition.
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      “Do you think things are getting out of hand with the rivalries between contestants?”

      Erin frowned at Joshua, startled by the question.

      “Getting out of hand? There’s always some friction between contestants in something like this. Sometimes, tempers get frayed when it gets down to the wire. But I haven’t heard of any major problems.”

      Drama could be high around a contest. Joshua had probably been a sympathetic ear to someone who had wanted to vent about the pressures of the festival.

      “Rita Sanchez says she’s been trying to smooth things over and keep everybody from getting into a big fight.” Josh’s expression was earnest. “You know what Liam is like. And Rita and Marty won’t talk to each other. I guess there’s some longstanding thing between them. Frankie is the big cheese guy, and Liam is vegan and doesn’t think anyone should eat cheese…”

      “But everyone eats cheese,” Vic said. “Unless they are vegan or allergic. So he can’t go after Frankie for using cheese in his recipes.”

      “He can’t?” Josh repeated.

      “Well… I mean, he can’t go up against everyone who uses cheese. It will be him against practically everyone in the world.”

      “That’s not all.” Joshua reached to take another cookie, then hesitated. Erin nodded at him to go ahead. He helped himself to a pinwheel.

      “What else?” Erin wasn’t sure she actually wanted to know about all of the rivalries and disagreements between the contestants, but on the other hand, she wanted all the intelligence she could get about them and their various quirks, especially those related to their cooking.

      “There are rumors of sabotage and theft. It’s like someone is trying to prevent the contestants from being able to prepare the foods they have planned.”

      Erin’s stomach clenched. “Theft of what?”

      “Ingredients, equipment, files or notes.” He studied Erin’s face. “More than one contestant claims to have had things disappear. Have you noticed anything missing?”

      This, Erin sensed, was the reason Joshua had dropped in. Not to see how they were. Not to gossip about what the contestants might be cooking, but the possibility of something criminal going on behind the scenes. He was an investigative reporter, or wanted to be, and he was after the real scoop, not just a colorful human-interest story.

      “I’m not sure,” Erin told him carefully. There were a couple of things she thought she had somehow misplaced over the past week or two, but Josh’s words got her thinking. Was it possible that they had not been misplaced, but stolen?

      “What have you missed?”’ Joshua pressed.

      “I’m not sure if there’s anything to it right now. I’ll have to check.”

      “You have to check.” Josh frowned, staring at her. “I’d think you would know if something is missing.”

      “It’s not that simple. It’s easy to lose things.” Erin smiled. “I do it all the time. Don’t you?”

      Inside, she was simmering. As a child in foster care, she had learned not to let anything that mattered to her out of her possession. Her pockets were always stuffed, and she kept her schoolbag with her everywhere she went. As an adult, her large shoulder bag was always crammed too full with things she didn’t need every day and probably shouldn’t carry with her, but she couldn’t stand the thought of leaving them behind.

      The thought of someone walking into Auntie Clem’s Bakery to steal from her made her blood boil. Someone putting their hands on her stuff. Making her things disappear.

      Josh looked uncertain, but nodded. “Yes, of course. People lose things all the time,” he admitted. “But if it is something to do with the dishes you plan to make for the Chickpea Palooza… Well… I wouldn’t be so sure you just misplaced it.”

      “Well.” Erin sighed, keeping a smile on her face. She drained the rest of her tea from her cup. “I need to start getting ready for bed now. Sorry to have to kick you out.”

      “No, that’s okay,” Josh assured her, standing up and pushing his chair in. “Can I help you clear up?”

      “I’ve got it. Thanks.”

      She walked Josh to the door. Orange Blossom jumped down from the couch where he had been curled up asleep, stretched, all of his muscles quivering and twitching, and walked up to Josh, meowing inquiringly.

      “Hey, Blossom,” Josh murmured, bending down to pet him and scratch his ears. “Did you have a good nap?”

      Blossom meowed several times, getting louder, and headed toward the kitchen, trying to lead Josh toward the pantry where the kitty food was stored. Erin laughed and walked Josh to the front door. “Don’t mind him,” she told him as Blossom’s yowls became louder and more raucous. “He might tell you it’s been days since he ate, but he’s already had supper. He is not being neglected.”

      Josh smiled. “I wish I had a pet. It’s too much for us right now, of course. But someday… maybe I’ll have a cat or dog.”

      “It’s awfully nice to have them around,” Erin admitted. “They can be a lot of work, but when it’s night, and I’m the only one here, it sure is nice to have a warm cat or rabbit on your lap or cold toes. K9 isn’t usually here without Terry, so I’m never alone with him, but I’m sure he’d be very comforting when I am lonely too.”

      Joshua gave Orange Blossom’s ears another scratch and straightened up. “Well, thanks for the chat, Miss Erin. You give me a call if you discover that the chickpea bandit has taken something from you, too.”

      Erin smiled and nodded, and shut the door behind him. She locked the door and then turned to face Vic.

      “Okay,” Vic said slowly. “What did the thief steal from you?”
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      Erin needed to pick up several items at the grocery store and figured she’d better get there as early as she could. With so many out-of-towners in Bald Eagle Falls, the grocery store might run out of some of the more popular items. She had already noticed the shelves were not as well stocked as usual.

      Mr. Cooper was sweeping the sidewalk in front of the store. The elderly man smiled cheerfully and nodded to Erin as she approached. “Good afternoon, Miss Erin. How are things going at the bakery?”

      “They’re good. I figured I’d better hit the grocery store before the dinner rush, or you might not have anything left.”

      “I haven’t run out yet!” He stopped sweeping and stood there leaning on his broom for a bit. “I suppose we could get a big rush, but the festival visitors are more likely to go to the restaurants than to my grocery store.”

      Erin nodded. “Still. Better to be prepared!”

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, you find what you need. If you can’t find something, just let me know. I’ll be back inside when I finish this job.”

      “You’re amazing, Mr. Cooper. I don’t know how you keep up with everything.”

      He was frequently by himself. He did have some part-time employees who were sometimes there to stock shelves or check people out, but Mr. Cooper did the lion’s share of the work himself, and Erin didn’t know how he managed it all, especially at his age. She wasn’t sure if she would have had the energy to do everything even as a young woman.

      Erin left him to his sweeping and went into the store. She worked from a handwritten list, though everyone told her it would be more efficient to work from a list on her phone. Erin preferred having a physical list in her hand over something as fleeting and insubstantial as words on a digital screen. What if she accidentally deleted it? Or her battery died? Or she lost service? All of those things had happened in the past.

      As she worked her way down the international foods aisle, where she would find more chickpeas and gram flour, she saw a well-dressed man looking at the cans on the shelf in front of him.

      She hadn’t seen him wearing glasses before. Maybe he didn’t like to wear them for the cameras, or he only needed them to read the fine print on the labels. She had only seen him a few times and was amazed at the quality and variety of the tailored chef’s jackets he wore.

      Liam Harper.

      Erin cleared her throat as she approached him, not wanting to startle him and giving him a heads-up that one of the other contestants was there so he wouldn’t give anything away about his cooking if he didn’t want to. Erin wasn’t there to spy, but the items he put in his buggy could be significant, and she was not averse to a little recon to see what he had.

      Liam looked up, his brows drawn together in a frown. “What are you doing here?” He looked around and then looked down at the fancy watch on his wrist. “Don’t you have a bakery to run?”

      Erin smiled. “I’m not there every minute. I have employees to help and keep things running when I have errands to run or other commitments. How are you doing?”

      “Trying to find things in this little town of yours is proving… challenging. I had not thought about how thin supplies would be in a place like this.”

      Erin bristled a little at “in a place like this.” It was so clearly condescending. Bald Eagle Falls had plenty going for it. And she usually had all of the staples she needed. She ordered her specialty flours online, but Mr. Cooper always carried the basics.

      “What are you looking for? Maybe I could help you?” she offered pleasantly. She looked at the cans that Liam had been examining. A can of RO*TEL tomatoes and various cans of legumes, including chickpeas, of course. Maybe Liam didn’t like the brand and was hoping for something else.

      “I’m quite capable of navigating a grocery store,” Liam told her with a sneer, looking down that long, aquiline nose of his. “The problem is not that it is poorly organized or that I am not capable. The proprietor simply does not stock what I need.”

      “Mr. Cooper is just outside. If you want something ordered, he might be able to get it before the festival or be able to tell you where to go for it. There are a few stores in the city that might be more suitable⁠—”

      “I’m not about to give you any information that will help you to sabotage my dishes.” His nostrils flared. “I am already having enough problems without giving away my secrets to you.”

      Erin raised her hands. “I’m not trying to find out your secrets. Just offering to help. But I’m sure you can talk to Mr. Cooper and sort that out yourself without me acting as your middleman.” She hesitated before continuing the conversation. She should probably just walk away from the unpleasant man, but she was curious. “Have you had ingredients disappear?”

      “Funny that you would ask that.” Liam folded his arms across his chest.

      “I heard from Joshua Campbell yesterday that some items had gone missing. I’m not asking you what they were. I’m just… curious. I have had a couple of things disappear too, and I had just thought that I had misplaced them, or someone at the bakery had moved them without me knowing.”

      “Sloppy,” Liam observed. “I know where everything is at my restaurant. I would know immediately if someone had stolen or moved an ingredient. Or if it was stolen. I would know exactly when it happened and who might have done it.”

      “So you know who took your missing items?”

      Liam pressed his lips together. “I know it was one of you. Obviously, I am not in my restaurant at the moment, and on the road, things have been… rather chaotic.”

      Erin nodded. “Everything has been crazy since the Chickpea Palooza was moved here. I hardly know whether I’m coming or going. But I’m sorry that you’re having problems finding what you need. I hope you can find what you are looking for or a suitable substitute.”

      “What you hope,” he said acidly, “is that I am not able to make the dishes I had planned to and will therefore craft a substandard creation. But I’ll have you know that I come from a long line of cooks, and I have been in this business for much longer than you. Chickpeas are my specialty. I don’t imagine you get much of a chance to use them in your little bakery. Chickpeas are incredibly versatile, but one doesn’t see them used much in baking.”

      “They are very versatile,” Erin agreed, keeping a sweet smile on her face. “You’d be surprised at the number of opportunities that I do have to use them at Auntie Clem’s Bakery.”

      She was careful in how she worded the statement. It was true that she had the opportunity to use chickpeas or their derivatives at Auntie Clem’s more often than one might think. But she actually hadn’t used them very much despite the many ways they could be used in vegan and gluten-free baking.

      “They are gluten-free,” she added.

      “I can’t believe that you run a gluten-free bakery. And that it hasn’t folded under by now. You must be leveraged to the hilt.”

      “The bakery is doing very well, actually,” Erin said serenely. “You would be surprised.”

      “I would be surprised,” Liam agreed. He pushed his buggy forward a few inches, indicating he was finished with her and interested in moving on. “I would suggest you just stay in your own lane. Just make your gluten-free goodies with your processed flours and sugar and all of the unethically farmed and processed ingredients you use, and don’t try to get into chickpeas and whole foods and healthy vegan eating.”

      Erin stood there with her mouth open for a moment, trying to gather her wits and come up with something that would put him in his place.

      “Vegan doesn’t mean healthy or ethical,” she pointed out. “And non-vegan doesn’t mean unhealthy or unethical. I’m pretty careful about what ingredients I buy and where I get them. And I always have several vegan items for sale for my customers who are avoiding eggs or dairy.”

      “Veganism is about more than just avoiding eggs and dairy,” Liam sneered.

      Erin shrugged. “So I’ve heard,” she agreed.

      Let him have conniptions over whether her baking was truly vegan or just avoided the obvious offenders. She didn’t care.

      “Good luck with your shopping,” Erin told him politely.

      Liam stomped down to the end of the aisle and around the corner.

      It wasn’t until then that Erin realized they had a number of witnesses. Several shoppers and store employees stood around with their mouths open, pretending they hadn’t been listening to every word of the exchange.
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      It was the lull after the morning rush. Things would be quiet until lunchtime, when they would get visits from the school kids, people running errands during their lunch hours, and those who got a later start on their days.

      Erin sat down on one of the stools to pore over the notes she had been assiduously keeping since it had been announced that the Chickpea Palooza would be moved to Bald Eagle Falls and she had decided to participate. She couldn’t very well ignore the food festival when it was going to be right there in her own town.

      “How’s it going?” Bella asked, taking a glance over Erin’s shoulder. She pushed back a lock of blond hair that had escaped her hairnet and chef’s cap. “Working on your top-secret chickpea plans?”

      Erin nodded, chewing on her lip. She didn’t actually need to keep the plans from Bella and her other employees, even though they were kept secret from the public and other contestants. They were all very good about keeping trade secrets and were not the gossips that many of the customers were.

      “I really want to do a good job at this. Do you think people are going to expect desserts from Auntie Clem’s? There are plenty of ways to make sweets from chickpeas, but they lend themselves more to savory applications.”

      “Well…” Bella thought about it.

      Even though she was only a teen, still attending the local high school and attending Auntie Clem’s during release time and after school and on weekends, she had a good business mind, and she had been working at the bakery for long enough to understand its offerings. And she knew the community, having grown up in and around Bald Eagle Falls. Erin’s time in Bald Eagle Falls was much shorter, and she didn’t always understand the community members as well as she hoped to.

      “It isn’t like we don’t have plenty of savory offerings. We’re not just desserts. Bread, pizza shells, dinner rolls, there are plenty of non-sweet choices.”

      “Right. So we don’t have to come up with some really rich dessert or new muffin flavor.”

      “No,” Bella agreed. “And folks here might be more accepting of chickpeas in a savory dish than in… flourless brownies or aquafaba meringues.”

      There had been a lot of talk in the bakery about the possibilities over the past few weeks. Bella and the others were pretty conversant in the options Erin was weighing.

      “I mean, I’m still thinking about muffins, too,” Erin confessed, turning the pages of the notes. “Not a sweet muffin, but something savory that incorporates vegetables and cheese. Not everyone wants a sweet breakfast muffin. Chocolate and fruit are a bit much for some people in the morning. Even bran muffins are still sweet. We have other kinds of breads, but it would be nice to have a non-sweet muffin option.”

      “And good for people who are diabetic or on a diet.”

      “True,” Erin agreed. “A lot of people want to limit their sugar, and a nice vegetable and protein-packed muffin would be a great option.”

      Bella agreed. She filled the sink and started washing the mixing bowls and other equipment they had used that morning.

      “So you’re back to muffins?” she asked tentatively.

      “No. Just a possibility. I’ll need more than one dish for the festival. But maybe muffins will be one of the options. Top of the list right now is a vegan quiche.”

      “Chickpea filling and crust, or just one or the other?”

      “I’m thinking both. It makes a nice light pastry crust or a mealy crust like a graham cracker crust. And then blended chickpeas, milk, and spices for the quiche, loaded with veggies.”

      Bella nodded. “And your secret ingredient?” she asked knowingly.

      Erin sighed and looked around. She wished she knew where the little bottle of black truffle oil had disappeared to. The stuff was not easy to source, and buying another bottle would cost an arm and a leg. Was it worth it for one dish? Would it elevate the chickpea quiches to the level where they could win one of the competitions?

      She had assumed that she had just put the bottle somewhere safe and then forgotten where. It wouldn’t be the first time. Or that she had put it into her bag, or someone at the bakery had picked it up from the counter and put it away somewhere. She had asked around after the bottle, but none of the employees confessed to knowing where it had disappeared to.

      “Maybe,” Erin agreed. “I just don’t know. I think it would be good, but am I being too trendy or highbrow? I mean, will the Bald Eagle Falls customers care about an ingredient like that? Should I just stick to ‘down home’ cooking?”

      “You’re already adding ‘weird’ ingredients by making it out of chickpeas instead of eggs. You have mini quiches made from eggs available at Auntie Clem’s already. There aren’t that many people who are looking for vegan or egg-free options. I don’t think there will be a huge demand for them unless they make a big splash at the competition. You can decide whether or not you want to try the truffle oil. The question isn’t really how many you’re going to sell to customers after the festival. Maybe you’ll never sell any. The question is how the judges are going to feel about it.”

      “And are they into trendy ingredients or down-home cooking?” Erin didn’t wait for Bella. “Trendy,” she answered herself. “They love things like black truffle oil.”

      Bella looked around to make sure no one had heard the mention of the special ingredient.

      “It will make it unique,” she agreed. “It makes it something that they can talk up about how exotic it is. That stuff is crazy rare and expensive.”

      “Most of the stuff on the market right now is just oil infused with synthetic truffle essence,” Erin agreed with a nod, “and even that is expensive. Using real truffles is almost unheard of.”

      “Where did you even find it?” Bella asked.

      “Well… that isn’t really the issue,” Erin dismissed, waving the question away. “If I can’t find the missing bottle, it’s all academic.”

      Bella shook her head. The first day it had gone missing, she had looked through all the cupboards and drawers, the fridge, the freezer, and the shelves of the storeroom and had not been able to find it. Erin had duplicated her efforts, as well as searched her office and her kitchen and pantry at home. The little bottle of truffle oil was not to be found.

      Erin wasn’t even sure how much it was worth. She hadn’t paid for it. But if she had to replace it, that would be another story. Erin couldn’t go back to the original source and admit that she had lost the first bottle.

      She sighed and pushed the problem away. It would show up… or it wouldn’t. She could make the quiches with it, or not. Chances were, no one but the most discerning taste tester would ever be able to tell the difference. From what she understood, the synthetic truffle oils had a stronger taste and smell than the real thing, and many people preferred them.

      Bella looked at her for a moment, then apparently decided that Erin was the adult; she knew what she was talking about. Unfortunately, Erin wasn’t sure that was true.

      “So those are the two things you are looking at right now?” she asked. “A savory muffin and vegan quiche?”

      Erin nodded. “I’m going to need three,” she said. “If I’m going to compete each day. I think for the third, I have narrowed it down to⁠—”

      “Erin?” Vic, working the front counter, stuck her head in the door. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m supposed to find out whether either of you has seen Liam Harper today.”

      Erin looked at Bella questioningly, then back at Vic. “No, not today. When would we? I’ve been here since before dawn, and he certainly hasn’t come into the bakery.”

      “That’s what I said,” Vic agreed, “but I guess you could have taken out the garbage and run into him in the back alley or something.” She rolled her eyes.

      Erin shook her head again, brows drawn down. “No. Nothing like that. I haven’t seen him since yesterday afternoon. Who’s asking?”

      “A guy named Derek Finlay, he’s⁠—”

      “I know who he is,” Erin finished. “The event promoter for the Chickpea Palooza. Yeah, I’ve been dealing with him for a couple of weeks.” She lowered her voice to talk to Bella. “He is incredibly annoying and thinks he’s… I don’t know… the most energetic and dynamic marketing guy in the history of mankind.”

      Bella laughed appreciatively. “Well, maybe I should meet him. If he’s all that.”

      “I don’t think he’s your type.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “He’s…” Erin tried to find the right words to describe Derek Finlay and why he and Bella were completely wrong for each other. Bella was an attractive young woman, but a little overweight and a definite country girl, most at home on the family farm looking after the goats or helping Adrienne wrangle her kids. She was very bright and wanted to run her own business; it wasn’t that she was unsophisticated. But Erin couldn’t see the two meshing, not even under the “opposites attract” maxim. “He’s all flash and no substance. He’s this super smooth, super charming guy in designer clothes, ready to do whatever it takes to get you to do whatever he wants. He’ll charm the pants right off you.”

      Bella laughed and blushed. “He sounds very interesting. I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      Erin opened her mouth to add that Bella’s mother, Cindy Prost, would never approve of the guy. But knowing teenagers, that might have the opposite effect from the one intended. Bella was not the stereotypical rebellious teen, but her mother forbidding her from seeing someone would still probably drive her right into his arms. And Erin did not want to be the cause of Bella and Derek Finlay getting to know each other better.

      “You’ll have to judge for yourself,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t think he’s the type you would find very interesting.”

      Bella nodded. “I’ll stick with the fish in my own pond for now,” she said. “This guy is just going to leave town as soon as the Chickpea Palooza is over.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Erin confirmed. She looked at Vic. “No, neither of us has seen him. Is he missing?”

      “I’m sure he’s not,” Vic said quickly. “He just had some stuff he was supposed to do today. Promotional stuff. People he was supposed to meet, endorsements, videos, I don’t know.”

      “And he didn’t show up for any of it?”

      Vic shook her head.

      Erin thought about it. “Well, I’m sure Derek already went by his B&B to roust him if he was still asleep.” She looked at the clock on the wall. It was late morning, but some people did sleep until noon or even later. Erin could never believe how late her half-sister, Charley, slept every day.

      “Yeah, he said he was over there, but Mrs. McClung says Liam didn’t make it back last night.”

      “Oh,” Bella’s lips form a little letter O, “I guess he has a lady friend, then. If he slept over somewhere else last night.”

      Erin nodded. She hadn’t seen Liam with anyone. Or at least she hadn’t seen him with anyone he seemed friendly and intimate with. She had seen him with other contestants, but his general demeanor was much the same as when he had talked to her in the grocery store. That was to say, arrogant and condescending.

      “Or maybe he went to the city for something. An ingredient or to meet with someone. When I saw him there yesterday, he wasn’t finding what he needed at the grocery store.”

      “That’s probably it,” Vic agreed. She withdrew from the doorway to relay their answers to Derek. Erin had a feeling that Liam would be in trouble with the organizers. They wouldn’t be happy with his ducking out on his responsibilities.
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      They were quiet for a minute, Bella washing dishes and Erin looking through her notes.

      “So what was the other thing?” Bella asked.

      “The other thing?”

      “The third recipe you are going to try for the Chickpea Palooza.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’d love to do falafels, but I bet Marty or Liam will do some variety of falafels. So I think the last one is mind-blowingly good chickpea chocolate chip cookies.”

      Bella grinned. “I was hoping you would still do something sweet. I mean, everyone will be doing main courses or street foods, right? Someone has got to do something sweet.”

      “I’m just worried about Nina Chu and what she might make. She’s a pastry chef, so she’s bound to make something sweet too. Maybe not for all three, but at least one of them.”

      “But she’s Asian-inspired, isn’t she? So not chocolate chip cookies.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on,” Erin agreed.

      “Do you use chickpea flour for the chocolate chip cookies?”

      “Nope, blended chickpeas. In the food processor.”

      “That’s going to be crazy. I know you’re going to make great cookies. But cookies made with peas?” She shook her head. “That’s really something.”

      “Have you ever tried black bean brownies?”

      Bella thought about it. “Yeah, I think in school, one of the kids brought them for a class party. They were good. I wouldn’t have thought they were made with beans.”

      “Same with the chickpeas. You won’t be able to tell.”

      “You really will blow everyone’s minds. We get to taste test all three, right?”

      “At some point,” Erin said cautiously. “Not necessarily before the contest.”

      “You always want it to be a surprise. You don’t want anyone else to try it before the judges.”

      Erin nodded, her cheeks getting hot. It was a thing for her. When she entered something into a contest, she didn’t want it to be something anyone other than she had ever tasted before. She knew it didn’t make any difference to the judges. They weren’t going to disqualify an entry just because it was like something they’d had before, or they had heard someone else had already tasted it. That wasn’t the way contests worked. People still won contests for the Toll House cookie recipe published on the back of the Nestle chocolate chip package decades ago.
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      Before the end of the day, Erin got word that a meeting had been called of the contestants in the Chickpea Palooza food festival. She was irritated that the organizing committee seemed to think that everyone could just adjust their plans to be able to meet at the last minute.

      It was the end of a long, busy day for Erin when she was in the middle of arranging everything at Auntie Clem’s that was going to happen during the festival. The other employees had to be able to run things on their own, leaving Erin free to cook for the contests, make public appearances, and for the increasing number of commitments the committee expected her to be able to make. She needed to ensure that there would be enough food for the increased number of people in town for the festival, especially the Morning Sunshine muffins and the things she made for the contests.

      And now they called another meeting, an emergency meeting, if she were to believe the summons she had received. What was the big emergency? It wasn’t like Bald Eagle Falls had suffered from a water main break like Moose River. Everything was going smoothly in Bald Eagle Falls. They didn’t need emergency meetings disrupting everything for no reason.

      They were to gather at the community center. Erin was one of the last to arrive. She didn’t want to waste her time waiting for the meeting to start. She smiled at the other contestants and tried to pretend that they were all one big group of friends, rather than rivals. There was quite a bit of friction between some of the contestants.

      Erin shook hands with small, slender Nina Chu in her flower print blouse, who seemed distinctly uncomfortable dealing with all of the people crowded into the small meeting room. She was rebuffed by Marty Lawson, tall and gray-haired, who waved Erin’s hand away and said it was time for them all to sit down.

      Erin did not sit.

      Erin was swept up by Rita Sanchez, affectionately known as “Mama Rita,” who enveloped her in an enthusiastic hug and said how excited she was to be in Erin’s hometown and hoped to be able to come over to Auntie Clem’s soon to see what it was all about.

      “We are going to have so much fun,” she told Erin. “This festival is just what we all need. I always make friends at these things, don’t you? Some of my best friends I have met at events like this!”

      Erin nodded and tried to re-establish her bubble of personal space. “It should be fun,” she agreed.

      “Let me introduce you. Do you know Frankie Delaney?” Rita grabbed her arm and pulled her across the room. “Frankie, he is my boy. I help him to get established, to learn the business, how to be profitable.” She escorted Erin to the pink-haired, lanky man with a “Life is Gouda” t-shirt.

      Erin nodded and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Frankie. I have seen you around town.”

      “The murder muffin lady,” Frankie crowed. “I’ve been waiting to meet you. And here you are. You have to tell me all about your gluten-free bakery. I could never be gluten-free. You don’t know how many sandwiches I eat in a day!” He cupped his hand over the approximate placement of his stomach on his slender frame. “Way too fond of my own cooking! Right, Mama Rita?”

      “You be nice,” Rita warned him, poking him in the arm. “The murder muffin lady? You don’t say that. You use her name. This is Miss Erin. You call her that. Death muffins…” Rita muttered, shaking her head, and then continued to exclaim beneath her breath about Frankie’s behavior or Erin’s misadventures.

      Studying Frankie’s frame, Erin wondered whether he might be a celiac without knowing it. He was very thin, and if he did eat too much of his own cooking, sandwiches laden with butter and cheese, it was possible that he had an absorption problem due to the damage celiac disease had done to his digestive tract. The people who said, “I could never give up gluten,” were often the very ones who had to. They were practically addicted to the very thing that was ruining their health.

      But she didn’t suggest this to Frankie. She looked around to see who else she should say hello to. She didn’t see Liam yet. Derek Finlay was there, of course. She was surprised to see Joshua Cox, but the meeting was apparently open to the public if anyone wanted to come along to see what it was all about.

      A few other people with notepads or holding their phones out like microphones were probably also reporters. Erin touched her hair. She hadn’t been told that it was a publicity event. She had come over straight from closing Auntie Clem’s and hadn’t had a chance to shower or make herself presentable. She hoped she would not be on camera, but so far, there were no big TV cameras in evidence, so maybe she would be lucky, and it would just be newspaper reporters.

      “Where is Liam?” she asked as Derek called for everyone’s attention and said it was time to get started.

      Several people looked at her with pointed expressions.
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