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DEDICATION

For the Handler, who is key in all things!
—J.O’C.

For my childhood pal, Wendy Frontiero
—R.P.G.
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“That’s really a camera?” Lionel asked. Nancy could see the skeptical look on his face. “Skeptical” was a new favorite word of hers. It meant a person doubted whether something was true.

“Yup, it belonged to my mom,” Mr. Dudeny said. “Fifty years ago, Polaroid cameras like this one were high-tech. They let people take photos in a brand-new way.” Nancy’s teacher was holding up a silver and black box so everyone in room 3D could see it. The front of the camera pulled out like an accordion with a large, round lens on the end.

“You put in film, snapped a picture, and out popped a piece of paper. In about a minute you’d see the picture appear on it.”

“Ooh! It sounds like magic,” Clara said. “Can you show how it works?”

“Unfortunately, no. The kind of film you need is hard to find and pretty expensive now. But I have some Polaroid pictures taken with this camera.”

Mr. D passed around a bunch of small, square photos. The colors in all of them were very faded. “My mother is the girl in the tie-dye T-shirt.”
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“Mr. D, your mom and her friends were hippies!” Nancy said. She and Bree were looking at a photo of a boy with hair down to his shoulders and another of two girls with their arms around each other, one in a floppy hat and blue granny glasses and the other wearing lots of love beads and a necklace with a peace sign.

Grace sat, twirling her pencil and looking bored. “I don’t see what’s so great. Now you can take photos with a phone and see them in a second. You don’t even need a camera.”

“Well, Grace, that’s the point I’m about to make. A long time ago, this camera was brand-new and cool. Now it’s something from the past.” Mr. Dudeny took out his cell phone from his pocket. “I bet fifty years from now third graders will look at this and say, ‘That thing is really a phone?’”

Nancy mulled over Mr. D’s words, which meant she was thinking about them really hard. Once the past hadn’t been the past. It had been just like this very moment, sitting in her classroom. The present. And in the future, this very moment would turn into the past. Nancy blinked and shook her head. All this mulling was making her brain feel twisted up like a pretzel.

“Next week, I would like each of you to bring in something from present time. Nothing big. Something that tells about what life is like today—like a desk calendar for this year or the front page of a newspaper. We are going to put everything in a box.”

“You mean, like, a time capsule?” Lionel said. “Awesome!”

“Ooh—and can it have a sign on the front that says ‘Do not open until 2064’?” Nancy asked.

Mr. D nodded and explained that their time capsule would be stored in the basement.

“Maybe in fifty years my child will go to school here and get to open it,” Clara said.

Grace rolled her eyes. “Clara. Do the math. In fifty years you’ll be nearly sixty. Your children won’t be kids anymore. They’ll be grown-ups too.”

Clara pooched out her lips and looked disappointed. “Oh yeah, you’re right.” Then she brightened. “Well . . . then maybe my grandchildren will get to open it.” Clara giggled. “Imagine! Me, a grandma!”

“And for Monday,” Mr. Dudeny went on, “I’d like each of you to interview somebody who was your age a long time ago. Thirty, forty, or even fifty years ago. Find out where they grew up and what it was like being a kid back then. What was happening in the world? Who was president? Were there exciting new inventions? Any crazy fads?”

Bree was furiously scribbling down everything Mr. D said. Then she turned and whispered to Nancy, “Dibs on Mrs. DeVine.”

“No fair!” Nancy whispered back. Mrs. DeVine was their neighbor and also a senior citizen. She was the perfect person to interview, and Nancy had just as much right to pick Mrs. DeVine as Bree did.

Nancy raised her hand and waved it around it until she got her teacher’s attention. “Mr. D, Mr. D! What if two people want to interview the same person?”
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Mr. D said that wasn’t a problem.

“Let’s do the interview together. It’ll be way more fun that way,” Nancy suggested right after the last bell rang.

“Okay. Sure!” Then suddenly Bree looked uncertain. “Hmmmm. Maybe that’s not allowed.” Bree was always very particular about following homework rules. So before heading outside to where their bikes were parked, they got the okay from their teacher.

By the time they biked home, a plan was in place. In the clubhouse in Nancy’s backyard, they made a beautiful invitation to slip under Mrs. DeVine’s door.
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“It’s so weird to think Mrs. DeVine was our age once,” Bree said, placing the cap back on a hot-pink marker.

“Everything about time is weird when you really start thinking about it,” Nancy said. She sat back on her knees and pondered. “Right now, Monday is the future. And by Monday, today will already be the past. Doesn’t it make your brain feel twisted up like a pretzel?”

Bree thought for a moment. Then she giggled and said, “No. More like scrambled eggs!”
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Bree James: Thank you very much, Mrs. DeVine, for agreeing to this interview. We will now begin. My first question for you is: Who was the president of the United States when you were born?

Mrs. DeVine: It was Harry Truman. He became president at the very end of World War II in 1945. That was the year I was born. Actually, he liked to be known as Harry S. Truman. Although he didn’t have a middle name, he picked a middle initial for himself. I guess he thought it made him sound more important, more distinguished.

Nancy Clancy: Where were you born? Was it in this country or were you an immigrant?

Mrs. DeVine: Why, I was born right in this very town! Only, it wasn’t much of a town then. There was still lots of farmland.

Bree James: Were there any amazing new inventions like the Polaroid camera?

Mrs. DeVine: Oh, yes! TV. Television screens were tiny at first, and you needed antennas—“rabbit ears,” we called them—to keep the picture in focus. And the shows were all in black-and-white.

Nancy Clancy: What were your favorites?

Mrs. DeVine: That’s easy: I Love Lucy. I’d go over to my best friend’s house to watch, because her family had a TV set long before mine did. Lucy was a grown woman, but she and her friend Ethel would get themselves into the craziest trouble! My best friend and I were jealous because nothing crazy ever happened to us.

Nancy Clancy: Who was your best friend?

Mrs. DeVine: Her name was Bitsy. But she wasn’t little. In fact she was very tall for her age. Bitsy was a nickname for Elizabeth.

Bree James: Since Nancy asked two questions in a row, I get to ask two now. What did you do for fun? I mean, besides watching TV? And were there any fads?

Mrs. DeVine: Oh, we did a lot of the same things you girls like to do. We rode our bikes, we played board games like Monopoly and Sorry! And we read all of the Nancy Drew books.

Bree James: What about fads?

Mrs. DeVine: Bitsy and I loved jacks. I was very good. I could do lots of tricks, which were called “fancies” and had names like Snake in the Grass and Backsies. Slinkys were very popular too. Bitsy and I would have races to see whose Slinky would tumble downstairs the fastest.
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Nancy Clancy: What kind of clothes did you wear?

Mrs. DeVine: Girls wore skirts most of the time. Poodle skirts were the rage. And if we wore pants, they weren’t blue jeans. Blues were for boys and were called “dungarees.” I brought over an old photo album so you can see what kids looked like in the 1950s.

Nancy Clancy: This brings our interview to a close. Thank you, Mrs. DeVine. Your answers have told us many interesting things about the days of yore.
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