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Chapter One: Terms and Conditions
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Marcus Kessler called as I crested Santiam Pass, which gave me about eleven minutes of signal before the road dropped into the pines on the east side and took it away.

"How far out are you?" he asked. Marcus did not say hello. He regarded it as overhead.

"Two hours to Calder. I'll sign whatever needs signing and be back on the highway by four. Home by eight."

"Good. I want to talk about the fall."

He wanted to talk about Halvorsen Family Bakeries, which he had been circling since February the way he circled everything, slowly and from above. Twelve stores in and around Tacoma. Three generations of Halvorsens. A line of credit with a regional bank that had started using words like visibility and covenant in its letters, which is how banks clear their throats before they call a loan. The bank would hire us in September to tell it what it was holding. Someone from Kessler Rowe would walk those stores with a clipboard and decide how many of them still sold bread in the spring.

"Partnership vote is in September," Marcus said. "I'd like your name on it, and I'd like Halvorsen to be the reason."

Snow stood in dirty banks along the shoulder, and the sky ahead had gone the hard, enormous blue I had not seen in eighteen years. I kept my eyes on the road. "I'd like that too."

"Then go bury your old lady."

"She's already buried. This is the will."

"Then go inherit something," he said, and the signal cut him off mid-laugh, which seemed about right.

Past Sisters the trees thinned and gave up, and the country opened into what I remembered without wanting to: sagebrush the color of old dimes, juniper twisted like wrung laundry, basalt rimrock laid along the horizon in dark stripes. The Cascades sat white in the mirror, and the dry, resinous smell came through the vents whether I opened the windows or not.

The terms of my visit were simple. Gus Lindqvist, attorney at law, had written to tell me Dolores Mercer had named me in her will and asked me to attend a reading on Thursday, April 23, at ten in the morning. I had assumed a token bequest. A brooch, perhaps, or a modest check I would donate to something tidy. I had blocked the day on my calendar in gray, which is my color for obligations that don't bill.

I had not come to the funeral. I had been in Boise in March, inside a regional trucking firm with seven weeks of cash, and I had sent flowers, a large arrangement with white lilies and told myself that was what people did when they lived far away and had a job that mattered. The florist had asked what I wanted on the card. I had stood in a hotel lobby for a full minute and then said With love, Tamsin, which was accurate and insufficient, a combination I specialize in.

Calder came up on the right the way it always had, without ceremony. A grain elevator. A tire shop. A sign announcing a population of 3,400, up from the number I remembered, so somebody was moving here on purpose. Then, where Calder Road met the highway, a white wall rose out of the sagebrush, eighty feet wide, with a blue bird painted across its back.

BLUEBIRD, it said, in letters taller than me.

I did not slow down. I want that on the record. I noted the tall marquee by the road and the long turquoise building and the gravel ramps curving in rows, and I kept my speed exactly at the limit and turned onto Main.

Four blocks. The feed store, the Grange hall with its flag, the library branch. The Sagebrush Café, which still had the pie case in the window. And on the corner of Main and Second, in a brick building with tall front windows, a business called Rimrock Coffee, with a chalkboard on the sidewalk offering a lavender oat latte.

The building had been Vale Hardware. It had carried my grandfather's name in the transom glass for forty years and my father's for twenty-one after that. Someone had scraped the gold leaf off and hung a minimalist wooden sign, and through the windows I could see Edison bulbs and a young man with a beard grinding beans on the spot where the paint counter used to be.

I parked across from the old bank. I checked my lipstick, because that was a thing I could control, and got out.

* * *
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GUS LINDQVIST'S OFFICE was up a flight of narrow stairs that smelled of floor wax and radiator dust. He met me at the top, a tall, stooped man in a pressed shirt and a bolo tie with a turquoise slide, and took my hand in both of his.

"Tamsin Vale," he said, slowly, as if setting each word down on a table. "You have your grandmother's chin."

"I've been told it's stubborn."

"It was a very good chin." He showed me to a chair across from his desk. There were two chairs. The other was empty. "Coffee? It's terrible."

"Then no, thank you."

He smiled at that and sat, and folded his hands on a manila folder, and we waited. A clock on the wall ticked loudly enough to be a design choice. I checked my phone. Ten-oh-four. I had a list of questions about probate timelines in my notes app, and I reviewed them, and Gus watched me do it with the patient interest of a man watching a heron fish.

"We're waiting for someone," I said.

"Mr. Quintero."

I knew the name. Dee's Christmas cards, which arrived every year in the second week of December in her slanted blue ballpoint, had mentioned him three years running. I've got a projectionist who fixes everything and won't stay put. The next year: My projectionist rebuilt the old Simplex and now he talks to it. Last year: Abel is the best thing that's happened to this place since Walt, don't tell him I said so. I had read that line on my couch in the Pearl with a glass of wine and felt something cold settle low in me, because I had seen this before, professionally. A lonely owner. A charming helper with no fixed address. An asset quietly changing hands.

At ten-eleven, boots came up the stairs two at a time, accompanied by the clicking of claws.

The man who came through the door was tall and lean and in no hurry about it, though he was apologizing. His black hair was wet and pushed back off his face, dripping a little onto the collar of a faded blue work shirt with the sleeves rolled. He had a short beard and a small white scar through one eyebrow. He smelled powerfully of motor oil and, under that, soap. At his heel came an old blue-gray dog with one ragged ear, who walked directly to Gus, leaned against his leg, and sighed.

"Sorry, Gus. Water pump on the truck. I got it, but I had to rinse off at the fairgrounds spigot or you'd have made me sit on the stairs." He turned to me. His eyes were brown and very direct, and they took me in from boots to knot in a way I recognized because I do it to people too. "You're the bookkeeper."

"I'm Tamsin Vale."

"Abel." He wiped his palm on his jeans before offering it, which was considerate and did nothing for the jeans. His hand was warm and rough, with small shiny marks across the fingertips. "This is Hitch. He doesn't care who you are."

Hitch confirmed this by lying down on my feet.

I had decided who Abel Quintero was somewhere around the second Christmas card, and nothing in the room argued with me. A man who arrived late to a will reading with wet hair and a dog was a man who had never in his life been on time for anything that didn't pay. I sat back and crossed my ankles under the dog.

Gus opened the folder.

* * *
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IT TOOK HIM TWENTY minutes. He read every word, the way people in small towns read aloud when they've decided the reading itself is the respect.

Dee had left a modest life insurance policy that had covered her debts. She had left thirty-eight thousand dollars in the Bluebird's operating account. She had left a property tax bill of roughly fourteen thousand dollars a year, which Gus mentioned in the same tone he'd used for the insurance, as though both were gifts.

And she had left the Bluebird Drive-In, its twenty-two acres, its buildings and equipment, the cottage behind the snack bar, and its name, in equal undivided halves, to Tamsin Vale and Abel Quintero.

My mind did what it always does, which is go to work. A drive-in on twenty-two acres at a highway junction was worth almost nothing as a drive-in and quite a lot as dirt. I was already sorting buyers into columns.

Gus kept reading. Neither of us could sell, transfer, mortgage or otherwise encumber our half before the close of the 2026 season, which Dee had specified as the third Saturday in October. Gus looked up. "That's the seventeenth."

"Of October," I said.

"Of October." He found his place. Both of us were required to live in Calder and work at the Bluebird for the duration of the season. If either of us was absent for more than fourteen consecutive days before closing night, that person's half passed in full to the other. After closing night, we were free to do as we pleased.

The clock ticked. Out on Main, a truck downshifted.

"That's six months," I said.

"Just under," said Gus.

"I have a job in Portland."

"Dee was aware."

Next to me, Abel Quintero began to laugh.

It started low, as if he were trying to keep it in, and then it got away from him. He put his head back and laughed at the ceiling, warm and helpless, the laugh of a man who has just been handed the punch line of a joke that took years to set up.

"I'm sorry," Abel said, not sounding sorry, wiping one eye with the heel of his hand. "It's just. That's her. That's so her. She couldn't even die without making us do something."

"I'm glad you find it funny," I said.

"I don't, exactly." He turned in the chair to look at me, still smiling, and the smile went less easy at the edges. "I find it like her. Those are different."

I opened my mouth to tell him precisely how unlike anything it was, and Gus slid three envelopes across the desk.

They were cream-colored, the heavy kind of paper that comes in a box with tissue in it, and each was addressed in Dee's slanted ballpoint. The first said Tamsin. The second said Abel. The third said, Both of you — closing night. Not before. I mean it.

"She underlined mean," Abel said, and his voice had gone soft.

"Twice," said Gus.

I didn't touch mine. I looked at my name in her handwriting, the T with the little flag on it she'd taught me to make at the ticket booth counter when I was ten, and I felt the room tilt very slightly, the way a building tilts when the ground beneath it is not as solid as the appraisal said. I picked up my phone instead and opened the calculator, which is a thing I do when I need my hands to have a job.

"You can open it here," Gus said.

"I'd prefer not to."

"Suit yourself. Abel?"

Abel picked up his envelope, weighed it on his palm, and slid it unopened into his shirt pocket, behind a pen and a folded receipt. He buttoned the pocket.

Gus put the third envelope back in the folder and the folder in a drawer, and locked the drawer, and dropped the key into his own shirt pocket. "I'll be holding this one," he said. "She anticipated you might try."

"Both of us?" I said.

"She was specific about you."

* * *
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OUTSIDE, THE LIGHT had the clean, hard brightness of altitude in spring, and the wind came down Main Street smelling of sage and diesel. I walked to the Volvo with my keys already in my hand. Abel followed, and so did the dog, and I heard the boots stop a few feet behind me on the sidewalk.

"So," he said.

"So." I turned. I had built the speech on the stairs. "Here's what's going to happen. In October, when the terms expire, I'm going to sell my half. Or the whole parcel, if you're sensible, because a half interest in a single lot is a difficult thing to market. I'll get a fair price, split it with you down to the dollar, and you can go wherever it is you go in the winter. That's the most reasonable outcome available to either of us."

"You haven't even seen it," he said.

"I've seen a hundred businesses like it."

"Not this one." He said it without heat, which was worse. "You drove past it at sixty and turned the other way. I was at the stop sign. Silver Volvo, Portland plates."

That landed somewhere I didn't want it to. "I don't need to stand in a gravel lot to understand an income statement."

"Have you read the income statement?"

"I will."

"There isn't one." He smiled again, the slow version. "There's shoeboxes."

"Then I'll read the shoeboxes."

"I'd pay to watch that." He bent and scratched Hitch behind the torn ear, and the dog leaned into it with his whole body. When Abel straightened, the smile had gone. "She didn't leave it to us so you could sell it, bookkeeper."

"You don't know why she left it to us. Neither do I. That's the problem with a document like this. It's a set of terms, and the motive isn't in the terms." I unlocked the car. "And you have exactly as much reason as I do to want the money. More, I'd guess. I doubt you own anything with wheels that's newer than I am."

Something moved behind his face and was gone, shut like a door. "Okay," he said. "See you around, Vale."

He walked off with the dog at his heel, toward a green-and-white pickup with a camper on the back that looked like it had been assembled from several other trucks and a bad decision. He didn't look back. I watched him not look back, and then I got into the Volvo and sat with the door open and the wind coming in.

Six months. I did the math because I couldn't not. Twenty-five weeks until October seventeenth. Eighty-odd nights of operation once the season opened. A fourteen-day absence cap, which allowed a long weekend in Portland if I ran the calendar tightly, but not an engagement, and certainly not Halvorsen, which would want me in Tacoma for weeks at a stretch.

If I left, my half went to him. He would own twenty-two acres at the junction of a state highway and a county road, outright, and he could sell them to anyone at all the day after closing night and drive away in that truck with every cent.

I sat very still with that.

Then I called Marcus.

He picked up on the second ring, which meant he was at his desk. "That was fast. What did you inherit?"

"Half of a drive-in movie theater."

A pause. "Say that again."

I said it again, and then I gave him the rest the way I'd brief a client: asset, encumbrance, residency, forfeiture, date. I told him I wasn't going to hand my half to a projectionist with a dog.

"So you want to stay," Marcus said.

"I want to keep what's mine. That requires staying."

"Same thing." I heard his chair creak. When Marcus went quiet on the phone, he was pricing something. "What do you need?"

"Remote work through the season. I'll be on every call. I'll fly up for anything that needs a body in the room, inside the fourteen days."

"Until October."

"Until October."

"No," he said pleasantly. "Here's what I'll give you. A leave with a laptop, through Labor Day. You keep your clients warm and you keep your phone on. The Tuesday after Labor Day, I need you in Portland, and after that I need you in Tacoma. Halvorsen doesn't wait for a movie theater."

"Marcus."

"That's the offer, Tamsin. It's a good one. You'll find a way to make it work. You always do." He let that sit, a compliment with a deadline folded inside it. "I value you because you never get attached. Don't start."

He hung up. I put the phone face down on my thigh.

Labor Day was the seventh of September. After that, six weeks of season left and a forfeiture clause with a fourteen-day trigger. I would have to solve that later. I was good at solving things later. I had made a career of arriving at the moment of crisis with a binder.

I started the car. I needed to drive home tonight and pack and come back, and the only place I owned half of with a bed in it was a cottage I had last walked into at thirteen, to say goodbye to a woman who had cried and pretended she had something in her eye.

I looked up.

Main Street ran four blocks east and then stopped at the highway, and beyond the highway, past the feed store roof and the bare cottonwoods, the white face of the Bluebird screen stood up against the sky. From here it was small. From here it looked like a page somebody had left blank on purpose, waiting for a figure to be written on it.

I put the car in drive and went the other way, toward the mountains, and I could see it in the mirror for a long time.
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Chapter Two: The Booth
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At six in the morning in late April the light in Calder comes in low over the rimrock, and the first thing it finds is the back of the Bluebird screen. I'd watched it do that for three springs. The steel goes pink, then gold, then a white so plain it almost hurts, and the bluebird painted across the panels looks for a minute like it might lift off and go somewhere warmer. Then the sun clears the ridge and the whole thing turns ordinary again, eighty feet of old steel and rivets, and you can go make coffee.

I didn't go make coffee. The coffee lived in the cottage, in Dee's percolator, on Dee's yellow stove, and I hadn't been through that door since March.

So I sat on the tailgate with a thermos of gas-station coffee from Redmond, cold now and tasting like the inside of the thermos, and watched Hitch work his way around the base of the cottonwood, reading the night's news. He's old for a heeler, gray in the muzzle, stiff in the hips on cold mornings, and he takes his rounds seriously. He'd slept under that tree every summer night for three years. In Tucson over the winter he'd slept under the truck and looked at me like I'd personally moved the cottonwood.

"I know," I told him. "Me too."

That was the problem with the cottonwood. I'd never parked anywhere long enough for a tree to matter. Sixteen years of booths: a repertory house in Missoula with a manager who wept at every reel change, a festival in Telluride where I slept on a cot behind the platters, a dying twin in Barstow, an old palace in Albuquerque with a pipe organ nobody could play. A month here, a season there. You learn a place's machines, you fix what's broken, you leave it running better than you found it, and you're gone before anybody starts saving you a chair. It's clean that way. It's like a good splice. Nobody in the audience ever knows you were there.

Then Dee Mercer hired me for one summer in 2023 because her old booth man had moved to Idaho to be near his grandkids, and I stayed three. I told myself every September it was the projector. It was the cottage kitchen at seven in the morning, Dee in her housecoat arguing with me about whether a certain western was overrated, the percolator going like a small engine, her hand on the back of my neck for one second when she put down the plate.

I'd driven all night from Arizona in March to carry her. Pilar's son and two of the Grange men and Gus and a rancher I didn't know and me, out of the Methodist church and down the steps into a wind that tried to take the lid off the world. Then I went back to Tucson to finish my contract, and when I came north again in April I parked on the pad and walked up to the cottage porch with my key in my hand and stood there long enough for Hitch to lie down. I could smell her through the screen door. Paperbacks and Jergens and the ghost of Walt's pipe. I put the key back in my pocket.

I'd been showering at the fairgrounds since.

* * *
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THE VOLVO CAME UP CALDER Road a little after ten, silver and clean as a new dime, and pulled into the entrance lane by the ticket booth like it was checking in at a hotel. I was on a ladder at the snack bar with a putty knife, scraping a winter's worth of bird mess off the neon. I didn't climb down. I wanted her to have to look up.

She got out in jeans that had been ironed. I want that understood. Ironed jeans, a gray sweater, the same dark red hair in the same low knot, sunglasses pushed up on her head. She opened the back hatch and lifted out two hard-shell suitcases, one big and one small, both the color of nothing, and then she reached in and took out a clipboard.

A clipboard. On a Saturday.

"Morning, Vale," I called down. "Lost?"

She shaded her eyes. "I'm moving into the cottage."

I'd known it was coming. Gus had said it, sort of, in the slow way Gus says things, I expect she'll need a place to sleep, Abel, and I'd nodded like a man who wasn't going to think about that. Still, hearing it out loud did something to me, a hot quick thing in my chest, as if she'd said she was moving into Dee. I came down the ladder slower than I needed to.

"There's a motel in Redmond," I said.

"There's a bed fifty yards from where I'm legally required to work, which I own half of." She looked at the camper, the cottonwood, the dog. "Where do you sleep?"

"There."

"In that."

"It has a very good mattress."

She considered the camper with the expression of someone appraising a used car for a client who'd already overpaid. "And you've been using the cottage. Kitchen, bathroom."

"For three years." I didn't say not since March. "Dee liked the company."

"I'm sure she did." She said it neutrally, and there was nothing neutral about it. Then she tucked the clipboard under her arm, took both suitcases by the handles, and started toward the cottage without asking for help, the wheels catching and bucking in the gravel. The little one tipped over twice. She righted it both times without slowing down.

I should have let her drag them. I watched the big one tip a third time and something about her jaw, the set of it, the absolute refusal to look back to see whether I was watching, got me. I caught up and took the big one. She let go of it like it was a negotiating position.

At the porch I set it down on the boards and she took out a key, Dee's spare, I knew it by the red yarn through the hole, and unlocked the door.

The smell came out to meet us.

I stayed where I was. She went in three steps and stopped in the front room, among the bookcases and the photographs and Walt's green glass ashtray on the side table, and she stood there with her back to me, very still, with the clipboard pressed flat against her chest like a shield. Neither of us said anything for long enough that Hitch came up the steps and nosed past my knee and went in and lay down on the rag rug in front of the stove, the way he had a thousand times.

"Well," she said finally. Her voice was perfectly level. "I'll want a tour."

* * *
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SO I GAVE HER THE TOUR.

I started at the ticket booth, because that's where everybody starts. It's a little white hut the size of a closet with a sliding window and a cash drawer and a stool and a wall calendar that still said March. I meant to tell her how it worked, the carload rate on Thursdays, the kids' price, the box of lollipops Dee kept for the little ones, but she stepped inside and put her hand flat on the counter, on the place where the varnish is worn pale by sixty years of change being pushed across it, and she didn't say anything, so I didn't either.

Then the ramps. Twenty-two acres of gravel humped into curved rows so every car tips its nose up toward the screen. The steel speaker posts still stand along them at intervals, most bare, a few still wearing their old gray speakers on hooks like birds that forgot to migrate. Nobody's used them since Dee switched to FM in the nineties; you tune your car radio to 88.3 and the sound comes out of your own dashboard. Dee kept the posts because she liked how they looked at dusk, like a congregation.

"How many cars?" Tamsin said.

"Three-eighty if you pack them."

"How many on a normal night?"

"Depends on the night."

"Average."

"Depends on the picture." I kicked a stone off the ramp. "You can't average a Friday in July with a Sunday in October."

"Yes, you can," she said, and wrote something down. "That's what an average is."

Hitch, who had decided she was acceptable, walked beside her the whole way.

We were crossing back toward the snack bar when Pilar's red pickup came in off the highway with the radio going and parked nose to nose with the Volvo, like it had something to say to it. Pilar Esquivel got out. She is five feet tall and built for endurance, with silver hair cut short and a voice that could call a kid in from the next county, and she has run the Bluebird snack bar for twenty-nine years. She took one look at the Volvo, one at Tamsin, one at me, and arrived at a conclusion in about the time it takes a shutter to blink.

"So," she said. "Miss Portland."

"Tamsin Vale."

"I know who you are. I knew you when you were this high and sticky." Pilar held a hand at her hip. "You ate a whole bag of Red Vines once and threw up behind the screen tower."

I looked at Tamsin. Tamsin did not look at me. "I don't remember that."

"I do." Pilar walked past us and unlocked the snack bar, and the long turquoise room breathed out its winter air: old fryer oil, Pine-Sol, cold steel. She flicked on the lights. The soft-serve machine sat at the end of the counter like a sulking relative. "You're going to look at the books."

"Yes."

"Good. Somebody should." Pilar opened the walk-in, looked inside, closed it. "Abel, you didn't fix the drain."

"It's on the list."

"Your list is in your head, mijo, and your head is full of movies." She turned back to Tamsin and gave her a long look, top to bottom, the way she grades a delivery of buns. Whatever she saw, she kept it. "Coffee's in the cottage," she said, which I understood was aimed at me.

* * *
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THE BOOTH IS UP A STEEL stair bolted to the side of the snack bar, eighteen steps, open grating, the kind that rings under your boots. I took them the way I always do, two at a time, and heard her come up behind me one at a time, steady, hand on the rail.

I unlocked the door and the booth smelled like it always smells, warm dust and machine oil and the faint sweetness of film stock, and I'll admit I showed off. I couldn't help it. It's the one room in the world I'm sure of.

The digital projector sits in the middle on its pedestal, a big gray box the size of a chest freezer with a lens pointed out through the glass port at the screen. Dee bought it in 2013 when the studios quit shipping prints, with a loan she paid off a dollar at a time out of the snack bar. It runs everything new. It's also thirteen years old in a world that thinks five is ancient, and the boards in it are cranky, and the lamp house runs hot, and I keep it alive the way you'd keep an old horse alive, with patience and a lot of talking to.

Beside it stands the Simplex. Black iron and steel, the film path open like a ribcage, the sprockets and the gate and the big lamp house above, and next to it the platter system, three wide horizontal discs stacked on a tree, each one big enough to lie down on. My first summer I took that machine apart to the last bolt on a tarp in the snack bar and put it back together over six weeks, and the first night it ran, Dee came up the stairs in her slippers and stood behind me watching the picture flicker onto the screen and didn't say a single word, which for Dee was a speech.

"This is the one that matters," I said, and put my hand on it. "This one is film. Light through an image, twenty-four frames a second. The digital box is a very fancy slide projector. This is the real thing."

I showed her the cans stacked against the wall, gray steel, labeled in grease pencil in Dee's hand and mine: a 1950s monster picture with a rubber octopus, a western so long it came on six reels, a print of a musical Dee loved that I only ran on her birthday. I showed her how the film comes off the platter and threads through the head and goes back to the platter so you never have to rewind. I may have used the phrase persistence of vision. Hitch, who had heard it all before, lay down across the doorway and closed his eyes.

She listened to every word. Then she pointed at the digital projector.

"What does the lamp in that one cost?"

I stopped with my hand still on the Simplex. "The lamp."

"The bulb. Whatever makes the light."

"About three thousand dollars," I said. "And the one in there has maybe four hundred hours left in it, if it's feeling generous."

She wrote that down.

"You asked me a question," I said, "about the most beautiful machine in Oregon, and the question was what the lightbulb costs."

"It's a good question." She didn't look up. "It's the one you don't want to answer."

I opened my mouth to say something I'd probably have regretted, and she lifted her head and looked past me, through the port glass, and stopped writing.

From up there you see the whole place at once. The ramps curving away in their rows, the gravel gone gold in the late morning, the speaker posts, the ticket hut down at the entrance lane, the highway beyond. The screen stands across from you, huge and white and blank, and past the edge of it, on a clear day, the mountains sit along the western sky in a line, white on blue: Jefferson, the Sisters, Broken Top, the whole cold parade of them.

Something happened at the corner of her mouth. It didn't get as far as a smile. It got close.

"She kept the cash drawer sticky on the left," Tamsin said. She was looking down at the ticket hut now, small and white at the head of the entrance lane. "You have to lift it a quarter inch before you pull, or it jams."

I looked at her. "How do you know that?"

"Because I jammed it." She was still looking down. "I worked the ticket booth with her. Summers. From when I was ten until I was thirteen. She called me her bookkeeper."

The booth was very quiet. Down below, Pilar banged a pan.

My bookkeeper Tamsin, the clever
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