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One


Lola glanced over her shoulder. The man in the turtleneck sweater was still following her. She didn’t know who he was or what he wanted, but there was no doubt he had called her name and chased her when she fled.


She turned down the east corridor and ran for the restroom. An OUT OF ORDER sign was taped over the GIRLS sign. She kicked the locked door and looked around for another hiding place. In a few long strides she was inside the library, the door hissing shut behind her.


“You’re late,” said a voice, and a husky woman in a Cleveland Browns sweatshirt and Lycra jeans emerged from behind a bookshelf. She frowned at her wristwatch. “Or else you’re early. Anyhow, you’re not on time.”


“For what?” Lola said.


“Aren’t you my little helper from the detention hall?”


Lola thought of the man in the turtleneck. He didn’t look like campus security. Probation, maybe? Social Services? By now he was probably lurking just outside the library door, trying to pick up her trail. “Yeah. I guess I’m the helper,” she said.


“Good. Come with me. We had a little incident that requires some janitorial activity.”


The woman moved into the stacks and Lola followed. She had been in the library a few times but had never noticed the low door at the back of the room. She was glad to see the work would take place out of plain view. The woman turned a rusty key in the lock and the door groaned open.


“Here’s the reserve room. Or, as I’ve come to think of it, the refuse room.” She snorted at her own joke.


Lola looked around. It was one of the most impressive messes she’d ever seen, and as a part-time employee of an unsanitary chicken restaurant, she’d seen plenty. The tiny room was scorched but also soggy, as if it had been both set on fire and flooded. Books and parts of books were strewn about like the debris that washes up on the beach after a storm.


“How did this happen?” she asked.


“It caught fire, then the sprinklers came on.”


“And what am I supposed to do?”


“Just start chucking everything into that garbage bin. If you want I can try to get you the snow shovel, but it might take a while. I gotta fill out a form.”


The woman handed Lola a pair of rubber gloves and turned back in the direction of her desk. Lola inspected the shelves. They were jam-packed and sour with mildew. She climbed onto a table and opened the window. The morning drizzle had stopped, and a breeze entered on a shaft of sunlight. That was better. Lola jumped back down and called out the door, “Hello? Library lady?”


“Mrs. Dubois. Whaddaya want?”


“I’ll need a stool to reach those top shelves, or a ladder, even.”


“Forget it,” Mrs. Dubois yelled back. “Safety regulations don’t allow students to be climbing up on ladders and breaking their necks. Just stand on that table. But it wobbles. Don’t break your neck. And shut the door. That stink is killing me.”


Lola shut the door. The odor was tolerable now with the window open. She took off her knapsack and placed it on the table, angling it to cover the spot where someone had scratched YOU SUCK into the Formica. She snapped on the gloves.


Most of the books on the lower shelves were beyond saving, and beyond Lola: heavy volumes full of chemical symbols that fell to pieces at her touch, leather-bound sets on local history, now bloated and squishy. Lola tossed The Natural History of Ashfield County, Ohio, Through 1900 into the bin, thinking how it had lasted so long only to meet the same fate as today’s banana peels and pencil shavings and snotty Kleenexes. She skimmed the sticky pages of The Temperance Lesson Book: Short Lessons on Alcohol and Its Action on the Body, 1878 edition, and sent it flapping after its ill-fated predecessors. She was about to do likewise to Stories of Ohio, by a certain William Dean Howells, when, before she knew it, she was on page 36:


In his old age Logan wandered from place to place, broken by the misfortunes of his people, and homeless in his own land. He fell prey to drink, and was at last murdered near Detroit, where, as the story goes, he was sitting by his campfire, and lost in gloomy thought, when an Indian whom he had offended stole upon him and sank his tomahawk into—


“What are you doing?” It was Mrs. Dubois, evidently back from lunch, filling the doorway.


“Reading,” Lola said.


“Don’t read. Throw.”


Lola sat up and stretched. “How’d this fire start?”


Mrs. Dubois picked thoughtfully at the space between her front teeth with a bejeweled thumbnail. “It’s the damnedest thing. They don’t know. The fire people, they’ve been all over it with their detective kit. Just poof. It was on fire.”


Mrs. Dubois left at two o’clock, threatening to return in an hour to check Lola’s progress, but she didn’t come back. Without anyone to tell her not to read the doomed books, she sat down on the squeaky folding chair next to the table and continued as the light from the window faded. Other notable books came and went. There were covers without pages, and pages without covers. The Ashfield County Herbarium had shed its pressed bluebells and wood lilies and expired in the muck. Lola wondered if any of the seeds would sprout in the dump, and then if anybody would pick the flowers and press them in a book, and then if the book would end up in a flooded library, and then—she realized she was hungry. She launched The Ashfield County Herbarium toward the bin and went prowling for food.


She bought a bag of Doritos from the snack machine next to the gym, noticing with irritation that they were expired, and climbed into a far corner of the bleachers to eat them. Down below, a bunch of student council doofs were decorating the place for that night’s dance. They’d managed to get the disco ball to rotate, but feedback from the speakers could have withered eardrums halfway down the block. Lola followed the rotations of the disco ball, and her mind began to wander. She was thinking how strange it was to be back in Ashfield. She had been away ten years, not far away, still in the same county, but during all that time Ashfield had been like a hazy dream place to her, not a real place you could get to in a car. Yet here she was. Lots of people still recognized her name, and remembered certain things about her that she wished they didn’t.


Lola had gone to several schools and had not done well at any of them. The last had expelled her for chronic truancy and poor academic performance. She had been failing every class. Mrs. Hershey, Lola’s social worker, had talked to her in a new, ominous way that made her hide under the bedcovers. Most of the speech was forgotten, locked away in the vault of unbearable things, but a few choice lines still rang in Lola’s ears, especially at night: You have to pass these classes. What will you do in life without a high school diploma? It’s almost too late.


The memory intruded now, and she took off her lucky baseball cap and swatted at the air, as if the words were swarming around her head. She knew it was a funny, not-quite-right thing to do, but it made her feel better. She was still swatting when she noticed half a dozen cheerleaders watching her from the gym floor. One of them whispered something to the others, and then Lola saw them snicker.


“What’s funny, morons?” she called down, which startled them nicely. She hated to be noticed, to be observed. It was all right if it was only the other freaks from the group home looking. But the stares of regular kids, normal kids, seemed to shrink her, to make her feel like something you’d step over on the street.


She stomped down the bleachers and back toward the cozy safety of the library. She knew she was expected at the group home for dinner. She hadn’t asked for a pass. But she pushed that thought from her mind, back into the crawlspace with her stacks of unfinished homework, the snickers in the gym, the stranger in the turtleneck sweater.


The reserve room was dark now. She snapped on the lights and a fluorescent tube flickered on overhead, lending a sickly yellow-green glow to the disaster area. She climbed up onto the tricky table again and examined one of the high shelves. With a screech, the solid place where she had been leaning her left hand gave way like a door opening up, revealing a dark nook in the shelf. Lola peeked into the space, fearing spiders or a mouse skeleton, and after a moment worked up the courage to put her hand inside and feel around. She pulled out a Mercury head dime dated 1920, an old pack of matches, an empty glass bottle, and a yellowed business card. Lola read the card: Downing’s Millinery Shop: Evening and Daywear for Fashionable Ladies and Girls, 2112 Main Street, Ashfield. She pocketed the dime and the business card, making a mental note to look up millinery in the dictionary someday, and tossed the rest into the trash. Then she wiped off her dusty hands on her jeans and began to clear the next shelf.


Taking out the first few books, she found another row hidden behind, perfectly dry. Like gallant soldiers, the books in the first rank had sacrificed themselves to save those in the second. Lola pulled out the first dry book she touched; ASHFIELD HIGH: 1924, it said. It was an old yearbook.


Lola jumped off the table and sat down to leaf through it. The brittle pages gave off a pleasant smell, like smoky acorns. Near the front was a full-page picture of Ashfield High School. Could this be the same ratty building in which she now sat? Yes, the front was recognizable, with its pillars and gargoyles. Clean and new, without the graffiti, Ashfield High looked to Lola like a courthouse or a museum. The shabby portable classrooms that leeched onto both wings were missing. The school sat on a wide lawn instead of its sheet of cracked and weedy cement. The mermaid fountain looked new and pretty. Lola wondered when the poor mermaid had been decapitated, and by what idiot.


She turned the page and the ghosts of Ashfield High began to appear. The young, serious faces looked back at her from their faded oval portraits. Lola was caught off-guard by a tight yearning in her chest that she didn’t understand. This one I’ll keep, she thought, and slipped the book into her knapsack. She rested her head on the thin canvas of the bag, and her drowsy brain shuffled the scraps she’d read from a hundred different books that day, trying to organize them into a story. The Friday night dance had begun in the gym, and the distant thump of the bass echoed down the hallway. Gaga Oo-la-la. Soon she was asleep.




Two


The scrape of chair legs woke her sometime later. She lifted her head to see a young woman dragging a wooden stool across the floor. The light was dim, as if the electricity was at half power. Giggling to herself, the woman climbed the stool and reached for the top shelf. The hidden compartment reappeared from behind the trick board, and she drew out the glass bottle. She took a sip, shuddered, and smacked her lips.


That old bottle was empty, Lola thought. And besides, I’m sure I threw it away. “Nightcap?” Lola said.


The woman whirled around on the stool and seemed startled to see Lola sitting there. “Shhh,” she hissed.


Lola saw then that the woman was really a teenager in some kind of freak costume. A silky pink dress fell to her shins, and a whole lot of tinkling glass beads swung along her front. She wore a bell-shaped hat with a feathery brim, long white gloves, and chunky heels, white with big silver buckles.


Lola stared at the weird shoes on the heavy wooden stool. Where had that stool been all day while she was risking her neck on that wobbly Formica table? And where, by the way, was the wobbly table? Because Lola was now seated at a wide oak desk. This is not the room where I fell asleep, Lola thought. Did I sleepwalk here? She looked around more carefully. No, it is the same room. I’m sure it is. But the room has changed. The big rubber garbage bin was gone from its place in the corner, as was all evidence of fire and flood. The stench of mold and ashes had been replaced by the pleasant, papery scent of a library. A leather sofa stretched against one wall, with goose-necked reading lamps positioned on tables at each end. The books glowed in that strange half-light. Who had cleaned the room? How? And when? Under her baseball cap, her scalp prickled.


The girl in pink took another nip and jumped down from her perch.


“Hey,” Lola said. “Where’s the stuff that was here? Wait a minute.”


But in a swish of silk she was gone.


Lola scrambled up from the desk and chased the girl along the wide, echoing halls of Ashfield High. The floors were glossy as pools in moonlight, as if they’d just been waxed. The music from the Friday night dance grew louder but was nothing like the pounding pop that had lulled her to sleep. It sounded curiously like a live orchestra playing bouncy cartoon music.


The girl in pink vanished into the gym. Lola was stopped in the doorway by a sight that hit her like a punch in the face. The gym was a mass of color and motion, like a flower garden in a storm. Thunder seemed to rise up out of the floor as the dancers’ hard heels struck the wooden planks. The girls were dressed like the one in the library, some with added sequins and feathers, and most with white gloves that stretched past their elbows. The boys wore scratchy-looking suits and neckties and moved with a kind of elastic joy. Something was radically wrong. Not just in the library, but here, too.


Lola stepped warily into the gym. A twenty-piece orchestra was playing on the stage, and a man sang through his nose: “Every morning, every evening, ain’t we got fun?” In a state of tremendous confusion, Lola sidled along the wall. “Not much money, oh, but honey, ain’t we got fun?” the man went on, as Lola came up alongside the refreshment table. The girl in pink was a few feet away. She stood in front of an immense crystal bowl of bright red punch, pouring booze into it from the bottle she held behind her back.


“Hey, you,” Lola called.


The girl looked up. “Moi?”


“What is all this?” Lola said. Her sudden idea was that the gym had been rented out for a music video or a movie scene. What was this supposed to be, the 40s? The 50s? The olden days, anyway. She looked around for cameras but couldn’t see through the crowd.


“You’re not from the Temperance League, are you, little man?” the girl answered. “Let me assure you, sir, that this bottle contains nothing but the purest lemonade.”


Sir? Lola turned and looked behind her. Was this girl talking to her? Was she blind?


“You wanna dance with me, right? You wanna dance with me, but you’re shy,” the girl went on. She had skipped over to Lola and was yanking her by the arm. “I’m Whoopsie.”


“What?” Lola shouted over the music.


“Whoopsie Whipple. I don’t recognize you, shorty. You’re sure a little guy. But I don’t mind. I was a late bloomer myself. Didn’t get my first powder puff till last year.”


“You need glasses,” Lola said.


But Whoopsie didn’t seem to hear. She just kept dragging Lola by the sleeve of her sweatshirt, deeper into the throbbing, thrashing heart of the dance. Lola had failed so far to see any cameras. It was as if she had wandered straight into the past. She felt like crying, or laughing, or running. She hoped some explanation would present itself before she fainted.


“You dance funny,” Whoopsie said.


“We have different dances where I come from,” Lola said.


“Oh yeah? Where’s that?”


“New York,” Lola said. She sometimes lied when she felt stressed. She heard the words coming out of her mouth but had a sense that she wasn’t completely in control of them.


“Really and truly? A real, live New Yorker. You’re the first one I ever met,” Whoopsie said. “I’m going to New York someday. I’m gonna shake the dust of this hick town off my heels and make a name for myself.”


Lola watched the girl’s face as she talked. It wasn’t a strange face—just the face of another human being, with eyes, a nose, and a mouth with slightly oversized teeth. Maybe if she focused on these small, normal things, she could keep the panic away until she figured out what was going on here.


“Tell me all about New York,” Whoopsie said.


“Well, it’s very big,” Lola said. “And crowded, and—”


“Confidentially, I, myself, will be seeing the Big Apple soon, sooner than anybody in this hick town could ever conceive of,” Whoopsie said. “I’ve entered a magazine contest, see, to be a real, live chorus girl on the Broadway stage. All I had to do was send in my photograph and measurements. You can’t tell anybody, though. Nobody around here has a lick of ambition. The day I get my acceptance telegram, I’ll wave it in Mother and Daddy’s faces and then they’ll fall right over in a dead faint. They don’t have a lick of ambition, either.”


“You’re an actress, then, right?” Lola said. “And all of this is—?”


“I’ve always been an actress at heart,” Whoopsie said. She plucked at Lola’s sleeve. “I never saw a pullover with words on it before. Nike? Is that your name? Shouldn’t it say, ‘Mike’? Is it a misprint, Mike?”


“It’s a shoe company,” Lola said as they moved past the orchestra, but her words were lost in the high note of a clarinet.


“Come on, Mike from New York. Dance over this way. I wanna make Thumbtack jealous.”


Whoopsie Whipple’s beads shook, whacking Lola in the face in time to the music, as they danced sideways toward a ferocious-looking person in a dark suit who was daintily drinking a cup of punch. Thumbtack’s hair was slicked down and parted in the middle, and a tiny bowtie rode high on his white collar. Lola saw him deposit his cup on a table and start toward them.


“You New Yorkers certainly can cut a rug, Mike,” Whoopsie shouted at Lola when she was sure Thumbtack was close enough to hear. “I don’t know if I’m ready for a steady beau, but I’ll certainly consider your appealing offer.”


Thumbtack’s big hand clamped down on Lola’s shoulder, and he glared down at the top of her baseball cap. “Hey, farmer,” he said. “Keep your paws off my gal.”


I’m having a nightmare, that’s all, Lola decided as the big man squeezed her collarbone. It’s from eating those expired Doritos. They don’t put that expiration date on there for nothing.


“Thumbtack Matthews, for the love of cucumbers,” Whoopsie said.


“Keep ’em off, hayseed, or it’s knuckle-sandwich time,” Thumbtack growled. He gave Lola a shove. She stumbled backward a step, then rebounded and kicked him hard in the shin of his tweed pants.


“Ow. Why, you!” he yelled. “All right, you asked for it.”


Whoopsie screamed and Thumbtack charged, nostrils flaring, like a bull in the cartoons. Lola fled into the cyclone of heels and elbows. “Yes sir, that’s my baby,” someone was singing in a high tenor. “No sir, don’t mean maybe.” And then, there it was: the exit. I’ve got to get out of this gym, she thought. If I can get out of this gym, maybe I’ll wake up. She skirted the refreshment table and was almost free when she slipped on a pile of peanut shells and went into a long skid. Then she was down on the floor, Thumbtack glowering over her with clenched fists as the dance raged on around them. She shut her eyes.


“Matthews, you ugly mug. Why don’t you let the little fellow be?” someone said.


Lola opened her eyes. A man in a suit and tie—no, a teenager in a man’s suit and tie—had stepped out of the crowd and imposed himself between her and Thumbtack.


“Stay out of this, Hemmings,” Thumbtack said.


“He’s just a tiny little runt after all,” the elegant young man in the suit said. He was shifting playfully from side to side, blocking and reblocking Thumbtack’s access to the supposed farmer.


“You just go ahead on back to your laboratory, professor,” Thumbtack said. “What made you decide to come to a dance?”


“I don’t know. The mood struck me,” Hemmings said. “Lucky for this little farmer, I’d say.”


Down on the gym floor, Lola picked the peanut shells from her sweatshirt and watched the pair argue. Yes, it had to be the vivid edge of a dream, one of those high-definition experiences that can come right before waking, but of an intensity she never would have thought possible. She took off her baseball cap to swat the dream away, and everybody turned to gape at her. It wasn’t the swatting they were looking at, she realized, but the long, thick ponytail that had tumbled from inside her cap.


Lola’s defender put a hand to his heart. “Why, you’re a girl!” He looked her up and down again. “Aren’t you?”


Lola struggled to her feet. “Are you all blind? Is this a blind people’s dance?” she shouted at the group, even though she’d just decided they were only dream characters. “Of course I’m a girl.”


Thumbtack blushed to his hairline and hid his fists behind his back. “Golly ding. I’ve never seen a girl in waist overalls before. Do pardon me, miss.” He made a slight bow and crunched away over the peanut shells. Whoopsie Whipple danced after him.


The young man who had protected Lola crouched down and scooped a broken necklace off the floor. “Is this yours?” he said. “Looks like somebody danced on it.”


Lola nodded dismally. It was her favorite necklace, the initial L suspended from a silver chain. She had found it on a sidewalk when she was twelve. She liked to tell people it was an heirloom from an aunt or a grandmother, although she’d had neither.


“Busted chain, I’m afraid,” he said, handing it back to her. “I could fix it for you. I’ve got a little workshop. Every kind of tool you can think of, and some I invented myself.”


She stared at him. He was familiar somehow. She’d seen him somewhere—the strong jaw, the dark wavy chestnut hair—but then again, maybe not, because if she had, she certainly wouldn’t have forgotten who he was. The dream softened and sweetened as she looked at him, and thoughts of fleeing the gym were replaced by thoughts of stretching out the experience. She extended the necklace to him. He closed his palm over it, and over Lola’s entire hand as well, guiding her into the crowd of dancers. The orchestra had eased into a slow, dreamy number. In a moment she was in his arms, gliding along, or gliding as well as anybody can in thick basketball treads. The steps weren’t too complicated, and before long she stopped watching the other girls’ feet. He told her his name was Peter Hemmings, and then she introduced herself.


“See here, Miss Lundy, I’m sorry I thought you were a boy. I’m very stupid. Now that I’ve had a good look at you, I can plainly see you don’t look at all like a boy, except for your—”


“You mean my costume?” Lola said. “I’m in this play, see, and we just had a performance. I play the role of a—”


“A hobo?” Peter guessed.


“How did you guess?” Lola said. “Yes, indeed. A hobo.”


“But your shoes. I’ve never seen a hobo with shoes like that. I’ve never seen anyone with shoes like that.”


“They’re from France,” Lola said. “Paris, France. My aunt sent them to me. Pretty soon everybody will have a pair.”


“I don’t doubt it. The girls around here are crazy for all that French stuff.”


They danced along the south wall, past a row of chairs, and Lola discarded her cap. With a flick of the wrist, she released her hair from its rubber band and let it fall, sandy brown, past her shoulders. She wasn’t going to be called “sir” again if she could help it.


Peter squeezed her hand. “I’d like to see that play of yours, Lola. I’ll bet it’s swell.”


“Play?”


“About the hobo.”


“I’m afraid tonight was our last performance.” Lola snapped her fingers. “Too bad. It was swell.”


“A play and a dance, and all in the same night,” Peter said. “You’re a social butterfly.”


Lola smiled at him. What kind of eyes did he have, that he could see her that way? In her short life she’d collected a number of labels: socially awkward, socially unacceptable, social outcast, Social Services client. But social butterfly?


“I am fairly active socially,” she said. “It’s my nature.”


The longer the dance went on, the harder it was for Lola to accept that she could be dreaming. The exertion had brought a mist of sweat to her forehead, and she keenly felt her heart beating, her lungs sucking in the perfumed air. She looked at Peter’s hand in hers, at the blue veins just visible under his skin. Everything was utterly solid and consistent. She had never felt more awake.


“You’ve got me beat,” Peter was saying. “I’ve been rather a hermit lately, holed up with my inventions.” He whirled her in and out. One-two-three-and-four. Five. Rotate. Seven-and-eight.


“What do you invent?”


“Oh, all sorts of things. It’s a hobby. I want to be a scientist.”


“What kind of a scientist?”


“I want to disprove bunkum.”


“What’s that?”


“Séances, necromancy, fortune telling, spiritualism, all that.”


Lola nodded. “Oh. You mean bull. Stuff that’s a crock.”


“No, no. This has nothing to do with cookery. What I mean is, people have no business clinging to Medieval superstitions in 1923. It’s just willful ignorance to keep on turning away from what science has brought us and . . .” Peter kept talking, but Lola didn’t hear the rest.


He said 1923. And I’m here. I am not in a dream. How did I get here? How many years ago? Ten, twenty, thirty, fifty. No. Start over. Subtract twenty, forty, seventy, eighty, ninety. I can’t get it. I need a calculator.


“You’re shivering,” Peter said. “Is anything wrong?”


“No, no. Not shivering.” Should I say something? Alert somebody? Of course not. They’d have me hauled away in a straitjacket. And I wouldn’t blame them.


Peter put a hand on her shoulder. “You are shivering. They’ve got hot cider tonight. Come on. Let’s have some.”


Peter filled two cups with dark brown cider. Lola took a gulp and shuddered. Somebody had spiked the cider, too. The warmth flowed down into her insides and steadied her nerves. I need a plan, Lola thought. But she couldn’t begin to think of what kind of plan a person should make under such circumstances.


“There,” Peter said. “That’s better, isn’t it?”


He talked on about his scientific ideas, and Lola steered the conversation away from herself. What, after all, could she say now that was true? Not even her vital statistics were necessarily valid. Her birth date? It had not happened. Her history? There was none. She began to feel weightless and free, like a kite whose string has snapped.


“I think I get what you mean by bunkum,” she said. “Like people who say aliens suck them up in their spaceships and do experiments on them.”


“I haven’t heard anything like that before,” Peter said. “But I wouldn’t discount it entirely. I’ll bet there are moon men and Martians up there, millions of them maybe, going about their business, eating supper and driving their automobiles just like we are, and one day they might pay us a call. It only stands to reason.”


Lola nodded politely and swallowed her mouthful of cider to keep it from shooting out of her nose, then pulled Peter back onto the dance floor. Despite the colossal weirdness of the situation, and the absolute violation of the laws of physics, she was enjoying herself very much—the music and the glitter and mainly this teen scientist in a man’s suit. At last the orchestra played its final chord, and the dancers broke into applause.


“Don’t go yet,” Peter said. “Let’s look at the stars.”


A full moon lit up the campus, and the lawns glowed silver-green. Couples strolled along the paths. Snatches of their chatter floated along on the autumn-scented breeze.


“Here’s a nice spot,” Peter said. He brushed some leaves from the edge of the fountain and they sat down. Above them, a bronze mermaid—a mermaid with a head, a beautiful head with curly bronze tresses—spouted water through parted lips. The water bubbled and tinkled into a pool strewn with wishing pennies.


“Where do you live, Lola?”


“Quarrier Street.” She was glad to be telling the truth at least this once. “I just moved in.”


“You’ll be attending school here at Ashfield, then?”


“Yes,” she said.


“That is wonderful news. I hope you won’t think us too dull. I mean, after New York. I’ll bet our new dances are old hat to you.”


Lola rubbed her ankles and made a face. “But they’re all new hat to me. Couldn’t you tell?”


“It’s those French hobo shoes. They’re no good for dancing the Lindy Hop. From a structural point of view, I mean. May I?”


He stretched Lola’s right foot onto his wool-covered knee and pulled off her shoe and sock. The night air tickled her foot. “This is a peculiar stocking,” he remarked, stretching the twenty-first-century microfiber up and down. “Stays up by itself, doesn’t it? Is it rubber?”


“It’s from France,” Lola said. “Pretty soon—”


“I know, we’ll all be wearing rubber socks.”


He placed her bare foot under the cascade of cool water from the mermaid’s mouth and rubbed the tendons with firm fingers. She closed her eyes and watched the fireworks exploding on the backs of her eyelids. Every thought, every fear, was knocked from her brain.


“May I make a personal observation?” Peter said.


“Go ahead.”


“You seem foreign. I mean, not only from out of state but, I can’t put my finger on it, like someone from another country. You’re from far away. Am I right?”


“No. Domestic. Not an import,” Lola said, but she loved that he’d asked. She looked foreign to him, exotic. Having been told it, she began to feel it.


“Maybe something about the way you talk. Something’s different. I’m sure I’m right.”


He put Lola’s foot down and started in on the other one. All the while he watched her steadily. Finally, he shook his head and chuckled to himself.


“What?” Lola said.


“You’re such a beautiful girl,” he said. “I haven’t bothered to look at the stars.”


Members of the orchestra now moved across the lawn with their instrument cases, toward the dark street. “Closing up, kids,” the singer called to them, then faded down the path until there was nothing left of him but his hum: Every morning, every evening, ain’t we got fun?


“It’s still early,” Peter said. “We could go to my workshop and I’ll fix your necklace. My house is down on the corner of Elm and Maple, just near here. Then I could walk you home, if you like. Or we could meet up with some of the kids at the picnic grounds. We could get my telescope or—”


He held out his hand, and she took it, and a shock ran from her forehead to her toenails, as strong as a jolt of electricity but warm, thrilling. She knew he’d felt it, too, because he forgot what he was saying about the telescope and stared down at their clasped hands.


“Will you come, then?” he said shyly.


Lola nodded and stood up. “Let me grab my bag.”


“Lola,” he said as she moved away, carrying her shoes. “I almost didn’t come to the dance tonight, but I’m so awful glad I did.”


“So am I,” Lola said.


“I’ll wait for you,” he called. “Right here, by the mermaid.”


Lola raced into the gym. Groups of flushed and happy dancers jostled her as they filed out. Her bare feet slapped along the hallway. She rounded the corner, entered the library, and passed through the low doorway into the reserve room. She snatched her knapsack from the table and read the words YOU SUCK.




Three


The room had returned to its previous condition, with the moldy air and overflowing garbage bin. The long sofa was gone, along with the reading lamps and wide oak desk. She knew Peter would be gone, too, but she ran from the room to look for him, along corridors that had lost their sheen.


Voices, happy voices, echoed from the direction of the gym. The dancers? Could they still be there? She ran faster, her feet slapping painfully now on the cold floor.


She entered the gym. A stocky girl in a red vinyl mini-dress stood on a ladder, laughing at the disco ball that wouldn’t come down, and the same student council doofs she’d seen earlier yanked at streamers and popped balloons. They all turned to look at her.


“It’s over,” the girl on the ladder shouted down to her. “Nobody’s allowed back in.”


Lola raced straight through the gym and out into the courtyard. In a second she was at the fountain, looking into its dry basin at a thousand dirty wads of gum. She dropped her shoes and sank to her knees in the dewy grass. Sweat trickled down her back. She was dizzy and held onto her hair with both hands to steady herself. The clock tower down the street tolled faintly. It was midnight. After a while she heard the one o’clock chime, and then the two o’clock, and then, after what seemed only a few minutes, three chimes came.
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