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Chapter 1: The Ground Doesn't Match the Map

There are two ways to read a fairground, and I have never been able to do only one of them.

The first is the way everyone else does it — the way you're meant to. You come down the county road with the windows cracked and the air conditioner losing its argument with an Indiana August, and you see the whole cheerful proposition laid out for you: the Ferris wheel standing patient against a bleached sky, the livestock barns long and low as loaves, the smell of it coming in through the vents before the buildings do — diesel and fried sugar and cut grass and, under all of it, the warm animal sweetness of a place that has held sheep and cattle for a hundred summers. You read it the way you'd read a pie you haven't cut yet. Looks lovely. Bet it's fine.

The second way is the one I've been paid to do for forty years, and it's ruined me for the first. A certified judge doesn't look at a class of nine tomatoes and see nine tomatoes. She sees eight tomatoes and the one that doesn't belong — the one a shade off true, the one with a shoulder gone green, the one somebody polished when they should have left it alone. You train the eye long enough and it stops asking permission. It just goes down the row of the world, quiet and rude, looking for the entry that lies.

So I came into Cobb's Mill, Harrow County, Indiana, on the first hot Tuesday of the fair, and my eye went straight past everything it was supposed to admire and landed on the one thing in the frame that was wrong.

The grandstand was half gone.

"Well," I said to Reserve. "That's new."

Reserve, in the passenger seat, did not look up. Reserve is a beagle of substantial personal investment — stout through the barrel, the exact warm brown of a pie crust baked the full time and not a minute less, and possessed of a single unwavering theory of the universe, which is that food exists and is, at present, being withheld from him. He had spent the drive from Ludlow asleep against the door with the dignified abandon of the truly self-assured, and he saw no reason to revise his schedule now that we'd stopped. He cracked one eye, established that I had not produced anything, and closed it again.

I sat a moment with the engine ticking and looked.

The water tower off past the barns said COBB'S MILL in letters that had been painted, faded, and painted again, silver on a bulb of pale green, and behind it the corn ran flat and unbroken to every fence line the county owned, tasseled out and gone the dusty gold of late season, so that the whole town seemed to be sitting in the middle of a bowl somebody had filled to the brim. It was the kind of heat that has no wind in it. The flags on the front gate hung straight down like wrung dishcloths.

And there, where the far side of the grounds should have shown me the long tiered shape of a grandstand — the kind of honest mid-century bleacher every fair on the circuit keeps and repaints and never quite replaces — there was instead a wound. Half the structure still stood, weathered board and rusting rail, the ghost lettering of a feed company still legible across the top row. The other half was simply not there. In its place was raw ground: a churned rectangle of yellow clay and busted sod, a yellow excavator sitting hip-deep in a pit at the near end, and three long spoil piles heaped up alongside like something the earth had coughed. Sawhorses. Orange fence. A pallet of rebar shining in the sun.

Over the gap, strung between the surviving grandstand and a light pole, a banner had been hung to explain the whole enterprise to anyone who wondered. It was a good banner, vinyl, professionally done, and it read:

THE NEW HARROW COUNTY GRANDSTAND — RISING AGAIN — BROUGHT TO YOU BY RADEMACHER FUNERAL HOME.

I read it twice. I am not proud of the sound I made, but I made it in the privacy of my own vehicle with only a sleeping dog for a witness, and I stand by it. Rising again. Brought to you by the funeral home. Somewhere in Harrow County there was a marketing committee that had looked at that sentence, all of them together, grown adults, and decided it was the one they wanted on the road for six weeks. There is a certain flavor of small-town solemnity that curdles, if you let it sit, into pure comedy, and I have made a career of watching institutions serve it to themselves with a straight face and a ribbon on top.

"Rising again," I told Reserve. "Brought to you by the people who put you in the ground. They'll do the whole run and never once hear it."

Reserve sighed the sigh of a creature waiting out a lecture.

I found my parking in the judges' row behind the Home Arts building — a low white cinder-block hall that would be, for the next several days, my particular kingdom of jams and quilts and pickles and the eternal question of who over-processed her green beans — and I clipped the lead on Reserve, and we walked. That is to say I walked; Reserve conducted a rolling survey of the ground for anything dropped, edible, or arguably both, which is his contribution to any expedition and which he takes as seriously as I take a scorecard.

We came up the midway on the way in, because the shortest line between the judges' row and the board office runs right through it, and because Reserve will not be talked out of it. It was early and the rides weren't turning yet, and most of the food wagons still had their shutters down, but the kettle-corn wagon by the front gate was open — striped awning, the good copper kettle, a boy inside already stirring up the first batch so the whole corner smelled of hot sugar and popped corn and that faint scorch that means somebody knows what he's doing. The man out front had a paper sack going and lifted two fingers off it in a wave when he saw me, easy, the way you'd greet weather.

He crouched, held one popped kernel down at arm's length, and let Reserve take it off his palm with the delicacy of a duke. Then he straightened, looked out over the pit and the excavator and the banner and the whole churned mess of it, and said, to nobody, to the morning:

"Smells like money."

I said good morning and we went on. The kernel had put Reserve in a forgiving mood.

I meant to go straight to the board office and sign in and find out where they'd hidden my judging bench. I did not, because the wrong thing in the frame had a person standing in the middle of it, and the second way of looking had me by the collar.

At the near edge of the pit, just outside the orange fence, a young man was surveying — or trying to. He had a proper instrument up on a tripod, one of the modern ones, a total station, a squat gray head that swivels and squints and shoots its little laser out across the ground to measure the world down to the eighth of an inch. He'd sight through it, then step back to a folding table he'd set up in the meager shade of the surviving grandstand, where a large old paper plan was weighted flat at the corners with a level, a travel mug, and two rocks. He'd bend over the paper, frown, walk back to the instrument, sight again, and frown harder. Then he'd crouch at the lip of the pit and look at the raw clay itself as though it had said something to him he couldn't quite hear.

Instrument. Paper. Ground. Instrument. Paper. Ground. He went around the triangle three times while I stood there, and each time he came away less happy.

I know that walk. It is the walk of a person whose numbers won't behave — the walk I do in my own kitchen when a recipe I have made two hundred times comes out wrong and I know, I know, it isn't the recipe. It's the flour, or the oven, or something in the room lying to me.

He caught me watching and colored a little, the way the well-mannered young do, and came over to the fence to be polite about it. Up close he was maybe thirty-four, sandy, sunburned across the nose, with a lanyard and a laminated card that said REDLIN ENGINEERING & SURVEY and, under a company logo, PETER SORREL. He had a mechanical pencil behind his ear and a field book — a real one, cloth-bound, the orange kind that survives rain — sticking out of his shirt pocket, and his hands, when he rested them on the top rail, were the restless hands of a man whose head is still back at the table with the paper.

"Ma'am," he said. "Sorry. You don't want to stand too close to the edge, they haven't shored the north wall yet." He said it automatically, the safety line first, and then, because he clearly couldn't help it: "You wouldn't happen to know how old this grandstand is, would you? The original."

"Nineteen sixty-three," I said. "It's on the rebuilding notice below the banner. They're very excited about replacing it."

"Sixty-three." He said it the way you'd repeat a number that had just cost you money. He glanced back at the big paper on his table. "That'd fit. That's about when they'd have platted this section for that replacement grandstand foundation." He rubbed the back of his neck. "It's a nice old plat. Somebody drew it careful. That's the trouble."

"How is careful trouble?"

He laughed a little, surprised into it, and I decided I liked him. "It usually isn't. Careful is what I want. When the old drawing's careful and my instrument's calibrated and I'm standing on the actual corner monument they set a hundred years ago, everything's supposed to agree. The math closes. The shape shuts like a — " he made a small box with his hands, brought the corners together, " — like a lid seating."

"I know the sound," I said, and meant it more than he knew.

"Right. And it won't. I've shot it three times. I checked my setup, I checked my back-sight, I re-ran the whole traverse off a different monument this morning. My measurements agree with each other. They don't agree with this corner." He said this last part with a particular earnestness, and I understood that a great deal of Peter Sorrel's dignity was tied up in it not being him. "It's not me. My gear's clean. The old drawing's clean — I can read every dimension on it, whoever drew it knew exactly what they were doing." He looked at the pit, at the yellow clay and the heaped spoil and the banner rising again above it all. "It's the dirt that's wrong."

Before I could ask what a person meant by the dirt being wrong, a voice behind me said, mildly, "That's a sentence I'd write down."

I did not need to turn around, but I did, because a woman likes to see a thing confirmed. Del Rourke was coming across the trampled grass with a clipboard against his ribs and a windbreaker over his arm — folded, not worn, in that heat, which told you the windbreaker was there to be a costume and not a coat. The ag-inspector patch showed on the shoulder of it. He is a spare, weathered man of about sixty with a face that gives away nothing it hasn't decided to, and he had the particular unhurried look he gets when he is precisely where he means to be and would rather you didn't ask why.

"Del," I said. "I didn't know Harrow County had crops worth inspecting inside the fence."

"Everywhere's got something worth a look." He nodded at the young man, at the instrument, at the paper on the table with its careful old lines. "That the original fairground plat?"

"You've got a good eye," Sorrel said, pleased to have an audience that spoke the language.

"I like knowing how a place got laid out," Del said. "Where the first line went in. You'd be surprised what a founding drawing tells you that nobody living will." He said it lightly, the way he says everything, and let his gaze rest on the old plan a beat longer than idle interest accounts for, and then took it off again before anyone but me could have counted the beat. I have known Del Rourke across four fairs and a good deal of very careful conversation, and I have learned that when he wants a thing badly he goes quiet and general about it, the way you hold still around a deer. He wanted that drawing. He'd have said it was the weather.

"Well, this one's telling me somebody's a liar," Sorrel said, "and it isn't the paper."

He went back to the table, and Del and I followed to the fence line, and the young man laid his sunburned hand flat on the old plat — reverent, the way you'd smooth a tablecloth — and then swept it toward the churned ground and the pit and the yellow spoil beside the disputed corner.

"See, the monument's here," he said, tapping a corner of the drawing, then pointing out into the raw ground where a little iron pin flagged with pink tape stood up out of the clay. "Set in 1922, deeded, recorded, I've got the record. And every distance on this plat runs off that pin. But when I occupy it and shoot the rest of the boundary" — he shook his head, and his voice dropped into the flat, unshowy certainty of a man reading an instrument he trusts more than he trusts people. "The ground doesn't match the map. Somebody moved the corner."

For a moment none of us said anything. Out past the fence the excavator sat quiet in its pit, and the banner lifted an inch on a breath of air that died as soon as it came, and settled again. Rising again. Brought to you by the funeral home.

Somebody moved the corner. He'd meant a survey monument, an iron pin, a matter of inches on a hundred-year-old drawing — the driest sentence a young man ever said in the sun. But my judge's eye had already gone down the row of that whole bright morning and stopped, the way it always does, on the one thing that didn't belong: not the pit, not the funeral home, not even Del standing too still over an old map. It stopped on the ground itself, laid against an old foundation whose corner pin no longer agreed with a careful drawing.

The dirt was wrong. And I had spent my whole life learning that when the entry in front of you lies, somebody put it there to win something.

"Well," I said, mostly to Reserve, who had found a dropped kernel of Buddy Fern's kettle corn in the grass and was regarding it as his just reward. "Isn't that a thing to bring to a fair."


Chapter 2: Home Arts and Heritage

The Home Arts building at Cobb's Mill smelled the way they all smell, which is to say it smelled like the inside of my whole working life: floor wax and cut lumber and the sweetish dust that comes off cardboard entry tags by the thousand, and under that, faint and hopeful, the ghost of every jar of jam that ever waited on a shelf to be told it was good enough. A low white cinder-block hall, fluorescent tubes buzzing, folding tables in long rows, and along the back wall the tiered shelving where the canned goods would sit in their ranks to be judged. Home, in other words. My kingdom for the week, if a kingdom can be made of green beans.

I had barely gotten Reserve settled under the judging table — three tight circles, a sigh as though I'd asked him to plow the field, and then the boneless heap of a dog who means to keep one ear open for the sound of a dropped anything — when a voice came across the hall like a warm front moving in.

"Dot Meade, as I live and breathe, they let you back over the state line."

Bunny Frantz came down the aisle at me with both arms out and a tin already in one hand, and I was hugged before I had finished standing up. Bunny is built for hugging — round and soft and about my age, with a head of determinedly copper curls and reading glasses pushed up into them, and a way of holding you by both shoulders afterward and looking you over as if you'd been away at war. Bernadette on her judge's badge, Bunny to the world, and I was Dot to her — a privilege she had earned across more fairs than I care to total.

"They can't keep a good baked-goods judge in one county," I said. "You'll want to be careful. People will talk."

"Let them." She pressed the tin into my hands. It was, of course, butterscotch discs — the hard amber kind she buys by the sack and doles out like a woman salting a field, and which I have eaten more of, over the years, than any single food that was actually good for me. "Now you sit. I've got coffee going. Real coffee, not the church-basement dishwater they had us drinking at Harmon Junction, I brought my own pot and I'm not sorry."

She had, too. On her judging table, amid the little knives and paper plates and a notepad already ruled into columns, sat a coffee maker she must have carried in herself, wheezing away, producing the bottomless supply that has fueled every conversation Bunny and I have ever had. She poured me a cup I hadn't asked for and would not be allowed to refuse, and started in before I'd tasted it.

"Denny called Sunday. From Ames. He's got a new job doing something with computers that he explained to me for twenty minutes and I still couldn't tell you if he sits down or stands up to do it, but he sounds happy, and a mother knows happy on the phone." She took a breath the length of a comma. "Carol, now, Carol's still in it up to her neck with the flower committee, you remember I told you, the woman who does the altar arrangements has decided lilies are too Catholic, in a Methodist church, Dot, I ask you, and Carol will not let it go, she says it's the principle, and I said, Carol, the principle is you want to be the one doing the flowers, and she hung up on me, so." She spread her hands, absolving herself. "That's my week. How's yours been?"

"Quieter," I said, "until about twenty minutes ago." And I told her, because there is no point keeping anything from Bunny — she'll have it out of you or out of somebody by noon regardless — about the young surveyor at the pit, and the old plat weighted down with rocks, and the ground that wouldn't match the map.

Bunny listened the way she does, with little sympathetic noises, right up until I got to the part about the survey corner being out of place, and then she waved a butterscotch disc at me. "Now don't you start. You always do this. We are two women who are here to judge preserves and pie, and you have found us a mystery in a dirt pile before the gates are even open."

"I haven't found anything," I said. "The dirt found me."

"Mm." She was unconvinced, but she loves me, so she let it go and refilled a cup I had not emptied.

The gates weren't open, but the Home Arts building was filling anyway — the particular pre-fair bustle of the people who make the thing run: a girl from the 4-H taping numbers to the shelf edges, a man wheeling in a hand truck of folding chairs, and, coming through the far door with a clipboard held to her chest like a hymnal, a small trim woman in her seventies who took in the whole hall in one sweep and began, without appearing to hurry, to put it right.

"That's Alene," Bunny said, low. "Alene Cobb. Board secretary, and I do mean board, and secretary, and about nine other things they don't have a title for. Cobb like the town. Cobb like the water tower. Her people started the whole shooting match before the Flood." She said it fondly. Everyone, I would learn, said it fondly.

Alene Cobb reached us the way water reaches the low spot in a floor — not fast, but arriving as though it had always been going to. Neat as a pin, gray hair set close, a cardigan buttoned once at the throat despite the heat, and a smile that was entirely genuine and entirely in charge.

"Mrs. Meade. We're so glad to have you." My hand was taken in both of hers, briefly, warmly. "I've heard wonderful things. Bernadette speaks of you constantly."

"Only the true parts," Bunny said.

"Then you're a legend." Alene's eyes went to my table, to Reserve underneath it, to the coffee, cataloguing without seeming to. "You've got everything you need? Your premium book, your entry cards? The canned goods will come to you already carded — we card at intake now, keeps the entrants from hovering — you'll have them by class and division, and if a card and a jar ever disagree, you send it to me and I'll sort it. I always sort it." She said this last with a small, settled certainty, the certainty of a woman who has spent fifty years being the one who sorts it. "We do things a particular way here. It's an old fair. We're proud of that."

She handed me the premium book herself — a fat little saddle-stapled booklet, this year's, cream cover, HARROW COUNTY FAIR across the top and beneath it, in smaller type, EST. 1897, and beneath that a line drawing of the original grandstand that no longer entirely existed. Inside was the whole liturgy of it: divisions and classes, the rules for each, the point schedules, the eternal fine print. Home Canning, Division F. I thumbed it the way I always do, out of long habit, the way another person might check a knife's edge on their thumb — glancing at the rules for jars and lids and headspace and seals, the small dry laws by which I would spend my week separating the deserving from the merely hopeful.

"It's a good book," I said, and meant it. There is real information in a well-kept premium book, and Harrow County's was well-kept: precise, particular, the rules layered like sediment, some of them plainly older than others.

"We keep them," Alene said, pleased. "Every year, all the way back. The whole run's in the historical collection — Wendell's got them under lock, which is the only way to keep them, people will walk off with anything that isn't nailed down." A flicker of something proprietary crossed her face and smoothed away. "There's real history in those pages. You'd be surprised what a fair keeps track of when nobody's looking."

I would, as it happened, turn out to be surprised by exactly that. But at the time it was only a nice thing a proud woman said about her fair, and I said something nice back, and she was already turning, already steering, moving down the hall to put the next thing right.

The next thing came through the door in a good suit.

He was a broad, smooth man of about sixty, silver at the temples, with the kind of unhurried gravity that is either very reassuring or faintly funereal depending on the room — and in this case it was precisely funereal, because Bunny leaned in and murmured, "Rademacher. Milton. The funeral home, and the county coroner. He's paying for the new grandstand, so he's very important this year, and he knows it, and he's too polite to let you see he knows it, which is worse."

Milton Rademacher had a handshake like warm bread and a voice pitched for the volume of a viewing room. "Mrs. Meade. On behalf of the Society, and of my family's firm, welcome to Cobb's Mill." He gave the little half-bow of a man used to being thanked at doorways. "We take great pride in the home arts. My mother took a ribbon in this very building, forty years ago. Bread-and-butter pickles."

"I'll judge her memory kindly," I said.

He smiled, but his eyes had moved, the way a man's do when he is counting a room he is responsible for. "You've seen the site, I imagine. The grandstand." A small pause, weighed out. "It's a delicate thing, replacing something people love. My firm was honored to make it possible. Though I'll confess I hadn't reckoned on being quite so — publicly attached to it." He let that sit, ruefully, and I understood that the banner had reached him too, RISING AGAIN over the funeral home's name, and that he had made his peace with it the way you make peace with a relative you can't uninvite.

"You're the coroner, too, someone said," I offered, because I had heard exactly that from Bunny thirty seconds prior, and because I wanted to watch him hold both hats at once.

"Elected," he said, with the modesty of a man who has run unopposed for years. "Small county. We wear what needs wearing. The living and the — " he smiled again, smoother than before " — the other business, they don't overlap so often as you'd think." Which struck me, in a hall that smelled of jam, as a sentence that might age poorly, though I could not have said why.

He drifted on. Alene collected him at the door the way you'd collect a coat off the wrong hook — a hand at the elbow, a word I didn't hear, and the two of them out into the sun, the fair's money and the fair's memory walking off in step.

"She does that," I said.

"Does what?" Bunny was refilling the coffee again. It is a wonder either of us sleeps in August.

"Manages the traffic." I watched the door swing shut behind them. "Every conversation in this building, she's got a hand on the tiller of it. Nicely. But she's steering."

"That's her whole life, Dot. Somebody has to." Bunny handed me the cup. "You should've seen it two summers back when the historian wanted to go poking in the old board records for his little book. You'd have thought he asked to dig up her mother."

I might have followed that thread — I felt the tug of it, the small snag the judge's eye catches on — but the historian in question chose that moment to arrive, and he was not a man built for suspicion. Wendell Sharp came in sideways, apologizing to the doorframe, a rumpled soft-bodied fellow of about my age in a short-sleeved shirt gone translucent at the pocket from a lifetime of leaking pens, a canvas satchel bulging with paper on his hip and more paper under his arm. He had the bright, distractible warmth of a man who has spent his life alone with documents and is thrilled, always, to find another human who'll listen.

"Mrs. Meade? The judge? Wonderful, wonderful." He shook my hand with the satchel still on his shoulder, so the whole business tilted. "Wendell Sharp, county historian, such as we have one. I'm doing the fair's origin story — the real one, the founding, the families, how it all began, it's fascinating, nobody knows the half of it — " he was already opening the satchel " — did you know the original grandstand foundation was laid in 'sixty-three, and the records around that year are just the most marvelous tangle — "

"Wendell." Alene was back. I hadn't heard the door. She had a way of being back. "Mrs. Meade's got a week of work ahead of her, and you've got the whole run of premium books to put back where you found them before intake." It was gentle. It was a mother sending a child off to wash up. And Wendell Sharp folded his satchel closed on whatever marvelous tangle lived in 1963 and beamed and let himself be turned toward the door, and Alene turned with him, a hand light between his shoulder blades, steering.

I noticed it because noticing is the only trade I have. She had crossed the whole hall to do it.

The last of them didn't come in at all. He put his head through the door — a heavyset man in a reflective vest, dust to the elbows, hard hat pushed back off a red face — and hollered down the building at nobody and everybody.

"Somebody find me Cobb or Rademacher. That's the second inspector this week's got my pit standing idle, and I don't get paid to watch a hole." He caught sight of me and Bunny and the coffee and had the grace to look briefly sorry. "'Scuse the language. Hobart. I'm building your grandstand, or I would be." And then, to the hall, aggrieved: "Every day that dirt sits, it's costing somebody. And it ain't costing them." He withdrew.

"Vince Hobart," Bunny supplied, unnecessarily. "Contractor. He's not wrong, mind. They keep stopping him — permits, the historical people, now the survey's off — and he's the one eats the delay. Sour as a green apple all week." She said it the way you'd note the weather, an ordinary annoyance in an ordinary man, and reached for another disc.

The building settled back into its pre-fair hum. The 4-H girl finished her numbers. Reserve, beneath the table, had given up on the crumb that never came and slid into an honest sleep, one paw twitching after some dreamed and edible rabbit. I opened my premium book to Division F and read the canning rules through properly, the way I always do the first morning, letting the small dry laws of jars and lids settle into the front of my mind where I'd need them.

Out past the cinder-block wall, faint, the excavator coughed once and went quiet, the way it had all morning, whenever an inspector or a survey or a historian's marvelous tangle told Vince Hobart's dirt to sit and wait. The fair hummed along toward its opening, warm and ordinary and proud of itself. And Alene Cobb moved through the middle of it with her clipboard held to her chest, putting each thing right — and steering, always so gently, away from the old ground.


Chapter 3: What Came Up With the Fill

The excavator found its nerve a little after ten.

It had been coughing and quitting all morning, the way I'd heard it through the wall while I read my canning rules — a few bites of dirt and then a man in a hard hat waving both arms, and quiet again. But somewhere in the middle of the morning the last inspector must have signed the last thing, or Vince Hobart simply ran out of patience, because the machine settled into a real rhythm at last, a steady swing-and-dump that came through the cinder block as a kind of heartbeat you stopped hearing after a while.

I did not stop hearing it, because Reserve wouldn't let me.

He came up out of his sleep all at once, the way he does when a hot dog cart goes by two aisles over — nose first, then the rest of him. But he didn't go toward the food end of the building. He went to the back wall, to the empty tiered shelving that waited for its jars, and put his nose to the base of the cinder block where the cool comes up from the slab, and made a sound I don't hear from him often. Not a bark. A low, uncertain note, half in his chest, the sound a dog makes about a thing he can smell but not reach.

"There's nothing back there but this week's green beans," I told him.

He didn't believe me. He stood with his nose against the wall and the loose skin over his shoulders drawn up tight, pointed at the pit on the other side of it like a stout brown compass that had found a stouter north.

"Reserve." I said it the way you say a name you expect to be obeyed, and got the result I usually get, which was that he sat down and kept looking at the wall.

I'd have coaxed him back — I had a cup of Bunny's coffee cooling and Division F to finish — except that out past the wall the heartbeat stopped. Not the ordinary stop, the wave-off stop. This was a hard stop, engine and all, and into the sudden hole in the morning came a man's voice, one word, sharp, and then another man's, and then the particular quality of quiet that is a lot of people not talking at once.

I have judged fairs for forty years. I know the sound a crowd makes when it turns from a lot of separate people into one thing pointed the same direction. It is a sound that has nothing to do with pie.

"Now what," Bunny said, from her table.

"I'll just look," I said, which is a sentence Bunny has learned to distrust, and I went out the side door into the heat with Reserve pulling at nothing, because I'd clipped his lead on out of habit, and he towed me toward the pit like it was a dropped roast.



They'd gathered at the low end of the excavation, where the machine had been taking the fill down along the old grandstand footprint. A dozen people already, and more coming — a couple of 4-H kids, the man with the folding chairs, two women in fair-committee polo shirts, and at the fence a boy of about nineteen with a survey rod still in his hand, staring down into the cut. Somebody's phone was already up. Then another. That's how you know the age we live in: the little bright screens, opening toward a hole in the ground.

Pete Sorrel was beside the shallow end of the cut.

He was crouched beside the spoil — the loose heap the bucket had swung out and dropped — with his orange field book open on his knee and his mechanical pencil going, and he was not looking at the phones at all. He was looking at what had come up.

I came to the fence and I looked too, and I will tell you what I saw, because I have thought about it every day since and I want the telling of it to be plain and decent, the way the thing itself deserved.

Bones. Old ones. Not a body — nothing that made you cover a child's eyes — but the long, honest, weathered shapes that even a person who has never seen them knows at once, gone the brown of a dropped antler, half still in the clod and half tumbled loose in the fresh dirt the bucket had turned. A curve that was a rib. A knob that was the end of something that had once helped a man stand up. The dirt clinging to them was darker than the upper clay visible in the cut, and the bucket had opened that buried layer to the August sun for the first time in a long, long while.

And there, tipped on its side in the spoil, a foot from the nearest bone, come up whole out of all that broken ground — a jar.

I want to be careful here, because I have been a canning judge longer than I have been anything else, and I know how it looks that of everything in that terrible bucket, the thing my eye went to and stayed on was a piece of glass. But it did. It went to the jar the way it goes, down a full shelf of entries, to the one that doesn't belong.

It was a quart jar, squat and old, the glass gone cloudy and faintly purple a tint that might have belonged to the jar long before it went into the ground — not clear, not green, but that lavender-gray of a jar that predates my whole career. The cap was a zinc screw cap, the whole-metal kind, one solid piece, dull as a nickel left too long in a drawer, seated down snug and unbudged. And inside, packed down and gone the deep brown-red of old brick, was the ghost of what had been put up in it

































