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      Ida Mae Turnbull knew the one hundred and twenty-third annual Happy Hollow Charity Ladies' Auxiliary Bake-Off Fundraiser was off to an unusual start the second she bit into Norma Burton's cherry pie, and a cherry bit her back.

      “Goodness gracious me.” Ida Mae pulled the fork out of her mouth and came face to face with a row of teeth. Sharp, pointy, yellow. “Really, Norma. Some sort of critter got mixed up in your fruit!”

      At first, she thought it was a mouse. But it snarled and bit, looking for something to sink its teeth into. Ida Mae had certainly never met a mouse like that. Or a cherry, for that matter.

      The two white-haired women stared at the tiny angry thing, until it screeched at them and tried to jump right off the fork, aiming for Ida Mae's jugular.

      “Well, I never!” Ida Mae was not one to put up with that kind of nonsense. She speared the tiny red menace, sticking it clean through the middle, pinning it to the table with one of the chapter's antique sterling silver dessert forks. It went limp.

      “How curious.” Ida Mae took a deep breath, smoothed the few loose hairs back into her tight white bun, ran her hands down her lavender houndstooth suit, and decided to carry on. She was here to judge the championship round of the longest running and most prestigious dessert-based competition and fundraiser in Shade County. She wasn't about to get ruffled by a wayward cherry.

      Norma just stared at the cherry in horrified silence.

      “Norma, the texture of your crust was excellent. Flaky, light, but the filling had a little too much bite. Literally.” Ida Mae put her white glove to her lip and when she pulled it back, there was a spot of blood on her fingertips. “Unfortunately, I have to disqualify you. I can't give a rosette ribbon to a pie that draws blood, and I couldn't possibly sell it to the public.”

      And the public was waiting. It was a sunny Saturday afternoon in Happy Hollow, Ohio. Half the town was outside the town hall at the bake sale, lined up around the block, waiting for a winner. Ida Mae had to deliver, because she had money to raise. The fountain in the town square needed repairs, and sure, the entries that didn't make it to the final round sold well enough, but slices of the grand champion dessert always fetched the highest price. She had to get these sweets—the ones that didn't bite—outside before the crowd dwindled.

      So Ida Mae did what she did best: Stayed calm and on schedule. She wrote “disqualified” next  to Norma's name on her clipboard, then turned to the four remaining contestants, each standing behind their own table in a semicircle on the town hall's stage. Their eyes were big, wide open, and glued to Norma's unruly cherry.

      “It's all right.” Ida Mae decided to reassure everyone, including herself, after the event's unsettling turn. “The cherry incident was an anomaly. Nothing like this has happened before, so there's very little chance it will happen again.”

      Ida Mae glanced at the speared cherry, just to be sure, and breathed easier when she saw it wasn't moving.

      “That's what you get when you use canned filling. Who knows what's in it? Probably made in China.” Virginia Ford Davis whispered, pretending she didn't want Norma or anyone else to hear, but loud enough that everyone could. “And in a disposable pie plate. Really, what is the world coming to?”

      Virginia stood at table five looking like a giant Easter egg—all pink, from her hat all the way down to her satin shoes, waiting her turn to be judged. That in itself was unusual in Happy Hollow. Virginia was always the one doing the judging—everyone, everything, everywhere, all the time, unsolicited—even when there wasn't a contest.

      “Virginia. A word.” Ida Mae stepped to Virginia, determined to shush her.

      But Virginia wasn't one to waste an ear. “Poor Norma, bless her heart. I hear her mind is going. Still, you were right to disqualify her. We can't present that abomination to the public. The Charity Ladies' Auxiliary has standards to uphold, and if we falter, the whole town will follow. Happy Hollow is hanging on by a thread as it is.”

      Virginia cleared her throat, then forced her pink lips into a wide, cheerful smile. “Now, have a taste of my Boston cream pie. Family recipe. My great grandmother brought it from New England when the family moved here to oversee the Sunny Creek Mine. Very high pedigree. Why, my great aunt Cornelia once served it to a young President Taft. You can taste the class in every bite.”

      Ida Mae rolled her eyes—on the inside—but kept a polite smile on the outside. She let Virginia prattle on. Ida Mae knew not to interrupt Virginia's tenuous claims to blue blood pedigree, or her running commentary on the questionable breeding, low class, bad manners and poor etiquette of her fellow townsfolk. If she did, Virginia would just go on about it longer.

      Ida Mae knew first hand. She had lived next door to her for seventy of her eighty-two years. Besides, Virginia wasn't fooling anyone. Everyone in the room knew she loved to talk about the strong, rich branches of her family tree, while conveniently pruning the underperforming ones, particularly her only son, Randall. He did not work on Wall Street and had never attended Harvard, as Virginia claimed. They all knew he worked nights at the gas station three towns over.

      Besides, Norma's cherry was still on Ida Mae’s mind. And Virginia's grandstanding bought her a few minutes to think. Ida Mae glanced over at Norma's table and was relieved to see her pie still behaving like a pie. But a chill ran over her. Such a puzzle. What would make a cherry act like that? She couldn't wrap her mind around it.

      Virginia refused to be ignored. Her smiling face rose before Ida Mae's eyes. She leaned in, too close, trying to angle a fork full of sponge cake into Ida Mae's mouth. “Have a taste. Here's your winner.”

      The fork was almost in when Norma screamed, a blood-curdling shriek of absolute terror. Ida Mae jumped, and Virginia's Boston cream landed on her cheek.

      What in God's name? Ida Mae couldn't believe what she was seeing. Norma's pie crust rippled and bucked, like something was trying to punch its way out.

      That wayward cherry sprang to life and wrestled free of the fork, crawling across the white tablecloth, fangs bared, heading for Norma. Clara Cooke, junior judge and owner of the Happy Miner Diner down by Highway 78, pushed Norma away and swatted it with a tea towel.

      Ida Mae's heart kicked up, beating faster than it had in sixty years. The other contestants went white, like fear drained all the blood out of them. Virginia crossed her arms and huffed. “Goodness. Have you ever seen such a thing? She probably baked in a rat. Did you check if it had a tail?”

      “Mrs. Turnbull! Aaah! Goodness!” Chester Mellon—honorary judge and mayor of Happy Hollow, aged 95, and dapper in his white linen suit—screamed. “We seem to have a problem at table one!”

      Chester stood in front of June Snow's vegan carrot cake with not-cream cheese icing. A sliver of cake reached up and slapped Chester across his cheek, to everyone's surprise. Then the cake split into chunks. They rose off the plate, turning and swaying like leeches, looking for a warm body to hook into. And they found one: Chester. The chunks snapped forward and attached themselves to his face, muffling his screams.

      “Sweet baby Jesus up in heaven.” Ida Mae didn't usually use such strong language, but her heart pounded so hard, it felt like it might punch out of her chest. Her mind raced. She didn't know what was going on here, but she had to put an end to it right now. “Everyone, stay calm and back away from the desserts!”

      The contestants were not calm, but they did retreat. Everyone cowered, hiding behind their tables, clutching their cake servers and whisks white-knuckled like weapons. Ida Mae went after Chester, but Clara made it to him first. She beat that beast of a cake right off his face with the bronze spatula trophy that was supposed to go to the third-place finisher. When the cake let go, Chester spun out of its grip like a white-haired top.

      But that vegan carrot cake didn't quit. Thick orange chunks, fat like unshredded carrots, rose out of the icing. They turned and undulated, looking for another warm body. June passed out cold at the sight of them, dropping right where she stood. Chester scrambled away, out of reach, and Clara raised that bronze spatula to the frosted beast again and said, “Get out of here. Go on! Get!”

      The orange chunks smacked the table, frustrated, then sunk back into the icing.

      The room fell silent. The remaining chunks of June's cake lay motionless on the table, like any self-respecting cake should. Even Norma's cherry pie calmed down, lying still in its foil pan. Everyone eyed each other and their desserts warily. Clara knelt down to check on June.

      “What on God’s green earth?” Ida Mae asked.

      “I hate to say it, but I warned you, Ida Mae.  This organization is a pillar of wholesome American values. That cake shouldn’t be allowed in this competition. Vegan? Organic? Really. That’s two steps down the slippery slope to communism. One past the hippies, and that's saying something.” Virginia tut tutted. “This town's reputation is tarnished enough. We don't need to help it along. In trying times, we need traditional values more than ever!”

      Everyone ignored Virginia. They all turned to Ida Mae, looking for answers. She didn't have any. For the first time in her life, she didn't know what to do or what she was dealing with, but she couldn't tell them that.

      Leaders are brave in times of crisis, she thought. Leaders keep their underlings safe. Ida Mae didn't feel brave, she felt rattled. She had a racing heart and a knot in her stomach, but she took a deep breath and rustled up a plan anyway.

      “This has certainly been a strange championship round. You are welcome to withdraw your entry and leave. No one will think less
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