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​Prologue

​Three Bricks Shy of a Load
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Now, nobody in Tumble Fork agreed on Judge Bartholomew Dummus except in one regard: the man was educated.

That could not be denied.

He had books with ribbons hanging out of them. He owned spectacles for reading, spectacles for distance, and a third pair he claimed were for “judicial uncertainty.” He could quote territorial law, Scripture, Latin, tax codes, marriage statutes, and cattle-brand rules with the same grave expression, whether the matter before him concerned murder or a missing pie.

But education and sense do not always ride the same horse.

There were people in Tumble Fork who said Judge Dummus was wise. Others said education had carried him past the last stop of common sense. Most folks, if caught honest after supper, would admit both parties had evidence.

Old Tobe Pyle said it plainest, sitting outside the livery with a toothpick in his mouth and judgment in his bones.

“That judge,” he said, “is three bricks shy of a load.”

Mrs. Hattie Wren, who ran the boardinghouse and did not approve of loose language before noon, said, “Tobe, that is unkind.”

Tobe nodded. “Yes, ma’am. But kindness don’t add bricks.”

The courthouse sat at the end of Clay Street, leaning a little to the left like it had heard too much testimony and no longer trusted mankind. It was a two-story frame building with a bell that rang late, windows that stuck in wet weather, and a front step worn down by boots, lies, and the occasional repentance.

Inside, the courtroom smelled of dust, sweat, paper, tobacco, and old coffee. A portrait of some territorial official hung crooked behind the bench. Nobody knew his name anymore, but he looked disappointed enough to be government.

Judge Dummus presided beneath him in a black coat too warm for most seasons and a collar too stiff for human circulation. He was a white man in his late thirties, tall, lean, sharp-featured, and serious in a way that made ordinary foolishness feel underdressed. His brown hair had a habit of standing wrong after noon. His eyes missed very little, though his mouth sometimes said things that made people doubt the value of eyesight.

On a Tuesday morning in July, the court opened with the matter of a mule.

This was not unusual for Tumble Fork. The town had been founded by men who believed property disputes were proof of civilization. If two men could not fight over land, water, livestock, or whose pig had insulted whose garden, progress had failed.

The mule stood outside the courthouse, tied to the rail, patient and unimpressed.

Inside, two men claimed him.

The first was Mr. Hiram Poke, a narrow cattle hauler with a beard like dead grass and a voice that made every sentence sound unpaid.

The second was Mr. Elroy Sipes, a rounder man with clean boots, nervous fingers, and a bill of sale folded so many times it looked guilty before anyone read it.

Judge Dummus looked from one man to the other.

“The court understands that both parties claim ownership of the same mule.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” said Poke.

“Absolutely, Your Honor,” said Sipes.

The judge glanced toward the open window, through which the mule’s ears could be seen flicking at flies.

“Has the mule been informed?”

The courtroom went quiet.

Bailiff Otto Bale, who was broad enough to block a doorway without trying, leaned slightly toward the bench.

“Your Honor?”

“I asked whether the mule has been informed that he is disputed property.”

Otto blinked. “I don’t believe nobody told him official.”

“That may explain his calm.”

A few men on the back bench snorted.

Judge Dummus adjusted his spectacles and looked at Poke.

“Mr. Poke, state your claim.”

Hiram Poke stood straighter. “That mule is mine. Raised him from a colt. His name is Deacon. He knows my voice, knows my stable, knows my wagon, and knows better than to bite me unless I deserve it.”

“Noted,” said Dummus. “Conditional biting.”

“He was taken from my lot three nights past.”

“Did you see who took him?”

“No, sir.”

“Did the mule leave a statement?”

Poke frowned. “No, sir.”

“Very well.”

Judge Dummus turned to Sipes. “Mr. Sipes?”

Elroy Sipes held up his paper. “I purchased the animal fair and proper from a passing trader named Leander Crow. Paid eight dollars and a good saddle blanket.”

Dummus extended his hand.

Sipes brought the paper forward.

The judge unfolded it slowly, his brow tightening with scholarly gloom.

“This bill of sale states that one gray mule, unnamed, was sold to Elroy Sipes by Leander Crow on the seventeenth day of July.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Today is the fifteenth.”

Sipes stiffened. “Beg pardon?”

“Today is the fifteenth day of July.”

The courtroom leaned forward.

Sipes’s mouth opened, shut, opened again, and found no safe words.

Judge Dummus looked at the paper a second time.

“Unless this mule was sold two days from now, we have either a remarkable animal, a prophetic seller, or an impatient forgery.”

A laugh moved across the benches.

Sipes flushed. “Must be an error in the writing.”

“Errors do occur,” said Dummus. “Especially among criminals.”

Poke grinned.

Dummus held up one finger without looking at him.

“Mr. Poke, premature satisfaction is discouraged in this court.”

Poke shut his mouth.

The judge studied the document again.

“The ink is fresh.”

Sipes swallowed. “It was wrote recent.”

“So recent it may still be hoping to dry.”

More laughter.

Judge Dummus did not smile. That was part of the trouble with him. When he said something funny, his face looked like he had just signed a death warrant for grammar.

He looked toward the window.

“Bailiff, bring the mule to the side yard.”

Otto hesitated. “Inside, Your Honor?”

“No. The court is not prepared to admit a mule to full participation.”

“That’s good,” somebody whispered.

“Yet,” Dummus added.

The whisperer went still.

A minute later the court emptied into the side yard because nothing drew the citizens of Tumble Fork like the possibility of lawful stupidity. The mule stood in the dust, ears shifting, tail swatting flies with more dignity than most elected men.

Judge Dummus stood before him.

“Mr. Poke, stand near the livery road.”

Poke obeyed.

“Mr. Sipes, stand near the water trough.”

Sipes obeyed slower.

Dummus turned to Otto. “Untie the mule.”

Otto untied him.

The mule did not move.

The judge regarded him. “The witness is reluctant.”

“Judge,” Sipes said quickly, “surely you ain’t fixing to let the mule decide.”

Dummus turned to him.

“Mr. Sipes, the mule cannot decide ownership. He lacks legal standing, literacy, and visible respect for the court.”

The mule flicked an ear.

“However,” said Dummus, “he may possess habits. Habits are not verdicts, but they are often less fraudulent than men.”

That was the kind of sentence that made people laugh first and understand second, if at all.

Dummus nodded to Otto.

Otto gave the mule a light pat.

The mule stood another breath, then walked past Sipes without interest, crossed the yard, and went straight to Hiram Poke. He stopped beside him and put his nose against Poke’s vest pocket.

Poke reached in and pulled out a piece of dried apple.

“Well,” Dummus said, “that appears familiar.”

Sipes’s face had gone damp.

“Lots of mules like apples.”

“True,” said Dummus. “But few mules are so specific about the pocket.”

The crowd chuckled.

The judge looked down at the mule’s left hip, where a pale scar ran in a jagged crescent beneath the hair.

“Mr. Poke, how did the mule acquire this mark?”

“Fell against a broken gate two winters ago.”

“Mr. Sipes?”

Sipes licked his lips. “I bought him that way.”

“From a trader who sold him two days hence.”

Sipes said nothing.

Judge Dummus handed the bill of sale to Otto.

“Mr. Sipes, this court finds your document inconsistent with time, ink, mule habit, apple preference, and the general conduct of truth. The mule is returned to Mr. Poke pending any lawful claim you may produce that does not arrive from the future.”

The crowd laughed loud then.

Dummus waited until it settled.

“Further, the court directs the sheriff to inquire into the whereabouts of this Leander Crow, if Leander Crow exists, and into your possession of this animal if he does not.”

Sipes’s knees seemed to reconsider their employment.

Poke took hold of the mule’s lead rope.

“Much obliged, Your Honor.”

“Mr. Poke,” Dummus said.

“Yes, sir?”

“Feed the mule.”

Poke blinked. “Sir?”

“He has performed civic service. Civic service is exhausting.”

The mule nosed Poke’s pocket again.

Poke nodded. “Yes, Your Honor.”

The court returned inside.

By noon, the story had crossed town in three versions.

In the first, Judge Dummus had asked a mule to testify.

In the second, the mule had pointed out the thief.

In the third, which came from Mrs. Clabber at the washhouse and therefore traveled fastest, the judge had sworn the mule in on a Bible and the animal had answered by miracle.

None of those versions was true.

But the bill of sale was false. The mule was home. And Elroy Sipes left town before supper with one less saddle blanket and a new concern for dates.

That was how justice often worked under Judge Dummus.

It entered crooked.

It left limping, embarrassed, and somehow straighter than before.

Still, most folks kept their opinion.

Educated? Certainly.

Wise? Possibly.

Three bricks shy?

Well.

Nobody had seen the missing bricks.
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​Chapter One

​The Matter of the Fair Melon
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By Wednesday morning, Judge Bartholomew Dummus had already been called a fool by six men, a prophet by one drunk, and a danger to livestock commerce by Elroy Sipes, who had left town before supper and therefore did not count as local opinion anymore.

Tumble Fork received the mule decision with the kind of seriousness small towns reserve for matters that are none of their business.

At the livery, Old Tobe Pyle declared the ruling proof that Judge Dummus was wiser than he looked, which, in Tobe’s estimation, allowed a great deal of room.

At the mercantile, Mrs. Hattie Wren said it was indecent to involve a mule in civil proceedings.

At the washhouse, Mrs. Clabber improved the story until the mule had bowed before the bench, selected the guilty party by hoof, and refused to leave without a biscuit.

By the time court opened, half the town had come to see what Judge Dummus would do next, and the other half pretended they had business nearby.

The courthouse was already warm, though the morning had not yet decided how cruel it meant to be. Dust hung in the window light. Men sat on the back benches with their hats in their hands and opinions on their faces. A few women occupied the side benches, their posture suggesting they had come for moral observation rather than entertainment, which was one of the commoner forms of entertainment.

Vesta Raye stood near the back wall.

She had not come for Judge Dummus.

She told herself that once when she entered, twice after she saw him behind the bench, and a third time when she realized she had been studying him longer than any sensible errand required.

Her actual errand was trouble.

Two days earlier, Horace Plint had blocked her way outside the mercantile and placed his hand on her arm as if the Lord had appointed him gatekeeper of Clay Street. Vesta had advised him to remove it. He had mistaken that warning for conversation.

Now he was threatening to bring a complaint.

Vesta had come to see whether a complaint had already been filed, and if so, whether she would be required to stand before a judge whose name sounded like a cautionary sermon against bad behavior.

Dummus.

That was his name.

She had thought about it more than she cared to admit.

Not because it was clever. It was not. It was ridiculous. A grown man wearing a black coat and a solemn face had to sit under that name every day and pretend the room did not hear what it sounded like.

Vesta respected hardship in any form.

He did not look ridiculous, though. That made the name worse.

Judge Dummus was younger than she expected a judge to be, somewhere in his late thirties, tall and lean, with serious eyes and hair that looked like it had argued with a comb and won on appeal. He wore his black coat despite the heat. His collar stood stiff around his throat. His spectacles sat low enough on his nose to make every glance seem like a ruling.

He looked educated.

That, Vesta had learned, could mean either useful or exhausting.

The bailiff, Otto Bale, called the room to order by standing up. Otto did not need to bang anything. He was a large enough man that his rising felt like architecture taking a position.

“All rise.”

The room rose.

Judge Dummus entered from the side door carrying three books, a folded paper, and a cup of coffee balanced in a manner that suggested either great confidence or poor planning.

He set the books on the bench. He set the paper on the books. He almost set the coffee on the paper, reconsidered, and placed it on the edge of the bench instead.

The coffee immediately tilted.

Otto caught it.

“Much obliged,” Dummus said.

“Yes, Your Honor.”

Dummus looked at the cup, then at Otto. “The court recognizes your intervention as timely.”

Otto nodded, as if that was the sort of praise a man could bring home.

The judge sat.

The room sat.

Dummus opened the docket.

“First matter?”

Otto looked at the sheet in his hand. “Crouch against Bell.”

A man on the right bench stood immediately. Abel Crouch was a narrow, pinched produce seller with a sunburned neck, a clean apron, and the aggrieved air of a man who believed profit and virtue had been born twins.

Beside him stood Josiah Bell.

Vesta knew Josiah by sight, though not well. He was a Black man of about forty, a teamster when work came steady, a carpenter when it did not, and a man with the measured bearing of someone who had learned that dignity had to be carried even when other people refused to recognize it. He wore a clean white shirt, dark trousers, and boots with dust at the seams. His hat was held neatly against his chest.

He did not look afraid.

He looked tired of knowing how this kind of thing usually went.

Vesta’s eyes narrowed.

Judge Dummus looked over the complaint.

“Mr. Crouch accuses Mr. Bell of stealing one watermelon from his produce stand.”

Josiah lifted his chin.

“Your Honor, if you would afford me to tell the truth—”

Dummus raised one finger.

“Based on the accusation, Mr. Bell, this court must first ask whether you can, in fact, afford it.”

The room went still.

Josiah blinked. “Afford the truth?”

“The watermelon.”

A sound moved through the benches. Not laughter yet. People were still deciding whether the judge had made sense by accident.

Josiah looked at him for a moment, then answered with care.

“Yes, Your Honor. I worked for my earnings and managed to have just enough to indulge myself one small convenience.”

Dummus leaned forward slightly.

“By convenience, you mean watermelon?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“A seasonal convenience.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“A sizeable seasonal convenience.”

“I had been looking forward to it.”

Dummus wrote something down.

“Anticipation noted.”

Vesta looked at the judge.

Then at Josiah.

Then back at the judge.

She could not tell if the man on the bench was mocking him or respecting him by taking every word seriously.

Abel Crouch stepped forward. “Your Honor, I saw him myself.”

“Saw him steal?”

Crouch hesitated. “Saw him with it.”

“With the watermelon?”

“Yes.”

“Had he concealed it?”

“No, but—”

“Had he left your stand?”

“No, but—”

“Had he refused payment?”

“He had not paid yet.”

“Because he had not purchased yet?”

Crouch’s mouth worked. “Because he was handling my melons like a thief.”

The courtroom broke into low laughter.

Dummus did not.

He looked at Crouch with scholarly interest.

“Mr. Crouch, describe for the court how a thief handles a melon.”

The laughter stopped, mostly because curiosity was stronger.

Crouch stared.

“Your Honor?”

“You stated Mr. Bell was handling your melons like a thief. The court requires instruction. How does a thief handle a melon?”

Crouch gripped his hat tighter. “Well, he was thumping them.”

“Thumping is theft?”

“No, sir.”

“Turning them?”

“Yes.”

“Turning is theft?”

“No, sir, but—”

“Lifting them?”

“He lifted two.”

“Lifting is theft?”

“Not by itself.”

“Smelling them?”

“He did smell one.”

Dummus wrote something down.

“Smelling entered.”

Crouch flushed. “Your Honor, he was doing all of it suspicious.”

“Suspicion is not a verb, Mr. Crouch.”

Crouch frowned. “Sir?”

“It cannot complete the action for you.”

Vesta’s mouth moved before she could stop it.

The woman beside her, Mrs. Alma Keet, whispered, “What does that mean?”

Vesta whispered back, “I think it means Crouch ain’t got a case.”

Dummus turned to Josiah.

“Mr. Bell, why were you thumping, turning, lifting, and smelling Mr. Crouch’s watermelons?”

Josiah answered with the same measured patience.

“I was determining whether my purchase would be fair.”

“Fair in what sense?”

“Ripe, Your Honor. Sweet if Providence favored it. Not soft in the wrong places. Not hollow past usefulness.”

Dummus folded his hands.

“This court is unfamiliar with melon jurisprudence.”

Several men coughed into their fists.

Dummus turned to Crouch. “Mr. Crouch, do you object to customers determining whether your melons are fair?”

“I object to folks mauling my produce.”

“Was the melon damaged?”

“No.”

“Bruised?”

“No.”

“Split?”

“No.”

“Insulted?”

Crouch opened his mouth.

Dummus waited.

“No,” Crouch said finally, with the resentment of a man surrendering too much.

“Then the court must distinguish between inspection and mauling.”

He rose from the bench.

The room leaned forward.

Vesta leaned too, though she would have denied it under oath.

Dummus looked at Otto. “Bailiff, retrieve the disputed melon.”

Otto went outside and returned a moment later carrying a large watermelon in both hands. It was dark green, striped, and heavy enough that Otto gave it the respect due to either produce or artillery.

He placed it on the table before the bench.

Dummus stepped down.

“Mr. Bell,” he said, “instruct the court.”

Josiah’s caution sharpened. “Your Honor?”

“You have stated that you were determining a fair melon. The court is ignorant of the proper method. Ignorance is tolerable only when temporary.”

A few people laughed outright now.

Josiah looked at the watermelon.

Then at the judge.

Something in his face changed by a small degree. Not trust. Not yet. But perhaps the first cousin of it.

He stepped forward.

“You look here first,” Josiah said, turning the melon. “See this pale spot?”

Dummus bent closer. “The yellow portion?”

“Yes, sir. That’s where it lay on the ground. If it’s creamy yellow, it had time. Too white, it may have been picked early.”

Dummus nodded solemnly. “Color as evidence of patience.”

Vesta lowered her eyes.

Lord help him, she thought.

Josiah continued. “Then you feel the weight. Should feel heavy for its size.”

He lifted the melon and offered it.

Dummus took it.

His arms dropped half an inch before he recovered his dignity.

“Substantial.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Would a dishonest melon feel light?”

“An unripe one might.”

“Noted. Dishonesty and immaturity may share symptoms.”

That one escaped Vesta. She laughed once, short and sharp, and immediately pressed her lips together.

Dummus glanced toward the back.

Their eyes met.

For half a second, nothing in the courtroom moved.

Vesta looked away first, irritated that she had done so.

Josiah cleared his throat.

“You thump it too.”

“Proceed.”

Josiah thumped the melon with two fingers.

Dummus listened.

“What did it say?”

“It don’t speak English, Your Honor.”

“The court has no objection to foreign testimony if properly interpreted.”

The benches erupted.

Even Otto smiled, though only on one side of his face.

Josiah’s mouth twitched. “You want a good deep sound. Not dead. Not too tight. This one here sounds fair enough.”

Dummus held out his hand. “May the court attempt?”

Josiah stepped back. “Yes, Your Honor.”

Dummus thumped the melon.

He listened.

He thumped it again.

Then he turned and thumped the edge of his own bench.

The room stared.

“Different,” he said.

Josiah nodded. “Yes, Your Honor.”

“The bench is not ripe.”

“No, Your Honor.”

Vesta had to look at the floor.

Mrs. Keet whispered, “Is he always like this?”

Vesta whispered, “I am praying he is.”

Dummus returned to the bench but did not sit.

“Mr. Crouch, did Mr. Bell put the watermelon under his coat?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Could he have done so?”

Crouch looked at the melon.

“No.”

“Not without architectural alteration.”

“No, sir.”

“Did he run?”

“No.”

“Did he threaten you?”

“No.”

“Did he refuse to pay?”

“He never got that far.”

“Why?”

“I stopped him.”

“Because he inspected the melon?”

Crouch stiffened.

“Because I know stealing when I see it.”

The room quieted.

There it was.

Not evidence.

Not fact.

Something older and uglier wearing a merchant’s apron.

Vesta stopped smiling.

Josiah Bell stood still, his face calm in the practiced way of men who had been insulted in public before and knew better than to bleed where people could study the color.

Judge Dummus did not move for several seconds.

Then he said, “No, Mr. Crouch. You know suspicion when you feel it. The court is asking what you saw.”

Crouch’s face reddened.

“I saw him handling my property.”

“You saw him inspect an item offered for public sale.”

“I saw—”

“You saw a customer with coins in his pocket and a melon in his hands at a produce stand.”

Crouch shut his mouth.

Dummus looked at Josiah.

“Mr. Bell, place your payment on the table if you please.”

Josiah reached into his pocket and placed coins beside the watermelon.

Dummus counted them.

“Mr. Crouch, is this sufficient for the disputed melon?”

Crouch stared at the coins. “Yes.”

“Had Mr. Bell offered payment?”

“He had not yet.”

“Had you allowed him to reach that stage of commerce?”

Crouch said nothing.

Dummus tapped the table once.

“Answer.”

“No.”

The judge sat.

“Then the court finds no theft, no attempted theft, and no melon-related criminal design.”

Laughter stirred, but it was thinner now. The room felt the weight under the joke.

Dummus continued.

“Mr. Crouch, if you invite the public to purchase fruit, the public may inspect fruit. Provided the fruit is not damaged, concealed, eaten without payment, rolled toward escape, or married without license, inspection is not theft.”

The room broke then, relieved to laugh again.

Dummus waited it out.

Then his voice settled colder.

“Furthermore, a public accusation, made without evidence, damages a man beyond the price of produce.”

The laughter died.

“Mr. Crouch, you will apologize to Mr. Bell.”

Crouch’s head jerked. “Your Honor—”

“The accusation was public. The correction will be public.”

Crouch looked around the room as if someone might rescue him.

No one did.

Not even the men who agreed with him.

He turned toward Josiah, jaw tight.

“I apologize.”

Dummus leaned back slightly.

“For what?”

Crouch swallowed.

“For saying you stole when you had not.”

Josiah held his gaze. “Accepted.”

Dummus nodded.

“Case dismissed.”

Josiah reached for his coins.

Dummus said, “One moment. Mr. Bell, do you still wish to purchase the watermelon?”

Josiah looked at the melon.

Then at Crouch.

“No, Your Honor. I believe my appetite has departed from that particular convenience.”

“That is understandable.”

Dummus looked at Crouch.

“Mr. Crouch, sell better melons or develop better trust. Preferably both.”

Otto called the next matter, but the courtroom remained caught in what had just happened.

Vesta watched Josiah Bell collect his dignity, his coins, and his hat without hurry. He turned to leave. As he passed the back wall, Vesta gave him a small nod.

Josiah returned it.

Then he walked out into the sunlight, unconvicted and publicly unshamed.

Vesta looked back at the bench.

Judge Dummus had already bent over the docket, solemn as a man who had not just thumped a watermelon and his own furniture in pursuit of justice.

She had come into the courthouse thinking him what folks said he was: educated past usefulness and crazy enough to season the air.

By the time Josiah Bell walked out with his name clean, she was not so sure.

The judge had looked foolish.

No question there.

A man who thumped a watermelon, then thumped his own bench for comparison, had surrendered most claims to ordinary sense.

But he had found the truth.

More than that, he had made the truth stand up straight in front of everybody.

Vesta studied him as he dipped his pen, frowned at the docket, and moved his coffee three inches away from the paper before it betrayed him.

“Well,” she murmured, “that fool might be dangerous.”

Mrs. Keet leaned closer. “What was that?”

Vesta folded her arms.

“Nothing.”

But it was not nothing.

Not exactly.
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​The Woman Trouble Followed
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The next matter on the docket was a debt complaint between a feed man and a farmer who believed payment ought to wait until corn had a better opinion of the weather.

Judge Dummus handled it in fourteen minutes, though twelve of those were spent determining whether the farmer had promised payment “after harvest” or “after a harvest,” which the judge said were not the same horse, even if they shared a saddle.

The farmer left owing money.

The feed man left dissatisfied because he had wanted the farmer to leave owing shame.

By then, Vesta Raye had decided she should go.

Horace Plint had not appeared. No complaint had been called. No deputy had come looking for her. She had seen enough of Judge Dummus to unsettle her mind for one morning, and that was not why she had put on a decent dress and walked into court.

She straightened from the back wall.

Otto Bale lifted the next paper.

“Plint against Raye.”

Vesta stopped.

Mrs. Alma Keet looked at her.

Vesta did not move.

Otto’s voice, which was ordinarily flat as a table board, gained just enough caution to be noticed.

“Horace Plint complaining against Miss Vesta Raye for disturbance of the peace, public assault, and language unbecoming.”

A few heads turned.

Then a few more.

By the time the last pair of eyes found her, Vesta could feel the room changing shape around her.

There were places a woman could stand without being judged.

A courtroom was not one of them.

Vesta stepped away from the wall.

She did not hurry. Hurrying looked like guilt to people who were hungry for it.

Judge Dummus looked up from the docket.

Their eyes met for the second time that morning.

If he recognized her as the woman who had laughed at his unripened bench, his face gave nothing away. His expression remained grave, formal, and inconveniently unreadable.

“Miss Raye,” he said.

“Your Honor.”

“Please come forward.”

She walked down the aisle.

Horace Plint stood from the second bench with the offended stiffness of a man who believed being embarrassed by a woman was a constitutional injury. He was handsome in the cheap way some men were handsome when nobody required character to hold the face together. His hat was clean. His boots were polished. His mustache was trimmed finer than his manners.

He gave Vesta a wounded look.

Vesta gave him no look at all.

That seemed to hurt him worse.

Dummus looked at the complaint.

“Mr. Plint alleges that two days past, outside the mercantile, Miss Raye struck him with a broom handle and used language unsuitable for public hearing.”

Horace cleared his throat. “That is correct, Your Honor.”

Dummus glanced at Vesta.

“Miss Raye?”

“He left some parts out.”

“Most complaints do.”

Horace frowned.

Dummus lifted one finger. “That was not a ruling, Mr. Plint. Merely experience.”

A small laugh moved through the benches.

Horace’s ears colored.

Judge Dummus folded the complaint.

“Mr. Plint, you may state the matter.”

Horace turned slightly so the room could see the insult done to him.

“I was conducting my business outside the mercantile when Miss Raye became aggressive without cause.”

“Your business?” Dummus asked.

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“What business?”

Horace blinked. “I was standing.”

Dummus waited.

“Standing is business?”

“I mean I had been inside the mercantile. Then I came outside.”

“For what purpose?”

“To leave.”

“Did you leave?”

“Well, not immediately.”

“Why not?”

Horace’s mouth tightened. “Because Miss Raye was there.”

Vesta folded her hands in front of her.

It was safer than using them.

Dummus made a note.

“Miss Raye’s presence prevented your departure?”

“No, sir. I simply wished to speak with her.”

“Had she expressed interest in being spoken to?”

Horace looked confused, as though the idea had never been taught in school.

“She was standing there.”

“Many objects stand, Mr. Plint. Fence posts seldom request conversation.”

A few men laughed.

Vesta looked down. Not because she was ashamed. Because if she looked straight at Dummus, she might smile, and she did not intend to give this room any extra piece of her.

Horace stiffened. “I was being friendly.”

“What did you say?”

Horace glanced toward Vesta, then away. “I offered a compliment.”

“What compliment?”

“It was respectful.”

“Then it should survive repetition.”

The room quieted with interest.

Horace shifted. “I said she was looking fine that morning.”

Dummus waited.

“That all?”

Horace’s jaw moved.

“Mr. Plint?”

“I may have said a woman shaped like that ought not walk alone.”

The interest in the room changed.

Vesta felt it. Not sympathy exactly. Tumble Fork was not quick with sympathy when a Black woman was concerned. But recognition, perhaps. A few women had heard that tone before. A few men had used it.

Dummus looked at him over the top of his spectacles.

“Why?”

Horace frowned. “Why what?”

“Why ought she not walk alone?”

“It was a compliment.”

“It sounded like a warning with perfume on it.”

Someone coughed hard into a handkerchief.

Vesta lifted her eyes to the judge.

This time, she did not look away.

Horace’s voice sharpened. “Your Honor, the issue is not what I said. The issue is what she did.”

“The issue is what occurred,” Dummus said. “Courts do poorly when they begin in the middle and pretend it is the start.”

Vesta did smile then. Just a little.

Dummus saw it.

His pen paused.

Only for a second.

Then he looked back at Horace.

“Continue.”

“I tried to walk past her.”

“Past her?”

“Yes.”

“Or toward her?”

Horace hesitated. “Toward, then past.”

“That is a busy direction.”

Laughter again.

Horace flushed deeper. “She was blocking the way.”

Vesta’s head turned slowly.

“I was standing by the flour barrel.”

“You were in the way,” Horace snapped.

“Of what? Your pride?”

“Miss Raye,” Dummus said.

She looked at him.

His tone was not harsh. It was firm.

“The court will hear you fully. Allow Mr. Plint to finish damaging himself before you assist.”

The room broke.

Horace turned red clear down his neck.

Vesta pressed her lips together.

She did not know whether to be offended or grateful.

She settled for both.

Dummus looked at Horace. “Did you touch Miss Raye?”

Horace’s face changed.

Only slightly.

But Vesta saw it.

So did the judge.

“I may have placed a hand on her arm.”

“For what lawful purpose?”

“To get her attention.”

“Had she misplaced it?”

“Your Honor—”

“Mr. Plint, did Miss Raye ask you not to touch her?”

Horace’s mouth tightened.

“She said something.”

“What did she say?”

“It was rude.”

“Rudeness is often information. What did she say?”

Horace looked at the floor.

“She said to take my hand off her.”

“And did you?”

“I meant no harm.”

“That is not the question.”

Horace swallowed.

“No.”

The room quieted more deeply.

Dummus set the complaint down.

“Why not?”

Horace looked at him as if the question itself was strange.

“I was trying to explain.”

“With your hand still on her?”

“It was not like that.”

“Then describe what it was like.”

Horace had no answer ready.

Vesta stood still, but her pulse had gone hot in her wrists.

This was the part where most people turned toward her. How hard had she struck him? What had she said? Had she really needed to raise her voice? Could she not have handled it quieter? Softer? Smaller?

Judge Dummus did not turn toward her.

Not yet.

He kept looking at Horace Plint like the man was a poorly written contract.

“Mr. Plint, when a woman tells you to remove your hand from her person, what do you understand that instruction to mean?”

Horace’s mouth opened.

Closed.

“I suppose it means remove it.”

“Did you understand it at the time?”

Horace looked angry now.

“Yes.”

“Did you comply?”

“No.”

“Why?”

Horace snapped, “Because she acts like every man who talks to her is doing wrong.”

Vesta’s chin lifted.

There it was.

The little door behind the complaint.

Dummus heard it open too.

“Every man?” he asked.

Horace looked trapped by his own words and resented the trap.

“You know what I mean.”

“The court seldom does. Precision is our burden.”

“I was being civil.”

“You ignored a direct request to remove your hand.”

“She did not have to strike me.”

“Perhaps not,” Dummus said. “We have arrived there now.”

He looked at Vesta.

“Miss Raye, your account.”

Vesta drew one breath.

“He followed me out of the mercantile.”

“I did not follow,” Horace said.

Dummus lifted a hand without looking at him.

Horace stopped.

Vesta continued.

“I bought thread and salt. I came out and set my things down near the flour barrel because Mrs. Wren was coming down the step with both hands full, and I gave her room.”

Mrs. Hattie Wren, sitting near the front, straightened.

Dummus looked at her. “Mrs. Wren, were you present?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“We will return to you.”

Vesta went on.

“Mr. Plint came out after me. He said what he said about how I looked. I told him I had business elsewhere.”

“Exact words if you recall.”

“I said, ‘Find yourself something useful to study.’”

The room laughed.

Horace said, “See?”

Dummus looked at him. “That was not unlawful. Merely efficient.”

Vesta continued before the laugh could get too comfortable.

“He stepped in front of me. I moved around him. He put his hand on my arm.”

“Where on your arm?”

Vesta touched the place just above her wrist.

“Here.”

“Firmly?”

“Firm enough I could not step away without pulling.”

Dummus nodded once.

“What did you say?”

“I told him, ‘Take your hand off me.’”

“Did he?”

“No.”

“What did he do?”

“He smiled.”

Horace said, “That ain’t a crime.”

Vesta turned to him.

“No. Just a warning.”

Dummus watched both of them.

“What happened next?”

“He said I ought to be nicer to a man who was only admiring what God made.”

A few women made small sounds. One man looked at his boots.

Dummus’s expression did not change, but his stillness sharpened.

“And then?”

“I told him God made my arm too, and he needed to turn it loose.”

Another laugh, brief and uneasy.

“Did he?”

“No.”

“What did he do?”

“He leaned closer.”

Horace said, “I did not—”

“Mr. Plint,” Dummus said, “the court has not yet missed you.”

That shut him up.

Vesta said, “There was a broom leaning by the barrel. I took hold of it.”

“Did you warn him?”

“Yes.”

“What warning?”

“I said, ‘Move your hand or I will move it for you.’”

Dummus wrote that down.

“Then?”

“He told me I was too pretty to be that mean.”

The room made another sound.

Vesta’s voice stayed level.

“So I corrected his understanding.”

“With the broom?”

“With the broom.”

“Where did you strike him?”

“Across the knuckles.”

Horace thrust out his hand. “It swelled.”

Dummus examined it from the bench. “The court observes that it remains attached.”

Laughter broke hard then.

Horace snatched his hand back.

Vesta looked at Dummus.

This time she did not hide the smile.

Dummus looked at his paper very quickly.

“Miss Raye,” he said, “did you strike him anywhere else?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Did you pursue him?”

“No.”

“Did you continue striking after he released you?”

“No.”

“Did you use language unbecoming?”

Vesta lifted one eyebrow.

“That depends on who wanted me becoming what.”

The courtroom laughed again, but Dummus did not.

He looked at her with something like warning and something like appreciation, which was a difficult mixture on his face.

“Repeat the language.”

Vesta considered him.

“I said, ‘Touch me again and I will beat manners into you with the working end of this broom.’”

Otto looked at the floor.

Mrs. Wren pressed a hand to her mouth.

Dummus wrote slowly.

“Threat conditional upon repeated contact.”

Horace stared. “That is all you have to say?”

“No,” Dummus said. “But I prefer to say things in order.”

He turned to Mrs. Wren.

“Mrs. Wren, you were present?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Did you see Mr. Plint touch Miss Raye?”

Mrs. Wren smoothed her skirt. She was a respectable woman and therefore had to fight the habit of making truth comfortable before serving it.

“I saw his hand on her arm.”

“Did you hear Miss Raye ask him to remove it?”

“Yes.”

“Did he remove it?”

“No.”

“Did Miss Raye strike him before or after that refusal?”

“After.”

“Did she continue after he let go?”

“No.”

“Did she disturb the peace?”

Mrs. Wren hesitated.

Dummus waited.

She glanced at Vesta, then at Horace.

“She disturbed him.”

The room went still.

Then laughter rolled through it, stronger than before.

Vesta smiled despite herself.

Dummus nodded gravely. “A narrower finding.”

Mrs. Wren seemed relieved by his wording.

He looked toward the back. “Any other witness?”

A man named Arlen Fitch stood halfway.

“I seen part of it.”

“Which part?”

“Plint holding her arm.”

“Did you see the broom?”

“Yes.”

“Before or after the holding?”

“After.”

“Did you hear her warn him?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do?”

Fitch looked confused. “Me?”

“Yes. You saw a man holding a woman who told him to let go. What did you do?”

Fitch sat a little straighter, then wished he had not stood.

“I figured it weren’t my matter.”

Dummus looked at him for a long moment.

“That appears to be a popular belief until the broom arrives.”

Fitch sat down.

Vesta looked away.

That one struck somewhere deeper than funny.

Dummus turned back to the complaint.

“Mr. Plint, you allege public assault.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“You placed your hand on Miss Raye after she told you to remove it.”

“I was only—”

“You understood her instruction?”

Horace breathed through his nose.

“Yes.”

“You did not comply?”

“No.”

“She warned you?”

“She threatened me.”

“After you ignored her instruction?”

Horace said nothing.

“Answer.”

“Yes.”

“She struck the hand by which you restrained her?”

“She struck me.”

“The hand by which you restrained her?”

“Yes.”

“Once?”

“Yes.”

“Then ceased once released?”

“Yes.”

Dummus looked at the complaint for a long moment.

Then he folded it.

“The charge of public assault is dismissed.”

Horace jerked back. “Dismissed?”

“Dismissed.”

“She struck me.”

“She removed your hand by means you found memorable.”

The courtroom burst again.

Dummus struck the gavel once.

The sound cut through the room.

He leaned forward.

“The court is not finished.”

The room settled.

Dummus’s eyes moved across the benches, then returned to Horace.

“Mr. Plint, the court does not encourage violence. But neither will this court instruct women that a man may hold them against their stated will and then claim injury when the hand suffers consequence.”

Horace looked like he had swallowed sand.

“The charge of disturbance of the peace is likewise dismissed against Miss Raye.”

Vesta’s shoulders did not drop.

She had learned long ago not to show relief too quickly. People sometimes mistook it for weakness and rushed to fill the space.

Dummus continued.

“However, peace was disturbed.”

Horace straightened slightly, hope returning like a bad smell.

Dummus looked at him.

“By you.”

Horace’s hope left.

A murmur moved through the room.

Dummus pulled a blank paper closer.

“Mr. Plint, you will enter into a peace bond for thirty days. You will not address Miss Raye, approach Miss Raye, follow Miss Raye, touch Miss Raye, admire Miss Raye in audible form, or position yourself as an obstacle between Miss Raye and any lawful destination.”

The room laughed again.

Horace sputtered. “You cannot tell me not to admire.”

“I can tell you not to make noise with it.”

Vesta’s mouth twitched.

Dummus continued.

“You will maintain a distance of twenty paces from her unless she gives clear invitation otherwise.”

Horace stared. “Twenty paces?”

“Bailiff.”

Otto stepped forward.

“Measure twenty paces.”

Otto looked toward the wall.

“In here, Your Honor?”

“For demonstration.”

Otto began walking from the bench toward the back of the courtroom. Each step landed with the quiet force of a fence post being installed.

“One,” Otto said.

“Must he count?” Horace asked.

“He must, or else we risk arriving at nineteen and calling it justice,” Dummus said.

Otto continued.

“Two. Three. Four.”

By eight, people had started shifting their feet out of his way.

By twelve, Mrs. Clabber had to pull her skirt aside.

By fifteen, Otto had nearly reached Vesta.

By twenty, he stood a little past her and looked back.

Dummus nodded.

“Mr. Plint, observe the distance.”

Horace’s face was red.

“This is foolish.”

“Possibly,” said Dummus. “But it is foolish at a safe range.”

The courtroom laughed so loudly that Otto had to wait before returning to his place.

Dummus wrote on the paper.

“Violation of the bond will result in a fine or confinement. Do you understand?”

Horace spoke through his teeth.

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Miss Raye.”

Vesta looked at him.

“Yes, Your Honor?”

“The court acknowledges your right to be left unhandled.”

A silence followed.

Not because the line was clever.

Because it had been said plainly.

Vesta felt something in her chest move, and she did not care for the feeling. It was too close to gratitude and too near a room full of people.

She lifted her chin.

“Much obliged.”

Dummus nodded once.

“This court further advises restraint in broom selection.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Restraint?”

“For example, future corrective instruments should be proportionate to the threat and preferably not borrowed from merchants without permission.”

The room erupted again.

Vesta stared at him.

He stared back, solemn as law.

Then she saw it.

Not laughter in his eyes.

Not exactly.

But something alive there.

Something aware.

She gave one slow nod.

“I will take that under advisement.”

“Wise.”

“Provided the man is not too stubborn for a smaller broom.”

A man in the back choked.

Dummus’s pen hovered.

“Conditional flexibility noted.”

Horace threw up both hands. “This court is making a joke of me.”

Dummus looked at him.

“No, Mr. Plint. You began that work outside the mercantile.”

The laughter that followed was not gentle.

Horace sat down hard.

Dummus signed the peace bond and handed it to Otto.

“Next matter.”

Vesta stood a moment longer than necessary.

Then she turned and walked back down the aisle.

People watched her differently now. Some still judged. Some still resented. A few looked ashamed. That was new enough to notice.

As she passed Josiah Bell, who had stayed after his own case and taken a seat near the back, he gave her the smallest nod.

She returned it.

Two Black people walking out of court with their names still clean before noon.

Tumble Fork might not survive the scandal.

Vesta stepped outside into the heat.

She made it halfway down the courthouse steps before she heard the door open behind her.

She did not turn.

“Miss Raye.”

Judge Dummus’s voice.

She looked over her shoulder.

He stood just inside the doorway, hat in hand, black coat still buttoned, face far too serious for a man who had recently ordered admiration to remain inaudible.

“Yes, Your Honor?”

“I wished to clarify one matter.”

“Of course you did.”

He stepped onto the porch, but no farther.

“I am no longer speaking as the court.”

“That so?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You take off the coat when that happens?”

He looked down at himself as if the coat had become legally suspicious.

“Not always.”

“Then how am I supposed to know which man I am answering?”

He considered that.

“A fair difficulty.”

She waited.

He drew a breath.

“I wished to say that your testimony was clear.”

Vesta tilted her head.

“You came out here to tell me I talk plain?”

“I came out here to tell you the court heard you.”

“The court?”

He paused.

“I heard you.”

That landed differently.

Vesta looked away down Clay Street, where two boys were pretending not to listen from behind a hitching rail.

“You hear everybody like that?”

“I attempt to.”

“Must be exhausting.”

“Often.”

“Must be why you talk so strange.”

“That may be one contributing cause.”

She looked back at him.

The sun had caught his hair wrong, showing a brown edge where it stood up near the crown. He looked less like a judge in that moment and more like a man who had misplaced his sense and was too honorable to accuse anyone else of taking it.

Vesta did not want to like that.

“Judge Dummus,” she said, “do you always come outside after court to tell women they were understandable?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then why me?”

His mouth closed.

For the first time all morning, the man looked uncertain.

That interested her more than it should have.

Finally he said, “Because I suspected you are not told often enough.”

The answer was too plain.

Too much.

Vesta folded her arms.

“You suspect a lot.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And today your suspicions been doing better than most men’s facts.”

His ears reddened slightly.

“I am grateful for the comparison.”

“That was not all compliment.”

“I will reduce my gratitude accordingly.”

She stared at him.

Then, despite herself, laughed once.

“There it is again.”

“What?”

“That foolishness.”

He looked almost relieved. “Yes, ma’am.”

She shook her head and started down the steps.

“Good day, Judge.”

“Good day, Miss Raye.”

She made it three steps before stopping.

Without turning, she said, “And Judge?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“If Mr. Plint comes within nineteen paces, I ain’t counting slow.”

Dummus answered after a beat.

“The court would expect no less.”

She looked back then.

He was still standing there, still solemn, still holding his hat like it contained a fragile argument.

Vesta walked away smiling.

She did not know it until Mrs. Hattie Wren saw her from the mercantile window and nearly dropped a sack of flour.

That annoyed Vesta.

Being made to smile in public by a man named Dummus was an indignity she had not prepared for.
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