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Skint’s in the Pit because of Dinah. So she figures she better get cracking and effect his speedy release.


She’s lurking in the janitor’s closet, waiting for everybody else to leave. From here she has a clear view of the Pit—otherwise known as the Aile Quarry High School detention room—located diagonally across the hallway. The Main Office is just a bit farther along past the lockers. So from here Dinah can keep an eye on things. She can plot. Strategize.


She opens the door a crack and peeks out, even though it’s a risk with the hallway full of screaming, just-released kids. She needs the air. Between the reek of the custodian’s old mop water and the fact that she is all suited up in her parka and gloves, she’s about to suffocate. Carrying her coat isn’t an option; it is freezing outside with about a foot and a half of snow on the ground, and she can’t count on having time to put on her coat if she winds up having to run.


Let’s get a move on, she thinks at her peers as they bang about in their lockers. What’s taking them all so long? If she and Skint were free to go, they’d have been out the door before the final bell even stopped ringing. Today is the last day of school before February break and Dinah is so glad for nine days free of this place she could pop.


At last the final bunch of kids bashes its lockers shut and boils out the door. Dinah creeps stealthily forth. She’s nearly to the Pit when the hair of the teacher on duty appears in the door window. Whose? It’s not gray lunch-lady hair (which is lucky, given their crime), but it’s not the thin, damp strands of the dean of discipline, either. Wait. It’s better. In fact, it’s the best AQHS could offer in this instance. It’s the frazzled, dyed locks of Ms. Dugan.


Ms. Dugan is the gym teacher and has known Dinah since Dinah was a tiny kid. Ms. Dugan loves her. Ms. Dugan knows what’s what. Ms. Dugan can be counted on. Dinah can taste their freedom already. She slips around the doorjamb, careful to avoid being spotted by the Office.


Ms. Dugan glances up. “Dinah Beach, you old cupcake,” she says, and turns back to her newspaper. Skint, the only inmate in the room, snaps to attention from his spot at the far desk by the window. Excellent. Behind him the snowy gray trees at the edge of the playing fields bend and sway.


“Hullo, Ms. Dugan,” says Dinah. “I didn’t know you had detention duty.”


“I don’t.” Ms. Dugan is fifty with a fast-talking gravel voice, New England flat with a lot of glottal stops. And can she ever tell a story. She looks out at a person from narrowed eyes, slits out her cigarette smoke, and lets a body have it. The cigarette thing bothers Dinah but Ms. Dugan has tried to quit a million times and just can’t, even though fitness is practically her middle name. She has a killer bod to show for it, too, which makes her the subject of a lot of non-sports-oriented conversation around AQHS. Some of which is started by Skint.


“I let the kids off track practice today so I figured I better offer to take over detention. Keep the first cancer stick of the afternoon at bay for a while.” Ms. Dugan fixes Dinah with a look. “So what brings you here, Beach? Did you want to add a little finishing touch to this?”


She waggles a piece of paper at Dinah. On it, a hastily drawn but very sinister cartoon bird wields a knife and fork in each wing, an unhappy woman speared on the end of each utensil. The bird is recognizable as the execrable Turliff the Turkey, the Aile Quarry High School mascot, and the women as the two lunch ladies who run the school cafeteria. LET THE TABLES BE TURNED, thunders Turliff from a speech bubble jagging out from his beak.


“It was all my idea,” says Dinah. “Skint shouldn’t even be in here. I made him draw it.”


“I wanted to,” says Skint from the back of the room. “I was honored.”


“I don’t even get it,” says Ms. Dugan. “What the hell is it supposed to mean?”


“What do you mean, what does it mean?” Skint cries, raking his fingers through his dark hair. “What’s not clear about the fundamental hypocrisy it illuminates?” He removes his hands, but his dark hair remains in raked formation, poking out all over.


“What fundamental hypocrisy?”


“Everybody’s! The cafeteria’s!” Dinah cries. “They have that huge banner of Turliff hanging over the steam table in there and they were serving turkey tacos for lunch yesterday! What were we supposed to do?!”


“About what?” asks Ms. Dugan.


“About the cafeteria’s promotion of the symbolic cannibalism of its students!” Skint bangs on his desk. “We’re holding a mirror up to them! And surprise, surprise, they don’t like what they see!”


“Pipe down,” says Ms. Dugan. “I don’t want the Office in here.”


“I don’t either,” says Dinah.


“Those two ladies don’t order the food, you guys,” says Ms. Dugan. “They just serve it.”


“Well,” says Dinah, “someone should be on the job.”


Skint’s skinny frame slumps over the desk. “Nobody in this town cares about anything but winning sporting events.” He stops and sits up straight again. “I mean, I know you work hard coaching, Ms. Dugan—”


Ms. Dugan waves away his apology.


“Nobody pays attention, is what I mean,” says Skint. “Nobody notices.”


“We do,” says Dinah.


“Barely,” says Skint. “Who’s wearing her skirt backwards? Again?”


“That’s on purpose, jerk,” says Dinah. “The zipper looks ridiculous in the front. And that’s some way to talk to someone who is risking punishment by—”


Ms. Dugan raises her hand. “Don’t say it. I don’t want to know what you’re up to. Speaking of punishment, Dinah, why aren’t you in here, too? This stunt has you written all over it.”


“I know,” says Dinah. “But I did my time yesterday. When they caught us. Skint couldn’t.”


“Why not?”


Skint shrugs. “Appointment.”


“Your dad?” asks Ms. Dugan.


Dinah freezes. Oh, no, she thinks. Why can’t people stop asking Skint about his dad?


“Can we go?” she interrupts. But Skint has already turned away and is looking out the window. “The whole thing was my fault, Ms. Dugan.”


“I said don’t involve me, Dinah,” says Ms. Dugan. “How’d you get caught, anyway?”


Dinah shrugs. “Skint’s drawing style is pretty distinctive. And everybody knows we are always in cahoots.” This is true. She and Skint are in the ninth grade. They have known each other since they were tiny, before they were even five. Skint moved away to Kentucky when they were in kindergarten, but he came back again in sixth grade and he and Dinah have been best friends ever since. “We barely got all the posters taped up before they hauled us in and yelled at us and forced us to apologize.”


“But you know what the worst of it was?” Skint asks, turning back to the conversation. “It wasn’t even what we were saying in the cartoon that made them mad! It was because Dinah snuck into the teachers’ lounge and used the copier. The principal said he punished us because we wasted paper.”


“Well, I’ve seen better work from you,” says Ms. Dugan, squinting at the drawing.


“Ugh!” Skint drops his head into his hands.


Dinah clears her throat and looks steadily at Ms. Dugan, who looks steadily back at her.


“What would you do if it wasn’t me in here?” Ms. Dugan asks.


Dinah shakes her head.


“Tell me,” says Ms. Dugan.


“You said not to involve you,” says Dinah.


“Yeah,” says Skint, lifting his head. “We don’t want to make you an accessory after the fact.”


Or before, thinks Dinah. She has to fish Skint out of detention kind of regularly, and it’s nice to have a plan in reserve. He is usually Pitted for skipping or excessive absence. He is very organized, though, and always manages to keep his attendance just above the number of days that would mean repeating a class or a grade or, God help him, cause some guidance counselor to take action and call home.


“Come on,” says Ms. Dugan. “You can tell me. I won’t take this duty again for months.”


Skint meets Dinah’s eye and shrugs.


“Fine,” says Dinah. “Throw a soda bottle against the lockers. Teacher comes out, I slip in. Then me and Skint out the window.”


“Out the window?”


“It’s just a three-foot drop, Ms. D.,” says Skint.


Ms. Dugan puts the drawing down. Then she picks up her newspaper again and snaps it open in front of her face. “Do what you have to,” she murmurs, staring intently at an article. “However. If you get caught, I know nothing. I saw nothing. And I do not help you. At all.”


But Skint is already up and out of his chair as Dinah skims across the room and grabs his backpack. Skint flings opens the window and Dinah tosses the backpack through and then they hurl themselves up and over the ledge, and bam—out they pop onto the snow below.


“Thank you!” Dinah calls back to Ms. Dugan. Skint says nothing, but only because he’s glanced back through the window and is distracted by the sight of Ms. Dugan’s considerable knockers rearing forth from under the edge of her paper.
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“What is the matter with that stupid school?” mutters Dinah as they huff across the frozen field toward the road. “The whole thing with cannibalism is that you’re supposed to eat your enemy’s heart, not your own, right?”


“If I thought it was a sly commentary on the fetishization of basketball in this town, I’d have been all over it,” says Skint. “But no. Just more Aile Quarry witlessness.” His voice chitters in the cold and his knuckles are purple. Skint refuses to wear a coat this winter, or even a hat. No mittens, no gloves, no scarf. They irritate him, he says, but that doesn’t make sense. This is Maine. It is February and very cold.


“You need a coat,” says Dinah.


“You need a brain,” says Skint.


“Shut up,” says Dinah. “I am stuffed full of brains.”


“Tchah,” says Skint. “You haven’t even cracked the cover of that Disposable People book and I gave it to you a week ago. It’s important, Dinah! There are more slaves in the world now than there were before the Civil War! And it’s our own stupid fault. All people want to do is buy shit. For cheap. And who pays? The workers!”


“I have been busy,” says Dinah evasively. “Planning our social lives.”


“Inasmuch,” Skint mutters. They’re on the main road now, passing all the tiny old houses that have been turned into real estate offices and hair cutters and pet grooming businesses. Clumps of their classmates gather in various parking lots along the way, smoking, laughing, kicking sideways at each other’s rear ends. All of the kids wear boots and various kinds of jeans. Dinah herself never wears jeans. Pajamas or stripy tights or, if none of her skirts are clean, a pair of her dad’s old tweed trousers rolled over at the waist so they stay up. But never jeans. Skint shares none of her views about teen fashion, however, and is himself clad today in a pair of those tight black jeans that make people’s legs look like a couple of earwig pincers.


A couple of girls glance at Dinah as she passes. Laley and Sue, who’ve been in her class since kindergarten. Sue mutters something to Laley and Laley laughs. Skint eyes Dinah and bashes her shoulder with his. “Remind me what’s on the docket, Dinah von Beachface.”


Dinah stops short, so Skint, who has continued on, is forced to wheel around and stop, too.


“I hate when you do that,” he says. “Drives me up a wall.”


“What’s on the docket?” Dinah cries. “What’s the matter with you? How could you forget? Why do you think I went to all that trouble to fish you out of the Pit?”


“Just tell me, dork.”


“Walter, Skint! Walter is what is on the docket!”


“Walter!” cries Skint, slapping his forehead with his palm. “How could I forget!”


“Exactly,” says Dinah. This evening is slated to be the latest installment in what Dinah and Skint call their “Fantastic or Excruciating?” adventures—FoEs, for short. An FoE is an entertainment where you can’t tell beforehand whether it will be fabulous and surreal or only just a misery-making fiasco that will make you ache for the performers involved because it is all so awful and the performers are unaware. Or maybe they are aware. And then it is even worse. Dangling in the balance between possible delight and possible agony has become a habit Dinah and Skint can’t break, and Dinah spends a lot of time combing the papers and the Internet for promising events for them to attend. Two weeks ago, for example, they went to an exhibit created by a local biologist that cast visitors in the role of dirt passing through the magnified cloaca of a giant earthworm (Fantastic). The month before that, they saw a group of grim-faced former Girl Scouts, now grown, play popular tunes with spoons on glasses of water (Excruciating). And before that it had been a middle-aged couple who flamenco-danced in full costume, accompanied by their children on too-big instruments (Double Fantastic).


Tonight’s FoE, however, is Walter. The show is billed as Walter the Dancing Donkey, and Dinah and Skint have been looking forward to it for weeks. It’s being held at the St. Francis Church in the town center. HE DANCES! the posters promise, and also music. But Dinah is terrified that, instead of the hoped-for sonatinas on a hurdy-gurdy and medicine-show patter, it’ll only be a spirit-crushed donkey made to stand on his hind legs for cash. She can’t help it, though, and neither can Skint. They have to go.


“But it doesn’t start until seven,” says Skint. “So why did you have to spring me? Not that I’m not grateful,” he hastens to add.


“Skint! So we can spy,” says Dinah. “What if the man in charge of Walter is a jerk to him? What if he keeps him in a too-small cage and only lets him out for the performance? What if he doesn’t feed him? I want to go over to the church and catch him unawares! See what Walter’s life is really like!”


Dinah always frets like this before FoEs. Skint is used to it.


“And what’re you going to do if he’s a jerk?” he asks. “Punch him?”


“Punching,” says Dinah, “would be a start.”


“I think if he’s cruel we should just steal Walter and rear him in your home. Think of it: hide-and-seek in the house with a donkey! Beagie would love it.”


Dinah’s baby brother, Beagie, dearly loves horses, and she imagines he would love an indoor donkey even more. The image of Beagie scampering away from a counting-to-ten donkey makes Dinah almost hope that she will be forced to steal Walter.


“Well, let’s go, then,” she says.


“I can’t,” says Skint. “Sorry, Dinah B. I have to go home.”


“Skint! We planned!”


“I can’t,” says Skint again. “Besides, you don’t even know if they’re over there yet. They may be staying somewhere else.”


Good point. “But—”


“Look,” says Skint, “if the guy seems like an ass—”


“That’s a horrible pun,” Dinah interrupts.


“But fully intended,” says Skint. “Anyway, if we sense something’s up with him during the performance, we can reconnoiter afterwards. Take action. Or you can do it on your own now and report back to me.”


“No. I don’t want to go by myself. I need an accomplice.” Dinah is deflated. “Can you at least hang out a little now?”


“No,” says Skint abruptly. “I told you. I have stuff I have to do.”


“Like what?”


But Skint doesn’t answer her. “I’ll meet you there at seven,” he says, and slouches off toward home, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched against the cold, while Dinah stares after him, wishing she could convince him to put on a stupid coat.
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It is a quarter to seven and Dinah and Skint are waiting outside the old stone church. It is freezing out here, ice-crumpled walkways and snow-covered trees. Dinah bounces and rubs her arms. “Why hasn’t my dad opened the doors?” Dinah’s father is church warden, and part of his job is making sure the building is ready for evening events.


“He’ll open them,” says Skint, stamping his feet against the cold. “It’s early yet. Give the crowd time to gather.”


“What if no one else comes?” Dinah worries.


That has been the other concern of theirs, countering their hopes about the show. And given that more than once they have been fully one-half of an audience, or close to it, it’s a valid concern. Even the best possible music and a loving donkey caretaker won’t help if the hall is empty and the donkey made to feel redundant.


“Well, we’ve come,” says Skint, though he does not look optimistic either. Dinah cranes her neck and looks down the street, hoping to see throngs of people picking their way under the lanternlike streetlights that bow their heads over Main Street’s curb. It’s not like there is anything else to do in Aile Quarry. The nearest movie theater is half an hour away and only has two screens, both of which are always dedicated to showing the class of movie Skint shorthands as “monster love stiletto.” And if people have already seen what’s on offer there, what’s left to do on a Friday night but see Walter?


“But if it turns out to be just us,” Skint continues, “we’ll really sock it to ’em with the clapping.” He breaks off, head cocked to the door. “Listen!” he says. “There’s bustling within.”


Dinah shakes her head no.


“That’s not attendees. It’s just Bernadine and the rest of the Girls’ Friendly.”


The Girls’ Friendly Society is kind of a service club at St. Francis, and Bernadine is its leader. Bernadine’s old mother, Mrs. Chatham, will be in there, too, fluttering about and unhelpful. Ms. Dugan is also a longstanding member of the Friendly and will be the one doing the brunt of the work, bellying coffee urns and snacks onto the table. Dinah knows this scene well. She has been a member of the Girls’ Friendly since she was five. She is its fourth fourth or its fourth fifth, depending on who you ask.


Dinah herself refuses to acknowledge any choice but the latter.


Usually Dinah would be in there as well, folding programs preparatory to passing them out. But this time she is slated for cleanup instead. Skint will clean, too, but he will not be thanked for it. Skint, the fifth fifth of the Girls’ Friendly (depending on who you ask), is willing to wear a skirt to appease those who feel strongly about the “girl” part but can do nothing to appease those who might question his very membership. Such people would have staunch and unflagging support from Bernadine.


It was maybe a little bit cheating of Dinah to sign up for cleanup. She cleans the church every Saturday anyway (Skint, too, of course), and she is planning to leave tonight’s mess for the morning.


Look at Skint now, stone-cheeked and pale. How can she trick him into wearing her mittens? Dinah has planned about this many times before. But her mittens are pink and he knows her too well. Please, she thinks, just open the doors.


Whoom.


The church doors are flung wide at last, and yellow light trickles out in a puff of warmth. Thank you, thinks Dinah. Not thank you for this, though:


“Dinah Beach!”


A terrible voice.


“Why aren’t you helping with setup?” Bernadine is fifty-eight with no-nonsense hair.


“We signed up for cleaning,” Dinah reminds her, but Bernadine is already all over the plural.


“It’s a big job for JUST ONE PERSON.”


“Skint is helping, too,” says Dinah grittily.


“As befits a member of the Friendly,” Skint agrees, gazing steadily at Bernadine.


Bernadine snarls. Dinah scowls.


They wait.


“We’re here for the show, not the Friendly,” says Dinah finally. “Can we come the rest of the way in?”


Bernadine steps to one side. “Where’s your coat,” she mutters, looking over Skint’s head. “It’s not even twenty degrees.”


“I’m fine,” Skint tells her, but Bernadine is already turning back to the foyer.
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The Girls’ Friendly is no hotbed of teen activity, and obviously Bernadine is no barrel of fun, either. So why does Dinah stick with that club?


Guilt is one reason. There used to be more people in the Friendly, more girls Dinah’s age. But the Friendly has lost a lot of momentum. People keep growing up and getting bored, or dying. So Dinah stays partly because she’d hate it if Ms. Dugan, for one, believed Dinah thought her so boring that Dinah couldn’t bear to spend one measly evening a week with her at the Friendly. Ms. Dugan’s a grand gal, and Mrs. Chatham is nice, too. And finding new members has been impossible. When Dinah was in elementary school, Bernadine and Mrs. Chatham were always asking her if she didn’t know a girl or two. Dinah never did. Most girls besides Dinah were interested in other things: school, famous people, hair and one another. They were not interested in Dinah, except as occasional gossip fodder, and they were certainly not interested in scrubbing the St. Francis rectory toilets or helping old people address their Christmas cards, which is the kind of thing people do in the Friendly.


But if she’s honest, even with more members, Dinah could never stop going to the Friendly. What with one thing and another, her participation in the Friendly has become something of a long-term FoE.


“What do you do in that club anyway?” Skint asked her once on their way home from school almost a year ago.


“Projects for helping.” Dinah was crouched beside him, working a pebble loose from her shoe. “We eat a lot, too.”


“So you are in it for the snacks?”


“No, jerk,” said Dinah, scowling up at him from her shoe-fixing stoop.


Skint hesitated. “Is it because of your grandma?”


Dinah said nothing. Skint nudged her toe with his.


“Is it some mentoring thing?” he asked. “Do all three of those ladies mentor you?”


“Yes,” said Dinah, who often felt mentored to within an inch of her life. “Older members are supposed to mentor the younger ones.”


Skint shivered. “Still,” he said, “that’s good that you do that. My dad used to say everybody should do something to help other people.”


Dinah paused at Skint’s mention of his dad. “Hey,” she said, placing the pebble from her shoe carefully on the toe of his boot. “You should come with me next time.”


“Dude, I’m a boy.”


“But you are Friendly to Girls,” Dinah argued, “and besides, they are always after me to bring in the next generation. Come!”


“Would I have to mentor you?” Skint asked.


“Shut up,” says Dinah.


“You shut up,” said Skint. “Fine. Count me in. A satisfied stomach and altruism in one fell swoop.”


So Skint came. Bernadine did not acknowledge Skint then, nor has she since. Nor does she permit him to speak in the meetings. But he has not been barred outright from coming.


“Why does he want to hang out with a bunch of old ladies, anyway?” Dinah overheard Bernadine shout to Dinah’s mother. “With his father needing so—with that whole situation going on, can’t his own mother use his help at home?”


“Oh, Bernadine. Why do you think Dinah brings him?”
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Now Mrs. Chatham appears behind Bernadine in the foyer and stands helplessly next to the table with a bowl of snack mix in her arms. Her hair is sausaged into its customary curls.


“Lemme,” says Skint, and takes the bowl from her hands.


“You are a good child,” says Mrs. Chatham, beaming. Bernadine snorts.


“Not really,” says Skint. “Just good at snack placement.”


Dinah knows Bernadine is extra cranky because of the show itself. (“Animals in church!” Bernadine shouted at the last Girls’ Friendly meeting.—“Well, what do you think people are? Just with less fur and more prevarication.”—“Dinah, you grow more peculiar every year.”—“That was Skint, Bernadine!”—But Bernadine dismissed them: “Good-bye, Girls, I’ll see you next week!”)


Mr. Beach, Dinah’s father, is the one who arranged for the donkey (“What more fitting event for a church called Saint Francis?” he’d cried), but he won’t be able to enjoy it. His role at the church tonight is double: He is choirmaster as well as warden and it’s essential that his choir rehearse—with only a week left before their Evensong performance and the music so hard, they can’t afford to miss a single practice.


Dinah’s father hates his choir, but he can’t stop trying to improve them.


So Bernadine is not only peeved that Mr. Beach booked the act but also that he is not available to manage the donkey. And forget about the pastor, elderly and kind and in bed nights by eight. Things always fall to Bernadine.


“Can we go in to where the donkey is?” Dinah asks Bernadine. Maybe she can get an eyeful of his living conditions before the show after all. “And have you seen my dad?”


“No and yes,” says Bernadine. “But your father is busy. You let him alone.” Bernadine gets this way about Mr. Beach. Once, at a bean supper, Dinah saw her trying to cut his meat. “The show is in the basement. You wait until I say you can go down.” She strides off, looking for people to boss.


“Grr to Bernadine,” says Dinah to Skint. “I’m going to tell everybody about how her toenails have gone black.”


“Be fair,” says Skint. “You know she paints them that way. Look!” He gestures to the doors. “More people are coming.”


Dinah looks round and is cheered. Three more people! One is trying to pour himself coffee, but Bernadine’s on the job. (“Intermission only!”—“I’m sorry. Shall I pour it back in?”)


“Let’s go.” Skint tugs her toward the basement steps. The basement is the smaller of the two gathering spaces in the church, but Dinah supposes the show’s down there because people worried about the donkey falling through the floor. She is not sure what donkeys weigh, but this church is old and needs a lot of shoring up. The floors in the big room have dips in them that puddle after a rain or a thaw. It’s hard to imagine those dips holding up under a donkey.


“Bernadine says not yet,” Dinah reminds him. The choir’s rehearsal is starting; the unmistakable sounds of Mrs. Wattle’s warm-up are coming from within the big room.


Skint doesn’t answer.


Dinah looks over her shoulder to where he is looking. Oh. Ms. Dugan. Her sweater is particularly fitted. “You look insane,” she tells Skint. “You’ve got an enormous chunk of hair flapping over your temple.”


“You look insane,” Skint tells Dinah, “because you are.” And he propels her toward the steps, where Mrs. Chatham stands primly at the ready.


“Program, Skint, dear?” she asks.


“Thanks,” says Skint, and takes two.


“Not YET, Mother!” shouts Bernadine. “I said to hold on to the programs until I give the signal!”


“Oh, dear!”


But Dinah seizes Skint by the wrist, and down the steps they go anyway. Dinah stops midway and turns around to face him.


“The donkey!” she cries. “How will he get down these steps!”


“Bulkhead from outside, brain trust. That ramp that leads down.”


At the front of the room is the donkey. He is parked no more than three feet from the first row of seats, barrel-chested and still. A rope tethers him to a post set in a concrete block in the middle of the floor, even though he doesn’t look like a running-away kind of donkey.


Dinah squeezes Skint’s bicep as they sink into their seats.


“Look how he blinks,” she whispers. From this close comes a puff of his breath. Dinah is desperate to touch his soft, velvety nose.


Skint nods.


Dinah breathes and breathes. She is sorry for her dad he’s not here.


Overhead comes the tramp of many feet. Dinah wheels hopefully round.
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    Look at her, thinks Skint, her eyes all shining with hope. Dinah acts like she’s ten. She’s a certifiable nut.


If anyone is an asshole to her, he’ll beat them until they bleed.


Okay. Maybe not beat.


But he will, at the very least, express himself firmly. Tersely, even. While backing away.


Maybe a sucker punch or two before he runs.


Skint shakes his head no. “It’s not audience members,” he says. “Only the choir. Won’t that sound great once the Wattle gets going. Choir upstairs while the donkey’s down—who thought that was a good idea?”


“It’s my dad’s fault,” says Dinah. “He forgot to consult the master schedule.”


Kind but disorganized, that is Mr. Beach.


“Here,” says Skint. “Have a program.”


There are more clompings now as a few people come down the stairs, soft mutterings as they settle. Dinah is pleased that more people have come, even as she scans the stage area for signs of impending awful. “What if it’s like that dog show?” she whispers to Skint. Last summer at the state fair she and Skint were seduced by a sign that said DOG SHOW! WITH RIDES! But it turned out to be two hours of dogs limp on leashes, their movements sad and low. The whole time, Dinah cried. An Awful FoE. Excruciating beyond belief.


“Shush,” says Skint. “It’s starting.”


Someone comes out to the front. It isn’t the donkey man. It’s Bernadine, come to introduce the donkey. “Good evening,” she says, hatchet-faced and peevy. “Welcome to Saint Francis. It is my duty to introduce to you—”


“It ought to be her pleasure!”


“Shush!”


“—and Walter, his dancing donkey.”


Dinah swivels around. The audience, swelled to thirteen people, has smiles on its faces, but they are the kind of smiles people wear when they are ready to make jokes and be clever. And look back there. It’s the Vole. Also in ninth grade, part of the cigarette, rear-kicking crowd. What is he doing here? Dinah wouldn’t have thought he’d go in for this kind of thing. Those contemptuous eyebrows. That stupid smacking gum. Or it’s probably tobacco, knowing the Vole. But their town is so small, and again, what else is there to do when you can’t drive? Drink. Smoke. Steal stuff. Disrupt. But it’s cold out, and theft takes some planning. Dinah imagines it’s easier for the Vole just to go for some heckling.


Beside the Vole sits a small boy, about five years old. K. T., the Vole’s little brother. Oh, Dinah thinks. That must be why he’s here. Even the Vole has to babysit sometimes.


The Vole knuckles K. T. on the head.


Poor K. T. Imagine having such a blarb as a brother.
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    Oh, Dinah. Skint wishes she would quit glaring around. Don’t attract their attention.


Skint pokes at Dinah’s arm.


“Turn around, idiot.”


The donkey man has come out.


He’s a tiny man with a sandpaper chin. Gray hair, gray clothes, gray face. Skint stares at him and Dinah’s heart is pounding. She can’t tell yet whether he is kind or cruel or indifferent.


The room is still.


The man doesn’t say anything. He unhooks the donkey’s tether, whispers something to him, and pats him, gently, on the cheek. Walter nuzzles the man’s hand, then faces front, carefully positioning his feet. The man arranges his own feet and coils the tether loosely in his hand. Dinah stops breathing. The man clears his throat.


He hums.


The music is thin, in a minor key. Dinah’s mouth opens a bit. She knows this ilk of music, plaintive and spare, from the singing her dad’s granny did when she was alive. Shape note. Buzzy singing, because Granny had adenoids and hummed as much of a song as she sang.


The man takes a step right. The donkey steps away from him, left. The man turns, lightly, a turn to the right, and the donkey turns carefully the opposite way. The man circles around Walter, releasing more rope until there is enough for Walter to circle round, too.


Step left, step right, turn and stop. The man coils the rope as they near one another until the dance brings him close to Walter’s head. He lifts the rope from around the donkey’s neck and places it around his own, all the while stepping and turning about.


Walter is loose, dancing unled. Dinah loves him so much she can’t breathe.


Step back for three. Pause and turn. Stately they dance, and slow.


It’s silent in here. Nobody stirs. Only humming, hooves and boots.


This dance is like talking, like being on a porch. Like buzzy singing, like sitting on a lap.
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Outside is wind and flailings of snow. In here, the humming grows faster. It leaps and shifts and the dancing shifts, too, the man’s feet counterpoint to the donkey’s. His steps are faster, light, at first in double time, then even faster than that.


But then the man slows himself down. He drags with each step. Is he slowing too much? His boots slide a half beat too long. No, not a half, some messier fraction. The man’s steps and Walter’s no longer overlap. The man drags still more, slows, and finally stops, while Walter circles around to the right.


Their lack of unison makes Dinah uneasy. What happened to the together-dancing? It was so lovely just a minute ago. Fix it, she wills Walter and the man. Do like you did before.


But they don’t. Though the humming slows and slims and the dancing is softer, delicate, the man and Walter are still not doing the same steps. And while the melody shifts back to the thin tune from the start of the dance, even that is not quite the same. Different notes are sounded, or held longer, or skipped.


Then it stops. Everything. Man, humming, feet. And when it does, the donkey is facing the back right-hand corner of the room and the man is facing away from him, to the side. It’s awful, wrong-feeling. Ending all separate, not even looking at one another, not even positioned so they could walk in the same direction? The man looks as though he doesn’t even remember about the donkey, like they never danced so lovely, like he never sang music for the donkey to hear. Dinah’s shoulder blades scrunch with the bleakness of it all. Maybe they made a mistake? But Walter and the man don’t look confused, like anything got messed up. Both of them have finished looks on their faces.
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