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​Prologue

​The Egg Market Disturbance

[image: ]


The trouble in Fiddle Creek began with a bad egg, though several citizens later argued the rooster had shown intent first.

Saturday market opened under a clean blue sky, with wagons lined along the street, barrels set outside the mercantile, and the smell of dust, coffee, harness leather, cornmeal, and warm feathers hanging over everything. Farmers brought turnips, beans, butter, cut flowers, soap cakes, milk, and eggs. Children ran where they should not. Men stood in the way of work and called it observation. Women compared prices, weather, and husbands with varying levels of mercy.

Lenora Quade arrived before the market had fully found its noise.

She drove her wagon in from the east road, straight-backed, dark-skinned, thin, and calm in a way that made hurried people feel exposed. Her red headwrap was tied firm. Her sleeves were rolled neatly. The baskets in the wagon bed were lined, marked, and covered. Every handle carried the same blue cord tied flat against a reed marker, cut side inward.

A person could recognize Lenora’s baskets by sight.

A careful person could recognize them by touch.

That was not decoration.

That was trade.

Duchess, Lenora’s barred hen, rode in a crate near the back of the wagon and regarded the town through the slats with the steady disapproval of an unpaid magistrate.

“You stay in there,” Lenora said.

Duchess blinked.

The agreement was not legally binding.

Lenora set her table near the mercantile shade, placed her baskets in two rows, and checked each cord before uncovering the first dozen. Her eggs sat clean and brown, some pale, some freckled, all sorted with a care that did not need announcing. Customers knew it. That was why they came early.

Mrs. Bexley Twill arrived first, carrying a cloth purse and the expression of a woman prepared to supervise the morning whether asked or not.

“Mrs. Quade,” she said, “I require eggs that will not embarrass a custard.”

“Then do not embarrass them first.”

Mrs. Twill stopped, considered that, and decided it was probably wisdom.

“One dozen.”

Lenora selected the eggs, placed them in a basket, and turned the blue cord outward so the mark showed.

“Keep them shaded.”

“I have kept eggs since before half this town had teeth.”

“Then you know not to prove it today.”

Mrs. Twill paid, gave a short huff that might have been affection if better raised, and carried the basket toward the dry-goods barrel where she intended to set it down only for a moment.

Only for a moment was the town’s oldest accomplice.

Lenora sold three more baskets before the first shout came.

It came from near the schoolhouse.

“Rooster!”

This was not normally a meaningful announcement in Fiddle Creek. Roosters existed in town with the regularity of taxes and worse manners. But the shout had panic in it, and panic made citizens leave useful work in order to become witnesses.

A red rooster had tangled one foot in the school bell rope.

No one knew how.

The rooster did not know either, but he blamed everyone.

He flapped, twisted, and struck the rope with his wing. The bell gave one hard clang over the street.

Every horse looked up.

Every child cheered.

Every adult forgot what he had been doing and later claimed he had been helping.

The rooster flapped again.

The bell rang again.

Brother Ephram Jute, coming out of the church with a stack of hymnals, stopped in the road and looked toward heaven.

“Lord,” he said, “I had hoped for quieter instruction.”

Sheriff Lute Marrow stepped from the jail porch with a coffee cup in hand.

He watched the rooster strike the bell rope a third time.

“No,” he said.

No one knew whether he was speaking to the rooster, the bell, the town, or creation generally.

Mayor Obadiah Crimp came from the courthouse wearing his sash though no ceremony had requested it.

“What is the nature of the emergency?”

Sheriff Marrow looked at him.

“Poultry and rope.”

The mayor straightened.

“That may require coordination.”

“It requires a boy with a ladder and nobody making it worse.”

The town made it worse.

Two boys fetched the ladder. Three men gave advice. One woman suggested a quilt. Orval Pindle proposed that ringing the bell might calm the bird if done regularly, which caused Brother Jute to lower his hymnals and say, “Orval, do not help audibly.”

While the rooster fought the schoolhouse and the schoolhouse gave no reply, Mrs. Twill returned to Lenora’s table with a basket held at arm’s length.

Her face had changed.

“Mrs. Quade.”

Lenora saw the basket before she smelled it.

The blue cord was wrong.

The knot sat too high. The reed marker was tied backward. The handle weave was slightly loose. The basket resembled Lenora’s work in the way a liar resembles a witness from across the street.

Mrs. Twill set it on the edge of the table.

“I believe one of your eggs has turned against me.”

Lenora did not touch the basket.

“Where did you get that?”

“From the dry-goods barrel. Where I left it.”

“You left the basket I gave you there?”

“Only while I spoke to Mrs. Mear about nutmeg.”

“How long?”

“A moment.”

“A market moment or a true one?”

Mrs. Twill’s mouth tightened.

“There was conversation.”

Lenora looked at the cord again.

“This is not mine.”

Mrs. Twill bristled.

“It has blue cord.”

“So does a baby bonnet if somebody makes poor choices.”

“This basket came from your table.”

“No. A basket came from my table. This one did not.”

Mrs. Twill looked uncertain for the first time.

“There was that feed-store sweep boy nearby,” Mrs. Twill added. “The little one with sack dust on his sleeves. I thought he was moving empties.”

Lenora’s eyes moved toward the feed store.

The boy was not there now.

Nedlow Parch stood in the doorway instead, narrow-shouldered, mild-faced, wiping his hands on his apron as if the day had asked nothing of him.

Lenora looked back at the basket.

“Open it.”

Mrs. Twill hesitated.

“You open it.”

“It is your complaint.”

“That seems ungenerous.”

“It is accurate.”

Mrs. Twill took the cloth by two fingers and lifted it.

The smell came out first.

Several people near the table stepped back. One boy said, “That egg died mad,” and was cuffed lightly by his sister for enjoying ruin.

Inside the basket lay eleven eggs that looked old enough to have opinions and one cracked egg leaking yellow-gray across the straw.

Lenora’s face did not change.

“That egg did not leave my table.”

Mrs. Twill looked from the basket to Lenora.

“I did not say you made it bad.”

“You brought it here loud enough that the street heard my name.”

Mrs. Twill’s face colored.

Before she could answer, the school bell rang again.

The rooster had been freed from the rope and was now chasing one of the boys who had helped him.

Sheriff Marrow walked after them without haste.

“Stop running,” he called. “You are improving his argument.”

The boy did not stop.

The rooster did not stop.

The town followed.

The rotten basket sat between Lenora and Mrs. Twill like a thing waiting to be named.

Then another shout rose from the courthouse.

“Hen in the tax drawer!”

Mayor Crimp turned so sharply his sash swung.

“What drawer?”

“The tax drawer!”

“That is a public receptacle!”

Sheriff Marrow stopped in the street.

He closed his eyes.

“Of course it is.”

Inside the courthouse, a small brown hen had found the open lower drawer beneath the tax counter and settled herself among receipts, ribbon, two dull pencils, and the county stamp. By the time the clerk discovered her, she had laid an egg on a stack of unpaid notices.

Mayor Crimp entered first because a sash gave a man false courage.

The hen looked at him.

He stopped.

Sheriff Marrow came in behind him.

“Move.”

“That bird is occupying county materials.”

“She is occupying a drawer.”

“Those are public documents.”

“Then the county should have shut them.”

The sheriff reached in, lifted the hen with professional disrespect, and handed her to a farmer who claimed ownership after several seconds of studying her as if she might deny relation.

The egg remained in the drawer.

Mayor Crimp looked at it.

“Do we record this?”

“No,” Sheriff Marrow said.

“It occurred among records.”

“That does not make it one.”

Brother Jute, still carrying hymnals, stood in the courthouse doorway.

“Location is not righteousness.”

Sheriff Marrow pointed at him.

“That too.”

The town might have survived one rotten egg, one bell-struck rooster, and one drawer-laying hen if all three had not happened before dinner.

But then the missing hens began arriving as words.

Bram Hocket came first, hat in hand, saying three good layers had vanished from a latched crate near the livery.

Mrs. Caldie Nib reported two barred hens missing from her wire run.

Old Hiram Tuckett came leaning on his cane and declared that his brown layer had “departed under suspicious management.”

“Did you see anyone take her?” Sheriff Marrow asked.

“No.”

“Any broken boards?”

“No.”

“Tracks?”

“Some. Mixed.”

“Then suspicious management is not yet evidence.”

“It is what my heart calls it.”

“Your heart is not deputized.”

Hiram accepted this poorly.

Lenora heard the reports while examining the false basket behind her table. She had moved it away from her clean baskets and covered it with a flour sack. Not to hide it. To keep flies off the lie.

The copied mark bothered her more than the smell.

Bad eggs happened if a person was careless, poor, unlucky, lazy, or mean. A copied basket was different. A copied basket had intention tied into the handle.

She crouched beside the false basket and studied the reed.

Not her reed.

Not her cut.

The cord was lighter than hers. Store-bought. Blue, but not indigo-dyed. The knot had been tied by someone who understood what a mark looked like but not what it was for.

A person copying a fence did not always know where the gate was.

Duchess, who had somehow escaped her crate without permission or confession, walked beneath the table and pecked once at the false basket.

“No,” Lenora said.

Duchess ignored the moral content and pecked again.

Lenora moved the basket farther away.

Nedlow Parch crossed the street then, carrying a small sack of feed under one arm.

“Morning’s gone lively,” he said.

Lenora stood.

“Lively is one name.”

Nedlow looked at the covered basket.

“Trouble with eggs?”

“Trouble with people.”

He smiled faintly.

“People are harder to sort.”

“Not always.”

His smile stayed.

“I suppose honest sellers have nothing to fear.”

Lenora looked at him long enough that he shifted the feed sack to his other arm.

“Honest sellers fear careless oversight. Thieves prefer it.”

Nedlow’s eyes narrowed.

Only for a breath.

Then he smiled again.

“Sharp morning for such talk.”

“Rot has a way of waking the nose.”

He gave a polite nod and moved on toward the feed store.

Duchess watched him go.

Lenora watched Duchess watch him and told herself not to give too much wisdom to a hen.

By afternoon, Mayor Crimp had turned confusion into structure, which was one of his more dangerous talents.

He convened an emergency council on the courthouse steps because the room inside still smelled faintly of chicken drawer.

Orval Pindle stood to the mayor’s left. Miss Agatha Prune stood to his right without being invited. Mrs. Twill hovered near the mercantile with the rotten basket at her feet and guilt beginning to work under her collar. Sheriff Marrow leaned against the porch post looking like a man attending his own inconvenience.

Mayor Crimp lifted both hands.

“Citizens of Fiddle Creek, recent events have created a poultry-related disturbance affecting public confidence, market order, and county dignity.”

Sheriff Marrow said, “A rooster got tangled and a hen used a drawer.”

Mayor Crimp ignored him.

“Additionally, reports of missing live fowl and questionable eggs suggest a broader condition.”

Lenora stood near the edge of the crowd with her arms folded.

“A broader condition called theft.”

The mayor looked at her.

“Possibly.”

“The hens did not misplace themselves.”

Sheriff Marrow nodded.

“That is stronger than possibly.”

Miss Prune stepped forward.

“I warned months ago that poultry allowed too near civic structures would create moral laxity.”

Brother Jute said, “Agatha, the hen did not corrupt the receipts.”

“It laid among them.”

“So have mice.”

“That is hardly comfort.”

Orval Pindle raised one finger.

“Should we consider whether eggs laid in civic drawers belong to the bird owner, the county, or the public trust?”

Sheriff Marrow covered his eyes with one hand.

Mayor Crimp looked briefly interested.

Lenora said, “If that question becomes law, I am leaving town.”

The mayor cleared his throat.

“The immediate matter is whether to petition the county for assistance.”

“What sort?” Sheriff Marrow asked.

“Inspection.”

Lenora’s eyes sharpened.

“Inspection of what?”

“Egg-market practices, live poultry irregularities, sanitation, seller markings, and related public concern.”

“That sounds wide enough to catch a mule.”

Mayor Crimp looked proud.

“Comprehensive language prevents gaps.”

“It also creates traps.”

A murmur moved through the crowd.

Mrs. Twill looked down at the false basket.

Sheriff Marrow stepped off the porch and faced the mayor.

“If you petition, be exact. Rotten eggs. Missing live hens. Copied baskets. Market sanitation. That is all.”

Miss Prune objected.

“What of rooster conduct?”

“No.”

“What of civic clucking?”

“No.”

“What of feathers?”

“Agatha.”

She folded her hands.

The mayor adjusted his sash.

“I will draft the petition with appropriate seriousness.”

“Draft it with appropriate limits,” Lenora said.

Mayor Crimp gave her a tight smile.

“Mrs. Quade, the town appreciates your concern.”

“My concern sells eggs. Your appreciation does not.”

That ended the exchange more cleanly than he liked.

The petition went out by evening rider.

It stated, after Sheriff Marrow’s corrections and before Mayor Crimp’s additions could fully bloom, that Fiddle Creek required temporary assistance regarding suspected egg-market fraud, copied seller markings, missing live poultry, and public sanitation concerns.

By the time it reached the county office, Mayor Crimp had already told six people that Fiddle Creek was facing a poultry crisis.

Tillman Sprout, editor of the Fiddle Creek Clarion, had written the phrase down before it could escape.

Lenora closed her stall early that day.

She sold fewer eggs than usual. Not badly. Not ruinously. But enough people looked twice at her baskets for the looking to become a kind of weather.

Mrs. Twill came by near sunset.

“I spoke too quickly this morning.”

“Yes.”

“I was upset.”

“Yes.”

“I did not mean to harm your trade.”

“No.”

Mrs. Twill swallowed.

“You are not making this easier.”

“It was not easy when you brought the basket back with my name in your mouth.”

The older woman looked down.

“May I say different tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“What should I say?”

“That the basket was not mine.”

“And if someone asks about the egg?”

“Say rot knows how to travel when people carry it.”

Mrs. Twill considered that.

“That sounds severe.”

“It is accurate.”

Mrs. Twill nodded, picked up her empty purse, and went home slower than she had come.

Lenora loaded the remaining baskets into her wagon. Duchess had returned to the crate and sat inside it as if she had never escaped, which was exactly the sort of lie a chicken could maintain without shame.

Across the street, Nedlow Parch closed the feed-store door and slid the bolt.

For a moment, his eyes met Lenora’s.

He smiled.

Not much.

Enough.

She turned away first because not every challenge deserved public food.

On the ride home, the sun dropped low behind the cottonwoods, and the wagon wheels creaked over ruts. The remaining eggs shifted softly in their baskets. Duchess made one low sound from the crate.

At the farm, Lenora set the baskets inside, checked the coops, counted the hens, checked the latches, and stood for a long moment near the back fence.

Prouse watched her from the run.

Duchess walked beneath the porch and scratched once at the dirt.

Lenora looked toward town.

A bad egg was never just a bad egg once someone tied a name to it.

By the following week, Fiddle Creek would have an official answer from the county.

A man would arrive with a badge, a ledger, and no idea what a hen could do.

Lenora did not yet know his name.

She only knew that if he came looking for foolishness, he would find plenty.

And if he came looking for truth, he had better be ready to work.
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​Chapter 1

​The Badge Arrives
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Hubert Fallow arrived in Fiddle Creek on Tuesday morning with a badge in his pocket, a ledger under his arm, and the dangerous belief that disorder could be improved by columns.

The stagecoach stopped in front of the mercantile with a tired groan, two complaining passengers, three parcels, and enough dust to make the town look older than it was. Hubert stepped down carefully, adjusted his hat, and looked at the street as though it might be persuaded into arrangement.

Fiddle Creek did not arrange easily.

The courthouse leaned slightly toward civic ambition. The jail sat beside it, square and sun-faded, with a porch that looked more honest than the mayor’s office. The mercantile had barrels out front, a cat asleep on a flour sack, and three men standing close enough to the door to block work while pretending to discuss weather. Across the street, the feed store stood with its front open and its shadow laid over the boardwalk.

A rooster crowed somewhere behind the livery.

No one reacted.

Hubert wrote that down mentally, then decided against writing it physically.

Progress.

The stage driver, a long-faced man with a tobacco-dark mustache, dropped Hubert’s trunk near the wheel.

“You the county fella?”

“Yes.”

“Here about chickens?”

Hubert corrected the angle of his hat.

“I am here regarding poultry-market irregularities, live-fowl disappearances, seller-marking concerns, and sanitation complaints.”

The driver stared at him.

“So chickens.”

“Not only chickens.”

“What else?”

“Eggs.”

The driver nodded as if relieved by the return of plainness.

“Town’s been waiting.”

Hubert looked toward the courthouse, where a notice board held three crooked papers, one faded tax announcement, and a handbill warning citizens not to move the school ladder without permission.

“Has it?”

“Since Saturday. Rooster rang the school bell, hen laid in the tax drawer, bad egg near the mercantile, hens gone missing. Mayor called it a poultry crisis.”

“I was informed of market complaints.”

“Same thing here, once the mayor gets language on it.”

Hubert lifted his trunk.

Before he could take a full step, a boy appeared in front of him, sharp-eyed and dusty-kneed.

“You him?”

“I am Mr. Fallow.”

“You chicken police?”

“No.”

The boy looked disappointed.

“I am a temporary county inspector assigned to assist with egg-market complaints and live poultry matters.”

The boy brightened.

“You got a badge?”

Hubert hesitated.

“Yes.”

The boy turned and shouted down the street.

“He’s got a badge!”

A second child called from near the hitching rail.

“Did he bring a gun?”

“No,” Hubert said.

The first boy shouted, “He brought records!”

That announcement did more damage than the badge.

Within three minutes, Fiddle Creek began assembling.

People stepped from the mercantile, the barber shop, the jail porch, the boardinghouse, and places Hubert could not immediately identify. Mrs. Bexley Twill appeared with a dish towel in hand as if she had interrupted a crime against breakfast. Miss Agatha Prune came down the church walk with fixed purpose. Tillman Sprout emerged from the newspaper office already holding a pencil. Two men came from the livery. Three children came from nowhere.

Sheriff Lute Marrow came last from the jail porch with coffee in one hand and no visible enthusiasm.

He looked at Hubert’s trunk.

Then at Hubert.

Then at the crowd.

“Which one of you is the county mistake?”

Hubert stood straighter.

“Hubert Fallow.”

The sheriff took a slow drink of coffee.

“Lute Marrow.”

“Yes. I was told to report to you.”

“That’s unfortunate for both of us.”

A small woman near the front whispered, “He does have a badge.”

Hubert did not reach for it.

Sheriff Marrow noticed that.

Good.

Mayor Obadiah Crimp exited the courthouse with his sash already fastened, which suggested either preparation or a tragic understanding of daily importance. He descended the steps and held out both hands as if Hubert had arrived carrying civilization in a crate.

“Mr. Fallow. Welcome to Fiddle Creek.”

“Mayor Crimp.”

“We are grateful the county has recognized the gravity of our circumstances.”

Sheriff Marrow said, “It sent a clerk.”

Hubert turned slightly.

“I served as records clerk in the county office.”

The sheriff looked at him.

“That was not defense.”

“No. Accuracy.”

The sheriff’s mouth twitched.

Mayor Crimp gave a tight laugh meant to erase the exchange.

“Mr. Fallow has been assigned to bring order to our present poultry disturbance.”

Hubert held up one hand before the phrase could hatch.

“I should clarify the scope.”

The crowd leaned in.

That concerned him.

“My assignment concerns suspected spoiled or fraudulent eggs in public market circulation, copied or damaged seller markings, missing live poultry where connected to market activity or unlawful movement, and sanitation conditions affecting public trade.”

Mrs. Twill lifted her chin.

“So rotten eggs.”

“Yes.”

Bram Hocket called from the back, “And stolen hens.”

“Yes, where properly reported.”

Miss Prune stepped forward.

“And disorderly poultry conduct?”

“No.”

A silence followed.

Hubert wished he had arrived earlier in the sentence.

Mayor Crimp smiled too widely.

“What Mr. Fallow means is that animal conduct will be considered where relevant to civic order.”

“No,” Hubert said.

The mayor looked at him.

Sheriff Marrow took another drink, now interested.

Hubert continued.

“Animal behavior may reveal human conduct. It is not itself the subject of this office. A rooster crowing, a hen laying, or a bird scratching dirt is not a reportable offense without connection to property, trade, safety, or evidence.”

A boy whispered, “So chicken crimes are out.”

His sister whispered back, “Human crimes with chickens are in.”

Hubert looked at them.

“That is closer.”

The children looked proud enough to become a hazard.

Tillman Sprout wrote rapidly.

Sheriff Marrow pointed at him.

“Write the sentence right.”

Tillman looked offended.

“I always write the sentence.”

“Right, Tillman.”

“Those are separate burdens.”

Mayor Crimp stepped closer to Hubert, lowering his voice while ensuring everyone could still observe leadership occurring.

“Mr. Fallow, some flexibility may be useful. The public has concerns.”

“Yes,” Hubert said. “Public concern must be








































































































































































































​COUNTY INSPECTOR ARRIVED

​Public Cooperation Encouraged
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