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For my mom, who filled my life with books and taught me that a trip to the bookstore is always the best adventure.


CHAPTER ONE

Miracle on Aisle 4

Every Sunday my town turns into a war zone. On one side, St. Andrew’s United Methodist stands poised, huge church-tower bell at the ready. On the other, Holy Cross Baptist prepares to return fire as the choir warms up and the sound system is adjusted. I don’t want anything to do with either of them. Me and God, we’re not best buds these days.

I shove away from the convenience store’s counter, sliding my hands over the nicked orange surface, and count out my cash drawer. This is my first Sunday shift, and after the register is ready I raise a soda cup filled with Dr. Pepper as a toast. It took three weeks of begging and pleading before Ken, the owner, agreed to let me have this shift each week. Completely worth it.

No more hiding in my room and making excuses on Sunday. No more glares from porch-sitting little old ladies. No more lectures about my ungodly ways from PTA moms. They can’t fault me for drawing a paycheck. Probably.

Outside, St. Andrew’s bell rings, brassy and demanding. In answer, Holy Cross’s choir lead, Ellen Martin, belts out the opening bars of a gospel song through speakers wide as a barn door. Minutes later, the bell falls silent and Ellen draws out the last triumphant note of “Hallelujah.” I start laughing. Score one for Reverend Beaudean and Holy Cross. Pastor Bobby’s arms must have given out while yanking on the bell pull.

I slip on my neon yellow apron. The words Gas & Gut are scrawled across the top in Sharpie. The store is actually called the Gas & Gullet, which isn’t much better. The letters lle in the store sign were damaged during a storm ten years ago. Ken never bothered to replace them.

My name tag adds an extra layer of tacky to the shop clerk chic. It hangs at an angle, one corner curled forward like a dog’s ear. Ken wrote my name, Delaney Delgado, on the front using the same Sharpie as my apron and then slapped a piece of clear packing tape over top to keep the letters from smearing. This town is all class.

Clemency is tiny. Population 1,236. Nora Jean had her baby last week so I’m adding him to the tally. There are only two gas stations, the Gas & Gut and a new Exxon three blocks away. Jobs are scarcer than a business suit on Main Street.

It’s a long, slow day. The buzz-thwap of a fly beating itself against the front window and the wheezing cough of the ice cream chest provide a steady soundtrack. The AC stuttering to life in fitful bursts adds variety but isn’t enough to keep my T-shirt from clinging damply to my skin under the apron. I try to think icy thoughts.

Late in the afternoon, a black SUV pulls up to the gas pump out front and a man in checkered swim trunks and flip-flops gets out. His skin is a red so deep, tomatoes would be envious.

The back door of the SUV opens and two boys tumble out, also in swim trunks and flip-flops. Their sunburns are pale, washed-out reflections of the man’s. The first boy, perhaps twelve, leans over and punches his brother on the shoulder, eliciting a yell. The younger boy retaliates with a kick. Their father’s hand tightens on the gas pump handle and it looks like he’s about to yell. Instead, he reaches over and lightly swats their heads, one after the other, smiling.

While the three of them are distracted, I surreptitiously lift my camera and snap a picture. This is not as easy as it sounds. I don’t have the latest palm-size silver toy or a camera phone. My weapon of choice is a clunky Polaroid camera my grandfather gave me two years ago. It might have been new in the eighties when Pops got it, but now it’s so battered it looks like it was used as a soccer ball in the World Cup. It’s the most beautiful thing in the world.

When the picture pops out of the camera with a soft whirring noise, I yank it free. The boys and their dad are on the move; no time to fan the air and watch the image appear with its own brand of magic. I shove the camera and picture under the counter and straighten up, pasting on my best smile.

“Welcome to the Gas & Gut,” I chirp as they come inside. My voice is so chipper, I want to strangle myself with one of the licorice ropes.

The dad gives me a wary look but nods. Within five minutes, they’re gone, the boys clutching soda cups large enough to drown in. We should offer free flotation devices with those things.

I pull the photo back out and study it. Exhibit A: portrait of a family, fractured but not broken. Maybe their mom is just busy with her book club today. Or maybe she’s five states away shacked up with a boyfriend named Roy. Or maybe she’s buried and rotting in the ground. But she’s not here. And they’re still smiling. Proof that these things can happen. What’s the secret? I uncap my Sharpie and label the wide white band at the bottom of the picture with neat, precise letters: modern family.

I add it to my stack of pictures for the day, three deep so far. These are my proofs, my windows on the world. One day I’ll be able to line them all up and the world will make sense again.

Just before six, the end of my ten-hour shift, I make a quick check of the aisles and the cold cases.

“Crap.”

I forgot to restock the cold case by the register. Andy, the night shift clerk on Sundays, is going to complain about that for a week.

I snag the neon green basket that holds the Babybel cheese wheels. A single cheese remains, red cellophane wrapper bright as a new poker chip. My little sister, Claire, loved the stupid Babybels Mom used to tuck into our lunch boxes. My chest squeezes tight and I pick the cheese wheel up gingerly between two fingers.

“Hey, no bruising the merchandise!” Andy breezes in, his Gas & Gut hat clinging to the back of his head off kilter, shirt untucked, and a cigarette butt still hanging from the corner of his mouth.

I grimace. “Ken will rip you a new one if he sees you smoking in the store.”

Andy graduated from Shrenk High last year, but unlike anyone with half a brain cell, he’s chosen to stay in Clemency. When I graduate I’ll be out of this town so fast I’ll leave a sonic boom in my wake.

Andy plucks the cigarette butt out of his mouth and waves it at me. “It’s not lit. Ken can’t yell at me for a cigarette I’ve already smoked. Outside. On my own time. Now you,” he adds, “won’t be so lucky when Ken figures out you’re palming the merchandise.” He taps a finger against the we prosecute shoplifters sign propped against the cash register.

I flip him off. “I’m paying for it. Don’t get your panties in a wad.”

Andy grins back. “Sure, Del.”

Andy is cute in a middle-America kind of way, with farm-boy blond hair that sticks up in all directions and freckles sprinkled like a dash of cocoa powder across his skin. He’s a shameless flirt, but I can’t help liking him. Andy works a lot of the night shifts and every now and then we share a shift, though it’s rare. The Gas & Gut isn’t busy enough to need two clerks.

He catches sight of the empty bins behind me and groans. “Couldn’t you at least restock?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. I only just noticed they were out.”

Andy sighs, shoving his bangs out of his eyes. “Fine, I’ll restock. Beat it, would you? Cindy’s coming by later and I don’t need extra company.”

“You’re using the Gas & Gut as a hookup spot? Classy.”

“Jealous?” Andy croons. He walks behind the counter and pops the register open, doing a quick count and jotting down the cash total on a grotty old notepad.

“You wish.” I weave through the aisles, debating the merits of SpaghettiOs over Beefaroni. I finally grab the Os, a couple stale doughnuts, and a case of Dr. Pepper. Gourmet food all around.

I drop my purchases on the counter in front of Andy and dig in my back pocket for a twenty. Andy swipes the items across the scanner, pausing when he gets to the Babybel.

He glances again at the empty cheese basket.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he says with mock dismay. “You’re not old enough to purchase this without a parent present.”

“Hand over the cheese or die.” I cock my finger like a gun and scowl at him.

Andy laughs but moves the Babybel to the other side of the counter. “You left me with stocking and you’re trying to run out with the last cheese wheel? I need my snacks, Del. This little cheese is payback for giving me extra work. Take your SpaghettiOs and walk.”

“That’s petty.” I drop the crumpled twenty on the counter.

As I grab my change and the thin plastic sack, Andy waves the Babybel cheese tauntingly at me. He’s such an idiot. The door sticks when I push it and I curse under my breath, shoving harder. It screeches open. Stupid, cheap-ass Ken never will fix the thing.

“Holy shit,” Andy says.

I glance over my shoulder only to find Andy staring down, slack-jawed, at the unwrapped cheese wheel in his hands.

He jerks his head up. “Get back in here! You’ve got to see this.” He puts the cheese wheel down as if it’s a live grenade.

What the hell? I abandon my shoving match with the door and head back to the counter. Andy points at the cheese wheel.

There’s something weird about the surface of the cheese. I lean closer and then snort, straightening. “Cute. My baby sister used to carve hearts into her cheese wheels too. Except she was five and didn’t flip out about it afterward.”

Andy looks at me like I’m speaking Swahili. “That’s not a heart some kid made and I didn’t Ginsu the cheese. It looked like that when I unwrapped it.”

I tilt my head, raising an eyebrow, and he twists the cheese wheel to face me. I laugh. “Seriously?”

Andy’s face flushes red. “It looks like baby Jesus. You see it too, right?”

“It looks a bit like a baby. He’s a little lopsided, though.” I move, trying a different angle. The folds and indentations of the cheese form a kind of picture, an infant wrapped in swaddling cloths like a tiny nativity piece.

Andy whips out his phone, snapping a picture. “No one’s gonna believe this. Holy cheese! Maybe it’s like a sign from God or something.”

“You think God is talking to you through dairy products?”

“All I know is that is beyond nuts.” Andy pauses, fingers poised over his phone while he posts the picture. “Hey, didn’t some holy tortilla sell for a couple thousand online a few years ago?”

“No one’s going to buy that.”

“Don’t be so sure. This thing could be worth a lot.” He pockets his phone and edges the cheese away from me.

“Good luck,” I say with a laugh. Sometimes Andy is weird.

I drop my backpack off my shoulder and unzip it, hunting for my camera. I don’t have a picture of holy cheese, might be nice to add it to the rest of my collection. Proof that weird stuff happens?

“Mind if I snap a pic?” I hold the camera up for Andy to see.

He covers the cheese wheel with a cupped hand, blocking it from view. “I already sent a picture to my blog. No way you’re scooping me on this and posting it to your Facebook.”

“It’s a Polaroid, genius. Real pictures? Remember those? I’m not going to post pictures of your precious cheese all over the Internet. I want one for my wall.”

Andy looks dubious but less likely to bolt. “Just one?”

“Yeah, just one.”

“Fine, but you better keep it to yourself.” He moves his hand, but stays close enough to snatch the cheese wheel away if I make a move for it.

“You’re paranoid. You get that, right?”

“The rest of the world’s gone digital, you know.”

I hold the camera poised over the cheese wheel and bend to line up the shot in the viewfinder. Moments later, the picture slides free and I watch the image fade into life. “I prefer this, it’s more honest. No photo manipulation, filters, or digital crap.”

Andy shakes his head, picking the cheese wheel up again and tucking the cellophane around it.

This time, I don’t look back when I walk out of the door.

Everybody always thinks they’ll know the exact moment their life skips onto another track, the moment the meteor shifts in its path and hurtles toward Earth. I didn’t see this meteor coming. Didn’t even realize I’d just snapped a picture of it.


CHAPTER TWO

A Family of Ghosts

We live on the other side of town from the Gas & Gut. A few cars pass by as I walk and I wave at the drivers I recognize. They wave back. The sidewalk is cracked and pitted, concrete squares squashed together as though a drunk arranged them. The edges don’t line up and if you’re not careful, it’s easy to trip and do a face-plant. I’ve walked this way so many times I automatically match my pace to the uneven squares. My own little game of hopscotch right up to our front yard.

In the distance, squat hills and scrubby trees form a backdrop for the town’s low buildings—nothing over two stories. Downtown is a child’s building block set of mismatched rectangles in competing colors: the bright pink door of Beatrice’s beauty parlor in stark contrast to the subdued white concrete of Community Bank sitting next door. In the middle of the town square is a park no bigger than a baseball diamond. A gazebo with peeling white paint perches at its center, and a neglected set of swings and a rusting slide take up the far corner. In summer the entire town swarms that tiny lot for the Watermelon Festival and again in fall for the annual fish fry. Veterans Day will fill the park with old people in uniforms. The town square is the heart of Clemency. Except on Sundays.

Our house is decent by Clemency standards, two stories when most houses in town are one. The yard used to be nice, with wild rosebushes and neatly trimmed hedges lining the front of the house. Now the hedges have turned rogue and attempt to scale the brick walls. The grass was swallowed by weeds two years ago and forms an ankle-deep patchwork of greens and muddy brown. Crossing the tiny front porch, I stomp on drifts of dead leaves. Claire and I used to have leaf fights every fall, flinging fistfuls at each other’s faces until our hair was tangled and filled with leafy confetti. I stomp on the leaves harder.

Crickets begin to chirrup and a car drives past, its tires making a soft shushing noise against the asphalt. Next door, Mrs. Abernathy’s TV is on, and the murmur of voices slips out her open kitchen window and wraps around me.

Inside my house, there’s only silence waiting, just like every other night.

I could circle the block a few more times, but the grocery sack is so thin I’m afraid the cans will come tumbling through the bottom any minute.

The front door is barely open when my older brother, Emmet, barges into the hallway. I drop the grocery sack with a shriek. “What the hell?”

Emmet grins, looking way too pleased at having scared the crap out of me.

“Jesus appeared at the Gas & Gut and you didn’t call?” he demands.

“Jesus didn’t make any doughnut runs while I was on shift,” I mutter, dropping my keys into a little blue bowl on the entry table. I ignore the stack of mail sliding off the table edge. I already fished out this month’s bills and shoved them under Mom’s bedroom door two days ago.

Emmet hasn’t changed out of his football uniform and there’s a trickle of sweat running down the side of his face. He must have been doing extra drills after the rest of the team packed it in and then run all the way home in his heavy gear. My brother the superjock. High school football is his god. Luckily for him, the rest of the town also loves to worship at the altar of Astroturf. Friday nights are pretty much a high holy day around here and the only time Holy Cross and St. Andrew’s declare a temporary cease-fire.

“Heidi texted me five minutes ago. Said she saw something on Andy’s blog about Jesus appearing,” Emmet says. “I knew that guy was a stoner.”

“Since when does Heidi read Andy’s blog?” Guess I’m even more out of the social loop than I thought. Also, who still blogs?

Emmet shrugs. “Heidi said Mary called and told her to check it out.”

“It’s been like twenty minutes. Unbelievable.” I don’t know why I’m surprised. It’s not like there’s anything to do in this town except talk about everybody else’s business. But even by Clemency’s standards, that was fast.

“Are you saying it really happened?”

I shove the grocery sack into Emmet’s hand. “Dinner. SpaghettiOs. Fix us both a bowl and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Emmet glances upstairs, weighing the sack in his hand.

I shake my head. “You know Mom will be out the door any minute.”

Emmet’s shoulders stiffen and he turns, shuffling into the kitchen with the plastic bag banging against his leg. A few years ago, Mom would never have missed a family dinner. Of course, a few years ago she would have been cooking.

I have Claire to thank for the dramatic changes in our family.

After she died, when the silence in the house felt like it might smother me in my sleep, we all went a little crazy. Emmet and I recovered. Our parents didn’t. My mom took a night shift at the Everything Store, a Walmart wannabe on the edge of Clemency, and we’ve hardly seen her since. My dad, a mechanic at Lucky’s Lube & Tune, took off one day after yet another fight with Mom. He’s in Montana, as far from our screwed-up little family as he can get. It’s like we buried our parents with Claire. The result is basically the same.

My eyes are drawn to the family portrait hanging over the entry table. It’s three years old, taken at Christmas—the last time we were a normal family. Three months before Claire got sick. Mom’s hair had been permed and she looks like a blonde poodle wearing a Santa hat. Dad’s glasses are crooked, and both of them have fixed take-the-damn-picture smiles, but Emmet and I are laughing, and Claire’s looking sideways because Emmet had just yanked her ponytail. My brother’s hair is slicked back with gel, his square face spotted with acne on his chin and cheeks. I look like my dad and brother, same dark hair and eyes, my skin tawny brown. There’s no trace of Dad’s Mexican heritage in how I was raised, but it’s stamped on my face. Claire looks like Mom, with the same blonde hair and sharp cheekbones. Her skin is corpse white compared to the faces around her, though. Maybe that should have been our first clue something was wrong.

We look happy in that picture, normal. But those people are ghosts of a family that no longer exists.

I curse under my breath and move into the kitchen.

Emmet holds an open can over a pink plastic cereal bowl and smacks the bottom. I snatch the can out of his hand and use a fork to knock the last dregs into the bowl. I have mad dinner skills.

“Go on, big guy, take a seat. Wouldn’t want you to strain those oh-so-important fullback muscles.”

Emmet whaps the back of my head before sitting and propping his legs on the table. I knock his feet down as I pass, smirking when he scowls.

“No shoes on the table. I don’t want Astroturf getting in my SpaghettiOs.”

“You’re not Mom. Stop acting like her.” Emmet slaps his heels back onto the table and tips his chair up on two legs.

If I was trying to act like Mom, I’d leave him to starve. Ungrateful bastard.

I kick the closest chair leg and Emmet goes flying backward, hitting the floor hard. He scrambles up and makes a grab for me, but I dance out of reach.

“Uh-uh, wouldn’t want to spill dinner, would you?” I hold the bowls over my head and back around the table, sticking my tongue out.

“The moment you put those down, you’re toast.”

I make sure to keep the table between us and pop the bowls into the microwave. “I thought you wanted to hear about Jesus’s miraculous appearance at the Gas & Gut? It’s gonna be hard to talk if you’re strangling me.”

“I’ll risk it.” Emmet rights his chair and sits, feet on the ground this time, glaring at me. “Why are you in such a good mood?”

I can’t tell Emmet it’s because he’s home and this place doesn’t feel like such a tomb when I’ve got him to bug, so I shrug and lean back against the counter. “The thing with Andy and the cheese wheel is funny.”

I drop our bowls onto the table and as soon as I sit down, Emmet kicks my leg under the table. “What cheese wheel and what’s up with Jesus?”

I scowl but explain about the Babybel, expecting him to laugh. Instead, he looks thoughtful.

“That’s weird. But cool.”

Before I can answer, a door opens then closes upstairs. Emmet and I both go still, looking up at the ceiling. Seconds later there’s the soft thunk of footsteps on the stairs, the rattle of keys being grabbed from the front table, and the cold, impersonal thud of the front door banging closed.

“Have a nice night! Love you too!” I yell, layering enough sarcasm into the words to strip paint.

“Don’t,” Emmet mutters.

“Why not?” I snap. “I could stand a foot away from her, yelling, and she’d still be in zombie-Mom mode.”

Emmet drags a hand across his face. “Just don’t.”

The defeat in his voice stops my tirade before I can really get started. We don’t talk about Mom just like we don’t talk about Claire. I could fill the hall closet with all the things we don’t talk about anymore.

He gets up, dumps our empty bowls in the sink, and messes up my hair on his way out of the kitchen. “Thanks for dinner.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I grip the edge of the counter and stare after him, resisting the urge to apologize for what I said about Mom. We both know I wouldn’t mean it.

Sighing, I grab my backpack from the front hall, jog upstairs, and slip into my room.

Home sweet sanctuary.

Walking into my room is like standing in the middle of a kaleidoscope. The walls are covered by hundreds of Polaroid pictures from waist high up to the ceiling, each held in place with a pushpin. If I took them down there’d be so many little holes in the wall you could shine a light through and make a giant star field.

When I first started taking pictures, I wasn’t picky about what I shot. I burned through the film packs Pops gave me like they were tissues. As soon as I had to start buying my own Polaroid packs though, I figured out just how much classic film costs. A huge chunk of my paycheck goes to support my photo habit these days.

All those pictures on my wall might look like chaos, but there’s a message and a theme in each sweep of images. Beside my bed are the photos that speak of family and friends, of how things should be. That’s where I’ll add today’s snapshot of the sunburned father and his sons.

Beside the closet is my WTF wall, filled with the odd and offbeat. There’s a picture of a two-headed snake Mrs. Jasper found in her shed, another of a broken swing with a sparkly pony sticker tacked to the bottom. Andy’s cheese wheel will be in perfect company.

When Pops gave me his camera, a year before Claire’s death and just months before his own, he told me, “A Polaroid camera’s a kind of truth you can’t find anywhere else. You press a button and a minute later you’re holding a small piece of the world. The image quality might be crap, but so’s the world lots of times.”

I frown at the grainy image of the cheese wheel, trying to find Pop’s truth in it. Andy probably faked the whole thing. Or maybe a factory defect caused the surface of the cheese to warp? Because if God is sending some big message via dairy express, I can’t figure out what it is.


CHAPTER THREE

Christening Cheesus

My alarm blares, dragging me out of a dream where my best friend Gabe and I are kissing. We’ve never crossed the friendship barrier in real life. I’m pretty sure Gabe’s never even thought about it. I can’t say the same. But here’s the thing: He really is my best friend. Okay, like my only friend. There’s no way I’m going to risk wrecking that by making a move. Unfortunately, my subconscious hasn’t gotten the memo. I shake off the dream and roll out of bed.

Emmet takes half an hour to get ready in the mornings. He’s a guy; he should be in and out of the bathroom in two minutes. But his routine hasn’t varied for over a year. Maybe it really does take him that long to apply hair gel, slap on some cologne, and admire his pecs.

I wait in the car, drumming my fingers on the cracked dashboard and making little holes in the layer of dust. Emmet will be driving, of course. I have my license, but the only spare vehicle is this old Buick my brother bought six months ago. It was cheap because it’s the ugliest car ever made—squat and wide with each door a different color and Rust Bucket painted on the hood in foot-high black letters.

I lean over and smack the horn. Rust Bucket belches out a noise like a jet engine being stomped by an elephant.

“Come on, Emmet,” I yell out the window. “No one cares if you have a hair out of place. You’ve got practice after school anyway.”

Emmet appears in the front doorway and shoves a last bite of Pop-Tart into his mouth. His right cheek bulges like a hamster’s.

“Zip it,” Emmet growls, spraying crumbs. The car drops lower as he climbs in.

Rust Bucket shudders to life with a squeal, and black smoke billows from the tailpipe. The ride to school only takes five minutes, seven if all three of the stoplights are against us.

Shrenk High squats on a patch of land at the edge of town. To the right of the school, a low chain-link fence surrounds the sports field and a row of bleachers only five benches high. The field is used for everything from our ten-person track team to the football and soccer teams. Football gets first dibs on practice time, though. Even among extracurriculars there’s a pecking order.

On the other side of the school is the tiny parking lot. It has as many potholes as parking spaces and one sad little tree in the middle. The actual school is a cluster of three buildings: the elementary, middle, and high schools. They share a single gymnasium, which usually means we’re tripping over the kindergartners’ T-ball bats and jump ropes when it’s time for our daily PE torture session. There aren’t enough kids to merit completely separate schools so the county decided to save money and build this monstrosity. Last year’s graduating class, the biggest in the school’s history, had sixty-seven students. I’ve been going to school with the same kids since I was five.

Gabe is waiting for me by the entry doors, back propped against the metal railing that separates the middle school from the high school.

“Morning, Beaudean,” I say, pausing to bump my shoulder against his.

“What’s up, Delgado?” Gabe smiles.

I try not to focus on Gabe’s lips, worried he’ll guess about last night’s dream. His jeans hang loosely on him and he’s grown another few inches over the past months. He’s all knees and elbows, his skin tanned the color of burnt summer grass.

Truth is, Gabe and I are odd friends. Under normal circumstances we’d barely talk to each other. But our friendship is anything but normal.

When I was ten, Reverend Beaudean and his family moved to town from Louisiana. Rev B and Gabe were fine, but Gabe’s mom, Lila, stirred up all sorts of gossip, especially when she wore her micro miniskirt for a stroll down Main Street. A few months later, Lila shocked the town biddies when she ran off with some trucker passing through. Worse, she stole all the proceeds from the Ladies Auxiliary bake sale before she left.

For weeks, Lila and the missing bake sale money were all anyone could talk about. No one wanted anything to do with Gabe. They couldn’t shun Reverend Beaudean—he was a preacher after all—but Gabe was fair game.

I threw my very first punch the day Wayne Hissep called Gabe a gator-hugging swamp baby and accused him of helping Lila steal. Gabe and I weren’t friends, but Wayne was way out of line. I skinned my knuckles, bruised Wayne’s cheek, and ended up grounded for two weeks.

I also ended up with Gabe as my best friend. You’re either born friends in Clemency, or trouble ties you so tight together you don’t have any other choice. I’m glad I punched Wayne way back then. Some friends are worth fighting for.

“Earth to Del, hello?” Gabe says, dragging me back into the present. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

I glance away and shrug. Was I staring at his lips again? “Maybe I just think you’re weird.”

“Please, you’re the one who totes around a camera older than the school. How was your first Sunday shift?” Gabe falls into step beside me as we enter the main doors. “Sorry I didn’t come by yesterday, I got caught up with helping Dad after the service.”

“No worries. You’d have been bored. It was so slow I almost gave Santa a makeover.”

The front window of the Gas & Gut features a life-size painting of Santa Claus holding a turkey leg. Ken paid some drifter two cases of beer to paint the figure last November. Now, almost a year later, Santa’s paint is cracking and there are scratches in inappropriate places thanks to the middle schoolers. Ken’s so proud of that Santa he refuses to clean the front window, but he never said anything about modifying Saint Nick.

Gabe laughs. “What kind of makeover are you planning?”

“Santa needs to get with the locale. I’m thinking a cowboy hat.” I change out my books.

Gabe shoves every book he has into his navy backpack, making it bulge. If I press a finger against his shoulder I bet he’ll tip over. “Ken’d skin you if you touched Santa,” Gabe says.

He has a point. Is alleviating boredom worth my life? Guess I’ll have to decide next Sunday.

We head for homeroom. All around us students rush, shoving open lockers, searching for lost assignments, and gossiping about their weekends. The hallway is filled with the dull roar of two hundred kids on the move.

“You’re a good artist,” Gabe says. “Ken should’ve paid you to paint the front windows.”

I grimace. “I’m not interested in the sort of currency he was offering. Beer isn’t my thing.” Vodka gets the job done faster, mixes well with lots of stuff, and doesn’t taste like you’re licking the bottom of a toilet bowl. Too bad I cleaned all the vodka out of Dad’s liquor cabinet six months ago.

“True. But if he’d offered you some camera film, I bet you’d have painted the walls, windows, and roof.” Gabe slides a sideways grin at me.

“Are you calling me cheap?”

“Nah, just obsessed. Get any new pics?”

“A couple. I snapped one of Andy’s holy cheese.”

Gabe’s eyebrows hit his hairline. “Holy cheese?”

“I can’t believe you haven’t heard.” I edge past him into the room. Homeroom is basically a homework catch-up session and announcement time, so we don’t have assigned seats. It’s the only time we get to sit together all day, other than lunch. “Emmet knew about the cheese wheel by the time I got off shift. Power of the Internet and all that. Also, did you know Andy has a blog and people actually read it?”

“Can we focus? Why is the cheese holy exactly? Is it a Swiss kinda thing?”

Before I can explain about the cheese wheel, the last warning bell rings and Mrs. Winnacker gets to her feet. Her frizzy brown hair adds three inches to her five-foot height and thick glasses teeter on the end of her nose, threatening to hit the floor at any moment. She glares and the room falls silent. Mrs. W might be tiny and unimposing, but no one hands out more detentions.

I shrug at Gabe and mouth, “Later.”

He nods once, rolls his eyes, and switches his attention to Mrs. Winnacker.

I pull out my worksheets and hideously thick math book. When homeroom ends half an hour later, I feel as though my brain has been squeezed through a pasta strainer. “Who cares what freaking x means anyway? I’ve never had to make change for a customer and been forced to multiply by x, divide by z, and then quantriple the remainder by a factor of 7.” I slam the cover closed on my math book, shove it in my backpack, and get up.

“That’s your problem.” Gabe puts away his copy of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. “Making change is way more fun if you quantriple it by a remainder of 7.”

“We can’t all be math geniuses,” I mutter. I take perverse satisfaction in watching Gabe struggle with his backpack. He’s always been an A student, and while I love him, I also occasionally want to smack him over the head with a protractor and some graph paper.

“I’m glad you recognize my better qualities,” Gabe says.

“Sure I can’t bribe you into doing my math homework?” I bat my eyelashes and give him a soppy smile.

“Not a chance.” Gabe shoves me ahead of him and out of the room. “Come on, you owe me an explanation about holy cheese. Can it make the meatloaf in the cafeteria edible?”

“The pope couldn’t do that.”

“Still waiting for an explanation.”

“It’s stupid. Andy unwrapped one of those Babybel cheese wheels, the kind dipped in red wax. The cheese inside had an image sort of stamped or carved into it. Andy says it’s baby Jesus, maybe even a message from God, but I’m not feeling it.”

Gabe shakes his head. “Probably just something random.”

“Probably. I doubt God has anything to say to anyone in Clemency.”

“My dad would disagree.” Gabe touches the small silver cross he always wears. He’s had it as long as I can remember.

“Your dad thinks God communicates through snack food?”

“He quotes that ‘God works in mysterious ways’ line all the time. I bet he’d buy into the holy cheese story.”

“That’s all Andy needs, someone credible reinforcing his delusions.”

Gabe shifts his backpack and glances at the hall clock. “One minute warning. Better get to math or you’ll miss that algebra test. Wish me luck with Shakespeare.”

I wave Gabe away. “Fine, go enjoy English while Mr. Sutherland tortures me to death. You’re such a sadist.”

“You know me so well.” He laughs before turning to jog down the hall.

I make it through the classroom door as the bell rings. Everyone else is already seated and Mr. Sutherland is writing a problem set on the whiteboard. The bald spot on the top of his head is shiny under the fluorescent lights and his blue dress shirt is untucked in the back. As he adds the last inscrutable letter to his demonic math example, Mary leans over to Anna and whispers, “Have you seen the picture on Andy’s blog?”

By lunchtime, it’s clear that Gabe’s ignorance about the cheese wheel is an isolated phenomenon. Andy’s blog and the picture he posted dominate school gossip. Half the school thinks the thing is a fake and the other half are willing to admit God might have a dairy fetish.
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