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CHAPTER ONE

Edith Merrick had buried a husband, survived thirty-one years of tenth-grade English, and once talked a school board out of cutting the drama program by threatening to read them the entirety of Hamlet aloud at the next meeting. None of that had prepared her for the particular horror of writing six hundred words about zucchini.

"It's not about zucchini," she muttered, glaring at the blinking cursor on the ancient desktop computer that occupied the back corner of the Quill Creek Gazette office. "It's about the fair. The zucchini is incidental."

The zucchini, unfortunately, disagreed. It had won Best in Show for the third year running, grown by a man named Cecil Otts who had strong opinions about soil pH and no capacity whatsoever for brevity. Edith had forty minutes of recorded interview to compress into six hundred words, and every one of those minutes involved Cecil.

She'd been writing the Gazette's "Garden Notes" column for eleven years, ever since her retirement from Quill Creek High School coincided, with suspicious tidiness, with the previous columnist's move to Florida. It had started as something to do with her hands. Now, since Robert's heart had given out eighteen months ago and left her holding half-ownership of a newspaper neither of them had ever expected her to run alone, it had become something closer to a reason to get up in the morning.

The mail had come while she was fighting with Cecil's quotes, and she'd let it sit unopened at the corner of her desk for the better part of an hour — bills, mostly, and the usual scattering of press releases nobody outside the county seat would ever care about. One envelope, though, sat slightly apart from the rest: heavy cream stock, a return address from a regional media group two counties over, the kind of letterhead that cost real money to print.

She almost didn't open it at all. Some instinct, some old newspaperwoman's caution, made her set it aside a second time, telling herself she'd deal with it once the zucchini piece was filed. It could wait. Whatever it was, surely, it could wait.

The bell over the front door jingled. Edith didn't look up. Only one person in Quill Creek announced herself with that particular brisk, unapologetic jingle.

"You're going to ruin your eyes," said Pearl Ackerman, setting a paper cup of coffee on the desk with the confidence of a woman who had been doing exactly this for eleven years and intended to keep doing it for eleven more. "And you missed the twins. They're doing something with a goat."

"There's always something with a goat, Pearl."

"This one involves a wagon." Pearl dropped into the chair across from Edith's desk, diner apron still tied at her waist, the smell of frying bacon following her in like a loyal dog. "You coming out to the fairgrounds today or are you going to sit here fighting with Cecil Otts's zucchini until the fair's over and you have nothing to write about?"

"I have a whole county fair's worth of material. I have too much material. That's the problem."

"Uh-huh." Pearl was already peering at the screen, upside down, in the manner of a woman who had never in her life respected the concept of a private document. "You've written 'the zucchini' four times in one paragraph."

"It's a very significant zucchini."

"Everything in this town is significant if you let Cecil talk long enough." Pearl stood, brushed invisible flour off her apron, and gave Edith the look — the one that had gotten teenagers to eat their vegetables and grown men to apologize to their wives without quite knowing why. "Come to the fairgrounds. Walter's dahlias are already up, and you know he likes an audience before the judging starts. Man's prouder of those flowers than he ever was of that fool grandson of his."

Edith saved the document — nine hundred words now, somehow, all zucchini — and reached for her cardigan. Robert used to say she could be talked into anything before nine in the morning, provided the talking came with coffee. It remained, infuriatingly, true.

She glanced once more at the cream envelope before she left, and told herself, not entirely convincingly, that it would keep.

∗  ∗  ∗

The Quill Creek Fairgrounds sat on twelve acres at the edge of town, bordered on one side by the creek and on the other by the kind of cornfield that made out-of-towners slow their cars to take photographs. By eight-thirty the grounds were already half-alive: canvas tents going up in crooked rows, the 4-H barn smelling of fresh hay and nervous livestock, someone testing the PA system with a shriek of feedback that sent every dog within a quarter mile into a frenzy.

The Quill Creek Garden Club had claimed its usual corner near the flower tent, a folding table draped in the same green-checked cloth Edith remembered from every fair since Reagan was president. Hank Weller was already there, sleeves rolled up, hammering a stake into the ground with more force than the task strictly required.

"Morning," he said, not looking up. Hank Weller had a way of saying a single word that managed to convey an entire conversation — this one landed somewhere between glad you're here and don't make a thing of it. He'd been Robert's fishing partner for thirty years and Edith's neighbor for almost as long, and in the eighteen months since the funeral he'd taken to appearing at odd, useful moments — fixing a gutter, hauling her trash cans to the curb, showing up with tomatoes she hadn't asked for and wouldn't have known what to do with if he hadn't also brought a recipe.

"Morning yourself. You're going to put that stake through to China."

"Ground's hard." He straightened, wiped his palms on his jeans, and allowed himself something that on a less careful man might have been called a smile. "You writing us up this year?"

"Every year. It's contractual." She glanced past him toward the flower tent, where a cluster of dahlias in improbable shades of coral and burgundy stood in metal buckets, tall as toddlers, waiting for judgment. "Walter's outdid himself."

"Walter always outdoes himself. Ask him and he'll tell you it's the compost. Ask anybody else and they'll tell you it's spite." Hank nodded toward the far end of the tent, where a wiry man in his seventies was arranging his dahlias with the fussy precision of a surgeon, muttering to the flowers as if they might rearrange themselves out of spite if he looked away.

Walter Pruitt had been growing dahlias since before most of Quill Creek had running water on every street, and he had never, in Edith's memory, allowed a single fair to pass without winning something. He rose at five every morning — not five-thirty, not "sometime around dawn," but five, as measured and reliable as the church bells — to tend them before the heat came up. Half the town set their own clocks by whether Walter's porch light was on when they drove past his farm on the way to work.

Nearby, at the club's registration table, a soft-voiced woman in a cardigan the color of oatmeal was laying out ribbon spools and entry forms with the unhurried care of someone for whom this task was, perhaps, the calmest part of her week. Marjorie Fenwick had run the club's awards table for as long as Edith had been coming to these fairs, and she did it the way she seemed to do everything — quietly, competently, and about two steps behind everyone else's notice.

"Edie." Ruth Delacroix's voice arrived a half-second before Ruth herself did, brisk and put-upon in the way that had become, over six years of chairing the Garden Club, something close to her permanent register. "Tell me the Gazette's running the full ribbon results this year, not just the highlights. I have had it up to here with members complaining their honorable mentions never make print."

"We'll run what we always run, Ruth."

"That's not a yes." Ruth planted herself at the edge of the table, arms crossed, surveying the tent with the proprietary air of a woman who had spent six years trying to modernize a club that resisted her at every turn. "Do you know I proposed digital sign-ups for next season and Walter Pruitt himself stood up at the meeting and said, and I quote, 'if it was good enough for my mother's generation, it's good enough for this one.' The man wins ribbons in a competition he's actively working to keep as backward as possible."

"That sounds like Walter."

"It sounds like every single obstacle I've faced trying to drag this club into the current century." Ruth's exasperation had the particular flavor of a long-running grievance rather than a fresh one — six years of proposals quietly tabled, six years of a man whose decades of ribbons had bought him an outsized say in how things got run. "I don't dislike him, understand. I just think this club could be so much more than it is, if certain people would stop treating tradition like scripture."

Edith wrote none of it down — it wasn't column material, just the ordinary friction of small-town institutions — though she filed it away regardless, the old habit of a woman who'd spent thirty-one years learning that today's harmless complaint was sometimes tomorrow's relevant fact.

CHAPTER TWO

The visiting judge arrived a little after ten, and Edith noticed her before anyone formally introduced them — a trim, precisely dressed woman in her fifties, moving through the flower tent with a clipboard and the particular unhurried authority of someone who had judged a great many county fairs and found most of the drama surrounding them tedious.

"Colette Thorne," the woman said, offering a brief, dry handshake when Ruth brought her over for introductions. "I judge the regional dahlia circuit — three counties, give or take, depending who's hosting which weekend. I understand your Mr. Pruitt has quite the reputation."

"He's won Best in Show four years running," Ruth said, with the particular pride-tinged exasperation of a woman describing an achievement she found simultaneously impressive and irritating. "Practically runs the judging table himself at this point, in spirit if not in fact."

"That tends to happen in these small circuits. The same growers, the same judges, everyone knowing everyone's flowers a little too well." Colette said it lightly, professionally, though something in her tone suggested a woman who had seen more of the circuit's politics than she cared to elaborate on to a newspaper columnist she'd just met. "I try to judge the bloom in front of me, not the reputation behind it. Keeps things honest."

"That's a good policy."

"It's the only policy worth having, in this line of work." Colette's eyes moved briefly, assessingly, over the flower tent's arrangement, cataloguing entries with the practiced speed of long habit. "I'll be doing my rounds through the afternoon. If your Mr. Pruitt's dahlias are half what everyone claims, this should be a short deliberation."

She moved on before Edith could ask anything further, clipboard already rising, the brief professional warmth of the introduction already folding back into the same brisk unhurried focus she'd arrived with.

"Sharp one, that," Pearl observed, watching her go. "Comes through every year around this time, different judge some years, but she's done ours three seasons running now, I think. Keeps to herself mostly. Never stays for the potluck."

"Not much of a mystery in that, Pearl. Some people just don't like potlucks."

"Some people don't trust themselves not to say something honest after two glasses of Verna Kowalski's punch, is what I think." Pearl said it with her usual cheerful lack of malice, already turning her attention toward the diner's own booth, which needed restocking before the lunch rush found it empty.

∗  ∗  ∗

The trouble with Bud Higgins started, as it usually did, over nothing in particular and escalated, as it usually did, into something considerably louder than the occasion warranted.

"Four years, Walter." Bud's voice carried clear across the flower tent, a broad, weathered man in his sixties whose face had gone the particular shade of red that meant he'd been building toward this speech since sunrise. "Four years running I've placed second to you, and I'll tell you plainly, I'm starting to wonder whether Colette Thorne's even bothering to look at my dahlias anymore, or whether she's just penciling your name in before the judging even starts."

"That's a hell of a thing to say about a professional judge, Bud." Walter didn't look up from his own arrangement, adjusting a single bloom with the fussy precision of a man for whom this conversation was, at most, a mild inconvenience. "Might try considering that my dahlias are simply better than yours. Happens sometimes, in a competition. Somebody wins."

"Somebody wins the same category four years running and I'm supposed to believe that's just how the flowers fell?" Bud's voice climbed another notch, drawing the attention of several passersby now slowing to watch with the particular unhurried interest of people who'd seen this argument before and expected, correctly, to see it again. "I'd sell my own truck for a shot at first place just once before I die, Walter. Just once. Is that so much to ask, in a county fair?"

"Sounds like a you problem, not a me problem." Walter finally looked up, and something in his expression carried the mild, needling satisfaction of a man who had won this particular argument so many times he'd stopped bothering to disguise his enjoyment of it. "You want to place higher, grow a better dahlia. I didn't rig anything. I just showed up and did the work."

"You always say that. 'Just showed up and did the work.' Like the rest of us are sitting around not doing any work at all." Bud's hands had curled into loose fists at his sides, not quite threatening, just the visible frustration of a man who'd rehearsed this speech many times in his own head and was watching it land considerably worse out loud than it had in private. "One of these years, Walter, somebody's luck's going to run out. I'm just saying."

"Is that a threat, Bud?"

"It's an observation." Bud caught himself, some flicker of self-awareness crossing his reddened face, and stepped back half a pace, visibly reeling in whatever had been building toward saying more. "Forget it. Forget I said anything. Enjoy your ribbon, same as always."

He stalked off toward the livestock barn, and Walter returned to his dahlias without any particular concern, muttering something to the flowers that might have been about Bud or might simply have been about the arrangement of petals, equally indifferent either way.

Edith, notebook out, wrote down the exchange with the particular care of a woman who had learned, over one very difficult spring the year before, that public arguments rarely turned out to be the ones worth watching most closely — though she noted this one anyway, the particular heat in Bud's voice, the loose curl of his fists, filing it away alongside everything else this fair seemed determined to hand her before the day was even half done.

"He doesn't mean anything by it," Hank said quietly, coming to stand beside her once Bud had gone. "Same fight, every year. Bud gets worked up, says something he half means and half doesn't, feels bad about it by supper. I wouldn't put much stock in it."

"I'm not putting stock in anything yet, Hank. Just writing down what I see."

"That's usually how it starts with you, though, isn't it." Hank said it with the small, dry almost-smile that had become, over eighteen months, one of the more reliable comforts in her days, though something in his tone suggested he wasn't entirely joking. "Writing down what you see, and then six months later half the county's talking about what you found underneath it."

"Nothing's underneath a county fair argument about dahlias, Hank."

"No," Hank agreed, though he didn't sound entirely convinced, glancing once more toward the flower tent, where Walter Pruitt had already returned to his blooms with the particular contentment of a man who had never once in his life seriously entertained the possibility that anyone's grudge might outlast a single afternoon's irritation.

CHAPTER THREE

Edith made her way back toward the registration table once the crowd around Bud and Walter's dispute had thinned, drawn less by any particular column need than by the simple, ordinary pleasure of Marjorie Fenwick's company, which had become, over the years, one of the quieter comforts of fair season.

"Edith." Marjorie looked up and smiled, though the smile didn't quite make it all the way to her eyes this morning. There were faint shadows under them, the kind that came from worry rather than late nights. "Are you covering the flower tent again?"

"Trying to. Cecil's zucchini nearly did me in first."

That got a real laugh, small and surprised, like Marjorie wasn't entirely used to laughing lately and had to remember how. "How's — " She hesitated, then pressed on, lowering her voice slightly. "How's the paper doing? Since Robert."

"Some days better than others." It was the answer Edith gave everyone, true enough to satisfy and vague enough to end the conversation. "How's George?"

Marjorie's hands went still on the ribbon spools for just a moment. "About the same," she said. "Good days and bad days." She said it the way people said things they'd said so many times the words had worn smooth, like a stone handled too often. "The Hendersons brought a casserole Tuesday. I don't know what I'd do without this town, honestly."

"That's Quill Creek for you," Edith said, and meant it.

"You've been running the treasury for the club a long while now, haven't you?" Edith asked, more out of column curiosity than anything else — a small detail for the piece she was building about the fair's history, the quiet machinery that kept a small institution like the Garden Club running year after year. "I don't think I've ever properly asked how that all works."

"Oh, it's nothing glamorous." Marjorie's hands resumed their careful work, straightening a stack of entry forms that didn't especially need straightening. "Raffle proceeds, membership dues, the odd donation here and there. I keep the books, deposit what comes in after each event, make sure everything's accounted for before the fall audit. Ruth likes things tidy, and I do my best to keep them that way for her."

"That sounds like a fair amount of responsibility, on top of everything else."

"It gives me something to focus on some days. I don't mind it." Marjorie said it plainly, without complaint, though something in the careful, practiced evenness of her tone suggested a woman for whom the club's small financial machinery had become, perhaps, more load-bearing to her days than she'd ever admit outright. "George's treatments aren't cheap, and the insurance fights take longer than the actual illness some weeks, I swear. Having something ordinary to manage, something with a clear right answer at the end of the math — it helps, some days, more than I probably let on."

Edith let that sit, unpushed, the old instinct of a woman who'd learned that people said their truest things when you gave them room rather than chasing them for it.

"I keep expecting Walter to come by and double-check my ribbon count, same as every year," Marjorie added, glancing toward the flower tent with something
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