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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

To all the lunch ladies out there (my mother-in-law included): You know most of you can’t cook—but you still show up to make food for gazillions of kids every … single … day.

That takes guts!

For my readers: Stick with the peanut butter cookies. They’re usually good. And avoid the “tuna surprise” whenever possible.

For my wonderful husband John (whose mother was a lunch lady): One of the things I love most about you is that no matter how bad dinner turns out … you always eat it. Thanks!

For my sons Michael and John: Here’s a very important life lesson: When in doubt, go for the PB&J!!!

~Elise


CHAPTER 1

I think Mrs. Holt is a killer,” Mike said.

“Me too.” Keith said. He had a bag lunch, but he was looking at my food.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I know what you mean.”

I looked down at my tray. Big mistake. It’s best not to look at it. At least not straight on.

Lunch food. It was better just to eat it. You know, with your eyes closed.

When you looked at it, you wouldn’t be hungry anymore. Any idiot knows that.

School lunch food was most edible when you had a cold. Then you couldn’t smell it. Or really taste it. That’s when it tasted best.

Too bad I didn’t have a cold.

“What is this?” I asked.

I poked at my lunch.

It didn’t move, so that was a good thing. The only problem was that I didn’t think it should be brown. Whatever it was.

“I’m not talking about the food,” Mike said.

“What? You like this stuff?” I asked as I poked at it again. It still didn’t move.

“Of course I don’t like it, Al!” Mike said. “Do I look like I don’t have a tongue?”

We all stared at Mike.

“You look like you don’t have a brain,” Roshni said.

Roshni always cracked on people. No one took it to heart.

“Can you look like you don’t have a brain?” Keith asked. “I mean, that’s not something you can really see.”

“At least not yours,” Roshni said back to Keith.

Things were getting out of hand. I had to change the subject.

“I think it’s meat loaf,” I said.

“My brain?” Keith asked.

I wanted to say something to Keith, but knew that one Roshni in the bunch was enough.

Before Roshni could answer Keith, I spoke up. “No, the brown stuff. I think it’s meat loaf.”

“Would you forget about the brown stuff?” Roshni said to me. “For all we know, it’s poop on a plate.”

Mike threw his fork down. “Okay. Now I can’t eat it. Thanks a lot!”

“You were going to eat it?” Roshni asked Mike.

“I’m so hungry, I was going to try.”

“Here. Take my corn bread,” Keith said. He held out a square of corn bread.

“Your Mom’s famous corn bread?” Mike asked.

Keith nodded.

“Thanks!” Mike said as he snatched the corn bread out of Keith’s hand. He started eating it like he was on Survivor or something and hadn’t eaten in days. “God, this is good,” he said to Keith. He was taking huge bites.

Just then, four tables over, everyone started screaming.

A crowd formed, and Roshni ran over there.

Keith, Mike, and I stayed seated. We figured we’d wait until Roshni came back. We knew he’d tell us everything.

“That idiot—Chris Vale—shoved another Tater Top up his nose,” Roshni said as he came back.

We rolled our eyes.

“Yeah, what else is new?” I said.

Chris Vale shoved a Tater Top up his nose at least two times a week. We think he did it to get the attention of some girl. But all he got was Mrs. Holt jumping over the lunch counter.

Mrs. Holt is the lunch lady. She’s a real weirdo. And of course, she can’t cook.

That’s why the school hired her.

Have you ever met a lunch lady who could cook?

I can see their interviews. The school principal asks a future lunch lady to bring in a sample of her cooking. If it’s totally disgusting, she gets hired. If her food is somewhere near good, she’s probably told to go to a restaurant. “No use wasting your skills on these kids,” the principal probably says.

“You know, I’ve never had a school lunch that was any good. In all my years of school,” I said. I poked at the brown stuff some more.

“Yeah, me neither,” Keith said. “That’s why I ‘bring.’”

“Can you guys forget about the food for a minute?” Mike said.

He looked worried. Or upset. I couldn’t tell which.

But Keith hadn’t noticed.

“We’re at lunch, man. How can we forget about food?” Keith asked Mike.

“Because there are other things to worry about,” Mike said.

“Like what?” I asked.

“Like, I think our lunch lady really is a killer,” Mike said.

We all looked at Mike. Then we looked at Mrs. Holt.

She was walking around the lunchroom. Her eyes were wild and shifty. And she looked nervous.

“Okay. I’ll bite,” I said as I turned back to Mike.

“Yeah, me too,” Keith said. “Why do you think she’s a killer?”

“She’s always doing stuff that’s not, you know, very lunch ladyish,” Mike alleged.

“She’s weird, but that doesn’t make her a killer,” Roshni said.

“Yeah, if ‘being weird’ made you a killer, then Chris Vale would be a serial killer,” I said.

“You mean a Tater Tot killer,” Keith said.

“What?” Roshni asked Keith.

“You know. He’s not a cereal killer. He’s a Tater Tot killer,” Keith said. Then he laughed.

He was the only one who laughed.

“You really are an idiot,” Roshni said to Keith.

“Like take now,” Mike said. “Look at her. What is she doing?” He got us back on topic. That was good.

She was waving some kind of metal box thing around.


CHAPTER 2

What do you think it is?” I asked.

No one was looking at Mrs. Holt. They were all watching the nurse pull yet another Tater Tot from Chris Vale’s nose.

“Oh, my God! He’s bleeding!” Tina Link said.

The nurse held up the Tater Tot and looked at it closely.

Then she looked at Chris and shook her head. She was making a face that clearly said that she was beginning to hate her job.

Chris smiled at her and then laughed.

Whatever the joke was, the nurse didn’t find it funny. I knew that because she sighed. It was so loud, I could hear it all the way over here.

“Aren’t you going to do something?” Principal Newman asked the nurse.

“No,” she said as she packed up her stuff.

“But, he’s bleeding” Tina Link said loudly.

Everyone stopped talking and listened carefully.

Yes, we were used to Chris Vale’s antics, but this “bleeding” thing was new.

Maybe he finally hurt something. Maybe Chris Vale finally shoved one too many Tater Tots where it didn’t belong. Maybe he had a rupture or something. That would be cool. Really cool.

Maybe his head would explode from all the other stuff he must have packed up there. I mean, if he did Tater Tots at school, maybe he did something like that at home too. And there wasn’t a nurse at home to go up there fishing stuff out. So it all had to be packed in there.

I could only imagine the strange things that were shoved up his nose canal.

We all waited quietly to hear what the nurse was going to say next.

She shook her head. “No. He’s not bleeding.”

“But I saw the blood,” Mr. Newman said.

“Yeah, me too,” Tina said with concern.

“Ketchup,” Mrs. Poi said.

Mr. Newman stared at Chris Vale. Actually, we were all staring at Chris Vale.

“There is something seriously wrong with you, son. Keep this up and I’m going to tell your parents to get you tested,” Mr. Newman said.

Keith laughed at that. “Can you test for stupidity?”

Roshni looked at Keith. “Isn’t that what tests are for?”

“You’re a real ‘glass half empty’ kind of guy, aren’t you?” I said to Roshni. It was more a statement than a question.

“Look at her,” Mike said softly.

He was still watching the lunch lady, Mrs. Holt.

She was waving that little metal box all around. She looked like a scarecrow waving in the wind. Or a hectic businesswoman trying to hail a cab.

It would have looked funny if it weren’t so … bizarre.

“What is she doing?” Keith asked me.

I looked at my best friend. Why does he always think I know everything?

“I don’t know, Keith. Do I look like her mother?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her mother.”

Roshni laughed. “If Al looks like Mrs. Holt’s mother, then she’s one butt-ugly woman.”

“Can we focus, people?” Mike cried out. “There’s something really wrong with this picture. Don’t you think?”

Mrs. Holt was now running around. She looked like a chicken with her head cut off. Not that I’d ever seen a chicken with its head cut off. But I’d imagine it would be pretty funny.

She was sticking that metal box at each lunch table. Then she was looking at each kid. Hard. Like she was wondering if they were up to something.

“What is she doing?” I asked aloud.

I didn’t expect an answer.

We watched as she quickly moved from table to table. She was trying to get whatever she was doing done by the time the Chris Vale chaos ended.

It was ending. So she was being more subtle about it. But she was still doing it. Whatever “it” was.

“Maybe she’s a spy,” Keith said.

I rolled my eyes. “And what’s she trying to do? See how many kids get sick from her cooking?”
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