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IT WAS BEDTIME on Tuesday.

But I wasn’t in bed.

“Mom! Dad!” I called from the top of the stairs.

“Yes, Molly?” Mom called back.

“There’s a strange light outside!” I spoke loud enough to reach all the way to the living room. Mom and Dad like to read down there at night.

“What’s strange about it?” Dad said loudly.

“It’s like a long, straight beam of light,” I answered.

“What color is it?” Mom asked.
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“Just white,” I said. “It’s pretty far away. It’s not like blue or red or anything.”

“What else is strange?” asked Dad.

“It shoots across the sky every six seconds,” I yelled.

“Well, it’s an even number, anyway,” Mom called. “That’s good, right?”

“Right,” I called back.

My parents know I like even numbers way more than odd numbers. Because with odd numbers, there’s always something left over. And what are you supposed to do with something that’s left over? That just doesn’t make sense to me.

Dad called, “We’re on the way!”

When they got to my room, Mom, Dad, and I watched the light move across the sky from my window.

“What is it?” I asked.
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“Looks like a searchlight,” Dad said.

“What’s a searchlight?”

“It’s a real powerful beam of light,” Dad started to explain. “You know the spotlight the school uses for the holiday play every year?”

“The one up in the balcony?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dad said and nodded. “A searchlight is like that, only a hundred times—maybe a thousand times—more powerful.”

[image: image]

“How come it moves in a circle like that?” I asked. “How come it goes around once every six seconds?”

“It must be on a rotating platform,” Mom answered. She pointed her index finger up in the air and turned it slowly.

“Why is it there?”

“I’m not sure,” Dad answered and shrugged his shoulders. “It’s kind of an old-fashioned thing, to be honest. I haven’t seen one in years. Searchlights are used to attract people.”

“Like if there was a traveling circus in town,” Mom said, helping out. “They would use a searchlight to get people to come to the circus. The idea was that people would be curious about the light in the sky, follow it, and then have fun at the circus.”

“Great example,” Dad said.

“A circus would be awesome!” I exclaimed. “Do you think that’s what it is?”

“I doubt it,” Dad answered. “There aren’t too many traveling circuses anymore.”
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“Bummer,” I said. “Then what is over there?”

“I don’t know,” Dad said. He pulled down the window shade while Mom fluffed my pillows. “But it’s bedtime now.”

But I didn’t get into bed. No way.

“Do you really think I can go to sleep without knowing exactly where that searchlight is?” I asked. “And why it’s there?”

It was quiet for two seconds while Mom and Dad looked at each other.

Then Dad laughed.

“All right, Molly,” he said. “We’ll take you there. Get a hoodie to put over your pj’s. It’s chilly for a June night. And put on some sneakers.”

“Yay!” I yelled and jumped up and down four times. “Thanks, Dad!”
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YOU’VE ALREADY READ 534 WORDS. OFF TO A GREAT START!
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WE DIDN’T TALK much as we drove. Dad concentrated on getting us to that searchlight. Mom helped by watching the light and telling him when to turn. I was busy looking out the window. Sometimes when I look out the car window, I’m so busy that I forget to blink. And I have to say in my brain, “Blink, Molly, blink.”

We got to the searchlight.

It wasn’t a cool traveling circus.
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It was a boring car dealership.

Dad parked, turned to me, and asked, “How many signs did we pass?”

“Thanks for asking,” I said and smiled at him. “We passed thirty-three signs.”

“Thirty-three?” Mom asked. “That’s an odd number. Do you want to drive around for a minute so you can finish on an even number?”

“No,” I said and shook my head. “I want to see the light now.”

The searchlight was strapped to the back of a big truck. There was a large red metal box on the ground next to the truck. A bunch of thick rubber cables ran from the red box to the searchlight. We walked closer. The metal box hummed and vibrated.

“What’s the big red box for?” I asked.

“I think it’s a generator,” Dad said. “It runs on gasoline. That searchlight needs a lot of power. If it was just plugged into an outlet, it would probably knock out the electricity in the whole town.”
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“Like during that big storm last year?”

“Exactly,” Mom answered.

We stopped about ten feet from the searchlight. The circular motion was calming and rhythmic. I could feel my head rotate on my neck slightly as I watched it turn and turn.

“Why is it here?” I asked. “At a car dealership?”

Dad said quietly, “You’re about to find out.”
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Because I was mesmerized by that rotating light, I hadn’t noticed that a woman had walked up to us.

“I’m Hannah,” the woman said. She had a name tag on her shirt. “We’ve got a big sale going on this week. Great cars. Zero percent financing. Are you interested in upgrading to a new model?”

“No, I’m not,” Dad answered politely.

Mom said, “Our daughter saw the searchlight and was curious about it.”

Hannah leaned down to look at me. “And what is your name?” she asked.

“Molly Dyson.”

“Well, Molly Dyson,” Hannah said and smiled, “what do you think of our big light in the sky?”

“I think it’s annoying,” I said. “I’m awake because I had to find out what it was. And it’s Tuesday. It’s a school night. My friends Rosie, Simon, and I have to come up with a project tomorrow for the science fair—and make it work by Friday night. So I should really be sleeping.” Hannah seemed a little surprised at my answer. She said, “I’m sorry about that, Molly.”
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“May I ask you a question?” I said.
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“Of course.”

“Did you know that you can spell your name backward and forward?”

“I did know that,” Hannah answered.

“Can I ask you another question?”

“Sure.”

“When are you going to turn the light off?”

“We’re open late this week because of the sale, Molly. We close at ten o’clock,” Hannah said. “We’ll turn it off a little before then.”

“Okay,” I said and took Mom’s hand. We turned around to go to the car. “Bye.”

Dad laughed. Every now and then he laughs a little bit at me. He just thinks I’m funny sometimes.

[image: image]

[image: image]




[image: image]

I STOOD AT my window and watched the searchlight make its circular pattern across the sky, flashing by my window every six seconds.

Just like Hannah promised, the searchlight went off right before ten o’clock.

I hadn’t realized how much brighter the night was with the searchlight. Now that it was off, I could see how dark it was. There was no moonlight or starlight—it was cloudy out.

Oh, and there were fireflies. In our backyard. A bunch of them.
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How could something so little blink so brightly?

The searchlight needed a big red gasoline-powered generator to shine its light.

Fireflies don’t have generators.

The searchlight is used to attract people.

Fireflies use their light to attract other fireflies. I thought. I didn’t know that for sure.
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There was something there. Right at the edge of my mind. Something needed to be figured out. Something needed to be done.

I climbed into bed.

But I didn’t fall asleep for quite a while.

Something was stuck in my head.

Fireflies.
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I HOPED THAT the fireflies would get unstuck by school the next day. I knew I should really be thinking about the science fair.

But the fireflies didn’t get unstuck.

“There’s something I have to talk to you guys about,” I told Rosie and Simon on the way to lunch. “It’s important.”

We hustled through the cafeteria line, got our food fast, and sat at a table by ourselves. For lunch that day we had chicken nuggets, a banana, and a scoop of mashed potatoes.
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I like bananas because they’re the same color on the outside and the inside. The outside is dark yellow and the inside is light yellow. No problem.

I don’t like fruits that are one color on the outside but a totally different color on the inside. Like watermelon is green on the outside, but red on the inside. Or apples are red on the outside, but white on the inside.

It just doesn’t seem very honest.

You know what I mean?

So I like bananas. I broke mine into eight bite-size pieces.

“Rosie,” I said. “Can I ask you something?”

“Here it comes,” Simon said.

“What?” I asked. “Here what comes?”
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“Simon and I could tell something was bugging you,” Rosie said. “We just figured it was the science fair. I know you’re worried about coming up with a project. We are too.”
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I smiled. They knew me so well.

Simon asked, “So what is it?”

“It’s
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