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Chapter One
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All I did was shake a hand. People do it all the time, and the worst that happens to them was a clammy palm or a few germs.

I should have known better. I did know better, but sometimes, the pressure was too much and coming from too many places all at once. Behave, Veronica. And sometimes, it drew more attention to me if I refused, and that was the last thing anyone wanted.

Maybe there were other reasons—fate or curiosity—that I didn’t want to admit, even to myself.

Whatever the reason, there I was in the aisle of Faith Fellowship Church, all-over relief that another Sunday service was over and done. I could go home and change out of my stupid navy blue dress with its itchy lace collar choking me that Dad insisted I wear, pretend this stupid place didn’t exist until next Sunday. 

Dad had his right hand in an iron grip on my shoulder, like I might cut and run—if only—and steered me down the aisle like a prized cow, giving a nod or a brief hello to whatever other Faith Fellows did so first.

“Matthew Simon! Just the man I wanted to see.” 

In front of us stood Mrs. Phelps, whose first name I’d never remembered. Since we’d moved to Dalesville five years ago so Dad could join up with his beloved Faith Fellowship Church, I’d been treated to more than one lecture on the disrespect of using an adult’s first name. The first time, I’d snarked back, asking him at what age it would be appropriate. He’d sent me to bed without supper. Mom wouldn’t have let him do that, but she wasn’t here, barred from contact by Dad’s Faith Fellowship lawyers. 

Dad gave her a small smile and nod. “How are you, Retha? How’s Frank?”

Her answering smile was big and bright and toothy. “Really good, thank you for asking.” She turned her klieg-light smile on me, stuck out her hand. “And how are you, Veronica? My, you’ve grown.” She said that like she hadn’t seen me in years instead of days.

I stared at her outstretched palm like I was trying to read it, buying time to either figure out how to gracefully refuse, or dig my gloves out of my coat pocket before I took it. 

My pause left her hand hanging in the air for a fraction too long for Dad, and the full weight of his stare hit me like an iceberg. 

Caught, I took her hand, managed a “Fine, thank you,” and a brief, shining moment of feeling nothing but the scrape of callouses against my palm and a surge of relief I’d finally gotten myself until control when it hit me. 

The pictures in my head, the ones I tried—and mostly succeeded—in blocking out in the past five years, were back, as clear as if I was watching them on TV. Except these were all the same. A woman lying on a bed, viewed from a distance. Her eyes were blank and her mouth slack with only slight variations: her chest rising and falling, her head turned toward the wall. The smell of industrial cleaner assaulted my nostrils. I knew this unknown person, but whether that feeling came from me or Mrs. Phelps wasn’t clear. I staggered where I stood, yanking my hand from hers as I made a blind grab for something to steady me.

I shut my eyes, the images still there, and took a deep breath. The world around me righted itself again, and I opened my eyes to Mrs. Phelps’s concerned frown and Dad’s angrier one. 

“I’m so sorry. The light hit my eyes.” I gestured up at the triangular window above the door, where the late morning sun was streaming in. 

Phelps’s smile seemed relieved. A glance at Dad also showed a slight modification of his scowl. 

“Maybe I’ll go sit down while you talk?”

Dad gave me a curt nod, and I hurried over to the doors, sank bonelessly into the chair where the greeters sat before the service. 

Crying seemed like a viable option, but that was the last thing I’d want to do in this place. What I really wanted to do was swear, to make all those grown-ups in their golf shirts and print dresses turn and gape at me like caught fish on a boat deck. All that time keeping my distance, wearing gloves if needed—even in summer, even at school—hoping if I ignored it, it’d go away like an imaginary friend no longer needed, was for nothing. 

I didn’t cry. I didn’t swear. I rubbed my temples, tried to ease the band of pain behind my eyes. Watched Dad chat with Mrs. Phelps, her smile still as broad as the shoulder pads on her dress. The ability—the curse—hadn’t just gone away. It had gotten stronger, building up behind the mental wall I’d erected to keep it in.

I stared at Dad, giving Mrs. Phelps the smile he never had for me.

Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been five years since my last confession. I see things when I touch someone.

No, that wasn’t the whole truth. Not anymore. Feel. Smell. The scent of orange cleaner and hopelessness lingered in my nose, in the back of my throat.

And I would never confess that to my father. He thought he was one of God’s chosen. It was hard to trust someone with no doubt.

I leaned my head against the wall, closed my eyes, let my thoughts linger over what I’d seen. What Mrs. Phelps had seen, I amended. How this little freak of my brain worked I was never one hundred percent sure, but it was always from their perspective: a face contorted, a road stretching ahead through bug-splattered glass. This one was odd: a figure seen at a distance through a small space. 

I briefly considered walking back and asking her. And how would that go, exactly? Hey, Mrs. Phelps, looked through any tiny windows lately? Why do I ask? No reason. But one glance at the two of them, still deep in conversation, put a damper on that idea. Dad was death on kids—I was his height, and almost eighteen, but whatever—interrupting adults, and the best I could expect was a scowl and no answers simply for violating one of his prohibitions.

And he had so many prohibitions.

Finally, he shook her hand and headed my way, the weak sunlight catching his lapel pin—two hands clutching a cross that all the Faith Fellowship bigwigs wore—as he marched forward. I sat up straight as he came closer, hating myself for doing it. 

Without a glance at me, he went to the door, opened it. “Come along, Veronica.”

I stood and followed him out, seething. Come, Veronica. Sit. Stay. Good girl. I dug my sunglasses out of my purse, even though the sun was peek-a-boo-ing behind the thick gray clouds above. All the better to hide. Dad didn’t require me to smile except in front of people like Mrs. Phelps or Reverend Ash or the guys that came over for his Tuesday prayer group. My eyes, though, they always gave me away.

We drove home in our usual silence, past the fast food joints and strip malls on Sunset, dominated by McClellan’s Sporting Goods’s college campus-sized store, the other big deal in town besides Faith Fellowship. As we crested the hill where City of Light Acres brooded over Dalesville, I stared at the entrance sign with its name in huge, weathered letters, complete with a carved likeness of its head honcho, Robert James Jr., staring at me with dead oak eyes. I turned to the side window instead, the toast and coffee I’d scarfed before church reduced to bile in my throat. The endless rows of tan houses with green doors blurred as we sped past.

Dad finally spoke as we pulled into the garage, and he tapped the remote to close the door behind us. “I trust you’re feeling better.”

It took me a good thirty seconds to remember I was supposed to be recovering from my faintness at church. You’re slipping, Veronica. “Yes, better. Thank you.”

A curt nod. “I’ll be working in my office for most of the afternoon. Please strip the beds and wash the linens before you make supper.”

“Yes, Dad.”

I followed him into the house, his back ramrod straight as he marched up the two stairs and through the door, down the hall to his office. 

As I changed into jeans and a t-shirt and hung up my church dress, my only thought was, at least he said “please” this time.

It was the little things.

I left my bedroom door ajar, the sound of the washer soothing as I sprawled across my bare bed and stared at the metallic star Mom had given me a decade ago, bought after a day of boring errands when she’d caught me staring at it in the window of a paper shop. It caught the sun and winked light on the wall and into my eyes. 

Dad told me she’d walked out on us. He’d wanted to move us here after he got a job offer from a place and man he admired. Mom had refused. At first, quietly, and then with more heat, finally kicking him out of our little house in Denver after some of his Faith Fellowship guys had shown up and tried to convert me. Two weeks later, she surprised me with a trip to Camp Serenity, a sleep-away camp up in the mountains I’d begged to go to ever since I saw their commercial on local TV.

It didn’t occur to me at the time why she’d finally given in. As I watched the star spin as the heat kicked on and blew hot air from the vent, I knew now she’d wanted me away from a father who was becoming hard to recognize. Or predict.

The washer stopped. I bounded off my bed and stomped down to the laundry room, yanking out the sheets with more force than necessary. Hadn’t worked, had it? I was stuck here with him, and she was gone. I’d tried to talk to Dad about it as he’d slammed around the house taking down pictures and stacking boxes by the door, but all he would say was, “She abandoned us.”

I stuffed the sheets in the dryer, slammed the door shut, and pushed Start. Sighed.

I didn’t buy it then. I still don’t. I scowled at his office door. It was a battle, and he’d won.

Back in my room, I went to my closet, rolled up on the balls of my feet to retrieve the keepsake box I’d hidden behind a troop formation of stuffed animals. Dad may have purged anything that reminded him of Mom, but I’d managed to rescue a few bits and pieces. I pushed aside old Field Day ribbons and dried rose petals and pulled out the picture I kept there. Mom, caught in the act of pruning a rosebush, grinning, with a smear of dirt across her forehead. Younger than I remembered her, but still exactly the same. 

I touched her photoed cheek. “Soon, Mom.” 

I stared at it long enough to burn her image into my retinas, to see her when I put it back in the box and closed my eyes. In my head, she moved, bent to snip one of the just-opened buds, and handed it to me. Laughed. I drifted closer to her, closer to sleep, but as I reached out, she changed, her face drawn, her eyes a chilling blank as she dropped the shears. Her knees buckled, and she fell as I ran forward, trying to catch her before she hit the ground. 

Instead, I was yanked backwards, Mom receding farther way until she was a forlorn figure viewed through a small window.

The dryer stopped, its bored beep waking me up. I stared at the star turning over my bed, my heart gonging in my ears like I’d sprinted the length of the house. I knew. That sense of familiarity was doubled. Maybe I didn’t quite understand how this talent of mine worked, but I could make a few guesses. That image leapt to Mrs. Phelps’s mind when I’d shaken her hand because I reminded her of someone else in that fleeting, deja vu way.

The same feeling I got when I looked in a mirror.

The woman in the bed was Mom.

***
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FOUR MONTHS LATER 

I sat at my desk, reading the school paper. Mom had found the desk abandoned on a street corner on our way to the grocery store. We’d chivvied it into the back of Grandpa’s old truck that stood wheezing and idling as we grunted and sweated, finally getting it in. She’d spent the summer between my fourth and fifth grade year sanding and staining it between planning her lessons for the fall and a brief week of all three of us heading to the coolness of the mountains to escape the July heat.

And she was here in Dalesville. Seen by a member of Faith Fellowship, no less. When? Where? Why? I had to know what happened, why she’d be here, and what I could do without revealing to anyone exactly how I came by this information. Not that they’d believe me, anyway. 

I filled up my calculus notebook with more ideas than equations, made more than a few lame attempts to get info out of Dad. No dice. Possibly because I had a hard time even looking at him lately, although I was sure he assumed I’d finally learned my place. 

I stared down at my hands, splayed across the newspaper, half covering the scowling face of Dalesville High’s recently fired geometry teacher, Richard Peterson, caught playing favorites with grades and exposed by Dalesville High Journal’s star reporter, Chris Mulligan.

Well, I thought he was a star. And I never liked how Mr. Peterson said “Veronica Simon” during class, with a little extra creep sauce in his tone. Chris’s investigative skills were one idea that might be possible, if I could figure out how to ask him. We shared no classes, but I’d had a few ideas where to look outside of school, and had been on my best behavior for months in the hope Dad might loosen the chain.

The door opened behind me. I spun in my chair to face my father, who’d perfected the art of looming and scowling half a decade ago. 

He spied the school newspaper on my desk and his perma-frown went all Grand Canyon. “I take it your homework is finished.”

I stood, tried to strip any sarcastic inflection from my voice, if not from my head. “Yes, sir.”

His expression eased a fraction. “I’ll be back Sunday. I’m trusting you to behave while I’m gone.”

“Yes, Dad.” In my head, I was doing backflips, so I didn’t trust myself to say more than that, but he seemed satisfied. 

He turned to leave. “Remember, God is watching,” was the only good-bye he bothered to give me before shutting the door. 

In five years, this was only the second time he’d left town without roping a Faith Fellowship biddie into staying the night. If he thought I didn’t know the first time was a test or that he’d have neighbors like Mrs. Sneed keeping an eye out for any infractions, he clearly thought less of my brain than he used to.

I sank back into my chair, listened for the sound of the garage door opening and closing before I allowed myself a relieved laugh, and got up to go to my closet for a change of clothes.

Half an hour later, having watched Mrs. Pimms heft herself out of her chair and turn off her TV—I could spy, too—I turned off my bedroom light, turned on the desk lamp, and slid out my window. 

After I pulled it shut and twitched the curtain closed, I made my way down the alley that ran the length of our subdivision toward Sunset, the road that ran east-west through this crappy town. Toward downtown, where all the freaks hung out, hoping this was the time I’d run into Chris. I thought he might be able to help me keep my promise to myself to find out what happened to Mom. Whatever other motivations I had I did my best to deny as I walked down the hill leading to Sunset. 

“I’m trusting you,” Dad had said. 

More’s the fool him. Trust was for suckers.

***
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I MOVED, THEY MOVED, we moved together. The bounce and sway of the mosh pit, the black-clad mass pressed against my body, the music pressed against my eardrums, colored lights pressed and flashed against my eyes. We were one. I flailed and fell, drowning. I leapt up and slammed against another. So much noise, I couldn’t hear my own thoughts...or anybody else’s. I was no longer Veronica Simon, alien and alienated. I was no longer alone. Just because I had a plan didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun, right?

The song ended, segued into a slow jam suitable only for the love sway, couples hugging one another with no visible rhythm. 

Of course, my mocking was only the slim coating over a bitter pill. Seventeen-years-old, and the only commandment I’d managed to break, goddamn it, was not taking the Lord’s name in vain. I still honored my mother, but Dad cared more about his stupid Faith Fellowship Community than me, so he didn’t deserve it. 

And maybe I’d done a bit of coveting of a certain sharp-faced, black-haired boy reporter with a quirky little smile. The thought of him made me smile as I plowed through the crowd, trying not to touch anyone. I wouldn’t mind breaking a few more commandments with him. Much as Dad and his cohorts tried to convince us otherwise, “Thou shalt not engage in sex before marriage” hadn’t actually made it onto Moses’s big stone tablet. 

I almost wished it had, for the fun of breaking it. 

Then again, I thought, as I got closer to the bar, who knew what would happen with that much closeness? I shuddered. Keep my distance. Tamp it down. Caution: use only as directed. And if a few things still slipped through the cracks, all the more reason to keep to myself. Best to concentrate on this opportunity. 

I rapped my knuckles on the bar to get Mike the bartender’s attention, and gave him what I hoped was a winsome smile. I hadn’t had a lot of practice with talking to people since we’d moved to Dalesville, but the few times I’d made it to The Club, talking to Mike had been easy. Someday, I might even be able to talk to someone else. 

He grinned when he saw me, his natural expression. He had a kind of teddy bear face and physique that was made for tapping kegs and giving the highest of fives. “What can I get you, Veronica Simon?” 

“Vodka tonic, if you’d be so kind, Michael Higgens.” I matched his tone.

He crossed his arms, tried unsuccessfully to settle his round face in hard lines. “ID?”

“Mike. Do me a solid. Jesus’ll love you for it, you know.” 

The grin reappeared before he could stop himself. “You could go to hell for saying shit like that.”

I felt my good humor crack a bit. It was a reminder of things I wanted the drink to forget. My smile and banter felt rubbery and fake, but I pushed on regardless. “My bad. I thought this was hell.”

He coughed and laughed simultaneously. “Fine. Three bucks.”

I put four on the bar. “Price-gouging bastard. Thanks, Mike. May God bless you.”

He laughed all the way down the bar.

I swiveled in my chair, sipped my drink, and watched the dancers. An involuntary sigh escaped me, and I took a large gulp of my drink. Pathetic. I lit a cigarette from the pack I’d bought at the beaten-up little store around the block and commenced watching again, but the dizzy dance-induced endorphin rush was long gone, replaced by the slow-simmer anger I’d carried for the past four months.

What did I expect, coming to this place? I didn’t know anybody. Five years of home, school, church, or church-related activities had rusted any social skills that didn’t involve quoting the Bible or praising Jesus. Even with Nancy, my best friend until Jeremy Barnes asked her out and proceeded to monopolize her, every word had to be monitored and measured, so I wouldn’t offend her. She’d never be caught dead in a place like this. 

And Mr. Mulligan, sadly, was nowhere to be seen.

I crushed out the cigarette, half-smoked, polished off the last of the vodka, adjusted my gloves, and slid off the stool. I snaked again through the dancers to the exit and out into the cold night air to be actually alone.

I wasn’t alone.

On the outer rim of the streetlamp outside the parking lot of The Club was a guy, leaning against a station wagon festooned with an array of discordant bumper stickers from an NRA “from my cold dead hand” to an Earth Day decal. He held a cigarette between long pale fingers, nails painted black to match both his hair and ensemble.

My laugh was both unstoppable and loud. 

He looked up and saw me, then shoved himself off the car and ambled in my direction. Despite the vampire drag and the dark parking lot, I wasn’t remotely scared. I knew who he was, the reason I’d started haunting The Club in the first place, hoping it might be one of the places he’d hang out. 

Finally, risk met reward.

I leaned against the wall of the club, bass thrumming through the plywood, a soothing counterpoint to the fluttery sensation in my stomach as he came closer. I told myself it was the nervousness of asking for a favor from a stranger. 

He reached into the pocket of his coat and produced a pack of cheap cigarettes, offering me one. I took it and the offered lighter. It was only then he spoke.

“Were you laughing at me?” No accusation in that deep, soft tone, only curiosity.

I darted a glance at him, smiled. “Yes.”

He returned it. “Just checking.”

I took a drag of my cigarette, exhaled the smoke toward my boots. “Are you offended?” 

“Terribly.” His somber voice was immediately undercut with a laugh.

I chanced looking up again, and let my smile widen. “Then please accept my deepest apologies...”

“Chris Mulligan.”

“Veronica Simon.” 

He squinted at me as if the fluorescents above the door hurt his eyes. “You look familiar.”

“I think we go to the same school, although your distinctive style should’ve made you more...distinctive,” I finished lamely. 

I was lying. I’d been noticing him for a long time, a math class here, an English class there, sneaking glances at his profile over my copy of Huck Finn, reading his stories in the Dalesville High Journal with a little more interest than a profile of Coach Blake necessitated. I didn’t want to open with that, though. I thought I might come off as a stalker, especially since I’d never actually worked up the courage to talk to him until now.

I watched him as he took a drag on his cigarette, the sharp plane of his cheek sucked in slightly. It should’ve made him look gaunt, but his face was softened by long lashes and lips whose curves always seemed to quirk on the edge of a smile. 

Not that I’d ever visualized kissing those lips or anything, or thought about running my hands through that shiny black hair. Nope, not me. I wasn’t remotely disconcerted by his proximity and was in no way having any problem paying attention to what he was saying. Absolutely not. This was purely professional. 

“...anyway, there’s a day-Chris and a night-Chris. Mostly ‘cause day-Chris has enough to do getting up and getting dressed without killing someone to manage more than jeans and a shirt. Then again, my dad hates it when I dress like this.”

“That’s enough of a reason to do it, yeah?” My voice didn't shake at all. Go me. 

“Pretty much.” He finished his smoke and ground it out under his boot. “My friends are going to think I died. I should get back in. I’ll look for you.”

“Do that.”

He smiled and was gone again into the bowels of The Club, so named because it was the only one in town. 

I hefted myself upright from the wall, turned and stared at the door that shut behind him. In the minute after he left, I knew I could pull open the door and follow him inside. Hell, maybe I could ask him to do the sway. Instead, I crushed the smoke, turned again, and made my way through the parking lot and out into the streets of downtown Dalesville.

The night was sullen with silence as I walked past alleys lively with trash and their furry inhabitants, boarded or soaped windows of stores and restaurants, victims of the now decades-old mall where the shinier kids took their economic and social business. As I meandered past the shuttered Blue Moon Café toward the square, I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t gone back inside, found him, and asked him to do the clutch and sway on the dance floor. I’d been waiting for this opportunity.

Keep your distance. Find out what happened.

All my planning and thinking hadn’t given me any idea on how to achieve both. Focus on the latter, I lectured myself as I continued my walk, the square coming into view. That was the important thing, wasn’t it? Not the way his smile quirked on and off, like a shorted-out lamp, or his gangly walk, or the shock of black hair he kept pushing back from his forehead. I wanted him intrigued, not me.

You could just ask him.

My foot stumbled over a rock on the sidewalk. I kicked it hard into the street. 

When had asking nicely ever gotten me anything? 

The nip of night air felt nice on my skin, and I let my sudden bad mood trail away. I dug another cigarette out of my bag and lit it, focused on the fact I’d kept my head around him, and known to quit while I was ahead.

The light from a trashcan fire in the alley next to the St. James Hotel—formerly the “jewel of downtown Dalesville” and now home to anyone who could pay the ten dollar a night charge—illuminated the stark dark branches of the catalpa in the center of the square. I ambled over there, took a seat on the warped wooden bench under the tree, and leaned back, sending smoke up toward the icepick stars above.

Alone was better. Dad would be home on Sunday, in time to drag me to church, where I had the joy of being surrounded by people whose only connection was how much they hated everything not like them. I wasn’t like them, and the effort to hide that was exhausting. Worse, the collective crazy of Dad’s church of freaks had a way of sneaking through the chinks in my mental armor even without touching them. 

I hugged my arms more tightly around myself. Alone was definitely better.

The square was deserted, and the silence loud. My ears strained to pick up a sound, any sound. Relief came in the form of an idling car nearby. A door slammed, and I stood, turned away from the street. It was time to move on, sneak back into the house.

“Hey. I thought it was you.” 

I spun around again, on my guard, and was facing Chris, giving me that same flickering smile.

He stepped back, the smile gone. “Unless you didn’t want to be bothered.”

I let my face relax. “No, it’s fine. I wasn’t doing anything important.”

It quirked on again. “Cool. We’re,” he gestured toward the station wagon, where two shadows lurked in the depths of the car, “going to Sam’s for some coffee and grease. Wanna come with?”

“Well...” I thought about the walk and the pleasure of solitude, that smile and the sharp teeth of the wind. Thought about sitting next to Dad and being harangued for my sinful nature in this our sinful world, anger like incense lingering in the air. Smiled, because it worked. “Why not?”

We walked together toward the car. Chris opened the passenger door for me. Up close, I noticed two boys in the backseat sporting a motley collection of piercing, tats, and other blasphemous attire, and scrambled right in and slammed the door behind me.
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Chapter Two
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The smell of incense was worked into the wooden pew. In front of him was the doleful face of the suffering Christ. He saw no judgment there, no expression carved into the face that said, “Chris, you have sinned. You are cast from my kingdom.”

There was enough of that in the pinched faces of the communicants’ heel-toe-ing it up the aisle. He stared instead at the lip of the pew where he was kneeling, trying not to slump and lay his head there. The wages of sin were falling asleep in church and waking up to see the red creep up his father’s neck, and the disappointment in his mom’s eyes. His father—his Dad’s friends called him Big Pat, and so did Chris in his head—was always angry about something lately, and thus easy to dismiss. Mom’s disappointment was rarer and harder to take.

Be a good boy.

When he was little, he’d wanted that life. A modern-day Saint Francis, working with the sick and poor. A life of service to the greater good. Christ’s representative on earth.

That was all gone. He wasn’t sure exactly where it had gone. Maybe it was as simple as getting old enough to be horrified at the idea of never getting laid. Maybe it was Catholic grade school and the bitter nuns and pietistic priests and the hypocritical good boys and girls they praised, who were no better than anybody else. If it hadn’t been hard for him to figure out they were full of shit, shouldn’t people who’d devoted themselves to God be able to see through all that crap, too?

There was one thing left that could still give him an echo of that old magic. The darkened church, priest in the nave with a large candle, and then the parishioners lighting their candles, each to each, until the church was full of hundreds of flickering flames. Easter vigil: the return of Alleluia, the return of the Lord from the hell of death.

Eventually, the candles were snuffed, and he’d start counting the hours until the vigil was done.

“The mass is over. Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.”

The organist crashed into the recessional like he was playing Notre Dame rather than a mid-sized Midwestern Catholic church. Chris wasn’t the only one who jumped. He suspected Big Pat actually had dozed off, given the wide-eyed bleary gaze he returned to the priest. Still, he managed to get himself together to lead the procession out of the pew as soon as Fr. Nickols and the altar boys had swept past. Chris outdistanced his family almost immediately, pulling on his jacket as he walked down the aisle and out the doors into the sharply cool sunlit Sunday morning.

He lit a cigarette the minute his feet hit the mended asphalt of the parking lot, picked out their rust-bitten station wagon among the shiny sedans and SUVs of the other parishioners, and strode in that direction. Their newer truck was in the shop, and money was tight while Big Pat was on disability. From that vantage point, he could watch his parents nod and smile at Fr. Nickols, watch his sister Meg squirm with irritation at being forced to stand still after an hour of sitting in church.

He took a drag of his cigarette and followed the lazy drift of his thoughts to Friday night and the girl who got into the car. They’d driven over to Sam’s, the mangy twenty-four-hour diner on Sunset amid with strip malls and dollar theaters and fast food joints like neon pimples on the green backside of the hills surrounding the town. The fries were undercooked, the pie was rubbery, the coffee could either strip paint or be thin enough to read through, and the air was thick with cheap cigarette smoke, old grease, and beer sweat from the good ole boys who’d stumble in when The Rambler across the street closed, but it was theirs. The girls with shiny hair, the guys with visible biceps? They never set foot in Sam’s. It was the boys clad in black, pale from choice or from spending hours in their parents’ basement reading Lord of the Rings or playing Dungeons and Dragons, the girls who pierced their noses or dyed and spiked their hair in electric blue or Kelly green or cherry red. Even more subtle outcasts—the girl who’d rather read English lit or was too fascinated by string theory, the boy who liked to draw, or even the ultimate crime in a mid-sized Midwestern town in the mid-nineties, the boy who like other boys—flocked to Sam’s.

Sam’s, The Club, the Blue Moon coffee shop, Lou’s Used Records—those belonged to all of the above. To hell with the rest of the town. Chris was counting the days, and his savings, until he could leave for good.

They’d stood in the doorway, and he could recognize almost everyone under twenty. Mark, who could quote verbatim from The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and laughed at any mention of the number forty-two, or Cecilia and Tim, with heads both shaved on one side so when they sat together, it looked like one head of dyed black hair. They were the town’s answer to Kim Gordon and Thurston Moore, and played their brand of odd, intellectual rock every other Saturday at the Blue Moon.

Veronica? He couldn’t remember her at any of those places, only coming out of the ground fog at The Club, laughing at him, or sprawled on a bench under the worn catalpa in the square, staring up at the sky. That was weird. She was memorable. Tall, with dark brown hair in a careless ponytail, and a glance so sharp, it could cut glass. 

The four of them had wended their way through the crowd, pouncing on a table under the incongruous white pergola in the center of the restaurant mere seconds after the two old dudes with trucker hats stood, adjusted their droopy jeans, and with deep scowls as they eyed the four of them up and down, walked pigeon-toed to the door. They paired off—his best friends Laine and Julian, Chris and Veronica—across the table from each other. Chris noticed Laine’s grin and knew he’d planned it. The easier to talk without awkwardly craning one’s neck.

Before any of them could say a word, Shirley appeared, exhaling annoyance along with a faint tinge of Juicy Fruit. She knew well enough they stayed too long and ordered too little. It vanished, in the smoothing of her wrinkled nose and a smile lurking behind her eyes, when she saw Veronica. “Hey, sweetie. What are you doin’ here this late, and with these losers?”

Veronica grinned. “Making new friends.”

She laid a bony talon on Veronica’s shoulder, green sparking behind the brown of her eyes. “You could do better.”

Laine’s expression matched both of theirs. “How come she’s ‘sweetie’ and we’re ‘losers’?”

Shirley filled up their cups and started to walk away, then turned back, still smiling. “She tips well.”

Laine snorted as he stirred sugar into his coffee. “There, see, you’re ruining it for the rest of us.”

Veronica winked at him. “That was the plan.”

***

[image: ]


A CAR ON SUNSET BACKFIRED, jolting Chris back to the reality that he’d been half asleep leaning against the car with a lit cigarette. Stupid. He dropped the butt, yawned, and glanced over at the church. His parents were finally making a move away from Fr. Nickols, Megan danced with impatience against Mom, who still had a grip on her hand. 

He stood up straight, watched as the last cars eased out of the church parking lot. Both of them volunteered at Our Lady of Peace—Mom as Eucharistic minister, Big Pat disclaiming the Word in his booming voice for the first or second reading. They were probably discussing schedules or something boring like that. He was glad he was too far away to overhear.

He’d watched Veronica talk to Laine, who looked smaller than usual next to her. She was tall, with angular long arms and hands that seemed built for grand gestures, discussing bands they liked (none of whom would have set foot in Dalesville), while the smoke from her cigarette curlicued upward. When she wasn’t smiling, her face looked cold. He glanced toward the church and saw her resemblance to the stone-carved virgin above its doors. Still, it was interesting—and a little disturbing—how well she fit in with the three of them, a piece he hadn’t realized was missing.

He’d been so intent on his examination of her that he didn’t at first realize she was staring at him. When their eyes met, he’d had the disconcerting sensation of being looked through, felt an odd shudder deep in his gut like some ancient machinery coughed to life.

“X-ray vision,” he’d said before he realized he’d said anything. She jumped a little, red tinging her face and making it less stone, more human.

She fumbled another cigarette out of the pack, eyes down, before looking up at him again. The unnerving gaze was gone. “Sorry. I do that sometimes. I’m not great at people.” 

He returned her smile with one of his own, shrugged. “Forget it. It’s all good.”

“Yes.” What that was an answer to, he wasn’t sure. Leaning against the car, watching his family come toward him, he still wasn’t sure. He turned the moment over in his head, trying again to figure it out. Something else. He glanced toward the church again, Fr. Nickols’ vestments blew out behind him like a cape, and he wondered when Nickols knew he’d wanted to be a priest. Nickols was always banging on about vocations, that sense of being called, and that Chris never felt it was another reason he’d dropped that particular life plan. His cold hands balled into fists in his pockets as he realized what it was: he felt chosen. But for what? 
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