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Chapter 1: The Last Season

The Ferris wheel was the first thing that lied to me, and it did it beautifully.

You came up the gravel from the parking field, past the 4-H barns and the smell of fry oil already going in the heat, and there it stood over the whole Rooksville fairground — a great white wheel turning slow against a sky the flat, bleached blue that August gets in Indiana when it means to keep you honest about the season. From that distance it looked eternal. It looked like something that had always been there and always would be, the way a church steeple looks, or a good grudge. I knew for a fact it was neither. I had read it in the fair program on the drive down, in the tactful little box on the back page: Halloran Shows, entertaining Fenn County these forty years, bids a fond farewell in this, its final season. Forty years of turning, and then the truck ramps and the auctioneer.

That is the trick of a midway. Every last thing on it is built to look permanent and pack in an afternoon.

"Don't," I told Reserve.

He had stopped dead at the end of his lead with his nose up and his whole barrel of a body pointed at the fry stands like a compass needle finding true north. Reserve is a beagle the color of a well-baked pie crust, and he has exactly one theology, which is that all food belongs to him and has merely been temporarily misplaced by other people. He did not look at me. He rarely does when there is grease in the air.

"We are working," I said. "You are on a lead because the last time I judged a fair you removed an entire pan of butter tarts from a card table, and a woman named Dorothy does not need that on her record twice."

He sighed the enormous sigh of the falsely accused and came along.

We went in under the front arch, where the gate girl took my judge's credential without more than a glance — the lanyard does most of my talking at a fair, and I have never minded — and into the throat of the midway proper. It was still early enough that the crowd was thin and the light was kind, and the whole avenue lay open in front of me the way a judging table lies open before the exhibitors are let in: everything staged, everything hoping, everything wanting to be looked at a certain way.

I looked at it the other way. I can't help it. Forty years of scoring canned goods and quilts and the occasional heartbroken angel-food cake teaches you to walk into a room and find the one entry that is lying to you, and the habit does not switch off just because you have left the home-arts building. The ring-toss bottles were weighted; you could see it in how they sat. The basketball hoops were bent to an oval no regulation ball would forgive. The stuffed bears in the top row, the big ones, the ones that draw the boyfriends — those never came down, and everyone on both sides of the counter knew it, and the game went on being played because the wanting was the real merchandise. None of it troubled me. A midway that didn't cheat a little would be like a preserve with no sugar: technically honest, and nobody's idea of a good time.

What I mean is that I came onto the Rooksville lot already reading it, and I want that set down plainly, because of everything that happened after. I did not come as a detective. I came to judge home arts. But a judge is only a particular kind of reader, and once you have learned to read a thing you cannot make yourself stop.

"Smells like money!"

The voice came from a striped awning by the gate, and I knew it before I turned, because there is exactly one man on the circuit who greets the sunrise that way. Buddy Fern stood in a cloud of his own kettle corn with a wooden paddle the size of a canoe oar, beaming out at the thin morning crowd as though every one of us had come specifically to make him rich. He caught my eye and lifted the paddle in salute.

"Mrs. Meade! Indiana suits you."

"It suits my sinuses less," I said, but I steered over, because Reserve had already changed religions and was now a devout follower of the Church of Buddy Fern. Buddy reached into the warm heap, came out with a single popped kernel, and tossed it down. Reserve took it out of the air with the grave competence of a much younger dog and looked up for the sermon to continue.

"That's the whole tithe," Buddy told him. "House rules." He winked at me and went back to his kettle, and I went on, and that was the entire transaction, and I thought nothing more of it, which is how you are supposed to think of Buddy Fern.

The home-arts building sat at the far end of the midway, past the food row and the wheel, a long white barn of a thing with its doors thrown open and a hand-lettered banner — CANNING • BAKED GOODS • NEEDLE ARTS — sagging in the heat. That was my destination and my cover both, though I did not yet know I would need a cover. To reach it I had to walk the length of the show, under the wheel, and so I did, and so I passed the two men who would take up the next few weeks of my life, though I could not have told you which was which or why it would matter.

The Ferris wheel up close was a different animal than the Ferris wheel from the parking field. From under it you could see the age on it — the paint good but the paint always good, kept up the way a proud man keeps up a suit he can no longer afford to replace. The spokes ran up and up into that white sky, and the seats — tubs, the show people call them — swung and ticked in the little wind. A man stood at the control station at the base with one hand on the lever and the loading gate open, waiting on riders that hadn't come yet. He was in his late fifties, wiry, weather-cured to the color of a saddle, with grease worked so far into his knuckles it had stopped being dirt and started being part of the hand. He watched the wheel come around the way a man watches a field he has plowed his whole life. When an empty tub reached the bottom he stopped it soft, dead level, without seeming to look at the lever at all. Forty years in the hands. He gave me a small nod, the courtesy one working person gives another, and I gave it back, and I put him out of my mind entirely. There was nothing in the frame to catch on. He was the most ordinary man on the lot.

The other one was leaning on the rail across the way with a clipboard, and him I caught on at once, because he was the single thing in the whole bright avenue that did not belong to it.

He was tall and spare and grey and gave away nothing, dressed like weather rather than like a fair, and he was reading the ride's inspection placard with the flat attention most people save for a will. A state ag inspector reads a carnival the way I read a jam: looking for the one seal that hasn't set. I had not known he would be in Indiana. I had a strong suspicion he had known I would.

"Mr. Rourke," I said.

Del Rourke looked up without hurrying, which is the only speed he has. "Mrs. Meade." His eyes went down to Reserve, and something in his face that was not quite a smile rearranged itself, because Reserve had abandoned even the memory of kettle corn and was throwing himself against the lead to get to Del, whom he had loved on sight in a wet Iowa parking lot earlier that summer and had never once reconsidered. Del crouched and took the offered head in both hands and let the dog wash his wrist. "You've gotten no thinner," he told him, with approval.

"You're a long way from a grain elevator," I said.

"Rides carry a state inspection too." He straightened. "Fair's got a carnival, the carnival's got forty years of iron that's about to be sold to whoever'll haul it, and when iron changes hands the paperwork gets" — he turned the clipboard a quarter inch, as if to show me a page I couldn't read from where I stood — "interesting." A beat. "I just go where the paperwork's interesting, Dorothy."

"You always say that as though it explains you."

"It's the closest I come." And that was Del all over; you could stand in the sun with him a full minute and come away knowing the wheel's bolt torque and nothing whatever about the man. I have made a kind of peace with it. He walked the last stretch to the home-arts building at my side, not saying much, which between us has never been the same thing as saying nothing, and at the door he touched the brim of a hat he wasn't wearing and went back to his interesting paper, and I went in to find mine.

The home-arts building was a relief of shade and the good sane smell of vinegar and sugar, but I was told at once — by a flustered superintendent with a clipboard of her own — that the canning entries were still being tagged and the tags had been run through the ticket office by mistake, and would I mind terribly walking back up to fetch the class sheets from Marlene. I said I would not mind, because I never mind an errand that lets me look at a thing twice, and because the name meant nothing to me yet.

The ticket office was a wooden wagon near the wheel, red once, with a sliding window and a door around the side that stood open to let the heat out. Inside it was close and dim and lined floor to ceiling with the show's paper — route cards pinned in ranks, pay books, receipt spikes, ledgers standing on a shelf in a row so even they might have been bound by the same hand on the same day, spines soft with handling. And in the middle of all that paper sat the one honest object on the entire Rooksville midway, which was the woman keeping it.

She was small and spectacled and somewhere well up in her seventies, with white hair pinned hard and a cardigan on in August, and she was entering a column of figures in a bound book with a fountain pen, which I had not seen a working person use in twenty years. A tin of horehound drops sat at her elbow. She did not look up when my shadow crossed her window.

"If you're the man about the generator, it's the man's own fault, and I've noted the hour," she said.

"I'm the home-arts judge," I said. "They tell me my class tags went astray into your office."

Now she looked up, and I was measured through the spectacles in about the time it takes a good judge to know a jar is going to lose before ever lifting the lid. Whatever she saw seemed to pass. She set the pen in its groove, reached without looking to a spike by the window, and drew off a sheaf of tags. "Home arts," she said, and there was something dry and not unkind in it. "That's the honest end of a fair. The end where a blue ribbon means the pie was actually best." She held the tags but did not yet hand them over. Her eye had gone past me to the office at large, to all that standing paper, and something in her settled, the way a person settles who has decided a thing and is only waiting on the hour.

"You've a great many books," I said, because it was true, and because a judge learns that the fastest way to know a person is to admire the thing they've given their life to and then be quiet.

"I keep every book this show ever wrote," Marlene Kush said. "Somebody has to remember who rode and who didn't come back."

She said it plainly, the way you'd say the generator was the man's own fault. But the second half of it did not match the first. The first half was a bookkeeper's pride. The second half was something older and colder, and it had a person inside it — a particular one, I thought, not a figure of speech — and for just a moment the close little wagon and its walls of even spines stopped being a curiosity and became what they were, which was a memory somebody had decided to keep against a whole show that had decided to forget.

Then she put the tags in my hand, and the pen was already back between her fingers, and the interview was plainly over.

"Bring the ribbons up when you've judged," she said to her column of figures. "I like to know who won."

I went back down the midway into the heat with my tags and my dog and the sense — small, easy to set aside, and I did set it aside — that I had just been shown the one entry on this whole bright lying lot that was telling the truth, and that it was telling it to no one but itself. Above me the great wheel came around and around against the white sky, turning down the last of its forty summers, and the ordinary man at its foot brought an empty seat to rest at the bottom, soft and dead level, and waited for someone to ride.


Chapter 2: Some Things Ought Not Fold

The coffee in the ticket office was the worst I have ever been offered by a person who meant it kindly, and I have judged at a Grange breakfast.

I had come back up the midway in the flat middle of the afternoon with a list of my morning's verdicts folded in my pocket, because Marlene Kush had asked me to bring the ribbons up when I'd judged, and I had learned long ago that when a person who keeps the books asks to know who won, you tell them. It costs nothing and it buys you the run of a place. So I climbed the two iron steps into the wagon with Reserve grumbling behind me at being taken away from the food row a second time, and Marlene set down her pen and reached for a percolator that had plainly been on since the Ford administration.

"Sit," she said, which was not an invitation so much as a filing instruction, and poured me a cup of something the color of creek water after a storm. I sat on an upturned crate she cleared of receipt spikes, and I drank it, because you drink what the honest end of a fair pours you, and I told her the pie class had gone to a lattice cherry that deserved it and the canning sweeps to a woman named Petty whose dilly beans I would have crossed a county for. Marlene wrote none of it down. She only listened with her hands folded on the ledger in front of her, the way some people listen in church, and when I was done she nodded once as though I had confirmed a figure she'd already carried.

"Good," she said. "It ought to mean something, a ribbon. Most of what happens on a lot doesn't." She looked past me, out the sliding window, to where the great wheel stood turning its slow way through the heat. From the crate I could see it framed there like a picture somebody had hung: the white spokes, the swinging tubs, and the man at its foot small and patient at the lever. "You come up on this show and you learn quick what's real and what's paint. The wheel's real. The bears on the top shelf are paint. The books" — she laid one dry hand flat on the ledger, and it was the gesture of a woman touching a headstone — "the books are the only paint that's obliged to tell the truth."

"You keep them all," I said. "You told me that this morning."

"I keep every route card and pay book this outfit ever filled out. Forty years of where we were and who we carried and what we owed them for the carrying." Her chin came up a small degree. "There's inspectors that think their sheet is the paper that matters. Let them. The route card knows where the show slept every night of its life, and the pay book knows every hand it ever put a dollar in, and between the two of them there is not a great deal a body can hide from me if I take the trouble to look."

She had not raised her voice. She had said it the way she'd said the generator was the man's own fault. But I have spent my working life across a table from people telling me their entry is the best in the class, and I have learned to hear the one sentence a person has been carrying a long way before they say it. This was that sentence, or the porch of it, and I did the only thing a good judge does at such a moment, which is to be quiet and let the exhibitor lift the lid herself.

Marlene turned the cup in her hands. The horehound tin sat between us; she did not offer me one, which I took, correctly, as a mark of respect.

"Forty-one years I've kept my mouth shut and the books besides," she said. "This is the last season, Mrs. Meade. Some things ought not fold up and go with it."

I did not ask her what things. You do not ask. But something in the wagon had changed temperature, the way the air does over a canning kettle just before it takes, and I understood that I had been let a step inside a door that had been closed for four decades, and that the woman on the other side of it had chosen this afternoon, and possibly this stranger with a judge's lanyard and no stake on the lot, on purpose. A person who keeps every book is a person who has been waiting for someone who knows how to read one.

What might have come next I never learned, because the door was there to be knocked on, and a man knocked on it.

He filled the whole side doorway when he leaned in, silver-haired and courtly and tired to the bone, in a linen jacket gone soft at the elbows, and he took his straw hat off to the inside of a ticket wagon as though it were a parlor. "Marlene. Forgive me." His eyes found me and warmed automatically, the reflex of a man who has been charming crowds since Eisenhower. "And you'll be the home-arts lady. Sy Halloran. This is my circus, or it was, or it's what's left of it." He said it lightly, the practiced lightness of a man who has said the sad thing so often it has worn smooth as a stair. "Forty years I've hauled this show up and down three states, and now I'm the fellow selling it for scrap. Don't grow old owning things, Mrs. Meade. They outlast your arms."

"Mr. Halloran," I said. "It's a handsome wheel to be selling."

"It is." Something crossed his face and was gone, tucked away with a showman's economy. "Marlene, the councilman's on the lot again about his plaque, and he's asking after the old route cards, and I've told him twice you're the keeper of the paper, not me. I'd take it kindly if you'd tell him a third time, because I'm out of ways to say no that sound like yes." He set his hat back on. "Ladies." And he was gone as smoothly as he'd come, a man who had spent his life making an exit look like a favor to the people he was leaving.

Marlene watched the door a moment. "There goes forty years of letting things lie," she said, to no one, and reached for her pen, and the porch door had closed again as neatly as it opened.

I might have gone. But Reserve had heard the word councilman the way he hears any word, which is to say he had heard nothing and merely decided it was time to leave, and he towed me down the two iron steps and out into the glare, and so I was standing at the foot of the ticket wagon when the councilman himself arrived, and got the whole of him at once.

Gordon Selby came up the midway at the pace of a man who wants to be seen doing it, sixtyish and pink and earnest, with a folder of papers hugged to his chest like a hymnal and a lapel pin shaped, God help us, like a tiny Ferris wheel. "Rooksville Midway Days," he was saying before he had properly reached anyone, to me, to the wagon, to the general air. "You'll have seen the banners. We're making an occasion of it — a proper send-off, forty years of the Halloran show, a heritage plaque right there by the front arch where the whole town passes. Bronze. I've priced the bronze." He beamed at me as though I had personally objected to the bronze. "But a plaque wants a history behind it, doesn't it, and the history's all in that wagon, in the lady's old cards and books, and she guards them like the crown jewels."

"They are her crown jewels," I said.

"Oh, I mean no —" He flushed a shade pinker. "Only it's the town's story too, is what I say. Forty summers with Halloran. My own dad brought me to this fair on his shoulders, before this show had the route." His hand went to the little pin, and I will allow that the sentiment was real even where the vanity was; the two live comfortably together in most public men. "A town ought to keep the good of a thing before the thing drives off for good. That's all I'm after. The good of it, up on the wall."

Behind his shoulder a woman had come out of the shade between the food joints and stopped, watching him, and there was nothing sentimental in her at all. She was somewhere near fifty, in the flat shoes and dark apron of a person who had come straight off a shift, and she had Marlene's own way of measuring a body fast and not being much impressed by the total. She waited until Selby had exhausted himself on the subject of bronze and drifted off toward the arch to admire where the plaque would go, and then she came over to me because I happened to be who was left.

"You the one she's been talking to?" She tipped her chin at the wagon. "My aunt."

"Dorothy Meade. I judge the home arts."

"Brenda Lott." She folded her arms. "Well. You'll have got more words out of her than I do." She said it without much heat, but there was an old worn groove under it, the kind that only gets worn by people who love each other and can't manage each other. "She won't come stay with me. Won't quit the wagon. The show's folding out from under her and she means to go down sitting in it, counting up a lot of junk nobody's ever going to want. I've told her — sell the paper to the councilman, let him hang it on his wall, take the money and come off the road." Her mouth tightened. "You'd think I'd asked her to sell a child."

"To her," I said, "I expect it's nearer that than the councilman knows."

Brenda looked at me then, properly, and some of the crossness went out of her and left something tireder underneath. "Yeah," she said. "Well." She glanced up at the wagon window, where her aunt's white head was bent again over the figures, and whatever she thought she kept, and went back toward the food row and her shift, and that was Brenda Lott, and I liked her, which I did not yet know I would have cause to remember.

The heat had gone from bright to heavy, the way an Indiana afternoon leans on you toward four o'clock, and Reserve had made it plain by sitting down on my foot that we were finished being useful. But our way back to the parking field ran along the equipment lot behind the wheel — a raw field of trucks and generators and rides half struck down for the season, painted horses lying on their sides staring up at nothing, everything that looked eternal from the parking field now unbolted and honest and waiting on the flatbeds. And there, at the base of the Ferris wheel, the ordinary man from the morning was down on one knee with a grease rag and a light in his hand, and I stopped, because a thing had changed at the wheel and I could not at first name it.

Then I had it. The loading gate was chained. A red tag hung off the lever, and a padlock through the master switch, and the man was working the wheel dead — locked out, the show people call it, taken out of service, safe. He heard the dog's tags and looked up, and it was the same weather-cured face, only closer now, and closer it was kind.

"Careful of the cables there, ma'am," he said. "She's shut down for the night, but I don't like anybody near her when she's open like this." He rose, wiping the rag over knuckles that would never again come clean. "Jesse Roan. That's my dog you've got, near enough — I saw him working Buddy Fern this morning."

"Dorothy Meade. He works everyone." Reserve, hearing himself discussed, leaned his whole weight against Jesse's shin in frank betrayal, and Jesse bent and cupped the broad head in one enormous grease-black hand as gently as if it were an egg. "You keep this all yourself?" I asked. "The whole wheel?"

"Me and nobody." He said it plainly, and there was pride in it and something heavier under the pride. "One key to her, and it lives in my pocket. Been that way since my dad, and his key before that." He looked up the spokes into the going light, and the tiredness in his face was not the day's. "There's a fellow buying the rides off me. Papers close this week, during the fair — the wheel, the two kiddie rides, all of it. My whole nut, when it's done." He didn't look at me while he said the next part; he looked at the wheel. "My dad gave forty years to this wheel. It's about all he left me."

I did not know a single thing then that I know now. He was the most ordinary man on the lot, a tired man saying goodbye to his father's iron, and I said something about how hard it must be to sell it, which was true and which he took with a nod, and I clucked Reserve up off his shin and left Jesse Roan there in the equipment lot with his rag and his one key, locking the dead wheel down safe for the night.

But I carried something off that lot with me, small and sideways, the way you carry the sense that a jar in the winning row has a lid a hair proud of true. It was only this: that Marlene Kush kept every book the show had ever written and had decided, this last season, to open one — and that everyone on the whole folding midway, the owner and the councilman and the niece, seemed to want those old books for a reason, and every reason was a different color, and not one of them was hers.

Above us the wheel stood black and still against a sky going the bruised gold of evening, not turning now, and would not turn again till Jesse Roan put his key to it in the morning.


Chapter 3: Paper Is Paper

Bunny Frantz arrived the second morning of the fair the way weather arrives, which is to say I felt her before I saw her. I was at our bench in the home-arts building with a class of blackberry jams laid out in a straight row and the north doors thrown open to catch what breeze Indiana was willing to spare, when a voice behind me said, "There she is, hiding at the honest end of the fair," and two arms came around me from behind smelling of butterscotch and dry-cleaning, and I was hugged before I had properly set down my spoon.

"Bunny," I said, into the hug, because there was no getting out of it and never has been.

"Dot." She let me go and held me at the length of her two hands and looked me over the way she looks over a cake she suspects of being underdone in the middle. Bernadette Frantz is somewhere in her sixties, as am I, and has decided that the years are a thing that happen to other people; she was pink and powdered and got up in a blouse the color of a caution light, and she pressed a butterscotch disc into my palm the way another woman might press a note. "You look thin. You always look thin when I haven't fed you. Here. Sit. Tell me everything, and start with the inspector."

"There's nothing to start with."

"There's always something to start with." She lowered herself onto the folding chair beside mine, set her enormous handbag on the bench like a second exhibitor, and unwrapped a butterscotch of her own with the concentration of a woman defusing a bomb. "Del Rourke drove all the way to Indiana. On inspection." She said on inspection the way you'd say by moonlight. "A man does not haul himself across two state lines to look at somebody's grain scales, Dot, not at our age. I've buried a husband and married off a son and I know a pretext when it drives one."

"He goes where the paperwork's interesting," I said. "He told me so himself."

"And you're the most interesting paperwork in three states." She was delighted with herself. I have known Bunny Frantz thirty years and there is no percentage in fighting her on this ground; you let the wave go over you and you come up the same person you were. I ate the butterscotch. It was, I will grant her, a very good butterscotch.

"How is Denny?" I asked, which is the surest way to change the subject with Bunny, because Bunny's children are a subject with no floor to it.

"Oh, Denny." She rolled her eyes toward the rafters, but her whole face went soft the way it always does. "He's still up in Ames. Still at that engineering firm that works him like a rented mule. And there's a girl now, Dot, a physical therapist, very nice, though her people are Lutherans and you know how that goes at a wedding, the two sides sitting there like checkers. He won't say it's serious. A mother knows. I've seen how he holds her chair." She sighed the sigh of a woman planning a rehearsal dinner nobody has authorized. "And Carol — well. Carol has got herself crosswise of the whole flower committee at the church, because the new pastor's wife wanted silk arrangements to save the budget, and Carol said if the good Lord wanted silk flowers He'd have made silk, and now half the congregation isn't speaking to the other half over a thing that costs eleven dollars a Sunday. My daughter, Dot. She'll die on any hill you build her."

"She comes by it honestly," I said.

"She does not," said Bunny, who has been feuding with the Ludlow altar guild since the Carter administration, and reached for another butterscotch, and we settled into the morning.

Reserve, who had been lying under the sample table with the air of a dog resigned to a hard world, lifted his head at the crinkle of the wrapper and put in his bid, which is to lay his chin on the nearest knee and let his eyes fill up like a collection plate. "Oh, now," said Bunny, "look at that face," and before I could tell her that the face is a professional instrument she had slipped him a corner of butterscotch, which is precisely the sort of thing that has made my beagle the shape he is. "Bunny," I said. "You'll founder him." "One won't hurt him." "You said that in Cedar Fork and he ate a funnel cake off a stroller." "Well, he's on his holidays," said Bunny, unrepentant, and Reserve, having established the terms of the arrangement, lay back down a satisfied dog.

That is the thing about Bunny that a stranger, hearing her, would miss. Underneath all the talk she is the soundest judge of a pie in the state of Iowa, and she works fast and she works kind, and by ten o'clock we had between us moved through the blackberry jams, a class of yeast breads that would have done any church supper proud, and a heartbreaking little entry of pear preserves put up by a child of perhaps nine whose mason jar Bunny handled as though it were the child herself. We laid each class out in its straight row and let it speak. My mother judged this way, and Vivian Marsh taught me why: a class will tell you the truth every time, Vivian used to say, if you have the patience to lay it out in a straight line and the manners to keep quiet while it does. It is a thing I have found holds outside the show tent as well as in it, though I did not yet know how far outside I was about to carry it.

By eleven the exhibitors' hall had gone hot and slow, and I told Bunny I had an errand up the midway.

"Up the midway." She looked at me over her glasses. "You've been here one day and you've got an errand up the midway. Dot, we judge the jam."

"I promised the ticket lady I'd bring her the results," I said. "She likes to know who won."

Bunny, who cannot let a person go anywhere alone, would have come, but a ribbon dispute had broken out among the pickle exhibitors that only she could referee, and she waved me off with a butterscotch for the road and a look that said we were not finished discussing the inspector. I collected Reserve from where he had been conducting a patient, doomed vigil beneath the sample table, and we went out into the glare and up the avenue of the midway toward the great white wheel, which stood turning against the morning exactly as it had the day before, patient and enormous and full of light.



Marlene Kush was at her window in the ticket wagon with her fountain pen going, and she saw me coming and had the side door open before I reached the iron steps, which for Marlene was the equivalent of a brass band. Reserve went up ahead of me and installed himself under the shelf as though he paid rent there.

"We finished the blackberry jams and the yeast breads this morning," I told her. "And Bunny gave that little girl’s pear preserves the care they deserved."

"Good," she said, and the pen made a small mark somewhere, and I understood the results had been received and filed. She did not offer me the coffee this morning, which I took as the compliment it was; we were past the coffee. Instead she set the pen down and looked at me a moment with those measuring spectacled eyes, and then she did a thing she had not done the day before. She turned in her chair and laid her hand along the row of ledgers standing on the shelf behind her — the tall ones, the show's spine — and pulled one out a few inches, the way you'd ease a book off a shelf to show a friend the binding, and no further.

"You look as though you know how to read one of these," she said.

"I read the paper end of fairs for a living," I said. "Entry cards, weight slips, premium books. Forty years of who brought what and what it was worth. It's not so different a thing."

"No," she said. "It is not so different a thing." She drew the ledger out another inch, and I saw the ranks of route cards pinned above it, town after town in a faded hand, and the pay books spiked below, and the whole wagon around us that was nothing but the show's memory nailed to the walls. "People think the wheel's the show," she said. "The wheel's the least of it. The wheel they can sell for scrap by the pound. This" — the hand on the ledger — "this is the show. Every night it slept somewhere, and I've got the somewhere. Every hand it ever paid, and I've got the paying. A show can put a fresh coat of paint on anything it likes, Mrs. Meade, and it does, twice a season. But it can't paint the books. The books are obliged."

"They're obliged," I agreed, "as long as somebody writes them honest." I put my hand out and touched the pinned route cards, lightly, the way you touch a thing you admire and don't want to disturb — the towns marching down the column in a hand gone brown, a whole circuit's worth of nights accounted for. It was the same paper I read at home, only wearing carnival clothes: a route card is a premium book is a weight slip is a page that knows where a thing was and when, and cannot say otherwise once the ink is dry. And because she had opened the door another inch, and because it was the truest thing I know and the thing I had come sixty-odd years learning, I said it plainly, the way you say a creed. "Paper is paper. It keeps what it's told to keep — and it cannot help telling you when it's been made to lie."

Marlene Kush went very still.

It was only a moment. Anyone who wasn't across a judging table from people six days a week would have missed it — the small check in her, the way a needle






