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​Prologue 

​The Year They Should Have Learned
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The first time Tucker “Tuck” Pike told Jessa Rucker to hold something, she should have treated it as a warning from the Lord.

She did not.

That was her first mistake.

Her second mistake was believing a man with a dented pickup, a tow strap, and confidence in his own hands could be reasoned with during fair week.

The Hicksville County Fair had been running hot since sunrise. Not just weather-hot, though August had already laid itself across the county like a wet quilt. It was people-hot. Livestock-hot. Fried-food-hot. Loudspeaker-hot. The kind of hot where children got sticky before breakfast, old men judged repairs they had no intention of making, and women with clipboards started praying for patience before nine in the morning.

At twenty-six, Jessa Rucker had a clipboard, a schedule, and the dangerous belief that organization could save people from themselves.

At twenty-seven, Tuck Pike had a truck, a grin, and no such belief.

The parade float sat crooked behind the livestock barn, blocking three tractors, two horse trailers, and one woman in a golf cart who had already used every polite word she knew.

The float belonged to the Hicksville Junior Heritage Court. It had been decorated with crepe paper, plastic flowers, hay bales, and a hand-painted sign that read:

HICKSVILLE ROOTS RUN DEEP

At the moment, its roots were running deep into a mud rut beside the service lane.

Jessa stood near the float tongue with her clipboard tucked against her hip, trying very hard not to yell at a deacon, a pageant mother, and a teenage boy wearing a sash that said JUNIOR CORN AMBASSADOR.

“Do not pull it from the front,” Jessa said. “The front end is angled toward the hog pens.”

The deacon scratched his chin. “If we pull it from the back, it’ll hit the fence.”

“That is why we are not pulling it from the back either.”

The pageant mother fanned herself with a paper plate. “Then how are we moving it?”

“Slowly,” Jessa said. “With thought.”

That was when Tuck Pike walked up.

He had grease on one forearm, dust on his jeans, and the kind of smile that had talked people into forgiving him before they had finished deciding what he had done wrong.

Jessa saw him and immediately wished she had not.

He was supposed to be helping move barricades near the tractor-pull entrance. He was not supposed to be anywhere near her stuck float, her schedule, or her blood pressure.

“Tuck,” she said.

“Jessa.”

“No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

He looked offended in the lazy way of a man who enjoyed being accused correctly. “I was coming over to help.”

“That is what worries me.”

He leaned around her and studied the float. “Stuck good.”

“Yes. Thank you. That is the professional assessment we were missing.”

The Junior Corn Ambassador perked up. “Mr. Pike, can your truck pull it?”

Jessa turned slowly toward the boy.

The boy took one step back.

Tuck, unfortunately, looked pleased. “My truck can pull a house off its feelings.”

“Your truck has one mirror,” Jessa said.

“Still knows where it’s going.”

“It also has a cracked windshield.”

“Still sees enough.”

“And last month you backed into your own mailbox.”

“That mailbox had been standing there smug for years.”

Jessa pressed the clipboard against her stomach and looked toward the fair office, hoping for the sudden arrival of an adult more official than herself. None came. The fair board members were busy elsewhere, which usually meant they were either avoiding a problem or creating one.

The parade was supposed to begin in twenty-three minutes.

The float was supposed to be in line in twelve.

The hog pens were twelve feet away.

A tractor trailer was blocked behind them.

Two horse families were getting restless.

The woman in the golf cart had begun muttering scripture without peace in her heart.

Tuck looked at Jessa. “We can ease it forward, swing the tongue wide, then back it into the lane.”

“No.”

“Slow.”

“No.”

“I’ll guide it.”

“That makes me feel worse.”

“Then you guide it.”

Jessa should have refused. She should have called someone with a tractor, a chain, and less charm. She should have remembered that every bad story in Hicksville started with somebody saying, “It’ll only take a minute.”

Instead, she looked at the schedule.

Twenty-two minutes.

Then she looked at the float.

Then she looked at Tuck.

“You listen to me exactly,” she said.

His grin widened. “Always do.”

“You have never listened to me exactly in your life.”

“I listen. I just add improvements.”

“No improvements.”

“Light improvements?”

“Tuck.”

He held up both hands. “No improvements.”

The deacon said, “I’ve got a tow strap.”

Jessa closed her eyes.

That was her third mistake: allowing the sentence to exist in the open air.

Within two minutes, Tuck had his truck backed into position. It was an old blue pickup with more confidence than paint. The passenger door was a slightly different shade of blue than the driver’s side. The tailgate had a dent shaped vaguely like Oklahoma if Oklahoma had lost an argument. A crack ran across the windshield like lightning that had changed its mind halfway through.

Tuck handed Jessa the loose strap end while he backed the truck into place.

“Hold this.”

She took it.

History would record that as surrender.

Once the hook was seated, Jessa stepped clear and pointed with her clipboard.

“Straight,” she called.

Tuck leaned out the window. “I am straight.”

“You are angled.”

“I am artistically straight.”

“You are crooked.”

“I understand your meaning.”

The tow strap tightened.

The float groaned.

The pageant mother clutched her paper plate like a shield.

The Junior Corn Ambassador looked thrilled.

The woman in the golf cart said, “Lord, watch over fools and fair committees.”

The float moved.

For one beautiful second, Jessa believed the plan might work.

That was how bad decisions tricked people. They always behaved for the first second.

“Easy!” she called.

Tuck eased.

The mud rut released with a wet sucking sound. The back wheels bumped over a ridge. The float shifted, not badly, just enough to make the plastic flowers tremble and the hay bales lean.

“Stop,” Jessa called.

Tuck stopped.

She checked the angle, the hog pens, the blocked trailers, and the service lane. Against her better judgment and every quiet instinct God had put in her bones, it could work.

She pointed left. “Cut slow. Just a little.”

Tuck nodded.

The truck pulled.

The float followed.

The service lane began to open.

The deacon smiled.

The Junior Corn Ambassador whispered, “Awesome.”

Then the tow strap shifted.

It did not break. That would have been cleaner. The hook had been seated against the wrong angle on the float tongue, and when the mud finally let go, the pull jumped sideways.

The float’s front corner clipped a folding barricade, the barricade toppled into a bucket, the bucket startled a hog, and the hog hit a loose pen panel somebody had promised was “good enough until Monday.”

Monday had no authority over Saturday.

The panel popped open.

One spotted pig came out like he had been waiting all morning for his chance at public office.

Jessa saw the pig.

The pig saw freedom.

Tuck saw Jessa’s face and made the poor choice of saying, “That ain’t ideal.”

“Tucker Pike!”

He opened the truck door, slapped the shifter toward park, missed the notch in his hurry, and jumped out. “I got him.”

“No, you don’t!”

“I have handled pigs before.”

“That pig has handled you in his mind already.”

The pig shot down the service lane.

The Junior Corn Ambassador took off after him, which caused the pageant mother to scream, “Not in your sash!”

Two hog exhibitors came running with sorting boards, calm enough to prove they had done this before and serious enough to know a loose animal was not a game.

The woman in the golf cart tried to reverse, hit the horn by accident, and yelled, “I rebuke this entire setup!”

The pig, encouraged by the horn, turned sharply toward the midway.

Jessa ran after him.

Tuck ran after Jessa.

The parade float, now free but unattended, rolled six more inches and bumped a dunk tank trailer.

Six inches should not matter.

At the Hicksville County Fair, six inches was enough to ruin lives.

The dunk tank trailer had been parked on a slight slope because somebody’s cousin said it would be fine. The bump shifted one wheel off its chock. The tank wobbled. The man sitting on the dunk seat, who happened to be Boone Tatum before he became fair board president, raised both hands.

“Now hold on—”

The seat dropped.

Boone fell into the water with his hat still on.

The crowd cheered because crowds at county fairs needed only three seconds to mistake trouble for entertainment.

Jessa heard the splash but did not turn around. She was focused on the pig, who had reached the edge of the pageant tent and discovered three trays of cookies cooling on a folding table.

“No,” Jessa said. “No, no, no.”

The pig ate one cookie whole.

A little girl in a tiara screamed, not from fear but betrayal.

Tuck slid in front of the pig and spread his arms. “Easy.”

The pig looked at him.

Tuck looked at the pig.

Jessa arrived breathless behind him. “Do not make this worse.”

“I am communicating.”

“With a pig?”

“Body language.”

“Tuck, move.”

The pig bolted between his legs.

Tuck spun, lost his footing in a patch of spilled lemonade, grabbed the tent pole, and pulled half the pageant backdrop sideways.

The backdrop did not fall.

It sagged.

A folded corner swallowed the F and half the second word, leaving the banner to announce:

HICKSVILLE AIR PRINCE

The little girl in the tiara began crying harder.

Jessa pointed at Tuck. “Do not touch another thing.”

He looked around from the lemonade patch. “That seems impossible now.”

The hog exhibitors cornered the pig near the quilting display. One boy used a sorting board correctly. One girl calmly blocked the open side. The pig protested, considered a run for the funnel cake booth, then gave up when a bucket of feed appeared.

The pig was returned.

The hog pen was re-secured.

Boone climbed out of the dunk tank dripping from hat to boots.

The pageant backdrop was half repaired with duct tape.

The parade float sat free in the service lane.

For one fragile moment, it looked like the worst was over.

Then Tuck’s truck began rolling.

Jessa turned her head slowly.

The old blue pickup, not quite in park after all, was creeping downhill with the tow strap still dragging behind it.

“Tuck,” she said.

He followed her gaze.

His face changed.

For the first time all morning, he had no grin.

“I can get it.”

“No, you cannot.”

“I can.”

“Tuck.”

But he was already moving.

The truck rolled past the dunk tank, missed Boone by three feet, clipped a trash can, and headed toward the decorative pond beside the fair office. The pond was not really a pond. It was a shallow concrete basin with a fountain in the middle, built years earlier when the fair board had briefly believed landscaping would improve morale.

The fountain had not worked since 2019.

The pond still had water in it because rain and neglect were faithful.

Tuck sprinted toward the driver’s side door. Jessa ran after him because apparently her survival instincts had taken the day off with everybody else’s.

“Don’t jump in!” she yelled.

“I’m not jumping in.”

He jumped in.

One foot hit the running board. One hand grabbed the door frame. For a second, he looked like a man who might save the day.

Then the truck’s front wheels dropped over the concrete lip.

The truck stopped nose-down in the decorative pond.

Water splashed.

The horn blared.

The fountain coughed once, as if startled awake after years of silence, then shot a weak stream of brownish water six feet into the air.

Everybody turned.

Everybody saw.

Jessa stood at the edge of the pond with her clipboard hanging from one hand.

Tuck sat halfway in the driver’s seat, one boot outside the truck, water dripping from the bumper, the horn still moaning under pressure.

The old men near the livestock barn rose from their lawn chairs as one body.

Someone laughed.

Then someone else laughed.

Then the whole fair caught it.

Laughter rolled from the midway to the food tents to the livestock barn. It bounced off the grandstand. It carried across the parade line. It passed from booth to booth faster than any official announcement had all morning.

Boone Tatum, still soaked from the dunk tank, pointed at the pond and laughed so hard he had to sit on the curb.

The Junior Corn Ambassador took a picture.

The pageant mother took six.

The woman in the golf cart said, “Well, there’s your parade.”

Jessa felt heat climb her neck and fill her face.

Tuck climbed out of the truck slowly. His jeans were wet to the knee. His shirt was splashed. His hair had fallen into his forehead.

He looked at her.

For one second, she saw it.

Not comedy.

Not charm.

Not that careless grin.

Shame.

Then the grin came back because Tuck Pike had apparently decided years earlier that if he made himself the joke first, nobody else could hurt him with it.

“Well,” he said loudly, turning toward the crowd, “I’ve parked worse.”

The laughter got louder.

Jessa did not laugh.

She could not.

Her schedule was ruined. The parade was late. The pageant tent looked like it needed a chair and a prayer. Boone was soaked. The pig had eaten cookies. The fountain, after years of useless silence, had chosen this moment to testify. And every person in Hicksville County had just watched her stand beside Tuck Pike while another one of his “it’ll work” decisions turned into a public event.

Tuck stepped toward her, lowering his voice. “Jess—”

“Don’t.”

His smile faded. “It was an accident.”

“It was six accidents wearing one hat.”

“I was trying to help.”

“You always are.”

That landed harder than she meant it to.

He looked away.

People were still laughing. Phones were still up. Somebody was already telling the story louder than it had happened.

By evening, the fair office had heard twelve different versions.

In one version, Tuck had tried to jump the truck over the pond.

In another, Jessa had ordered him to do it.

In another, the pig had been driving.

By Monday, the local paper printed a small column on page three under the headline:

DUMB LUCK AND BAD DECISIONS AT THE HICKSVILLE COUNTY FAIR

The article was meant to be funny.

Everybody thought it was funny.

Everybody except Jessa.

She clipped it out anyway.

She did not know why. Maybe because humiliation had weight, and holding the paper proved it had happened. Maybe because anger needed an object. Maybe because part of her understood that day had changed something she was not ready to name.

Two weeks later, she left Hicksville.

She told people she had a better opportunity.

That was true.

It was not the whole truth.

Tuck stayed.

He laughed when people brought it up. He told the story better than anyone. He made himself the fool, exaggerated the pond, gave the pig motives, turned Boone’s dunking into legend, and never once said Jessa had cried in her car behind the livestock barn after everyone went home.

He had seen her.

He had stood ten yards away in the dark with his hands in his pockets, wanting to apologize and not knowing how to do it without making himself smaller than the joke he had already agreed to become.

So he let her leave.

She let him stay.

And the Hicksville County Fair kept running year after year on patched boards, borrowed trailers, volunteer labor, county pride, weak coffee, strong opinions, and the dangerous belief that next year would be better.

For five years, people laughed whenever somebody said Tuck Pike and Jessa Rucker in the same sentence.

For five years, Tuck said, “Hold this,” and half the town ducked.

For five years, Jessa built a life where schedules mattered, contracts were clear, exits were marked, and nobody got to turn her into a punchline unless she handed them written permission in triplicate.

Then Hicksville called her back.

And the fair, being the fair, had learned absolutely nothing.
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​Chapter 1 

​Welcome Back to Hicksville
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Jessa Rucker had not planned to come back to Hicksville County Fairgrounds with lipstick on, heels in her passenger seat, and a headache forming behind her right eye before she ever turned off the highway.

That felt like surrender.

She did not believe in surrender.

She believed in contracts, schedules, clean invoices, emergency exits, labeled bins, and walking into a problem with enough authority that chaos felt underdressed.

Hicksville, unfortunately, had never respected authority.

The fairgrounds appeared on her left just past the feed store, beyond a sagging wooden sign that read:

WELCOME TO THE HICKSVILLE COUNTY FAIR

FAMILY. FARMING. FUN.

The bottom corner of the sign had warped in the sun until FUN leaned slightly away from the rest of the sentence, like it was trying to escape.

Jessa slowed her car.

For five years, she had managed not to drive through those gates.

She had come home for holidays. She had visited her mother. She had eaten Sunday dinner in Hicksville and smiled politely at people who said things like, “Girl, you remember that time at the fair?” as if memory were a casserole they were helping her carry.

But she had not come back here.

Not to the fairgrounds.

Not to the pond.

Not to the place where a decorative fountain, a loose pig, and Tucker Pike’s truck had apparently joined forces to change her life.

She turned in anyway.

Gravel popped under her tires.

The fairgrounds opened in front of her, familiar and worse than she remembered.

The midway field was half-marked with orange flags. A man in a faded ball cap was arguing with a ride operator beside a trailer. The vendor row looked like somebody had measured it with hope and a limp. Extension cords lay coiled near a utility post like snakes waiting on bad decisions. The old livestock barn still wore its peeling white paint and green trim, though both had surrendered in patches. The grandstand rose beyond it, sun-bleached and stubborn.

The place looked loved.

That was the problem.

Loved things got forgiven longer than they should.

Jessa parked beside the fair office, took one breath, and reached for the folder on her passenger seat.

Inside were her contract, the revised event map, a vendor-flow plan, a sponsor check-in sheet, an emergency-contact grid, a preliminary safety checklist, and a printed copy of the county’s latest warning letter.

She had read the letter six times.

The county had not been cruel. Government letters rarely were. They were worse. They were calm.

Continued approval of the Hicksville County Fair is contingent upon documented improvements in crowd management, temporary electrical setup, livestock-movement areas, vendor layout, emergency-access routes, cash-handling procedures, and overall site safety.

In plain English:

Get yourselves together or lose the fair.

That was why Boone Tatum had called her.

Not because Hicksville suddenly believed in professional planning.

Because panic had finally beaten pride by a nose.

Jessa stepped out of the car and changed from driving flats into her heels.

Then she looked at the gravel.

“No,” she said to herself.

She changed back into flats.

Professional did not mean foolish.

The fair office door opened before she reached it, and Wanda Peake came out holding a clipboard, a radio, and a Styrofoam cup of coffee that looked old enough to have voting rights.

“Jessa Rucker,” Wanda called. “Look at you.”

“Wanda.”

“I’d hug you, but I’ve already had three vendors mad at me and a goat spit on my shoe.”

“Goat spit?”

“Could’ve been sneeze. I’m not a veterinarian.”

Wanda Peake had worked the fair office for as long as Jessa could remember. She was short, sharp-eyed, and built like a woman who could locate a lost receipt, shame a grown man, and unlock a storage closet with a butter knife if necessary. Her hair was dyed the same firm brown it had been for twenty years, and her glasses hung from a beaded chain that looked decorative until she used it to point at people.

Wanda looked Jessa over with approval. “You came dressed like you mean business.”

“I do mean business.”

“That’ll hurt feelings around here.”

“Good.”

Wanda’s smile widened. “Lord, I missed you.”

Jessa did not ask who had missed her and who had missed telling stories about her. Some answers were not useful.

She followed Wanda into the fair office.

The building smelled exactly as it had five years ago: dust, coffee, paper, old air-conditioning, and the ghost of popcorn. A bulletin board near the door held show schedules, sponsor flyers, a faded poster from last year’s demolition derby, and a handwritten note that read:

DO NOT PUT CASH BOXES IN THE FREEZER THIS YEAR.

Jessa stopped. “Why did cash boxes go in the freezer?”

Wanda took a sip of coffee. “You’ll want Boone for that.”

“I don’t think I do.”

“You’re learning already.”

The office had two desks, three filing cabinets, one printer with an attitude, and a folding table covered in stacks that had clearly been sorted by emotional category instead of function. One pile was labeled VENDORS. Another was labeled SPONSORS. A third was labeled MISC. IMPORTANT?

Jessa stared at it.

Wanda followed her gaze. “That one’s mine.”

“It says important with a question mark.”

“Because I’m honest.”

Jessa set her folder on the table and opened it. “Where’s Boone?”

“Trying to convince the midway people that water access does not mean a garden hose running across a pedestrian lane.”

“That should not require convincing.”

“You’d think.”

“And L.T.?”

“In the back with deposits and purchase sheets.”

“Doing what?”

“Trying to make numbers speak English.”

That sounded like fair week. Not good, but fair week.

Before Jessa could ask another question, a burst of static came from Wanda’s radio.

“Office, this is Dale at barbecue. I still don’t have my second power drop, and if my smoker goes cold, I will become a legal problem.”

Wanda lifted the radio. “Dale, you have been a legal problem since 1998. Stand by.”

Another voice broke in. “Office, this is Marcy Nell. The pageant backdrop is missing two support poles and one box of extension clips.”

Wanda closed her eyes. “Did you check the pageant trailer?”

“I am standing in the pageant trailer.”

“Then check under your opinions.”

Jessa looked at her.

Wanda shrugged. “She knows what I mean.”

A third voice came through. “Wanda, tell Boone that the south gate into the arena holding lane is dragging.”

Jessa’s attention sharpened.

Wanda lifted the radio. “Who’s this?”

“Tuck.”

Jessa went still.

Not much. Not enough for Wanda to call it out unless she wanted to live dangerously.

But still.

Tuck’s voice crackled through the radio again. “And tell him I’m not signing off on that rotten post just because somebody painted over it.”

Wanda looked at Jessa.

Jessa looked at the radio.

For a second, five years folded up like a cheap chair.

She heard him saying, I’ve parked worse.

She heard laughter.

She felt heat in her face that had nothing to do with August.

Wanda lowered the radio. “You knew he was helping this year.”

“I knew the regular grounds manager was out.”

“That means Tuck.”

“What happened to Russ Hembree?”

“Torn meniscus. Two weeks ago. He’s supervising from a recliner with an ice pack, a landline phone, and too many opinions.”

“In Hicksville, too many things mean Tuck.”

“That is not false.”

Jessa took the radio from Wanda’s hand before she could think better of it. “Tuck, this is Jessa Rucker.”

Silence.

Then static.

Then his voice, slower. “Well.”

Wanda’s eyebrows rose.

Jessa waited.

Tuck said, “I heard the county sent help. Didn’t know they were sending judgment.”

“They sent competence.”

“That what we’re calling it now?”

“We?”

“I’m on the grounds. That makes me part of the suffering.”

Jessa closed her eyes for half a second. “Where is the south gate?”

“Behind the arena. Follow the smell of old decisions.”

“Helpful.”

“I try.”

Wanda looked delighted enough to be a sin.

Jessa handed back the radio. “I need to inspect the grounds.”

“You need a golf cart.”

“I can walk.”

“You can, but by the time you finish, you’ll hate all of us.”

“I already budgeted for that.”

Wanda reached behind the desk, took a ring of keys from a hook, and dropped them into Jessa’s palm. “Take number three. Number two has no reverse. Number one has reverse but no mercy.”

Jessa looked at the keys. “Why is every object here described like a family member?”

“Because most of them have disappointed us for years.”

Outside, Jessa found golf cart number three parked beside the office under a patch of shade. It was green, dented, and had PROPERTY OF HICKSVILLE FAIR ASSOCIATION stenciled on the side. Someone had added beneath it in black marker:

UNFORTUNATELY.

She tossed her folder onto the seat, started the cart, and drove slowly along the vendor row.

The fairgrounds were not hopeless.

That was what bothered her.

Hopeless would have been easier. Hopeless could be rejected, replaced, written off. Hicksville County Fair was not hopeless. It was a hundred small fixable problems stacked so high they had started calling themselves tradition.

The funnel cake booth sat too close to the lemonade stand, creating a pinch point. The church pie tent was angled against the main walking lane. A portable handwashing station had been placed where it blocked half of a service path. The trash barrels were too far apart near the food vendors and too close together near the livestock barn. Sponsor banners were still rolled beside a tent pole instead of hung. A livestock trailer had been parked where the emergency-access lane was supposed to stay open.

Jessa stopped the cart and wrote notes.

By the time she reached the livestock side, her page was already half full.

A group of teenagers in FFA shirts carried buckets toward the wash racks. Two younger kids led goats past the barn under the watchful eye of a woman who looked like she had not slept since lambing season. A father crouched beside a show box, fixing a latch while his daughter brushed a calf with serious concentration.

That softened something in Jessa before she could stop it.

The kids had worked for this.

Not for the midway. Not for the gossip. Not for old jokes.

For this.

For animals they had fed before school, walked after dinner, washed, trained, worried over, and loved harder than some people loved their relatives.

A fair could look silly from the outside.

Inside it, children learned work.

That was the part nobody in a county office letter could measure.

Jessa drove on.

Behind the arena, she found the holding lane.

And Tuck Pike.

He stood beside a weathered post with one boot braced against the bottom rail, a cordless drill hanging from his hand, and a pencil tucked behind his ear. He wore jeans, work boots, and a gray T-shirt darkened with sweat across the back. His hair was shorter than she remembered, though not by much. There were faint lines at the corners of his eyes now, earned from sun and trouble and smiling when he should not have.

He was looking at the post like it had personally betrayed him.

Cal Dobbs stood nearby in a straw hat. A woman with a measuring tape clipped to her belt stood beside a stack of panels, looking even less impressed.

Tuck did not see Jessa at first.

Good.

That gave her two seconds to observe him without having to defend herself from it.

He had not become polished.

Of course he had not.

Tuck Pike polished would have been unnatural, like a rooster in a necktie.

But he had become steadier in the shoulders. Broader. Less boyish. Still handsome in the aggravating way of men who seemed built out of poor timing and fence wire. His forearms were stronger. His jaw carried a day’s worth of stubble. He had a small scar near his left eyebrow she did not remember.

Then he turned.

Their eyes met.

The fair noise faded just enough to be rude.

Tuck looked at her for one beat too long.

Not enough for romance.

Enough for history.

“Well,” he said.

Jessa parked the cart and stepped out. “That was your opening line on the radio too.”

“I’m consistent.”

“That would be new.”

His mouth twitched. “You look official.”

“You look employed by accident.”

“Most of my career.”

Cal cleared his throat. “This the event lady?”

Jessa turned toward him. “Jessa Rucker. Event operations coordinator.”

Cal held out his hand. “Cal Dobbs. I’m producing the bull bash Saturday night.”

His handshake was firm, sun-baked, and impatient.

The woman with the measuring tape stepped forward. She wore a ball cap, boots, and the expression of someone who did not confuse kindness with available time.

“Marla Keen,” she said. “Arena boss.”

Jessa shook her hand. “Good to meet you.”

Marla pointed at the post. “That right there is not good.”

Jessa looked at Tuck. “Explain.”

He glanced at the post, then back at her. “It’s rotten at the base. Somebody painted the top half last spring and called it improved. It’ll hold a ribbon. It won’t hold pressure from a bull leaning into a panel.”

Cal grunted. “I told Boone I’m not running stock through a lane tied to a bad post.”

“Good,” Jessa said.

Tuck’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

She ignored that.

Marla nodded toward the lane. “We can bring in more portable panels, but the lane still has to tie off somewhere solid. This setup was probably fine for goats and market lambs moving slow. It is not fine for roughstock.”

Jessa studied the area.

The arena holding lane ran between temporary panels and older permanent posts. Beyond it sat a gate wide enough for livestock movement, but the hinge side sagged. The ground near the post was worn down and uneven. A patch of old wire had been twisted around one corner, not as a repair exactly, more like a rumor of one.

“When does the roughstock arrive?” Jessa asked.

“Friday morning,” Cal said. “Some bulls in the afternoon. Full setup by Saturday.”

“And today is Wednesday.”

“That is generally how weeks work,” Tuck said.

Jessa looked at him.

He looked innocent.

She looked back at Cal. “What do you need?”

“A proper replacement post set deep, braced right, gate rehung, lane squared, and no spectators near this side during movement.”

“Can it be done before Friday?”

Tuck answered before Cal could. “Yes, if we do it right.”

Cal looked at him. “And if Boone approves materials.”

Tuck nodded toward the post. “We can set the new post today, but until it’s cured and checked, I want a freestanding panel brace tied back to steel, not wishful thinking and wet concrete. Roughstock doesn’t tie to that post until Cal and Marla sign off.”

Marla studied him a little more carefully.

Cal said, “That’ll work.”

Jessa looked at Tuck.

He met her eyes.

For once, he did not grin.

Good, she thought.

Annoying, but good.

“What materials?” she asked.

“New treated post, concrete, steel brace panels, bracing hardware, hinge bolts, gate chain, proper latch,” Tuck said. “Not whatever’s in the old coffee can by the maintenance shed.”

Marla snorted. “There’s always an old coffee can.”

“There are three,” Tuck said. “Only one has bolts. The other two have lies.”

Jessa wrote everything down. “Has this been reported already?”

Tuck laughed once without humor. “I reported it last year.”

Jessa stopped writing.

Cal folded his arms. “That true?”

Tuck looked toward the fair office. “Reported it after the fall livestock clinic. Reported it again when they asked me to patch the hinge in May. Reported it this morning when the gate dragged. I’m about to report it with a brick through a window if that’ll help with paperwork.”

“Tuck,” Jessa said.

“What? I didn’t say I’d pick a nice window.”

She should have been irritated.

She was irritated.

But underneath that, against her will, she was listening.

This was not the Tuck from the pond. Not entirely. This was a man standing in front of a bad post and refusing to call it good because someone wanted the fair to open on time.

That mattered.

Jessa closed her folder. “Do not patch it.”

Cal’s face settled into approval.

Tuck looked at her like she had spoken a second language he used to know. “Come again?”

“Do not patch it. Replace it. Brace the lane independently until the post is ready. Document all of it. I want photos before, during, and after. I want materials logged. I want the area blocked until it’s finished. If Boone complains, send him to me.”

Tuck stared at her.

“What?” she said.

He recovered. “Nothing.”

“That was not nothing.”

“I just enjoy hearing a woman threaten Boone with documentation.”

Marla’s mouth twitched.

Jessa pointed at him with her pen. “Do not make this charming.”

“I was trying to make it efficient.”

“You were trying to make it you.”

“Those overlap.”

Cal looked between them. “Y’all always like this?”

“No,” Jessa said.

“Yes,” Tuck said.

They spoke at the same time.

Marla nodded once. “That explains the fair.”

Jessa refused to blush. At her age, she considered blushing a betrayal of the face.

A golf cart approached from the fair office, moving faster than it should. Boone Tatum sat behind the wheel, sweating through a pale blue button-down. His hair had thinned in the five years since Tuck’s truck found the pond, but his face still carried the same round good nature, now strained by leadership and poor sleep. .

He braked beside them too hard.

“Jessa,” he said, climbing out. “You made it.”

“I did.”

“We’re glad. Real glad. I was coming to find you.”

“I found the south post first.”

His smile weakened. “Ah.”

Tuck leaned toward Jessa slightly. “That’s Boone for ‘please don’t make me spend money.’”

Boone pointed at him. “I heard that.”

“You were meant to.”

Jessa opened her folder again. “The post has to be replaced before roughstock arrives, and the temporary brace needs to stand on its own until that post is ready.”

Boone rubbed his forehead. “We were hoping to brace it for now and—”

“No.”

The word came out sharper than she planned.

Everybody looked at her.

She moderated her tone but not her position. “No. If the county is already watching safety and we knowingly run livestock through a compromised holding lane, we are not unlucky. We are negligent.”

That silenced Boone.

Good.

Some words existed because adults needed to hear them before children paid for their absence.

Boone looked at Cal, then Marla, then Tuck. “Can we get it done?”

Tuck nodded. “If you approve the materials and quit making me beg for bolts like I’m asking for a kidney.”

Boone sighed. “Approved.”

Tuck blinked. “Just like that?”

“Jessa’s here now,” Boone said. “Apparently we’re doing things in writing.”

“We should get shirts,” Tuck said.

Jessa wrote POST REPLACEMENT APPROVED on her pad. “Who handles purchasing?”

“L.T.,” Boone said.

“Then I need him to approve immediate purchase today.”

“He’s working through deposits, but I’ll pull him in.”

“Good.”

Boone nodded, then added, “We do need to be careful until weekend gate money starts coming in. Things are tight.”

Cal’s expression hardened.

Marla looked away like she had expected this.

Tuck lowered his voice. “Boone.”

“I know,” Boone said. “I know. I’m not saying no. I’m saying we need to handle it carefully.”

Jessa closed her folder again.

There it was. Not scandal. Not yet. Just the familiar small-town squeeze of not enough money, not enough time, and too many people hoping both would stretch.

“How tight?” she asked.

Boone gave her a fair-board smile.

She hated it immediately.

“Manageable,” he said.

Tuck looked at the rotten post. “That word don’t fix wood.”

Jessa looked toward the fair office.

“Then I’ll need to see the purchasing process after this inspection.”

Boone swallowed. “Sure. Of course.”

The radio on his belt crackled before anyone could continue.

“Boone, we got a problem by vendor row. Dale’s barbecue trailer is blocking the lemonade booth, and Ruby Mae says if smoke gets in her pies, she’s calling the prayer chain.”

Boone closed his eyes.

Tuck grinned.

Jessa pointed at him. “Do not enjoy this.”

“I’m not enjoying it.”

“You are visibly enjoying it.”

“I enjoy Ruby Mae in controlled doses.”

Boone lifted the radio. “Tell Ruby Mae I’m on my way.”

A second voice broke in. “And Marcy Nell says the pageant backdrop clips are still missing.”

Wanda’s voice followed, dry as August dirt. “Marcy Nell found them in her own purse.”

Nobody spoke for a second.

Tuck said, “Good hiding place.”

Jessa almost laughed.

Almost.

She caught it before it escaped, but Tuck saw the attempt. His grin softened, not triumphant, just aware.

That was worse.

Boone looked between them again, worry returning. “Listen. I know this is awkward.”

“No,” Jessa said.

“Tuck and you—”

“No.”

“I just mean—”

“No.”

Tuck raised a hand. “I support the no.”

Boone looked relieved and confused at the same time. “Fine. Good. Great. Then we’re all professionals.”

Marla looked at Tuck.

Cal looked at the post.

Jessa looked at Boone.

Tuck said, “Some of us are adjacent.”

Jessa stepped back toward her cart. “I’ll inspect vendor row next. Tuck, send me photos and a material list for the post replacement and brace setup. Cal, Marla, I’ll need your written roughstock movement requirements by end of day. Boone, I need access to the current vendor map, sponsor schedule, emergency plan, and whatever system you use to track money.”

Boone’s face did not collapse.

It only tightened around the edges.

That was enough to make Jessa write a second note in her head.

Tuck noticed her noticing.

Their eyes met again.

This time, the fair noise did not fade.

It sharpened.

A hammer rang somewhere near the grandstand. A goat complained from the barn. A child laughed. A vendor shouted about ice. The loudspeaker popped once and died. Dust moved over the service lane in a lazy sheet.

Hicksville County Fair was preparing to open like a storm cloud with bunting.

Jessa climbed into the golf cart.

Tuck rested one hand on the rotten post. “Welcome back to Hicksville.”

She looked at the post, the bad gate, the uneven lane, the overloaded schedule, the nervous board president, and the man who had once helped turn her into a joke.

Then she looked at Tuck.

“I’m not back for the nostalgia.”

“No,” he said. “You never did like being sentimental in public.”

“You never did like being responsible in private.”

He laughed once.

Not loudly.

Not for anyone else.

“Fair enough.”

She started the golf cart.

Behind her, Tuck called, “Jessa.”

She stopped but did not turn all the way around. “What?”

He lifted the pencil from behind his ear. “You want this documented before or after I save Boone from Ruby Mae’s prayer chain?”

“Before.”

“Cold.”

“Accurate.”

His smile came back, smaller now. “Yes, ma’am.”

She drove toward vendor row with her folder open on the seat beside her and the first line of a new problem already writing itself in her head.

The fairgrounds looked loud, crooked, underfunded, over-loved, and dangerously close to becoming exactly what the county letter said it was.

Behind her, Tuck Pike bent down beside the rotten post and got to work.

That was the part that irritated her most.

He was useful.

Not theoretically useful. Not charmingly useful. Actually useful.

Which meant Hicksville had not just called her back to fix a fair.

It had called her back to work beside the one man she had spent five years proving she did not need.

By the time she reached vendor row, Dale Pritchett was standing beside his barbecue trailer arguing with Aunt Ruby Mae Tilson, who held a pie box against her chest like evidence in a murder trial.

Ruby Mae turned on Jessa immediately.

“Baby, are you the woman they brought in to save this mess?”

Jessa looked at the crooked vendor lane, the blocked walkway, the smoke drifting toward the pie tent, and Boone jogging toward them with the resigned misery of a man about to be prayed at aggressively.

“Yes,” Jessa said.

Ruby Mae nodded. “Good. Start with him.”

Dale pointed at himself. “Me?”

“Your smoker is breathing on my pies.”

“It’s barbecue smoke. It improves things.”

“Not lemon meringue, it don’t.”

Jessa lifted her clipboard and stepped into the first official argument of fair week.
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By noon, Jessa Rucker had moved a barbecue trailer three feet, saved six lemon meringue pies from smoke damage, stopped a lemonade stand from blocking a service lane, and convinced Aunt Ruby Mae Tilson that calling the prayer chain on Dale Pritchett was “premature.”

Not wrong.

Just premature.

Ruby Mae accepted that with the expression of a woman postponing judgment until the Lord gave her better lighting.

Dale stood beside his smoker like a man defending constitutional property.

“I been in this spot twelve years,” he said.

Jessa checked her vendor map. “According to this, you were supposed to be six feet farther west.”

“That map was made by somebody who ain’t never cooked ribs.”

“That may be true.”

“It is true.”

“But the fire lane still needs to stay open.”

Dale looked toward the narrow path behind his trailer, where two orange cones leaned sadly beside a patch of gravel. “That ain’t a fire lane. That’s a suggestion.”

Jessa lifted her eyes from the clipboard.

Dale reconsidered.

“I can move three feet,” he said.

“Good.”

Ruby Mae held up her pie box. “And the smoke?”

Jessa turned to Dale. “Can you adjust the stack direction?”

Dale looked wounded. “You don’t adjust smoke. Smoke is a spiritual thing.”

Ruby Mae said, “That smoke touches my pie tent again, it’s about to meet the Holy Spirit.”

Jessa pinched the bridge of her nose.

Boone Tatum arrived out of breath, which would have been more helpful ten minutes earlier and less sweaty. He took one look at Dale, Ruby Mae, the crooked vendor row, and Jessa’s face.

“Looks like y’all got it handled,” he said.

Jessa turned slowly.

Boone took half a step back. “Or are in the process.”

“That is safer,” she said.

Wanda’s voice crackled over Boone’s radio. “Boone, L.T. says he needs signatures on two purchase sheets before he can release anything for the post repair.”

Tuck’s voice came through before Boone could answer. “Tell L.T. the post doesn’t care about signatures.”

Jessa took the radio from Boone’s belt.

Boone did not protest. He had survival instincts after all.

“Tuck,” she said, “what exactly does L.T. need?”

A second of static.

Then Tuck said, “According to him, proof the materials are necessary.”

“Did you send pictures?”

“Before pictures, base rot, hinge sag, panel tie-in, and one close-up of me looking disappointed.”

“Send the list again with Cal and Marla copied.”

“Already did.”

“Good. Do not buy anything until it is approved.”

“I enjoy how little you trust me.”

“I enjoy how accurate I am.”

Dale looked at Boone. “They always like that?”

Boone sighed. “Apparently.”

Ruby Mae leaned toward Jessa. “Baby, was that Tucker Pike?”

“Yes.”

“Mmm.”

Jessa did not like that sound. It had history in it.

“No,” she said.

Ruby Mae blinked. “I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

Ruby Mae laughed, rich and loud. “Well, all right then.”

Jessa marked the vendor map. “Dale moves three feet west. Ruby Mae angles her tables twelve inches inward. Lemonade shifts back from the service lane. Handwashing station moves between barbecue and pies. Trash barrel at each end of the lane. No extension cords across pedestrian paths.”

Dale frowned. “You say all that like there’s folks here to move things.”

Jessa looked at Boone.

Boone looked toward the fair office like help might ride out of it.

Jessa lifted the radio. “Wanda, can you send two volunteers to vendor row?”

“I can send Glenn Tuttle and whoever he’s currently boring.”

“Send them.”

Three minutes later, Glenn Tuttle arrived driving a golf cart that sounded like it had emotional damage. A tall teenage boy sat beside him, holding a roll of duct tape and looking trapped.

Glenn was somewhere north of seventy, narrow as a fence slat, with a white mustache, sunburned ears, and suspenders that looked older than Dale’s barbecue trailer.

“You the Rucker girl?” Glenn asked.

“I am Jessa Rucker, yes.”

“I remember you.”

“I suspected you might.”

“Your daddy used to bring a toolbox out here when the livestock barn fans quit.”

“He did.”

“Good man.”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t like that pond.”

Jessa’s face went still.

The teenage boy whispered, “Mr. Tuttle.”

“What?”

The boy pointed weakly at Jessa’s clipboard.

“Oh.” Glenn cleared his throat. “Where you want us?”

Jessa decided grace was faster than murder. “Move those cones six feet down, help Dale shift the barbecue trailer west, and then relocate the handwashing station.”

Glenn looked at the trailer. “Need Tuck for that.”

“Tuck is repairing the arena holding lane.”

“Then we need somebody younger than me and smarter than Dale.”

Dale lifted a hand. “I’m standing right here.”

“That don’t make you smarter,” Glenn said.

The teenage boy raised his hand halfway. “I can get two FFA guys.”

Jessa turned to him. “Name?”

“Ethan Crowder.”
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